Part 6-Redefining Church

Acts 2:42-47

Read Acts 2:42-47.  

True or False-pastor + program + building = church.
I begin with a brief church history lesson; when you read the book of Acts, you encounter a go and tell faith; really a go and tell way of life.  We’ve been talking about this; Christ’s death; Christ’s resurrection; Christ’s ascension; and then the Spirit is poured out on God’s people.  And again; while he’s known as the Comforter; his agenda is not to make people comfortable; his agenda is to embolden followers of Jesus to carry on the mission of Jesus.  Trust me; Peter and Paul did not one day say; you know; life is good; Jesus conquered death; I think we should start telling others about the risen Christ; what do the rest of you think?  No; the Spirit is poured out and immediately they are sent out into the world.  Let me say it this way; Jesus embodied the mission; the Spirit fueled the mission; and they were the instruments of the mission.

And so; in the book of Acts; the Kingdom spreads like a virus; literally invading every aspect of society.  Faith is not contained to a building; no; it’s unleashed onto the streets; and for the most part; that’s really the way that it was for 300 years.  But then something happened; something really unfortunate and tragic; enter a Roman emperor named Constantine who legalizes Christianity.  Imagine this; no more persecution; no more hiding; no more flogging; no more living life on the edge; no more dying for your faith.  Sounds pretty good; and not only that; but Constantine paid for a bunch of fancy new church buildings.  It would be the equivalent of Stephen Harper building all of our churches and appointing our pastors; this is what Constantine did.  And suddenly; church became a place that you go to-instead of a people that you are!  And now; 1700 years later-when we hear the word church we think of buildings and concrete and services!  Yet; if Jesus was physically on the earth and you asked him about church; he wouldn’t give you an address or point to a building.  He would say; those are the people on the planet who follow me; who are filled with my Spirit; who are committed to living out my mission; that’s the church.

I tell you all of this; because this is what we see in Acts 2; we see the church; we see the people of God living in right relationship with God; with each other; and with their world.  In fact; there were four priorities that marked this church; first; learning; were told that they devoted themselves to the Apostle’s teaching.  The idea here is that they sat at the Apostle’s feet; hungry to receive instruction; hungry to learn more about Jesus.  

This reminds me of when I came to faith in Christ; I was so hungry to devour the Word; to learn it; to memorize it; to apply it to my life.  This was the focus of this new community; they were devoted; in other words; there was this single minded determination; this continual persistence to learn all that they could from the Apostles.  So; what did the Apostle’s teach; the epistles; no; they hadn’t been written yet; the Gospels; no; they weren’t compiled yet either.  So; what were they taught; the Old Testament; the sayings of Jesus as they recalled them; the Sermon on the Mount; the final conversations in the Upper Room.  That was their focus; and these 3,000 new believers couldn’t get enough!

Today we live in a different age; for Peter is no longer with us; James was martyred; John has died; so have the others; even Paul who came later is gone.  For us; the Apostle’s teaching is the New Testament; and every time we read it we essentially sit under the Apostle’s teaching.  And of course; we too are to be devoted to God’s Word; individually and corporately; a story is told about a lady who invited her pastor over for a visit.  When she saw him pull into the driveway; she yelled out to her daughter; hurry; bring me the book that mommy loves so much!  Her daughter ran into the living room and handed her the Sears catalog!  

Let me ask you a question; is this book part of your life; do you read it and let it read you?  I came across something called the Diary of a Bible.  Here’s what it said; January 15; been resting for a week; a few nights after the first of the year; my owner opened me but no more.  February 3; owner picked me up and rushed off to church.  February 23; cleaning day; dusted and put back in my place.  May 5; grandma’s in town; back in her lap; a very comfortable place.  May 10; grandma’s gone; back in my old place.  May 20; baby born; they wrote his name on one of my pages.  July 1; packed in a suitcase; off on a vacation.  July 14; still in a suitcase; almost everything else taken out.  July 21; home again; quite a journey; though I don’t see why I went.  August 20; owner wrote grandma’s death in the family record.  He left his extra pair of glasses between my pages.  December 31; owner just found his glasses; I wonder if he will make any resolutions about me for the New Year?  Question-what story would your Bible tell?  

