 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The church God wants

David Campbell
Acts 2:43-47: “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 favour of all the people.  And the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”
What makes a church?  Most third-world believers today are probably busy enough extending the kingdom and fighting off persecution to have much time to sit around debating the essential characteristics of the church.  Besides, from Scripture and experience, they already have a pretty good idea what the church should be.  But back in the western world, where the church has lost something of its sense of mission and turned far too inward-looking, lots of books are being published and lots of seminars are being given by people trying to get to the bottom of what’s wrong with the church, how it should be changed, how we can fit in better with the secular culture and so on.  To all this I have two responses.  On the one hand, it’s good to question, particularly when things are not what they should be.  But on the other hand, we should allow our questioning to be directed by a deeper understanding of the Word of God, not by an effort to incorporate the characteristics of the pagan culture into the church in order to make the church more appealing.  Like the Athenians, we are suckers for the latest trends, and, sad to say, Christian writers make lots of money by surfing these trends right into the doors of your fellowship and collecting royalties for their dubious ideas which, for the most part, are here today and gone tomorrow.   We hear of simple church, cell church, natural church, emergent church, house church, family-integrated church, but what we really need today is the Biblical church of the living God against which the gates of hell cannot and will not stand.

If we are serious about reforming the church and restoring it to its Biblical foundations, there is only one place we can look – the Bible.  The New Testament has much to say about the church, but a good place to start is by looking at the picture Luke paints for us of the very first church, a picture God placed in His Word for a reason.  Taken together with references from other parts of Acts, it establishes a pattern. We have to incorporate into that pattern, of course, all that the rest of the New Testament teaches, but it does lay out a foundation on which we can build.  And, critically, this passage answers one very important question: what are the necessary, unchanging and non-negotiable ingredients of a New Testament church?  

(1) Believers
The church is made up only of believers (verse 44).  Believers are those who have believed in or trusted Christ.  The Greek verb pisteuo refers not to an intellectual belief but to the trusting of a person.  When we believe, we entrust our lives and our destiny, now and forever, to Jesus Christ, and we enter into personal relationship with Him.  All other religions are based on beliefs about God, but only Christianity is based on a relationship with God.  For that reason we say that Christianity is not a religion, but a relationship.  

It may seem an obvious point to make, but we still need to make it: the church is people, not buildings.  The old covenant was build around a holy place, the temple.  The new covenant is built around a holy people, the church.  Never refer to a church building as the church!  Our terminology can reveal our theology.  Is our thinking old covenant or new covenant?  It does make a difference, because there are lots of people who feel that we don’t have a real church until we have a building.  Sometimes we need buildings, but sometimes we don’t.  Buildings are accessories, not necessities.  They are our servants, not our masters.  We should acquire one if we have a real need for it, if we cannot function properly without it, and if it does not consume resources that should be going into people.  Buildings, even ones God has provided, always carry a tendency to warp our theology by making us think of the church more as an institution and less as a family.  It is easy to appreciate the church is people when you don’t have a building, but when you do have one, you have to remember to keep this truth in front of you and never lose sight of it.

This passage tells us some things about these believers who make up God’s family.  They are:

(a) “together” (verse 44).   As we read this passage, we could easily pass over the comment that believers were “together.”  Yet it is significant.  Believers should want to be together.   Fellowship should be something we long for.  The church is meant to be the place where people find community.  These believers met together every day in the temple.  Later on, the New Testament tells us (Acts 20:7, 1 Cor. 16:1-4) that the whole church gathered regularly on the first day of the week (the day the Lord rose from the dead), but there is no reason to believe they did not also continue to fellowship together throughout the week.  We complain about having to gather once a week to worship, fellowship and be taught, but believers in the first church wanted to be together as much as possible.  Our corporate gatherings are mandated by Scripture.  If we don’t feel like going, we need to look at what’s wrong with our hearts which causes us to turn away from fellowship, or we need to look at what’s wrong with our gatherings, and then take steps to restore both our hearts and gatherings to what God intends them to be.  What someone has said about the gifts of the Spirit applies equally to our corporate gatherings: the cure for abuse is not disuse, but correct use.  And the fellowship of these Jerusalem believers was not limited to the temple.  They also met in their homes, eating and sharing together.  There is no evidence, by the way, that this statement refers to what some describe today as “home churches”.  There was one church in Jerusalem with one set of elders (Acts 15:4)   Rather, it describes the fact that believers who were part of the larger church so lived and breathed fellowship that they enjoyed being together on a daily basis in each other’s homes.  Believers should enjoy each other’s company and want to be together. 

