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It’s a God Thing – Part 5

Acts 2:42-47

We leave evidence of them every day, for the most part undetected or seemingly invisible, but how many of us realize that whatever we touch, we leave behind a fingerprint?  Unless we just dipped our hand in paint or ketchup, we just go about our day forgetting and unconcerned that the pencil we just picked up or the glass we removed from the cupboard or the dishes we just took out of the dishwasher or the door handle we just grabbed have all been marked by our unique print.
A finger print is an impression caused by friction from the tiny ridges on your fingers that are left on the item you just touched.  Because fingerprints are unique to each individual, no two being alike, they are often used for identification.  Did you know the secretions of the body, skin oils and even dead skin cells found in your fingerprint contain residue of various chemicals in your body, such as if a person takes drugs or even drink coffee?  Fingerprints leave behind more than just your identity; they also reveal a lot about you from those chemical traces.
The Church has a fingerprint.  The world can tell a lot about the Church by the imprint we leave behind on the lives we in some way touch – either for good or for bad.   The mark we leave on them tells the world just what we really believe and practice from our encounter with God’s Word.  That imprint reveals the kind of impact it has on us.  

Our study in Acts 2:42-47 reveals the “fingerprints” of the early church.  They met together daily because they were devoted to certain things.  Those fingerprints left for the world and for us are 1) a devotion to the teaching of God’s Word by the apostles, 2) a devotion to fellowship – being in unity, which meant they looked out for the tangible needs of those around them.  Consequently, it led to 3) fellowship through communion – being reminded regularly about the reason for the death and resurrection of Christ – it was for them and 4) a devotion to prayer – gathering to encourage and uphold one another through prayer.  The unique fingerprint of the early church was in every respect relational. 

It was relational to God as they learned to love Him more by learning more about Him.

It was relational to each other as they learned to love one another as God loved them.

It was relational to the outside world by demonstrating their love for one another and devotion to God, the non believer was attracted to them.

John R. W. Stott makes this observation about the early church.  “Looking back over these marks of the first Spirit-filled community, it is evident that they all concerned the church’s relationship.  First, they were related to the apostles (in submission).  They were eager to receive the apostles’ instruction.  A Spirit-filled church is an apostolic church, a New Testament church, anxious to believe and obey what Jesus and His apostles taught.  Second, they were related to each other (in love).  They persevered in the fellowship, supporting each other and relieving the needs of the poor.  A Spirit-filled church is a loving, caring, sharing church.  Third, they were related to God (in worship).  They worshiped Him in the temple and in the home, in the Lord’s Supper and in the prayers, with joy and with reverence.  A Spirit-filled church is a worshiping church.  Fourth, they were related to the world (in outreach).  They were engaged in continuous evangelism.  No self-centered, self-contained church (absorbed in its own parochial (limited or narrow) affairs) can claim to be filled with the Spirit.  The Holy Spirit is a missionary Spirit.  So a Spirit-filled church is a missionary church.”

Over the past several weeks we have taken a look at this passage from the perspective of what we as a church today can glean from the early church as we seek to be intentionally missional in following the both the Great command to love God and love one another as well as the Great Commission to go into all the world and preach the gospel.  We have contemplated the early Church being a:
Wondering church – they loved God’s Word

Walking church – they loved God’s people

Worshiping church – they loved God through communion and through communication (prayer)

I want for us today to look at one more aspect from this passage about the early church.  They were a witnessing church.  As I have pondered this passage this week, I have come up with a term that I think represents the heart of the early church as they grew both spiritually and numerically.  This will be on your test later, so mark it down.  Here it is:
TRANSFORMATIONAL TRANSPARENCY

It is through this passage that we see the lives of unregenerate man both redeemed and transformed and through that transformation a transparency in both their willingness to express their own needs to one another and to be transparent to a world that was watching them to see if their transformation was genuine.  The true test of a genuine church is a genuine Christian and this early church was evidently full of them.  (Notice I didn’t say perfect.)  Transformation comes through the Word of God.  It is a witness.
I. GOD’S WORD IS A WITNESS

Joshua 1:8
Psalm 119:9-11

Hebrews 4:12

In Joshua, the character of the Israelites was to have changed by their obedience to the commands of God to be a witness to the surrounding nations.  Instead, over time, rather than influencing the culture around them, the surrounding cultures influenced them so that they fell away from God.  

From the pen of the psalmist we note that God’s Word will point out sin and keep us from sin.  