Second; sharing marked this church; the key word here is fellowship; in the Christian community; no word has been more misunderstood than fellowship.  Because when we hear this word we automatically think of church potlucks in the fellowship hall where there is salads and desserts.  You know the scene; men stand around and they talk about the Canucks and other “manly” things; after awhile they find their wives who are having similar conversations about the kids; and then everyone goes home.  Know that I am all for the Canucks and the kids; yet; true Biblical fellowship goes so much further than this!  The idea of fellowship is about this intimate sharing of life that is rooted in Christ; because as Christians; we share the same Lord Jesus; we share the same Scriptures; we share the same love for God; we share the same struggles; we share the same story that we are sinners saved by grace; we have all of this in common; and out of this commonality in Christ; we should be experiencing rich fellowship with one another.

Think of our context for a minute; Peter has just finished preaching; the people are cut to the heart by the Spirit; which then leads to 3,000 people getting saved.  And as a result; this new Holy Spirit community is instantly formed; think about it; these people didn’t know each other; they were from all over the world; they were different and so very diverse.  Yet; now; they are one in Christ; and as they share in the same Lord Jesus; guess what happens; they begin loving one another and talking to one another; and praying with one another; and sharing and learning. In fact; a key part of fellowship is together; for all throughout this passage we come across this word; verse 44; twice in verse 46; we read of how they spent a great deal of time together.  
So; when the Bible talks about fellowship; the idea is that masks come off; conversations get deep; hearts get vulnerable; accountability is invited; lives are shared; tenderness flows; generosity happens; burdens are carried; it is life together.  Whoa; that’s crazy; I just want to talk about the Canucks; the reality is that very few people know what it’s like to experience this type of fellowship.  Why; because we are so good at hiding; it’s been said that when humankind fell from grace, we inherited not only a tendency to hide from God, but a tendency to hide from one another as well.  That’s what happened in the Garden; as soon as sin enters the world; they go and hide; and ever since then; we too; know what it’s like to live in the shadows.  Read the story called The New Gorilla.

Again; were good at hiding; were good at wearing a mask; were not good at this fellowship thing.  Yet; here’s why this is so important-none of us can do this Christian thing on our own.  Why not; because life is hard; because the battle rages with the world; the flesh; and the devil; and because of this; we so need a support structure.  And that’s why Jesus created the church; to clearly communicate that we need each other; that you don’t do this by yourself.  A story is told about a young man who went to see this wise old Christian to get some advice.  He told him about all of the things that were bothering him and how he felt that he would be better off without the company of other Christians.  As he was speaking, the old man took some tongs and removed a red-hot coal from the middle of the fire.  The coal glowed for a while, but then it dimmed and turned black.  He let it sit there for a while, and then he took the coal and placed it back in the fire with the other coals.  Within seconds, the coal was glowing red-hot again.  The young man took the wordless lesson and left determined to keep the fellowship.

Here’s the point; just as coals soon burn out when they are removed from the company of other coals, so will we struggle if we are removed from the company of other Christians.  In fact; the Bible assumes that to be connected to Christ is to also be connected to Christ’s people!  I am going to touch more on this in a minute; but for now I want to say this; look around; who haven’t you seen in a while; who has stopped coming on Sundays; who used to be in your small group; yet for whatever reason no longer attends?  Does someone come to your mind; here’s what I would ask you to do; call them today; simply say this; this new pastor guy talked about fellowship today and how we so need each other; coals; I haven’t seen you in a while; I care about you; how are you doing?

Third; worship marked this church; devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  What’s being described here is really a corporate worship service; where the people met together in the temple to praise God.  This makes sense; for there were places at the temple that would accommodate up to 200,000 people.  With the church growing so rapidly; a place was needed where they could all come together as a large group.  And so; the temple made this possible; now; I don’t think that they participated in the temple sacrifices for they would have understood that Christ was the complete once and for all sacrifice.  However; they did gather to pray; to break bread; and to joyfully worship God as they remembered all that Christ had done.  
The breaking of bread refers to the sharing of a meal; but it also refers to communion.  What’s very significant is that even though they lived so close to the time when Jesus was crucified; they were so determined to not forget Christ’s death; how much more should we?  And of course; during communion; we look back to the cross; we remember that we are saved by grace; that even though Jesus knew no sin; he became sin; we also look in at ourselves and confess our sin; and so; there is a vertical dimension when it comes to communion; in the words of Paul; it is a time to make sure that there is no yeast and un-confessed sin in our lives; and then we look forward to the day when the Lord returns.  Public worship at the temple; yet; this worship also poured out into the home; for in verse 46; we read that every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts.  They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts.  When you read the book of Acts; you discover very quickly the emphasis that is placed upon the home.  In many ways; the home was the central point for the advance of the gospel; for example; were told of how they met in Jason’s house; in Justus’ house; in Philip’s house; this reminds me of how our home in Tacoma was used to start Journey Church.  What started out with 6-8 people in our living room; grew and spread to other homes in the city; and as a result; a vibrant faith community was planted and exists to this day; God is good!

