
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #4

“What ‘Normal’ Looks Like”

Acts 2:42-47

You see it everywhere.

Churches advertising themselves as “New Testament” churches. One in our area describes itself as “Predenominational Christianity.” Our own Restoration Movement was begun to return the modern church to its early roots.

But how are we doing in that pursuit? Howard Hendricks remarked,

I travel rather extensively, and I think over the years have ministered in every conceivable type of church—every denominational group, every independent group—and the interesting thing is, I have never been in a church that does not claim to be a New Testament church. And yet the amazing thing is how different these churches are! I’ve often thought, “Maybe we ought to go back to the New Testament to find out what is a New Testament church.”

Specifically, the book of Acts describes the early Christians in the years after Jesus had ascended to Heaven. At the end of the second chapter, following the amazing events of the day of Pentecost, Luke describes what was happening in what one scholar calls “a most important historical passage picturing the Church in its primitive form.”

Reading from Acts 2:42-47,

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 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, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.
Three words or phrases jump out at me in these verses: “everyone,” “everything,” and “every day.” What this tells me is that what we are reading here was not the odd member of the group or the rare occasion that took place, but rather this was the common experience of the church. These were things that were regularly done. This demonstrates, as far as the local church is concerned, what “normal” looks like (and I’m not referring to the city in central Illinois just north of Bloomington!) 

If we want to return to our roots as Christians, I believe this passage will point us in the right direction.

Their Regular Actions

First let’s consider their regular actions. Verse 42 says, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” The phrase “they devoted themselves” is also translated “steadfastly continuing,” and applies to all four activities listed. Luke uses the imperfect verb tense to describe ongoing, recurring, or habitual activities over a period of weeks or months.
 This also indicates continuation by personal involvement. These disciples did not merely “belong” to a church that believed in the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread and prayers. They personally continued these essentials by taking part in them on a regular basis!
 
The first mentioned is “the apostles’ teaching.” The text clearly states that the apostles did the teaching. These twelve men were trained by Jesus from the very beginning, and they had personally interacted with the resurrected Savior.
 They would have taught from the Old Testament, showing how the Scriptures were fulfilled by Jesus, and they would have taught what Jesus had taught them throughout His earthly ministry.

We do not have the apostles with us, nor do we have those who can teach with the same authority they had. But we have their record of Jesus’ life and teaching. We have the Old Testament that tells of God’s mighty acts for His people long before Christ came. These point to the Savior. We have the New Testament letters in which the apostles dealt with specific problems in young churches and explored further the implications of the gospel. In the Old and New Testaments, inspired by the same Holy Spirit present in the early church, we have an even greater resource than did those first believers. The Scriptures are now complete. And for us as for the first believers, one essential sign of a vital church is that we want to know Christ so well that we devote ourselves to the apostles’ teaching.

The church that does not educate does not exist. Education is not an option for the church; it is an essential. Yet the tragedy is that we have people in our churches who have been there five, ten, fifteen twenty years, and they still can’t answer the most basic and elementary questions. If the people in your church are not instructed—if they are not perpetuating the learning process—then you don’t have a New Testament church. That’s where it all begins. But it doesn’t end there.

The second regular action of the early Christians was fellowship. The Greek term is koinonia, referring to “a close association involving mutual interests and sharing.” Secular Greek writers used the term to describe the unique bond shared by a husband and wife. For a group, the word denotes a mutual personal investment of the members with one another.
 This is practically seen in verse 44, “All the believers were together and had everything in common.” The key to fellowship is commonality.

Fellowship is evidenced by generosity, as verse 45 suggests, “Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” Generosity has always been a characteristic of the people of God. Our God is a generous God; his people must be generous too.
 The remarkable fellowship of the followers of Christ was such that they lost their sense of personal entitlement; wealth and possessions became a means of meeting the needs of fellow believers. This doesn’t mean they lived communally together in a compound like one large household. It means their unique fellowship produced extraordinary unity and generosity. People became more important to them than things or their own comfort.

Too often the modern church has restricted “fellowship” to potluck dinners or coffee and donuts. While this is a part of fellowship—verse 46 mentions that, “Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together”—there is much more to fellowship than food! Fellowship is that shared faith, hope, and love that we have as Christian brothers and sisters.

Third on this list is worship, as seen in the phrase, “the breaking of bread.” In fact, the Greek definite article “the” appears before both “breaking” and “bread” (“the breaking of the bread”), has led many scholars to believe this refers to the Lord’s Supper.
 However, as verse 46 reads, “They broke bread in their homes and ate together…” the Lord’s Supper probably included a fellowship meal.
 These meals were called “love feasts,” referred to in 1 Corinthians 11, 2 Peter 2, and Jude 12.
 Those Christians who had more shared their food with those who had less—thus the worship was an expression of the fellowship.

The fourth regular activity by the early Christians was prayer. There was the prayers—there is a definite article in the original text—apparently there were stated times when the early church met together for prayer.
 They may have kept the daily Jewish hours of prayer, as Acts 3:1 and 10:9 seem to indicate.
 For a while the Christians continued to attend public worship in the Temple. There was no reason not to; they had not ceased to be Jews. They were the true Israel, followers of the Messiah.
 Yet at other times they also met in homes around the city for the purpose of prayer.

These four actions are generally regarded as four separate things, but a case can be made out that they are in fact the four elements characterizing a Christian gathering in the early church.
 They met regularly for teaching, fellowship, worship, and prayer—not once in a while, or once every four weeks as has become common. These were things they did regularly, consistently, habitually.  