The author of Hebrews writes that the Word of God is living and powerful, exposing the inner most thoughts and desires.  This Word judges us as it were with an all seeing eye, looking even at the very motives of our heart in what we do.  It penetrates deep and will accomplish God’s purpose.  The prophet Isaiah even speaks of God’s Word as going out and not returning void or empty, but will accomplish what God desires and achieve the purpose for which He sent it.” (Isaiah 55:11)
Why does our society want to silence the Word of God and remove it from the public sector?  Why is there such a push to eliminate it from the courtrooms and classrooms of our land?  They can claim that it’s about separation of church and state as the reason to remove it but I wouldn’t buy that rationale with a wooden nickel.  I don’t think that’s the reason.  After all, opponents who want the Bible removed also argue for equality or diversity of other religious beliefs.  I believe the reason they want it removed is so they don’t have to be confronted with the message conveyed in God’s Word that there is an ultimate judgment by not adhering to it, that there are actions that are wrong called sin and sin will ultimately be judged by the Great Judge.  Our society doesn’t want to be confronted with a message of moral change.  Like the times of the judges in Israel’s history, they want to be able to do what is right in their own eyes.  They don’t want to have any absolutes that govern and guide the moral fabric of society.  Removing the 10 Commandments isn’t a political issue it’s a spiritual issue, a matter of the heart and those 10 Commandments hit too close to home in convicting of their own sinfulness.
God’s Word is a witness and by adhering to its standards it was a witness to the unsaved.
God’s Word will accomplish its intended purpose.  To a watching world, God’s Word is a witness.
Closely knit to God’s Word being a witness, our walk is also a witness.  

II. OUR WALK IS A WITNESS

Now I want for us to go back to Acts 2 and notice a few things in this passage about their walk that were a witness to the outside world.

Notice first of all in verse 43 that there was a sense of awe taking place.  It’s a word for reverence and is almost exclusively used in reference to the work of God.  When God works people are awestruck.  Reverence is our response to the work of God.  When Isaiah saw God in the Temple He was filled with awe for who God was.  
When Moses was out herding his sheep and He saw the bush not being consumed by the fire that encased it, Moses was in awe.

When Saul was confronted on the Damascus road by a bright light that revealed the person of Jesus, he was awestruck.  

When people in Jerusalem saw God working, they were in awe.  Something really big was happening that could only be explained by God doing it and they were in reverence.

A church can have a million dollar budget and we can think that God must be a work there.  It can draft a huge building plan and people can believe God is at work there.  They can promote a myriad of programs that attract lots of people that from the standpoint of the world’s perspective can leave them in awe as if God were at work.  But when the Word of God is truly at work in the lives of people that’s when people truly see the work of God taking place and when there is transformational transparency in the lives of people who are touched by the Word of God that’s when people really sit up and take notice.  People want to see something that is genuine.
You can drive down M-59 and see all kinds of commercial or residential construction and think something really big is happening around town, but the real evidence of community is when people come together for a common good or common goal.  

That’s what we see happening in Jerusalem.  People were in awe because of what they were seeing take place.  Not big building projects or lots of activity but changed lives.  Only God could do it.  Only God can transform a life.  The apostles authenticated the Word and work of God by performing miracles and signs.  They were an evidence that God was moving in their midst.  They couldn’t be explained or explained away by some scientific formula.  It was a God thing.  That was the only explanation.

What else do we see here?  Verse 44 tells us there was unity.  Verse 45 tells us that needs were being met.  Verse 46 tells us that the phenomenon wasn’t short lived, but that they met daily to learn from God’s Word and to take care of one another.  Verse 47 explains that there was a joyfulness that wasn’t there before.  True joy only comes from within and results in praise to God for what He has done.  They praised God and their praise resulted in generous hearts.  They recognized the generous gift of God by giving His Son and so generously gave to others who had needs they could help meet.  And it says that they had the favor or pleasure of all the people.   I believe this is both in the church and in the community.  Something unusual was happening that caused the observer to marvel.  And the icing on the cake was that daily God added to their number those who were being saved.  The church kept growing because people saw something they couldn’t explain other than it being God at work and they wanted to be a part of it.  Their daily walk was a witness: where they went, what they said, and what they did.
It’s as we noted early from Stott that a Spirit-filled church loves God and loves others and they will reach out to others.  When God’s Word is alive in the hearts of His people, others take notice and want to join in.  People were influenced by what they saw.  Rebecca Pippert concludes that “people long to be part of a community where they will be cared for.”  

When gang members are interviewed that is the primary reason they join.  The gang provides a sense of family that says they’ll look out for each other, even though the motives and actions are wrong, they join to feel they belong to a group that will help them out when they’re in need.  

That’s what the church should provide – a sense of belonging, a sense of caring because of what God is doing in the heart.  That’s what the early church had.  So, are we today attracting people with a sense of awe and reverence for God or are we by our actions repelling them?  Do people see we care for one another?  By way of their example, this passage tells me that there should be a noticeable difference in us because of God’s Word.  So I come back to the question.  How devoted am I to His Word?

