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THE NEW COMMUNITY (2)
(Acts 2:42-47)

TEXT:  Acts 2:42-45
SUBJECT: The church:  quality of life.
F.C.F:  How can I 
PROPOSITION:  Since God is at work among us, we must be devoted and delighted. 
INTRODUCTION:

A. “Just going through the motions.”  That is an image that describes lifeless activity.  People may do all the right things and perform all their proper duties, but there is no zest, no passion, no real engagement in what they are doing.  Sometimes this image is used to describe a marriage.  The couple is still together.  They function as a family.  But there is no real joy, no excitement or affection.  They are just “going through the motions.”  


And though the Bible doesn’t use this particular language, it often refers to situations in which those who profess true faith in the living God may engage in the prescribed activities, but they are not truly delighted in the One they name as their God.  


B.  In the book of Acts, Luke describes for us the continued work of Jesus Christ among his people, how Jesus formed his people through the powerful working of his Holy Spirit, and how he gave to them a genuine quality of life.  Luke gives us a snapshot of the life of the early church.  And while he tells us of their activities, essential activities of worship, instruction, fellowship, evangelism, and missions, he also gives us a sense of the quality of their life together.  They were definitely not just “going through the motions.”  This was the real deal, as evidenced by their devotion, awe, community, gladness, generosity, and praising.  

C.  Last week we began to look into the first three of these features, considering and comparing the quality of our life together, exposing the worldly counterfeits of these God-given traits of his people, and asking practically how we may more perfectly be formed into the people of God and the character of Christ.  The early believers devoted themselves, being drawn into the amazement of God’s working for them and among them, and sharing their lives together in true community.  

This week we continue our check-up as we consider the qualities of gladness, generosity and praising.    
    
42 And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 43  And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles. 44  And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 45  And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46  And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts, 47  praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.

I. WITH GLAD … HEARTS. 

A.  Joy, gladness is a quality, a mark of the people of God.  The early believers gathered daily in the temple for teaching and then, apparently, retired to their homes, for common meals and fellowship.  And all of this was attended with gladness of heart:  “46  And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts….”  The word translated “glad” literally means “exceedingly glad.”  As they met together, they were overjoyed.  And it is important that we note that they were exceedingly glad “of heart.”  In the Greek language, the “heart” could refer to the muscular organ in the center of the chest, but figuratively speaking as here, it referred to the center of the personality.  We tend to think of the heart in terms of the emotions.  We say that something sentimental “touched my heart,” that is, made me feel emotional. But in this context, the “heart” stands for the core of your being, who you are at the heart.  And at the heart of this people of God was exceeding gladness.    


B.  So this is not to be confused with the temporary emotional lift of happiness caused by some fleeting amusement.  This is all the world can offer as a pale and worthless substitute to this true joy of heart.  All the world can hope to do is to provide some external distraction that provokes a temporary rise in pleasurable emotions.  When the stimulus is gone, however, the emotions settle down again into the same, old dull state.  It’s like one of those snow globes.  The transparent sphere has some sort of scene at the bottom and is filled with liquid and loose, white particles.  When you shake it up, it gives an illusion of life and movement.  If you set it down, eventually the particles settle to the bottom and it looks all dull and lifeless again.  So worldly happiness needs constant, external stimulation, amusements of various kinds to keep the emotions elevated, light and bubbly, happy, happy, happy.    

Not so among the people of God.  They do not simply go through the motions, but rather have this inexhaustible source of exceeding gladness flowing from their renewed hearts.  The source is the indwelling Holy Spirit.  In Paul’s list of the nine-fold fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5, the second fruit (after love) is joy.  The Holy Spirit uses the truth of God’s Word to continually kindle this abiding affection of joy.  Through his gift of faith, the Spirit enables us to believe the wonders of what God has done in Christ and is doing in our midst.  God has given his Messiah, to form a new people of God, granting the full forgiveness of sins and the lasting hope of life and glory in the age to come.  Through faith, these unchanging realities are driven down deep so that they overtake the heart, driving out fear and despair and enflaming the heart with this exceeding gladness.

C.  And this is often in spite of the outward situation and circumstances.  You lose your job, or your health, or your friend—and that is disturbing, but none of that can alter in any way the reality of God’s work in Christ which has become the core of your new identity.  Just as non-Christians can be temporarily amused, so believers can be temporarily unsettled.  So that, as Paul says in 1 Thessalonians 5, we may grieve, but not as those who have no hope.  We who trust Christ have hitched our hope to something that cannot change as the shifting shadows, and so the gladness of heart abides and endures, no matter what may come.  Jesus said to his disciples in the sadness of the upper room before his crucifixion:  “So also you have sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.” (John 16:22)  You get the idea there that Jesus intends for his joy to be permanent and not fleeting, and you are correct.  

And, of course, this consistent joy comes as we continually feast upon “outward means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption.”   They devoted themselves to the Apostles teaching because through it these glorious truths of God’s work for them and among them were driven down deep into their hearts.  Their hearts and minds were renewed by the Word of God.  And their renewed hearts were exceedingly glad.  

