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It’s a God Thing
Acts 2:42-47

If you were around in the 1960’s, you are well aware of the counterculture and social revolution that ensued in the later part of the decade.  Civil, social, political and I suppose even spiritual unrest gave rise to a growing animosity in our country that spawned an anti-establishment mentality.  Down with rules; up with freedoms of every sort.  One article described it as the “era of irresponsible excess and flamboyance.”  
The decade was also known as the Swinging Sixties because of the libertine attitudes that emerged during that time.  Recreational drug use and rampant casual sexual encounters became deeply entrenched in this counterculture.  Paul Kantner of the group Jefferson Airplane made this telling statement about the Sixties: "If you can remember anything about the sixties, then you weren't really there."  This prevalent free spirit philosophy was captured in the decade culminating event held at Woodstock. 
The works of Psychologist Carl Jung were influential in identifying this countercultural movement that would be described as a “Jungian nightmare cycle where a rigid culture, unable to contain the demands for greater individual freedom, broke free of the social constraints of the previous age” through blatant disregard and deviation from the norms of the culture of the day.  The Hippie movement was all about being free to do whatever they wanted. They were unconcerned about any potential consequences.  Live in the moment.  Live for the moment.  Don’t worry about or regret the past and don’t worry about tomorrow.
Among other figures involved in the counterculture movement, Bob Dylan became an icon, all be it a reluctant figurehead in the social unrest that began to permeate and prevail in society.  A number of his songs such as "Blowin’ in the Wind” and "The Times They Are a-Changin’” became anthems for the Civil Rights and anti-war movements.  Though the attire has changed, a similar spirit exists today.
This freedom and unrest bred a growing discontent in a new generation of lonely people.  There was also a growing unrest within evangelical circles.  The Jesus Movement was a response within the Hippie culture and became the Christian element within the Hippie movement.  They also wanted to be free and expressive from the rigidity or formality of the established church.  In 1967 Billie Hanks Jr. wrote a song that reflected the emptiness of the counter-culture movement with hope that could only be found in Jesus.  Maybe you remember it

Lonely voices crying in the city,
Lonely voices sounding like a child.
Lonely voices come from busy people,
Too disturbed to stop a little while.
Lonely voices fill my dreams,
Lonely voices haunt my memory.

Lonely faces looking for the sunrise,
Just to find another busy day.
Lonely faces all around the city,
Men afraid, but too ashamed to pray.
Lonely faces do I see,
Lonely faces haunt my memory.

Lonely eyes, I see them in the subway,
Burdened by the worries of the day;
Men at leisure, but they’re so unhappy,
Tired of foolish roles they try to play.
Lonely people do I see,
Lonely people haunt my memory.

Abundant life He came to truly give man,
But so few His gift of grace receive.
Lonely people live in every city,
Men who face a dark and lonely grave.
Lonely faces do I see,
Lonely voices calling out to me. 
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Do we see them?  Do we hear them?

I think to some degree that spirit of loneliness still exists today masked by the epoxy glare of pressed suits, shiny cars, and the latest gadgets.  Loneliness is epitomized in iPhones and iPods – people plugged in only to themselves.  They might be wired to Facebook and Twitter and text messaging, and boast hundreds of friends across cyberspace, but still find themselves shrouded in the closet of loneliness, too afraid to come out from behind the network so that others can see who they really are.  Oh, there profile and photos can be seen by all who are invited, but it doesn’t really represent the true heart of the individual “crying in the city, looking for the sunrise, burdened by the worries of the day.” 
I brought with me today this backpack.  Imagine that it’s filled with all the burdens we carry.  They are the burdens you carry.  They are the burdens that I carry.  On any given day that you walk through the doors of the church and into the auditorium where you find your seat, you have any number of burdens that you have brought with you.  They could be about family.  They could be about finances.  They could be about the future.  Or as we learned this week, they could be about a fire that has taken everything.  Burdens, we all have them.
They range in degree of weight.  Someone else may carry a similar burden, but to them it might be lighter or heavier depending on any number of things like who, if anyone else, is alongside them to help shoulder that burden.  Or, it could even be how much, if any, have given to the Lord – really.   We say we have, but have we really?  The weight of any one burden may also seem heavier if we are also shouldering additional cares simultaneously.  We feel much like Job.  Stacked one on top of another, the combined weight seems too much to lift, too overwhelming.

The timing of the burden we carry may also be different.  Your burden might be a test at school next week.  As soon as the test is over, the burden is lifted, unless you don’t do as well on the test as you hoped and then you have to carry that burden to the next test where you hope to do better and get that weight off your back.  Or it might be a life threatening disease that you carry and it may be yours for the rest of your life.  