Yet; this makes me wonder; how might God be calling us to use our homes here in Surrey for the advance of the Gospel today?  Because you don’t think that God gave you your home just for you; do you?  Now; I’m all for the corporate large group gathering on Sunday; something really powerful when all of God’s people come together.  Yet; the home is an incredible asset that I believe God wants us to use intentionally for him.  Let’s take a few minutes to unpack this further; first; the home is a place of warmth and hospitality; I’ve been telling you this since the day that I arrived here.  What if we treated our neighborhoods as our strategic places for gospel ministry? What if that was the focus of our missional efforts?   
Here’s how it might look for you; plan a neighborhood BBQ; and guess what; you don’t have to be able to defend the creation account in Genesis to do this!  Simple as this; pick a date in July or August; for rumor has it that the sun will come out then; here’s what you are going to do; walk across the street; take your hands out of your pocket; ring the door bell.  Then you are going to say; hey; were going to be having some neighbors over for a BBQ in a few weeks; would you ever want to come?  And by the way; we got the food; just come on over!  Now; if you have a better idea on how you want to use your home; great; go for it; the point here is that we have to be intentional.  Because if were not; summer will come and summer will very quickly go; and we will miss out on an opportunity.
Second; the home is where fellowship happens naturally; think about it for a minute; it’s so easy to come on Sunday and to get lost in a crowd.  Does that describe you?  The home makes participation and relationships easy; it allows you to connect in a small group; it gives you a non-threatening way to know others and to be known; it makes this life together stuff possible.  Just going to say it-some of you here need to go beyond Sunday mornings; because if you really want to connect here and feel a part of it; plugging into a small group is the way to do that!  

So what might God ask of us; here’s a thought; maybe God might ask some of you to open up your home for a small group?  Again; the good news is that you don’t have to have a seminary degree to do this; all it takes is you saying; my home is available a few times a month; I can host.  Great; lets do it; for some of you; it might mean that you say; I would like to facilitate a small group; that’s the part where you ask the questions each week and keep conversation going; not that hard; and we can train you!  Catch what is happening; I’m terrible at math; but host plus facilitator=small group.  Anyone in?

Lastly: the home is where we care for one another; here we read in Acts 2 that they sold their possessions and their goods; that they gave to anyone in need.   Whoa; I imagine that as they ate together in homes and had communion together; relationships flowed; needs were shared; and the result was that they cared for each other.  It was all so very fluid and natural; the old unbiblical model is; well; that’s the pastor’s job; so; we call him the paid professional.  Now; I’m all for caring for people; trust me; I do the best that I can; but I’m one guy!  The benefit of being in a small group is that you care for one another; yeah; you; and so; someone in your group has a baby; throw them a baby shower; sick; bring them meals; between jobs; pool your money together.  This was the culture of the early church; it was this life together in the home; and this needs to be the culture of our church.  Look whose coming to dinner.
Now; so far I have described the interior life of the church; learning; sharing; worshipping; as important as all of this is; verse 47 has to be part of the equation; and the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.  This has to be included; because if not; the church becomes a club for members only; Titanic story.

Let me say it this way; as important as learning; sharing; and worshipping is; these things tell us nothing about the church’s compassionate outreach to the world!  And this verse makes it very clear that these Jerusalem Christians were not so inwardly preoccupied with themselves that they forgot about witnessing.  No; the Spirit is a missionary Spirit who created a missionary church; and that’s why all throughout the book of Acts; the Spirit relentlessly drives the church out into the world!  Why; because its not just about us!  And so; the apostles preached; every Christian was a witness; and the result was that people got saved.
I close with this question; so what is church; people of God living in right relationship with God; with each other; and with their world!  
