WHAT IS THE CHURCH ALL ABOUT?

Acts 2:37-47 (text: vv.41-47)   1 Corinthians 12:4-31
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, as a result of Peter’s sermon on the Day of Pentecost, three thousand Jews saw the error of Judaism, which the Old Testament religion as God gave it had degenerated into. They saw that Jesus Christ was in fact the Messiah that God had promised and they confessed their sins and accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour. We then read what these new Christians went on to do and this provides us with a nice summary of normal Church life. Verse 42 will be our focus: They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. I’d like to look at this this morning. There are in this text five things that describe normal church life. And this is what we should aspire to as the Lord has given us at least the beginnings of another year to live as the church of the Lord Jesus Christ here in this place. Well, the first thing that we ought to notice, and it’s not quite in verse 42, but it is part of the package, is that: 
1. Three thousand converts were added to the church
The first part of normal Christian life is that it is church life. Christians today often stop with verse 38 in which Peter said, Repent each one of you and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. And there is a real emphasis on personal faith in the Lord Jesus Christ or, as verse 47 puts it, on being saved. Well of course there must be an emphasis on those things. But Christianity is more than that because belief in the Lord Jesus Christ means a change of allegiance; it means now, for the believer, a commitment to Christ as a disciple, as a follower. And it therefore involves a commitment to the whole band of disciples and followers of Jesus Christ. 
As a believer in Jesus Christ these new converts were no longer part of this perverse generation (verse 40). They have now become members of a new society, as John Stott puts it. So we read in verse 41, So then, those who had received his word were baptized; and that day there were added about three thousand souls. They were added to the number of already existing disciples. We see the same thing in verse 47: The Lord was adding to their number those who were being saved. The disciples were an identifiable grouping in society in general, an ecclesia, a gathering together of Christian believers.

Mind you, this is not really a matter of only stopping with verse 38; it is a matter, actually, of only half-reading verse 38, because if you look at verse 38 again, what does it say? Peter says, Repent, and let each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. And therefore, verse 41, those who had received his word were baptized; and that day there were added three thousand souls. You see, being added to the body of the church is directly connected with baptism. And just as in the New Testament there is no idea of an un-baptized Christian, so also there is no idea in the New Testament of a Christian who is not a member of a congregation of believers somewhere. 
Membership and baptism are connected with Pentecost and the giving of the Holy Spirit. We see that again in 1 Corinthians chapter 12 when we read about the giving of the Holy Spirit and the work of the Holy Spirit in the church and the giving of gifts to the various members. So in chapter 12 and verse 13 of 1 Corinthians we read, For by one Spirit we are all baptized into one body. Whether we are Jews or Greeks, slaves or free, we are all made to drink of one Spirit. You see there again that connection between baptism in water as a sign and baptism of the Holy Spirit as the reality. Obviously Paul wants us to understand when he says that by the Holy Spirit we are all baptized into one body, that the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of unity. The whole aim of the work of the Holy Spirit is to bring us into a relation with Jesus Christ and all believers therefore, into a relationship with each other as we are all in a relationship with Jesus Christ. 
So that is the first thing: Three thousand souls were added to the number – to the identifiable group of Christians, to the body of the church. Secondly, 
2. The three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching 
This tells us something important and that is this: the heart of the business of the church is that we have been given a trust, the message of the gospel of Christ, the good news of the work of God’s salvation for us by Jesus Christ. This is something that is given to us. It is not a message that the disciples or the early church developed as they reflected on what they thought should be the meaning of the life and death, and maybe the resurrection but probably not the resurrection, of Jesus Christ upon this earth. That has been the view of many in the church over the last maybe two hundred and fifty years. But that is not the way we read it in Scripture. They were devoted to the apostles’ teaching which they received from Jesus Christ and therefore the church cannot change it or alter it. All we can do with it, congregation, is live it and proclaim it. 
And this, if I may use the phrase, is the church’s ‘core business’ – to proclaim to the world and to her own members the apostles’ teaching; for the apostles were the official spokesmen of the Lord himself. Inspired by the Holy Spirit, they remembered accurately Jesus’ teaching and wrote the New Testament for us to have that teaching. And that is the foundation document of the church. That is her mission statement. That is our mission statement; that is our constitution; that is our bylaws. 
#
And it means, therefore, that we are not here to please ourselves. We are here to live according to Christ’s message, preserved in the apostles’ teaching. It means we are not members of this congregation because we all just naturally find that we like each other so much, or that we all have some particular common interests, or that we all have the same views on politics. We are members of this congregation because we believe that God has called us to understand and believe the apostles’ teaching about Jesus Christ and we want to follow it. That is the one thing we have in common. That is what holds us together. But of course, what a great one thing we have in common, the most important thing that ever could be in the world!