You may carry the burden of a wayward child.       It might be the burden of debt.
We could go on and on with any number of things that we carry, some secretly because we don’t want anyone else to know, after all, what will they think?  We display the image of having it all together when away from those who should care, we stumble because of the weight.  Some burdens we carry are obvious to others, yet along with that burden is the burden of wondering if anyone else notices or cares.
So, when you walked through those doors this morning, what burdens were you carrying, burdens that you wish someone else would notice and perhaps help with?  Let me ask it this way.  As you arrived this morning and engaged in conversation, what burdens have you become aware of that you might be able to help lift from someone else?

Maybe we have lost our compassion because we have forgotten how to care.  Our own burdens seem to make us numb to the burdens of others.

In his second letter to the Corinthians Paul makes this important observation.  “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.”  (1:3-4)

In his first letter to them he spoke about the importance of understanding that because of Christ we are now involved in a unique relationship with each other.  We are together in one body.  When one rejoices we all rejoice.  When another is hurt in some way, we should all experience that pain. This all began at Pentecost when the Holy Spirit came on the disciples with power and they began to praise God in such a way that 3,000 Jews, representatives of all over the Roman Empire were saved.  They formed the nucleus of this body.  Take away 2,000 years of technological advancements that we enjoy today and they were people just like us, people who carried burdens.  They had financial worries, family cares, house payments and property taxes.  They attended school or had jobs.  There was political unrest within the kingdom and wars without.  There is virtually no difference.
Turn with me and let’s read our passage for today from Acts 2:42-47.

This is one of my most favorite passages of Scripture as it relates to the function of the church.  It is the first of several summary passages found in Acts where we get an overall glimpse of what is happening.  Even though the church is still in its infancy it is an up to date progress report to show us what was going on in the beginning.  
As we think about this passage, let’s consider four points about the church that show us that a God thing was happening and to show us that the same kind of thing can happen today.  We’ll only be addressing one today.
It was a wondering church
It was a walking church

It was a worshipping church

It was a witnessing church

I. IT WAS A WONDERING CHURCH

We notice first of all that this group devoted themselves to the apostle’s teaching.  To devote means to dedicate by vow, to dedicate one’s self to something.  The word can also mean to persevere in.  There is an intensity or drive in the activity.  It’s not approached half-heartedly.

We speak about being devoted to our spouse or our children.

Someone might describe you as being devoted to your job.

Others might say you are devoted to volunteering or he devotes himself to be the very best in his sport.

What do we mean by that?  We mean that they give up time and energy to go after that purpose or activity or person.  Other things can wait.  Other things aren’t as important.  Other things have less priority because we are applying our time, energy or resources to this one pursuit.

My twin brother was a high-hurdler in High School.  He tied the school record.  When he ran the hurdles you could see his commitment, his devotion as he drove to the finish line.  With the goal in view he would attack each hurdle lunging forward with left hand reaching toward the right foot as it kicked upward and over the hurdle.  He was devoted to achieving.  A classmate, Bobby Meyers, was not devoted to the hurdles.  He was the class geek and was not on the track team.  He would become a museum curator.  His commitment lay elsewhere.  But one day in a gym class track meet he was pitted against my brother in the 120 yard high hurdles.  Why, no one will ever know, but there they were at the starting line – one who was a champion hurdler and the other who had never hurdled in his life.  The gun went off starting the race and by the time Bobby reached the first hurdle my brother was at the second.  Rather than go over the hurdle, he surprisingly went under it.  Devotion for one, no devotion for the other.
Devotion.  Commitment.  Dedication.  Call it what you will, these early Christians couldn’t get enough.  I think we could also say that devotion breeds a love for that thing, or purpose or person we are pursuing.  I also think this desire or devotion for God’s Word comes from the Holy Spirit.
For these new believers there was a strong commitment a newfound love to what they were doing and in this case it was to the apostles teaching.  They loved learning from the apostles who were commissioned to preach the kingdom of God.  If you wanted to know about Jesus, what He said, what He did or who He was, you sat under the teaching of the disciples.  Before His crucifixion Jesus said that the Comforter, who is the Holy Spirit, would come and teach them everything He had told them.  So the disciples were teaching about Jesus and no doubt using the Old Testament prophecies to do so.  They were the go to guys.
The passage notes that they devoted themselves.  There is a sense in which this is twofold.  The first is that there was an individual response to the apostle’s teaching.  Each new believer had come to the conclusion that they needed to know about Christ necessitating the need to grow in their own walk of faith.  It just made sense to them that that is what they should be doing. Each person came to the conclusion that there was a lot more to learn and so they made the decision to pursue it with devotion.  

