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“The Teaching and Fellowship” — Apr. 30, 2017
Acts 2:1, 14, 36–43
1 When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. . . .
14 Peter, standing with the eleven, raised his voice and addressed them. . . . 
36“Let the entire house of Israel know with certainty that God has made him both Lord and Messiah, this Jesus whom you crucified.”
37Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and to the other apostles, “Brothers, what should we do?” 38Peter said to them, “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39For the promise is for you, for your children, and for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to him. . . .”
41So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added. 42They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

43Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles.

The Acts of the Apostles was written by Luke, and since he wrote a gospel as well, Luke is responsible for more words than anyone in the New Testament. We will read Acts’ story of how the Spirit was poured out upon believers when Pentecost comes, on June 4, but a portion of Peter’s Pentecost sermon was assigned for this Sunday, so let’s look at that now. Peter’s speech was remarkable, but the response to it was even more extraordinary. Luke says many listeners were “cut to the heart,” and three thousand people were baptized and joined the kingdom that day (Acts 2:37, 41).
The Jewish holiday of Pentecost took place fifty days after Passover. Both were pilgrimage festivals; many Jews would travel great distances to come to Jerusalem for one or both of these festivals, some of them speaking foreign languages. Undoubtedly some of these pilgrims were among those who were cut to the heart by Peter’s speech, and by his promise, “you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (v. 38). The Spirit was the great gift on that day, and it has been the gift to believers ever since!!

There was an infectious spiritual enthusiasm here at the beginning of the church, when the Spirit was newly received. The faith was spreading rapidly, despite the opposition of the proud and frightened religious authorities.

And what did the converts do? “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (2:42). They were devoted to the teaching and the fellowship. What is meant by “fellowship” is then spelled out as “the breaking of bread and prayers.”

In the churches today we also need to value the teaching and the fellowship. We all need to be ready to learn, to upgrade our understanding, and to deepen our fellowship.

We need to value the teaching and all its components, including the Bible studies, the Sunday preaching, the children’s sermon, and the Sunday school sessions. All of this teaching is important. It is how we communicate what we believe about God. It is how we communicate what we believe about God. It also helps us to have more understanding when we communicate with God.
The early church, in its teaching, tended to focus on the essential promises and hopes of the Old Testament, and how Jesus fulfilled those hopes; thus the frequent emphasis on Jesus as Messiah, or as fulfillment of prophecy. The church has always seen Jesus as revealing what was most important in the Hebrew Bible, or as he himself put it, “the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith” (Matt 23:23). Jesus showed us how to take the will of God deeply into our hearts, even to receive a new heart and a new spirit, as Ezekiel said (Ezek 36:26). They saw the Resurrection foretold in a text like Hosea 6: “he has struck down . . . . After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up” (Hos 6:1–2). I hope that you would sometimes go home after church and look up some of the passages I quote. Re-read them and be ready to receive your understanding from these passages, to benefit your mind and your heart.
I hope that church is part of your never-ending education.

Education is important to most Christian denominations. The UCC expects aspiring ministers to have college degrees, including a seminary degree and a year of Supervised Ministry in a church. Not all denominations require their pastors to have seminary training. We hope that college and seminary will give to people a knowledge of different cultures and of history. We cannot afford to be ignorant of history. It is helpful if ministers understand that religious practices and theology undergo change, even within the pages of the Bible. What is meant by Law, or Torah, changes from Exodus to Deuteronomy to Ezra to Jeremiah. With Jeremiah it becomes a law written on the heart (31:33). The historical and social backgrounds of each different book show that the Jews grew in their understanding of God and of brotherhood. 

So we take the teaching seriously. Acts also says early Christians “devoted themselves to . . . fellowship.” 

We do value our fellowship, in this church. On the very first day I came here, back in June of last year, I noticed your kindness and care during fellowship. Let’s keep it going. So we already have sincere fellowship; let’s make sure we safeguard it. Let’s make sure that we practice respect and wisdom. We need to be aware of the dangers that can occur in small communities. Even good things can develop into problems. Loyalty to friends is a good thing, but if loyalty turns into cliques and factions, then we have a problem. Volunteer work is a good thing, but when a volunteer starts to feel ownership over a certain activity and resents the presence of other volunteers, that’s a problem. We need to be vigilant about working together graciously. Let’s be sure we are a healthy community.

The breaking of bread and the prayers come under fellowship. The “breaking of bread” generally refers to a meal, but we need to remember that, in the early church, the Eucharist was part of a shared meal. The Eucharist was often called the remembrance supper. The term Eucharist means “thanksgiving,” since it commemorated Jesus’ last night, and that commemorating gave a feeling of holiness to the meal.
And prayer, whether in a group or in pairs of people praying, was an essential part of their religious practice. Prayer can train our minds to be unselfish, if we move beyond prayer to worship. We often begin prayer with some element of self-interest or worry, and then move on to other-interest and intercession; hopefully we can then advance to real worship, which is God-interested and self-forgetting. Prayer can be hard work and may even leave us tired, but God-focused worship re-energizes us. It is serene and has a timeless feeling. I think the word prayer, as used in the New Testament, includes worship as well as prayer.

So the early church focused on the teaching and the fellowship. The teaching directs our attention to God, to Scripture, and to Jesus. The fellowship directs our attention to each other, but also points us back to God, when we remember Jesus and when we pray together.

In fact, teaching and fellowship have a reciprocal healthy effect. Fellowship is our chance to practice what we preach, and to carry over into our group the joyous feeling we gain from the teaching. If we have fellowship but no teaching, we are just a social club. If we have teaching but no fellowship, we are just sitting in class. We need both the teaching and the fellowship to get the fundamental idea that we are supposed to import a little bit of heaven into earth.

Listen to the positive verbs in the Acts passage: “know, repent, receive, welcome, devote.” And at the end it says “Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles” (2:43). Maybe we can work the wonder of having joy in our fellowship with God and with each other, and display the sign of reflecting Jesus’ love in our attitude toward each other. 

That would be a wonder and a sign!