#
The fact that the apostles’ teaching is the foundation of the church is important for another reason. As I said, our message is a trust and a trust is something that one keeps and preserves intact for its rightful owner; in the case of the church of course, for the Lord Jesus Christ. I’m sure you’ve all heard that saying that: “When Christianity went to Greece it became a philosophy; when it went to Rome it became an institution; when it went to Europe it became a culture; and when it went to America it became a business enterprise.” And perhaps, in some ways, the church has benefited from all of those. But what that means for us today is that business methods reign supreme, whether you’re running a business, a school, a university, a hospital, a government or even the church. And so everything in life, from toothpaste to religion, is packaged to appeal to the customer; or actually, now we would just have to say, the consumer. And you are to be enticed to buy or believe it for the benefits that it can give you; how it can improve your life, how it can boost your self-esteem; how it can fulfil your needs. And I was encouraged to hear a few weeks ago the erstwhile bishop of Uganda, now the Archbishop of York in England, the second most important position in the Anglican Church – a black bishop in England, wonderful – but he said to the people, We have become consumers of religion and we have forgotten the joy of being disciples of Jesus Christ. That is what the business-model has done to us. 
Of course, Christianity is the most beneficial thing in all the world but we may not do anything we like to make it attractive to try to get people to believe it – because the message is not our own. We are not our own, Paul tells us, we have been bought with a price, the blood of Jesus. So Christians are servants. We are stewards, Paul tells us, we are trustees of the mysteries of God.
 
There is a very good example of this in our chapter today, in this very sermon that Peter preached on the Day of Pentecost. He sure did not first of all do his market research and then an audience analysis and then carefully tailor his message so that he would studiously avoid saying anything that would offend them. Listen to him when he begins in verse 22: Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus, the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs, which God performed through him in your midst, just as you yourselves know. This man, delivered over by the pre-determined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put him to death. Peter was not trying to give them therapy to make them feel better. This was not a modern ‘Seven secrets of the spiritually-integrated personality’ kind of approach. 
And that is because the apostles believed Jesus Christ had given eternal truth and truth which determined the eternity of those who heard. And it is a message that is as true in every age and every culture the world over. So Peter just gave it to them straight. And when he did so the Holy Spirit worked and what happened? When they heard this they were pierced to the heart and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, Brothers, what must we do? And Peter said to them, Repent, each one of you, and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. And the message that the Church has today, as different as the North Shore is in 2006 from Jerusalem in 33, is exactly the same. And essentially that message is that
i) we have all sinned against God our maker and the wages of sin is death. But,

ii) God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son into the world, to die the death that was due to all of us, so that, 
iii) all who believe in him should not die but should escape the judgment of sin and have eternal life. 
That means, to begin with, that we have to do something that is almost unheard of today. We have to own up to our own faults. We have to own up to our own sin and confess it and ask God for forgiveness on bended knees. Mind you, that true and honest dealing with one’s sin will actually prove to be the best psychological therapy there is because it’s the best spiritual therapy. You can live with yourself then. You can live with others then, because you have faced the truth and you have owned the truth. And you have owned the truth before God and before the world. You’re not hiding anything any longer. You have faced God with your sin. 
So then, the three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching. Thirdly, 
3. The three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to fellowship
And fellowship is not friendship. The biblical idea, of course, should develop into friendship and involve friendship but it is not merely friendship. You can’t have fellowship at the pub, for instance. Indeed, you can’t have fellowship with unbelievers anywhere. Fellowship is primarily spiritual. It is an involvement in each other’s lives that results from the fact that we’ve all been brought into the family of the living God by believing the message contained in the apostles’ teaching. 
In 1 Corinthians chapter 12, Paul describes the church as the body of which Christ is the head and believers are the members – the arms, legs, feet and so on. And just as all the members of our bodies are in a living relationship, a living fellowship if you like, with each other, so are the members of the church. And just as the members of our body all co-operate together to perform whatever task the head tells them to do at any given moment, so too are the members of the church to co-operate together according to Christ, our head’s commands. So this fellowship is a fellowship of co-operation between us and Christ and each other for the mutual benefit of each other and for the cause of Christ and the church and the gospel and the kingdom in this world.
 It has got nothing to do with whether, otherwise, we would naturally find each other and be friends. It is because the same Holy Spirit, who lives in Christ in heaven, lives in each and everyone of us. 
And what is the result of this fellowship? Well the essence of fellowship is spiritual but the result is that we have a practical care and concern and love for one another. We will weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who rejoice. We will not, as Paul tells us in Philippians chapter 2, think only of our own affairs and be concerned about ourselves. We will be concerned about our brothers and sisters and how they’re getting on. We will be involved in each others lives. You see that in verse 46: Day by day they were continuing with one mind in the temple and breaking bread from house to house and they were taking meals together, with gladness and sincerity of heart. 
You see this being worked out also in verses 44 and 45. All those who had believed were together and had all things in common and they began selling their property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. This fellowship was very practical and it was costly and it doesn’t seem to have been organized. It’s interesting to notice that, at first, deacons weren’t needed. This practical love and fellowship sprang spontaneously from the hearts of the people. It was purely voluntary. It was individual therefore.
 