I should be in God’s Word so that it becomes a moral compass that convicts me of wrongdoing pointing me in the direction I should go.  But people want to oppose it.  They don’t like that it convicts them because as we noted earlier it is a witness.  They don’t want to hear that they are sinners.  They want to be told how good they are.  God’s Word, though, tells us we have all fallen short of His standard.  It doesn’t matter whether we have heard it or not, we’re still guilty.  I was talking with someone the other day who got pulled over for turning on a “no turn on red.”  It didn’t matter that this person didn’t see the sign, they were still guilty of breaking the law.  
According to Psalm 119:105 this moral compass we call God’s Word, lights my path and guides my step so that I won’t stumble along the road of life.  
Psalm 1 reminds me that if I follow God’s Word I will be like a tree that is firmly planted so that no matter how much the winds of temptation blow against me, I’ll stand strong because my roots are in anchored deeply and I’ll stand Rock Solid because I am firmly planted in His Word.  God’s Word really is a witness to a world that needs to know that its actions are egregious to a Holy God.  
By our choosing to obey the Word of God and follow its teachings our walk is a witness against a world that would rather live according to their own selfish, evil desires.  

In a culture that said it was okay to sleep around with someone, anyone you weren’t married to, why was it that Joseph chose to ignore the advances of his master’s wife?  Who would have known?  All the other servants were gone.  But it was the Word of God in Him that kept Him from caving in to those fleshly desires.  While they didn’t have any portion of the Old Testament at that time, the verbal commands of God were passed on to him and indelibly imprinted on his heart so that he knew his actions would either obey or violate God’s moral law.  God’s Word remains a witness whether others choose to follow it or not.
In a culture of blatant idolatry, why did 3 Hebrew men choose to disobey the edict of a king when commanded to bow down and worship a golden image?  It was the Word of God in them.  Their devotion to the Word of God became a witness to the king and all the other political leaders that their eternal commitment to it, though it meant their own death, was greater than any temporal reward they might receive here on earth.  Their devotion to the Word of God led to a work of God that performed a miracle by which the king proclaimed there is no other God.
Our world is no different today.  Live for self and love things.  What we do and say in front of a non believing world is a testimony to the kind of devotion we have to God’s Word.  Our actions and words are a more convincing proof of whether or not we believe and follow the teachings of the Bible or if the opinions of what others think about us in any given situation is more important.  

If the boys at work want to knock off early and say they punched out later, are you in or will you continue to work till quitting time?

If a friend calls up and says they didn’t get their homework assignment done, could they copy yours before class, are you willing to lose a friend to retain your integrity?

Our walk is a witness.
The degree of our devotion to God’s Word and its application of the principles conveyed in it will be the degree others see whether or not we really value and apply what’s in this Book.
I believe this early group of believers was so committed to the teaching of God’s Word that those around them couldn’t help but see a dramatic change in their life and it gave them an opportunity to witness about the life changing, the life transforming power of Jesus in them.

God’s Word in each of us is a tremendous witness to those around us that our faith is real.  The Word of God in us creates transformational transparency.  What kind of witness are we to others?
Our old way of life will be transformed when we allow the Word of God to live in us.  Romans 12:2 is a great reminder that conformity to the world is overcome when we allow the transforming power of God’s Word to take root as we apply its teaching in daily living.  Real transformation will be evident to others.  Your spouse will see the changes taking place.  Parents will see a change in their children.  Children will see a change in their parents.  Neighbors will see a change in friends.  Bosses will see a change in their workers.  Workers will see a change in their boss.  Transformational transparency is letting the change that has taken place on the inside be seen by those on the outside.  No veneer.  No mask.  No hiding.  No pretending. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus would charge His listeners “in the same way, let your good deeds shine out for all to see, so that everyone will praise your heavenly Father.” Matthew 5:16 (NLT)  Where do those good deeds come from?  They come from the work of God in you when you yield to and obey the Word of God.  What a great witness.
God’s Word in you will create God’s work in you and others will observe it and people will come to know Christ because of it.
When we are in fellowship with others because God is doing a work in us it will speak to others about the unity that comes from knowing God. Their fellowship, what others observed in how they cared for one another became a great testimony of faith in Christ.  Your walk matters, whether you think anyone is watching or not.

God’s Word is a witness.

Our walk is a witness.

Our worship is a witness.

III. OUR WORSHIP IS A WITNESS
We won’t labor long here on this point because it is one we touched on a couple of weeks ago, but I do again want to stress how our worship is a witness.
You may recall that I said that a church that is rightly aligned with the Word of God, loving God and others as we should, will be a church that is a worshiping church.  Worship is the natural response of a person or a group of people who are rightly connected to God and to each other.  In a study of God’s Word we see God for who He is.  We see that God wants us to be in relationship with Him and with others and what such a relationship should look like.  The outcome will be to worship Him. We can’t help but praise God.
We worship God in baptism.  It’s a onetime event that demonstrates to others that we are choosing to identify with Christ; that He died for our sins, was buried and then raised again.  We are indicating that we have died to sin and raised to new life in Christ.  