(b) “devoted” (verse 42).  The Greek word here is proskartereo, meaning to be “stuck together”.

The passage says, first, that believers were devoted to the apostles’ teaching (and hence to the apostles).  The teaching they were devoted to was not the opinions of the apostles, but the Word of God.  People only get tired of teaching when the teaching strays from its life source in Scripture.  We should be less seeker-sensitive and more Word-sensitive.  Historians of revival have noted that things went off course or began to dry up when people started preferring experiences to teaching, or even worship to teaching.  We are a people of the Word.  The New Testament church had wonderful worship, I am sure, but it is not recorded in Scripture that believers were devoted to it in the way they were to the teaching of the Word.  Worship opens our hearts to God and allows Him to pour out His Spirit so that we can then hear the Word and be changed by it, and then carry on worshiping all the more in gratitude for that change.  Worship (except for prophecy) is us speaking to God, the Word is God speaking to us.  Which should carry the more weight?  If believers were devoted to the apostles’ teaching, they were also then devoted to the apostles themselves.  They expressed their loyalty to God in a strong willingness to follow the leaders He had appointed over them.  Without this kind of commitment to leadership, no church can move ahead.  What kind of army is full of soldiers constantly second-guessing the generals and deciding to ship out whenever the generals fail to agree with their views?  God created the world with a definite order, and part of this order is submission to those in authority – whether children to parents, wives to husbands, employees to employers or citizens to government.  Why should we think that respect for church leaders is an exception?  On the contrary, the Scriptures clearly teach that believers should submit to their leaders (1 Thess. 5:12-13, Heb. 13:7, 17).   Leaders, like husbands, are to act as servants in the laying down of their lives for those under their care (1 Peter 5:1-4), and this ensures that their authority is not abused.   One of the reasons for the success of the New Testament church was the freedom leaders had to lead, and the willingness of believers to follow that lead.

Second, believers were devoted to the fellowship.  They possessed a bond of commitment, loyalty and faithfulness without which a New Testament church is impossible to build.  This commitment is described here in a literal sense as the glue which holds the church together.  We live in a culture which has long since trashed the idea of commitment, and doesn’t even know what the word “covenant” – the Biblical concept behind “commitment”  – means.  How many in our culture today would agree that a man has no right to the body of a woman without first being willing to express covenant commitment by the willingness to spend his whole life laying down his life for that woman?  And being in the church is a little like being married.  We walk together in a covenant bond which expresses our commitment to stick with and to each other no matter what.  Too many of us look at church the way we look at marriage or any other commitment – it’s OK as long as it’s meeting my needs, but when it doesn’t, I’m gone.  An interesting thing happens when people express this covenant commitment, this being devoted to each other.  They receive a sense of significance and value.  A woman knows she is worth something when a man is ready to walk in covenant with her.  When the church is operating properly, everyone in it finds worth and value – just as Paul says, the parts of the body we think are less honourable we treat with special honour, that every part should have equal concern for each other (1 Cor. 12:23-25).  The believers’ sense of commitment was expressed practically in their willingness to have “everything in common.”   The phrase “to have in common” (koinos) is from the same Greek root word as the “fellowship” (koinonia) to which they were devoted.  As the need arose, they were in the habit of selling possessions to provide for each other (verse 45).  The Greek phrase refers to a continual practice rather than something they did once and for all.  It was not that they sold off everything they had and pooled their possessions – after all, the passage also states they still had their own homes – but that from time to time they were willing to part with what was not necessary if another believer had a greater need.  Is it any wonder that the Romans historians were amazed by the fact that the Christians were the only people who had no poor among them?