Of course, it had to be modified as time went on. 
#
The initial flush of spontaneity fell prey to the old nature, as everything else does over the long term, and deacons had to be appointed, as you see in Acts chapter 6. 
#
Paul also had to remind the people later of first principles. Later on in his letter to Timothy, he said that If anyone does not provide for his own and especially for those of his own household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.
 So we work out from first circles: our own family first. 
Yet what we see in this text is still a basic outworking of the fellowship of the saints. The Lord Jesus talked about this too. He said, People will know you are Christians because you love one another. Brothers and sisters, do people know that we are Christians? Which is to ask: do we love one another in this practical way? Often in the New Testament we are exhorted to pray for one another. That’s not just a New Testament idea either. If you go back to Psalm 122 for example, we read, For the sake of my brethren and companions’ sake, I will esteem Jerusalem. We’re exhorted to pray for one another. So there we are having our daily Bible reading and our prayer time. Well of course we must do that because first of all, our fellowship is with the Father, through the Spirit and we can hardly have fellowship with God unless we listen to him speaking to us through his Word, and unless we speak to him in prayer. Do we then pray for one another? Well as a help in that we’ve broken up the church address list into 29 days of the month. Let’s use it to pray for one another. And as we do so, as somebody has said, we will find that it is hard to hate somebody; it’s hard to dislike somebody; it’s hard to be angry with somebody when you’re praying for them before a holy God. So praying for them will remind us of their needs and John tells us that wishing that people would be warmed and filled but not doing anything practical to supply those needs is not love at all. The same would apply to praying for them. We pray and that reminds us of them and we therefore do whatever seems appropriate. 
The three thousand converts were constantly devoting themselves to fellowship.  Fourthly, 
4. The three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to breaking of bread 
We might say about this, compared with the previous point, that not only are we to fellowship with one another, but we are first of all to fellowship with God himself; because to speak about breaking of bread is simply talking about the Lord’s Supper and next to preaching the Word of God and prayer, the sacraments are the other very important part of worship. 
Luke’s point here is that the first task of the church, after having understood the message of salvation, is to worship God. So every Lord’s Day we have two worship services. And with whatever differences and maybe even difficulties we have with understanding how to apply the fourth commandment in the 21st century, it is still somehow to be the Lord’s Day, sanctified unto the Lord from creation. In the fourth commandment we are told to remember the Sabbath Day. The Sabbath Day was not new with Moses. It had always been there. Remember it; remember it to keep it holy. It’s a special day of rest from our usual work. It’s for worship. It’s for fellowship with the Lord’s people. It’s a day to take our eyes off our own concerns and think more especially about the kingdom of God. And what better way to do that than to come together in public worship. 
So the church is a worshipping community and we are here every Lord’s Day. And here we are built up in our faith and we are called to remember again that life is more than just these three score years and ten. Life is about spiritual realities. Life is about citizenship in heaven. So we pray and we work that God’s name would be hallowed, his kingdom would come; his will would be done. 
In doing this, of course, we are also acknowledging how we are different from so much of the world. We are super-naturalists. We worship God, we believe in miracles, we believe in the virgin birth, the resurrection, the second coming. We are looking forward to that. We celebrate the Lord’s Supper, but only until he comes. And people who call themselves Christians and deny these things have betrayed their trust. They’ve been unfaithful as stewards of the apostles’ doctrine. 
So the three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to worship, we might say. Finally then,