Secondly, we see that there was a corporate gathering as well.  They were devoted to meeting together to learn.  In a large setting there is accountability.  Maybe they spent some time before or after discussing what was taught.  Maybe they asked one another what they were studying individually.  They became accountable to each other to ensure they were meeting so that they could be taught and so learn more.  
A corporate gathering also encourages one another to keep going, to remind one another of how important it was to meet and study.  It not only encourages ongoing individual study, but also ensures that what we believe from what we study is accurate, that there was no deviation from the truth, that the message today was consistent with what was taught yesterday or last week.  Remember it was the Bereans who went home and studied what Paul had to say to make sure it was on target and that he wasn’t teaching heresy.

It is both a responsibility and privilege to study God’s Word.  It was D.L. Moody who said that “this book will keep you from sin or sin will keep you from this book.”  Be devoted to it.
II Timothy 2:15 “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the Word of truth.”

II Timothy 3:16-17 “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.”

I Peter 2:2-3 “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”

Several years ago, Robyn and I visited family in Arizona.  As we arrived at church that morning, we felt awkwardly and conspicuously out of place as we entered the church and sanctuary.  It wasn’t our appearance.  It was not our age.  It wasn’t how we entered or that we failed to perform some ritual before entering.  We noticed that we were the only 2 carrying our Bibles.  As we looked around at others coming in, no one had a Bible with them.  
How devoted are you to the study of God’s Word?  Are you content with just a helping once a week or is our desire to return because you can’t get enough?
Be a Lays potato chip Christian and don’t be satisfied with eating just one.  

These new believers weren’t just converts; they were being made into disciples, believers in Christ who were committed to knowing Him and His Word.  
As a Board we have began discussing a topic about the church related to functions and forms.  Functions are those things that are absolute for the church to engage in because they are commanded by the Lord for us to do.  Studying God’s Word is one of those absolutes that are essential and foundational to who we are and what we believe demonstrated in how we act.  Take it away and it removes part of the core.  The core is that essential element that provides life.  We talk about the core of the earth or the core of an apple.  They are critical components that cannot be taken away.  To do so would be to the peril of that thing.  Functions of the church are supracultural. By that I mean that they transcend culture, time, race, gender.  It’s for all times and for all peoples.

Bible teaching and study are a supracultural function of the church.  It was done then.  We should still be doing it today and 100 years or even a 1,000 years from now.  It is a function that we must engage in and so we offer a variety of forms in order to do that.  Forms are different methods we use to do something.  They are not supracultural.  We aren’t told the where or the when of study just that we should.  They aren’t necessarily spelled out in Scripture but we make some inferences.  In verse 46 of our passage, it notes that they continued to meet together in the Temple courts.  

As a form, our church meets at 10:00 for Sunday school as a time to study.  We offer Sunday school for all ages that includes a time of study using different teaching methods and materials.  We use discussion, video, small groups, larger groups.  We use the Bible as our source and read passages.  There isn’t any one right way.  In cultures where people don’t read they utilize other techniques to teach.

Another form is an 11:00 service where a sermon is given to teach us about God’s Word.  Nothing in Scripture tells us we should meet at this time, it’s just culturally what we do.  Nothing tells us that a sermon has to be half an hour or a little longer in my case.  In some cultures the teaching time lasts for hours.
We have a Wednesday night study, both a men’s and women’s Bible study.  Some of you attend BSF or have been involved in a college campus ministry.  If you wanted an individual study, there are scores of materials available.  See me if you need something.  And we aren’t limited to teachable times put on by the church.  You could meet as a couple or with other couples.  You could meet as a family.  You can meet any night of the week or time of day.  The forms don’t matter.  That we study does matter.
They were a learning church devoted to the study of God’s Word under the leadership teaching of the Apostles.  How devoted are we?  A Spirit filled church always studies God’s Word.  Would guests see us as a Spirit filled church when it comes to our devotion to teaching the Bible?  Do you see us a teaching church, committed to God’s Word?  Our devotion reveals the genuineness of our faith.
John 15:1-4

A study of God’s Word should move us to some action.  It should open our eyes to the needs of those around us as well as transform character. 

People were looking in from the outside and noticing a change in their behavior that was associated with the study of God’s Word.  It could only be described as a God thing.

This was a church that wondered after the Word God and devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles.  What they were taught transposed itself into what they did.  It changed them and so this church was also a walking church and we’ll get into that next week.