The passage then adds two further ways in which the believers were devoted, and these ways further illustrate their devotion to each other and to the Lord.  They were devoted to the breaking of bread.  This word is used both for common meals and the fellowship involved in them, and also for the Lord’s Supper.  There is no contradiction in this, for the New Testament teaches that the Lord’s Supper was always observed within the context of a common meal.  They enjoyed being together and sharing fellowship, and they enjoyed celebrating what Christ had done for them.  How often do we celebrate what Christ did for us on the cross?   And finally, they were devoted to prayer.  No church can grow strong and deep unless believers develop and maintain a heart for prayer.  Prayer is the lifeblood of our relationship with the Lord.  The quality of its members’ relationship with the Lord will ultimately determine the success and prosperity of any local church.

(c) “filled with awe” (verse 43).  The literal translation of this phrase is this: “There was on every one fear.”  We only translate it “awe” because we see fear as a negative emotion.  Yet there is such a thing as the fear of God, and this is a good thing, not a bad thing.  Hebrews 12:28-29 makes the same declaration: “Therefore, since we are receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us be thankful, and so worship God acceptably with reverence and fear, for our God is a consuming fire.”   When we see a mighty phenomenon even in nature, we draw back in a measure of fear – which is why not too many people attempt to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel.  How much more should we rightly fear when we witness the awesome power of God?  Ananias and Sapphira failed to appreciate their need to walk in the fear of God.  They treated God and His power casually, and paid the price.  When both were struck down, the Scripture records: “Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.” (Acts 5:11).  How many today are filled with fear at the thought that if they visited our church they might be struck down by the power of God?   The truth is none of us really knows how to handle the story of this disobedient couple, but the measure of power and responsibility the early church walked in meant that, from God’s point of view, there was no room for a deception or compromise which could threaten all that He intended to do at that critical time.  And if God really comes in power the way we say we want Him to, the stakes could be raised and such things could happen again.

God is both merciful and just.  That is why He had to punish sin in the person of Jesus, in order to shower His love on fallen men.  In the same way God is both merciful and just, we need to respond to God with both adoration and fear.  The fear is not rooted in the idea that God can’t wait to find something wrong with us so He can take His stick and beat us.  The fear is rooted in the desire of our heart not to offend the One who has shown us such love.  Godly fear puts a restraint around our behaviour when we are in temptation.  It reminds us that we have to account for what we have done in the body before God’s judgment seat (2 Cor. 5:4).  Godly fear motivates us to express our love through obedience and true worship, which is described by Paul as the offering of our bodies as living sacrifices (Rom. 12:1).   A church moving in the power of the Spirit and receiving the outpouring of His amazing love should never fail also to live in a true and righteous fear of God.  Ananias and Sapphira felt they could carry on living the way they always had – lying about their giving to look good, while retaining more than they in fact needed,  deceiving others and attempting to deceive God.  Loss of the fear of God will kill a church within a generation or less.  The persecuted Christians at Smyrna overcame the fear of man and the pressure to compromise by remaining in the fear of God, and those who do the same will receive the same reward the believers at Smyrna  were promised – the crown of life (Rev. 2:10).

(d) having gladness, sincerity and praise (verses 46-47).   If fear is an appropriate response to God, so also is joy.  “Gladness” does not do justice to the Greek word aggaliasis, which means “exceedingly great joy”.   “Sincerity” translates the Greek word apheleiotes, which means to be clear, simple and straightforward.  Christians are to be transparent, reliable and predictable in the best sense – you know who they are and what they stand for, and you can count on them to live up to it.  A New Testament church is full of such people.  We are straight up front and above board.  We do not harbor hidden bitterness, jealousy or resentments, but deal with them properly, openly and in a Christ-like manner.  We do not heap up private grievances and then suddenly and without warning walk out on the fellowship.  So many people are turned away from Christ because they do not see a level of conduct in the church any higher than what they see in the world.  This should not be.  The third word here is “praise”.  Praise is more than being grateful because things are going well.  Praise means to “give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:18), to praise God even in tribulation (2 Cor. 1:3-4), to “rejoice in the Lord always” (Phil 4:4), and not just when things are good.

