 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Charles Reich in his best-selling book The Greening of America talks of modern living as a state of anonymous isolation.  Those are my words not his though to quote him more accurately he says of friendship in post-modern America that it is “coated over with a layer of impenetrable artificiality.”  This has seeped into the church says Michael Scott Horton.  “Many of us,” he wrote, “Drive to church, listen to the sermon, say ‘hello’ to our circle of friends, and return home without ever having experienced community.  Earlier evangelicalism,” he adds

was so focused on corporate spirituality that communion was taken with a common cup.  We hear endless sermons on spiritual gifts and how the body of Christ is supposed to operate in concert.  And yet, our services often are made up of the professionals who entertain us and the individual, separate believers who are entertained.

This morning we conclude our series on the first two chapters of the book of Acts.  We have arrived at the point where the three thousand converts who were baptized, some of whom had been involved in the conspiracy to crucify the Son of God, formed a community in the heart of the ancient city of Jerusalem that became a model for Christian people two thousand years later.  

We are told in verse 42 how these converts devoted themselves to the Apostles’ teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread, and to prayer.  This acts as a summary statement, which is expounded in verses 43-47.  They constitute the characteristics of a model church, and the first thing to note is the primacy of what Luke calls, the Apostle’s teaching.

Luke implies the existence of a body of doctrine.  What we call the Apostle’s creed probably reflects it.  You see it to some degree in Peter’s sermon.  We called it the kerygma–the teaching.  These first believers were devoted to it.  They were taught it and studied it.  To devote oneself to something means a strong committment to it–a committment that involves time and energy.  They yielded their minds, they were engaged with their affections and their purpose of will.  They were devoted. 

What Luke is talking about is the knowledge of God and an understanding of who Jesus is and what he came to do.  What is interesting is how doctrine is linked to what Luke calls the fellowship.  The connection is made elsewhere.  In 1 John 1:3    we are told that the Apostles proclaimed what they had seen and heard so that you may have fellowship with us.  Our fellowship is with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ. 
I hope you see the connection.  It points to one of the great fallacies concerning the nature of the Church and of Christian unity taught in the twentieth century.  This fallacy is the foundation of organizations like the world and national councils of churches.  The World Council offered the promise of a unified voice and the end of schism and denominationalism.  But all the little denominational mergers that have taken place since the founding of the Council have had the effect of creating more denominations than there were when they started.  The reason is because unity is a spiritual thing.  

To argue that the supreme concern of the Church is to obtain organizational or structural unity is to show the degree to which we have missed the point.  The unity of which the Bible speaks, and which was made visible in this community, comes not from pressure without but from life within.  The model is found in our Lord’s High Priestly prayer.  In John 17 the Lord Jesus Christ is interceding before the Father on behalf of his Church.  He rejoices in the unity he enjoys with the Father in the sweet fellowship of the Godhead.  His desire, he says in verse 21, is to draw his people into that fellowship.  

Christian unity is based on the fact that the people of God, with all their faults and failures, are a new humanity brought into being through a birth from above.  It is not an organizational thing even though it has an organizational expression.  It is an organic thing.  We are in the Son who is in the Father, so that we are in the unity of the Father and the Son.  This is not something contrived by men.  It is the unity of the branch in the vine–a unity that draws from an organic connection with life, and without life all our attempts at unity is a farcical copy of the real.  Its not even a good copy.

But now, to return to the point we are making from verse 42.  What Luke is insisting upon is that the Apostle’s teaching established and maintained the fellowship.  We can put it this way, by linking the Apostle’s teaching and the fellowship in the way he does Luke implies what is stated many times in many forms throughout the Scripture, namely, that Apostolic truth was the rallying point of Apostolic unity.  It became the center around which the spokes of the wheel of Christian fellowship revolved.

You notice from our text that though many of these Christians had experienced a supernatural event just days before their focus was not on that experience.  James Montgomery Boice puts it like this

They might have remembered the way the Holy Spirit came and how he used them to speak so that those in Jerusalem each heard them in his or her own language.  They might have longed to experience something like that again.  They might have been praying, ‘Please, Lord, do something miraculous again.’  This is not what we find.  They are not revelling in their past experiences.  Instead, they are revelling in the Word of God.

One of the marks of a church that is filled with the Spirit is that the people devote their energies to the Apostle’s teaching, which means, they are committed to studying and applying to their lives the words of Holy Scripture.  A Spirit-filled church is a learning church.  There may well be powerful experiences of the Spirit but they will always be grounded and tested as to their content and authenticity by the written Word of God.  The Word is the supreme authority, and it gives shape and structure to what Luke calls the fellowship.

Now, I want you to notice that this is a noun not a verb.  The reason I say that is because it is popular to talk about koinonia, which is the Greek word for fellowship, and have certain programs organized under that name.  As a result, koinonia is something we do.  We do fellowship-type things.  The result of using the word in that way is the loss of its meaning.

The fellowship to which Luke is referring is not something we do, it’s something we are.  Fellowship points to the shape this community took.  After they were baptized they were immersed in teaching, which led to the formation of fellowship.  What happened was that mutual love was added to truth so that these early believers were bound together in one, and held all things in common.  That is what fellowship is.  Koinonia is used for a relationship between individuals, which involves a common interest and a mutual, active participation in that interest.  It is a society of friends with a common hope and a common joy. 