5. The three thousand converts were continually devoting themselves to prayer 
This flows right out of the other. We are super-naturalists. What do we do when we pray? There are two things, principally, that are going on when we pray. 
i) The first is simply that, because we are praying to God, we acknowledge that we believe in another world. There’s a world of spiritual beings; primarily God and his angels but also the fallen angels – satan and the other angels who rebelled with him. And therefore when we pray we are acknowledging that the real battle for the souls of men and women is not between political systems; it’s not between capitalism and Marxism or anything like that. The real battle for the soul of this world is a battle that is being conducted in the heavens between God and satan. Therefore any real hope for New Zealand is not to be found in ousting Ms Clark at the next election. As a matter-of-fact our main concern as Christians is not even for New Zealand as such. Our main concern is to honour God and to honour Christ and to battle for the souls of men and women and boys and girls; which battle is to be fought with spiritual weapons – the Word of God and prayer. Especially prayer, for, as satan is continually defeated in the heavens, then Marxism or Islam or atheism are going to be far less powerful here on earth. And we might just find them fading away.
ii) The other thing that we are doing when we are praying is this: obviously we are acknowledging that we need help. When we pray, which is primarily giving God thanks for his goodness and asking his help in our needs, we are acknowledging that we ourselves are weak and inadequate and we don’t have the answers and we cannot provide our needs; we cannot save ourselves; we cannot bring God’s kingdom on our own. 
And notice, congregation, that the text tells us that the Christians that day were continually devoting themselves to prayer. They acknowledged they continually needed God’s help, for everything in life, right through life, whether they were speaking about this life or the life to come. 
In a way that’s the essence of being a Christian, isn’t it? – to acknowledge, as we say in the Heidelberg Catechism, that I am not my own but belong body and soul to my faithful Saviour, Jesus Christ, who has fully paid for all my sin. 
So there you have it. That is what the Church of the Lord Jesus Christ should look like, and what our church in 2006 should look like as well. 
i) We belong to Christ and therefore necessarily we belong to his body. We belong to the church. We belong to one another. 
ii) And as a result, we will be continually devoting ourselves to the apostles’ doctrine; to the fellowship of the saints; to worship; and to prayer. 
Some of these things, of course, like the apostles’ doctrine or worship or prayer, the world may not understand. A few weeks ago when we were travelling we were listening to a programme on the radio in which Bob Jones was being interviewed and he was being asked what he thought of this church in Tauranga cancelling its worship service on the Sunday and instead having the All Blacks test broadcast in the church so they can get people in. And you know what? He’s not a fool; he’s a very ungodly man; but he’s not a complete fool; and he had some quite sensible things to say about it.
 But in the end, he’s an unbeliever and he said quite plainly, I don’t understand worship. I don’t get this idea of worshipping and praising somebody up there. 
There are things about us that the world may not understand but the early believers were continually devoting themselves to these things, along with fellowship and, we read in verses 46 and 47, with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God and having favour with all the people. You see, as well as being devoted to prayer and the apostles’ doctrine and to worship, they were, along with loving one another, a happy, thankful people. And that people of the world can understand. At least they can see it. They can see it as something tangible that they would like. That sort of thing touches a human nerve and therefore the people, the Christians, had favour with all the people and the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved. 
People of God, it is the Lord who adds to his church and he will do so in his own way and in his own time. Yet we are told in the book of Titus, to make the doctrines that we believe attractive, and, as the Heidelberg Catechism goes on to say, therefore win our neighbours to Christ. For our doctrines are to produce these fruit of fellowship and love for one another, in joy and thanksgiving and sincerity of heart. And that is a very attractive picture of life in a sad world. Life can be, with all its difficulties and disappointments, nevertheless, joyful. Let us give ourselves to it this year, congregation, and so may the Lord use us. 
 Amen.
John Rogers, in the Reformed Church of the North Shore, 1st January, 2006
�    If it be asked why we do not receive professed believers immediately into membership of the church as was done here (as we sometimes are asked), it need only be remembered that these people were Jews. They had been very well catechised for many years. The church very early found that with converts out of paganism she had to spend time teaching them the whole counsel of God (at least in broad outline).


�    2 Corinthians 4:1.


�   Philippians 1:5.


�    That it was voluntary is plain from chapter 5, verse 4.


�    1 Timothy 5:8.


�   For example, “What does rugby have to do with worship?” A small correction is in order; biblically, of course, Bob Jones is a fool, Psalm 14:1.
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