(e) “and enjoying the favour of all the people” (verse 47).  A church moving in the power of God, as it was designed to do, will always be accepted by the people as much as it will be opposed by the religious elite, those trying to replace the true church with institutionalized religion.  Even when people do not accept the Lord, they will still hold the church in high regard, in part because it embodies the kind of life they want but are not willing to pay the price for, and in that sense it is for them a beacon of hope in a world of darkness.  That is equally why ordinary people are dismayed and angered by the moral failures of Christian leaders, for every time a leader falls, what little hope and light the unsaved have is diminished further.  If we do not have a good reputation in the community, there is something wrong with us, not with the community.    

(2) Leaders
The leaders in that first New Testament church were the apostles (verses 42-43).  As new churches were founded, the apostles spread out, formed teams and appointed elders in each local church as it was founded.  In fact, even in the Jerusalem church, elders were soon appointed to serve alongside the apostles (Acts 15:4).  Therefore, we consider the apostles here as in one sense representative of what leadership should be in every New Testament church.  This passage, along with others, says several things about what leaders in the New Testament church ought to be:

(a) They are sent by God.  The word “apostle” comes from the Greek verb apostello, meaning “to send”.  The actual meaning of the word is much wider and comes from an Old Testament background, but the idea of being sent is still part of it.  Any leader, however, must be sent by God – whether an apostle, prophet, evangelist or local elder.  Religious institutions feature self-appointed leaders.  A New Testament church leader, by contrast, does not appoint himself to a place of authority, nor does he accept appointment from others who are themselves self-appointed.  Neither does he gain his authority from his personal charisma, learning, ability to speak or to administer.  Instead, he receives a supernatural call of God, which is attested to and recognized by other leaders in the church.  The setting aside of a leader does nothing more than recognize what God has already done in him.  If a leader is sent by God, he is answerable to God.  He is a steward of what has been given to him, not an owner.  He always stands under God’s authority.  He is also answerable to those he works with in leadership, but in the final analysis he must give account to God for what he has done with the responsibility he has been given.  He must never give way to the fear of men.  Paul put it this way: “Knowing, therefore, the fear of the Lord, we persuade men.” (2 Cor. 5:11)    A leader lives in the fear of God and takes his chances with what men think of him.  How much better than to live on earth in the fear of men and have to give account to God later!  

(b) They teach and preach what they have received.   The teaching of the apostles was the teaching of the Word of God.  As Paul told the Corinthians, “For what I received I passed on to you” (1 Cor. 15:1).  From the very beginning, the teaching of the Word of God was central to the life of the New Testament church.  If a church begins to move away from teaching and preaching, it is not because it has found a better way to communicate the gospel, but because its teaching and preaching has lost the fire of the Spirit.  The reason teaching and preaching are central is not to give jobs to preachers or follow some dead tradition, but because we believe in the centrality and authority of the Word of God.  To remove preaching from its critical place, whether we replace it by longer worship, multi-media presentations or by nothing at all, betrays a weakening in our commitment to the authority of Scripture and will eventually lead the church into heresy and death.  The greatest preachers carry the greatest anointing and make the greatest difference.  Not every local church can have a world-class preacher, but we can raise the standard as much as possible, because a lot depends on it.  But Acts does more than tell us that the leaders preached, it tells us how they did it.  

They preached fearlessly:   When Peter and John were threatened with harm if they continued to preach the gospel, they replied, “‘Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God.  For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.’” (Acts 4:18-20)  New Testament church leaders never counted the cost, and were constantly placing their personal security and even their lives on the line.  Many were imprisoned.  Some, like Peter, were delivered.  Others, like James the brother of the Lord, died.  The same thing is happening today wherever in the world the Lord is moving in power to restore His church.

They preached boldly: “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: ‘Rulers and elders of the people!  If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, then know this, you and everyone else in Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you completely healed.’” (Acts 4:8-10)  Notice the strategy of God.  The act of kindness, though undoubtedly expressing the mercy and compassion of God, was in the end designed to provide the opportunity for the apostles to preach the Word of God to the leaders of the nation.  Mercy ministry expresses God’s heart and is of great value, but it must open the door to something greater, the preaching of the Gospel, for what does it serve a man to be healed but never to hear the Gospel and be saved?