By immersion under water the person is giving a visual picture of cleansing from the old self of sin, dying to the old self of sin and being born to a new life and commitment to a new Master.  Christ becomes the standard by which you will live your life.  We are stating that we want to be His disciple.  Baptism preaches a message to others – both saved and unsaved that Christ died for me and I’m going to follow Him. Baptism is a witness, a sermon to others.  Through it we preach the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ.

We also worship God in observing communion. The early church was committed to observing it.  By taking communion we also preach a message to others about Christ.  While baptism is observed only once, the Lord Himself speaks about our taking communion regularly until He returns.  “As often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you do show the Lord’s death until He comes.”  It’s a reminder to all that the death of Christ was essential to secure our salvation.  “Without the shedding of blood there is no remission of sin.”

Communion is a visual sermon to others about the cost Jesus paid for our sins.  Communion is both a solemn time and a time of celebration.  It’s a solemn time for us to remember that Christ’s death paid for the penalty of my sin, yet it’s a celebration because Jesus rose from the grave and His life gives us freedom from as we trust in Him for salvation and it’s a promise of His return.  

Last week we spoke about prayer, which also is a time of worship.  In prayer we acknowledge God as the divine giver, sustainer and provider.  We acknowledge our utter dependence on Him, that He is the only One who can provide for our needs.  In prayer we worship God by recounting His acts and His character.  In prayer remember it is into the presence of a Holy God that we enter, so give Him the reverence that He is due.
When a neighbor or friend or co-worker is going through a particularly difficult time, offer to pray for them and then follow up to see how that request is being answered.  Prayer can be a witness to others as they watch God work.

One other way in which we witness through worship as noted here is their praise to God.  They praised God with glad and sincere hearts.  Their joy was a witness.  In spite of what difficult life experiences they may have been encountering, a joyful spirit was evident to others.  That can be a tremendous witness to see how you handle the challenges and set backs of life.  Others may then approach you about how you can have such joy in the middle of trials.  Do others see the joy of Christ in our worship?  A witness will be in favor with others.
Every day and in every way we are a witness to others.  Some call it the dash between two dates – the date when you were born and the date when you die.  What takes place in between those two dates is your witness – through the Word, through our walk, through our worship.
The most oft quoted line from Shakespeare comes from his monologue “As You Like It.”  “All the world is a stage, and all the men and women merely players in it…”  Of all the many works that have through the ages been read in Literature classes or acted on many a stage, perhaps his most eloquent work but least known is his epitaph.  “I, William Shakespeare, of Straford-upon-Avon, in the county of Warrick, gentleman in perfect health and memory, God be praised, do make and ordain this my last will and testament in manner and form following, that is to say, first, I commit my soul into the hands of God, my Creator, hoping and assuredly believing, through the only merits of Jesus Christ, my Savior, to be made partaker of life everlasting, and my body to the earth whereof it is made.”

Corinth was home to the Isthmian Games, which was the forerunner to the modern Olympics.  Of the many events for competition, the most attention was given to the relay race.  At the starting line each runner was given a torch.  In the distance was the next line of runners and so on.  At the signal, the first runner ran and passed the torch on to the next on down the relay to the finish.  With this race in mind the Greeks coined the phrase “let those who have the light pass it on.”
The fingerprints of your faith are evident to others whether you realize it or not.  We are given the command to pass on the light of the gospel to those who need to know Christ.  As we go in this quest to disciple the nations we have been given the empowering Holy Spirit to be a witness.  

The Word of God is a witness.  

Our walk is a witness.

Our worship is a witness.

Christ was real to these early believers and it showed in their daily lives as they loved God and each other.  People took notice and were saved.  Oh, and notice that people were being saved daily.  It was an ongoing activity of God in people’s hearts.
Alexander MacLaren once told his congregation to “make your communion such that it will repel as well attract, and that people will find nothing here to draw them to an easy religion of words and formalism…but will recognize in us a church of men and women who are bent on holiness and longing for more and more conformity to the divine Master…Far more than preaching, your lives will determine the expansion of this church of ours.  And if my preaching is pulling one way and your lives the other, and I have half an hour a week for talk and you have seven days for contradictory life, which of the two do you think is likely to win in the tug?”  Which is the greater witness, my words in this pulpit or our walk in this world?
The Holy Spirit is with us to empower us in our witness.  Many still need to know about Christ.  Let’s follow the example of the early church and see God do great things for His Kingdom through us.

The true church will draw people to Christ because people want something that is genuine.  Paul would later write that some plant, others water, but God will bring the increase.

Because of our witness, will the Lord add daily to our fellowship, His body, those who will be saved?