This fellowship was also supernatural in its origins.  It bridged deep chasms.  The list of Jews in attendance at the feast of Pentecost from verse 9 of this chapter represents deeply felt political and religious grievances that went a long way.  Here they were selling their possessions and goods to give to anyone who had need.  This cannot be organized or programmed.

There was a political experiment tried in the twentieth century that became the focus of evil in the modern world.  The fellowship that graced this ancient city was not imposed by anyone.  It emerged out of the fact that the members of the fellowship shared in common the mind of God and of Christ, which was their’s by both the regenerating and sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.  As John put it in his epistle, If we walk in the light as he is in the light we have fellowship one with another.  

Fellowship is compromised today because we are all to busy pursuing our own interests, counteracting each other, often over the most trivial of things.  True Gospel unity can be discovered and established to the degree that men and women who make up believing communities are willing to submit themselves to a higher cause than the fulfillment of their own ideas and agendas.

The Church must shift from a bureaucratic institutional model to a dynamic fellowship.  For that to happen authentic love must prevail.  These people were a fellowship because they really loved each other.  There is a Church in Egypt whose members could not get employment.  They built a factory and hired each other.  The business grew to the point where they could hire moslems.  It became a means of evangelism because they could show moslems what it’s like to work for someone who loves Jesus.  

For 30 years we have lived with the me generation.  Commercials provide a liturgy for the religion of self-worship.  This spirit has been baptized into the churches, fought out in ridiculous worship wars, among other things.  All around us, in both church and culture, we see the signs of brokenness and a terrible scattering.  We are a rootless and scattered people. 

People are looking for authenticity.  Their tired of sham.  Their tired of promises that don’t come through.  They want something real, something they can trust.  You can join a religious organization by signing your name on a membership roll.  That is not how you become a part of the fellowship of the body of Christ.  That requires a new birth.  For that you need an initiation into the community of the Godhead.  

The fellowship of Acts 2 was a supernatural thing.  It wasn’t one commitment among others.  Being a Christian wasn’t a hobby.  They were committed to the building up of the fellowship through worship.  Thus, they devoted themselves to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  Some commentators suggest that the breaking of bread is a reference to communal meals.  It stands, they say, for intimacy and friendship.  They have a point.  After all, we read in verse 44 that these people were together.  However, we don’t need to choose between communal or eucharistic meals.  They belong together.  These people nurtured the total person–mind, spirit, and body.  That is what the wonders and miraculous signs were about in verse 43.  We cannot discuss miracles in this sermon.  What we can say is that this fellowship demonstrated the victory of the cross over every aspect of life.

Every day, says Luke in verse 46, they met in temple courts.  This was the public face of worship.  They also met from house to house.  They were a city church, so that devotion to the fellowship meant meeting together in small groups to study and pray and support each other in pastoral care.

Luke says that they had favor with all the people, verse 47. Christians sometimes compartmentalize their lives.  They set some things apart as religious, and other aspects of life as secular.  That wasn’t the case here.  Whether they were at work or at play they demonstrated the change Jesus had brought into their lives.

The result was phenomenal church growth.  Though even here Luke counters so much popular thinking.  I was in a service of worship a few years ago where the preacher spent almost as much time on the altar call as he had spent preaching.  That would never have happened in this model.  What we read is that the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.  

People were not saved because of a technique someone had developed.  There was no program to obtain the results Luke documents here.  Our author is very clear on this.  And note that Luke isn’t interested in recording the number of decisions made.  That’s not his focus at all.  He doesn’t even talk about the number of conversions.  He talks about those who were added to the church.  Becoming a Christian is not about raising your hand at an altar call.  Its more than praying a sinner’s prayer, though you should do that.  Becoming a Christian is embracing the accountability and the disciplines of the fellowship.  It’s devoting yourself to the teaching, the community, and the worship of the church.  That is what demonstrates the fact that you have become and are a child of the living God.

Jesus had told the apostles that it would be their lives that would be the compelling tool of evangelism.  He even gave the world permission to judge his Church.  By this they will know that you are my disciples, he said, that you love oneanother as I have loved you.  Most people know John 3:16.  How many know 1 John 3:16, This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.  And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.  This is a fellowship.

Do we want a model for the Church?  We know that even the purest have blemishes of some kind.  What is clear as we look at this fellowship is that in addition to the primacy of preaching they were also defined by the preeminence of love.  Love is essential.  Joy without love is hedonism; holiness without love is self-righteousness; truth without love can become a bitter, proud, and dead orthodoxy.  Mission without love is imperialism.  Unity without love is a forced uniformity.  It was a forced uniformity that produced the Inquisitions of the middle ages.

Love, on the other hand, is one of the chief marks of this model church.  Love of the Father led to joy; love of the Word led to truth; love for the world led to mission; love of the saints led to unity.  What is the true glory of the Church?  What was the glory of this model Church?  It was not any external pomp or power; it was not rites and ceremonies, it was not splendid cathedrals and gorgeous vestments.  Our glory, my friends, is to be reflectors of the indefatigable love of the Father. 

The world was not ready for this community.  It had seen nothing like it.  The worlds of law, philosophy, and religion were not prepared for it.  It had broken in upon the world in wind and fire.  Now it expressed the nature of God in the sharing of a cup.  A new era in the history of God’s dealings with people had begun, a new age of salvation had dawned, a new phase in God’s plan had started.  It was connected to a community of people who had discovered their identity in a dead carpenter who they claimed had risen from the dead.  So they took a little bread and some wine, often at the end of a communal meal, and after they shared it someone would whisper, Until he come!