They preached publicly: They preached in the streets (Acts 3:1-20) and in the temple (Acts 3:11-26, 5:21-26).  They preached four times to the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:5-22, 5:21-42, 7:1-53, 23:1-11).  They preached in the public places of Samaria (Acts 8:4-7) and in the synagogues of Damascus (Acts 9:20).  Sometimes they did nothing but preach (Acts 18:5).  They preached to whole cities at Pisidian Antioch and Ephesus (Acts 13:44, 19:23-41).  They preached in the jail at Philippi (Acts 16:25), in the university at Athens (Acts 17:16-34) and in a riot at Jerusalem (Acts 21:30-22:22).  They preached to criminals and prostitutes (compare Acts 18:7-8 with 1 Cor. 6:9-11), to kings and to governors (Acts 13:6-12, 24-26) and eventually, according to tradition, they preached to Caesar himself. 

They preached effectively.  How would you like it to be said of you, “These men who have turned the world upside down have now come here.” (Acts 17:6)  Or how about this: “All the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord.” (Acts 19:10)  

They never stopped preaching: “Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.” (Acts 5:42)

They regarded themselves as privileged to preach.  Even when there was a price to be paid, they

were glad: “They rejoiced because they had been counted worthy of suffering for the name.” (Acts 5:41)
(c) They move in the supernatural.  According to verse 43, many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.  The church lived in a place of transcendence, a place where heaven invaded – or reasserted its rights – on earth.  I don’t think that in their catalogue of miracles healed backaches and headaches were even counted!  Paul said that miracles constituted a proof of his apostolic credentials (2 Cor. 12:12).  We all can and do make all sorts of excuses, and with some validity.  This was a move of God.  We are not world-class apostles.  The apostles did not live in a modern, rationalistic society totally hostile to the supernatural.  The fact remains that in God’s order, miracles are a mark of leadership. We all need to spend less time making excuses and more time asking God to pour out His Spirit and restore us to His pattern.  The book of Acts reveals that three-quarters of the use of the gifts of the Spirit was in evangelism - the gifts are for the lost even more than for the church!  We need to live at the place where character and charisma meet and see the power of God released to people who can be trusted to handle it in a way glorifying to Him.  That place is where revival begins.

(3) The Lord

The passage ends with these words: “And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved.” (verse 47)   After all is said and done, the Lord is the essential ingredient in the church, and we cannot take Him for granted.  Our western church is so proficient in programs, techniques and gimmicks that we often think God Himself is not necessary.  One of the great leaders in the Chinese revival came to America.  After he had spent a month visiting some of the largest ministries in the nation, he was asked what he had learned.  This was his reply: “It is amazing how much you have been able to do in America... without God.”  

The verse states that the Lord “was adding”.  The Greek verb is in the imperfect tense, which refers to a continuous action, meaning the Lord was adding continually.  If we combine this with the same imperfect tense in verse 45 (“they were giving”), we see an interesting pattern.  The people were giving away continually, but the Lord was adding continually.  The more we give, not just of our money but of ourselves, the more He will add (to ourselves as individuals as well as to the church).  Continual giving and continual growth are signs of New Testament Christianity at work.  But remember!  What was the Lord adding?  Not buildings or real estate or respectability.  No, He was adding believers, those who were being saved.  This brings us back to the beginning, where more and more believers are taken in, discipled, trained and sent out, many as leaders, so that the Lord can keep on enlarging the body by those being saved day by day.  

In the course of these notes, we highlighted three things which characterize the New Testament church: community, a sense of significance and transcendence.  Dr. John Stott, the great British preacher, was recently asked what hope there was for the church when people are no longer interested in what it has to offer.  Not at all, Dr. Stott replied, people today are looking for these three things, the three things the church has – or should have – in abundance, and which can be found anywhere else only in counterfeit and diluted form. 

And finally, what was the result of that first church’s faithfulness?  We read about it a few chapters later: “Then the church... enjoyed a time of peace.  It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord” (Acts 9:31).  The pattern established by the earliest Christians is still the pattern for us to follow today.  If we do that, there is no limit to what He can do in our nation and in our day.  It is what God wants and it is what the world is looking for.  May God help us to be faithful to this high calling, and then He’ll have the church He wants.