This text is not only descriptive of what the early church did; it is also prescriptive of what all churches must do. You can’t have a church if you take away any of the four essentials recorded in Acts 2:42. You can have more than these four, but you cannot have less and still be a church. And if you have more—and most churches do—those things added must never contradict or obscure the importance of the essentials.

Their Regular Attitudes

Next I would like to consider their regular attitudes. Verse 43 says, “Everyone was filled with awe”—not a terrified-for-your-life kind of fear, but what Chuck Swindoll calls “a reverential wonderment.”
 I believe this is the essence of the Old Testament concept, “the fear of the Lord,” which I interpret, “taking God seriously.” Unfortunately we’ve cheapened that word by overuse. We’ve applied it to virtually everything we find intriguing. Sound systems are now awesome. Video games are awesome. Little two-seater cars are advertised as awesome automobiles. Hardly. Only Almighty God is awesome.

I fear we have lost that sense of awe before God. A. W. Tozer wrote timeless words, “Worship rises or falls in any church altogether depending upon the attitude we take toward God, whether we see God big or whether we see Him little. Most of us see God too small; our God is too little… And if there is one terrible disease in the Church of Christ, it is that we do not see God as great as He is. We’re too familiar with God.”

Two more attitudes are mentioned at the end of verse 46: “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts…” Luke uses two Greek words that mean “joy” (agalliasis) and “simplicity” (aphelotes).
 The term agalliasis denotes an exuberant outburst of joy. For the fruit of the Spirit is joy, and sometimes a more uninhibited joy than our ecclesiastical traditions encourage. Yet John Stott writes, “When I attend some church services, I think I have come to a funeral by mistake. Everybody is dressed in black. Nobody smiles or talks. The hymns or songs are played at the pace of a snail or a tortoise, and the whole atmosphere is lugubrious [gloomy]. But Christianity is a joyful religion, and every meeting or service should be a celebration of joy.”

The early church had an uninhibited, exhilarating enthusiasm about Jesus Christ. On the day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit came upon the believers, they exhibited such excitement that onlookers stood in absolute “amazement and great perplexity, saying to one another, ‘What does this mean?’ But others were mocking and saying, ‘They are full of sweet wine.’” But the Christians were not drunk on wine; they were totally intoxicated with the life of Christ being expressed through them by the Holy Spirit. They were experiencing the truth Ephesians 5:18, “Do not get drunk with wine…but be filled with the Spirit.” These Christians partied “under the influence” of God’s Holy Spirit all the time! They celebrated the life of Jesus in everything they did.

Their Regular Additions

Finally, let’s look at the regular additions of the early Christians. Verse 47 concludes, “And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”
Notice that it was the Lord who added to their number. The converts did not save themselves, nor did the preachers do the essential work. Salvation was the work of God.
 Doubtless He did it through the preaching of the apostles, the everyday witness of church members, and their common life of love. But He did it. Only He can open the eyes of the blind, unstop the ears of the deaf, give life to the dead, and so add people to the church.
 We read in 1 Corinthians 3:7, “So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.” F. F. Bruce writes, “It is the Lord’s prerogative to add new members to his own community; it is the joyful prerogative of existing members to welcome to their fellowship those whom he has accepted.”

Furthermore, the Lord “added to their number…those who were being saved. Perhaps that needs a bit of explaining, for we usually say, “I was saved,” or “I am saved.” Now, those statements are not wrong. Let’s think of ourselves as passengers. We buy an airline ticket and we are put on the manifest. That makes us a “passenger,” and we can walk through the gate marked “Passengers Only.” We board the plane and we are passengers. We come in for the landing and we are still passengers, until we finally reach our destination. Being saved is like being a passenger—it goes on until we get where God has promised to take us.
 

Here’s the point: The Lord did not add them to the church without saving them (no nominal Christianity at the beginning), nor did he save them without adding them to the church (no solitary Christianity either). Salvation and church membership belonged together; they still do. Those first Jerusalem Christians were not so preoccupied with learning, sharing and worshipping, that they forgot about witnessing. For the Holy Spirit is a missionary Spirit who created a missionary church.
 We also see that the early church did more than make converts; they also made disciples.
  

Finally, “the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” He did not add to their number weekly; He added daily. Those early Christians did not regard evangelism as an occasional activity. Day by day people were being added to the church.
 The Christians you meet in the Book of Acts were not content to meet once a week for “services as usual.” They met daily, cared daily, won souls daily, searched the Scriptures daily, and increased in number daily. Their Christian faith was a day-to-day reality, not a once-a-week routine.
 We need to recover this expectation of steady and uninterrupted church growth.
 

Too often in the modern church, we think that our job is to come to church on Sunday, put money in the plate and a pat on the back to encourage the pastor to do the work of evangelism. Or we try to get our friends or neighbors to come to church, where we hope they will hear the gospel and get saved.

I don’t believe that is the biblical model. We don’t bring people to church to get saved; we bring folks to church after they get saved. This is the training ground; this is where Christians get educated, equipped, and energized for their ministry. You see, our problem is not that we aren’t bringing people to church; our problem is that we aren’t bringing people to Christ. 

So, what does “normal” look like when it comes to the local church? It should be marked by regular actions of instruction, fellowship, worship, and prayer; the regular attitudes of awe and respect, joy and sincerity; and the regular additions of new believers brought into the church family for nurture and development.

If we return to these basics, the twenty-first century church may more closely resemble the first-century church. 
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