II. WITH … GENEROUS HEARTS.  
 

A.  A sure sign that this was the real thing, that these early believers were not simply “going through the motions,” was that they were “generous of heart.”  “46  And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with glad and generous hearts….”  The unbeliever has an empty heart and the flow of the life is always inward.  The unbeliever seeks to gather and hoard.  He continually calculates the personal advantage and benefit, asking always, “What’s in it for me?”  

B.  In fact, the worldly counterfeit of this true heart-generosity has the fancy name of “philanthropy,” which literally means “brotherly love for mankind.”  But this non-Christian form of “generosity” is still calculating the personal, worldly gain, be it a tax write-off, or the accolades of men.  Our Lord Jesus Christ warned against this imitation form of “generosity” in Matthew 6:  “1 Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no reward from your Father who is in heaven. 2  “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 3  But when you give to the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4  so that your giving may be in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”   

And we often see this, how some wealthy person will call a press conference to announce that they are giving a great sum to a charity.  Or the charity will offer to name a building after a wealthy contributor.  

C.  The mark of the genuineness of God’s people is true generosity of heart.  The heart is full of exceeding gladness and seeks to share.  The flow of the life is in the opposite direction.  The empty heart of the unbeliever is like a black hole, drawing and absorbing all things, but continually empty.  The full heart of the believer longs to give, and finds even greater joy in giving.  Generosity increases the gladness.  The empty heart takes and takes and is never full.  The full heart gives and gives and only grows in its capacity for joy.  


And this leads to the ultimate overflow in praising.  

III. PRAISING GOD FROM THE HEART.


A.  It’s important to see that the praise of these early believers was likewise from the heart, because there is a kind of worship that is only “going through the motions.”  The indication that this is a true work of God is that it flows back heavenward.  The renewed heart knows the source of its life, and it looks up in genuine praise.  


There is a kind of worship that is merely formal, that recognizes worship to be a duty, or that simply fulfills its obligation.  Perhaps that’s the kind of worship you’ve been engaging in this morning.  Maybe you’ve simply been going through the motions to keep up your reputation as a good person.  But you’ve been coasting and daydreaming, merely putting in your time.  God warned against this kind of empty worship through the Prophet Isaiah:  “this people draw near with their mouth and honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me….” (29:13).  Our Lord Jesus Christ took up the same complaint, quoting Isaiah, and applying it to the empty formalism of the Pharisees of his day (Matt. 15:8-9).  There is a kind of worship that says all the right words and performs the right actions, but which is utterly dead.  


B.  True worship is worship from the heart. Amazed at God’s gracious work in Christ, exceedingly glad in new hope, energized by the Holy Spirit, this worship involves “praising God” from the heart.  Right down at the center of this believer there is this gladness and generosity that overflows in spontaneous exultation.  This kind of praising is to the heart of true worship.


Now I want to keep you from a common mistake, if I can.  The mistake is to assume that dead worship is the same as formal or liturgical worship.  A more formal worship service like our certainly can be approached from a dead perspective.  And the mistake continues that true worship is therefore informal, off the cuff, a spontaneous free-for-all in the sense that it has no set pattern or form. 

But I want to ask you if you noticed the location of the worship of the early church.  Where did they worship? (In the Temple).  This doesn’t mean that they waited until the Jews did their formal thing and then rented the space for their own services.  They joined in the Temple worship.  They still joined in the highly ritualistic and formal worship of the Temple.  Only when they did, they worshipped with true understanding, with great gladness, and they truly praised God from the heart in the formal worship of the temple.  And did you notice also from verse 42 that the early (Jewish) believers still devoted themselves to “the prayers.”  They still prayed the formal, written and memorized prayers they had learned in the synagogue.  Only now the words had great meaning to them.  They worshiped in astonishment, in great gladness, their hearts were welling up with gratitude and joy and overflowing.  And so in their formal (not free-for-all) worship they were truly praising God. 


C.  What is the condition of your heart today as we worship God? Are you distracted, bored, wondering what you’re doing here? Or are you fully engaged, looking to Christ with wonder and gladness and love? Through the prophet Malachi God chastened his people for going through the motions.  They knew they had to bring animals for sacrifice in the temple, but they culled out their sick and weak animals, offering them to God, saving the best for themselves.  And God said that if that’s the way it was going to be, then they might as well shut the doors to the Temple.  God wasn’t interested in this kind of sham worship.  Better still is to recognize the glory of God and give him the true, heart worship of which he is worthy.  Mal. 1:14:  “Cursed be the cheat who has a male in his flock, and vows it, and yet sacrifices to the Lord what is blemished. For I am a great King, says the LORD of hosts, and my name will be feared among the nations.”  
CONCLUSION

God’s people recognize that he is the great King.  And he has wondrously kept his promise to save his people, offering the perfect sacrifice of his Son.  God’s people devote themselves to “the diligent use of all the outward means whereby Christ communicateth to us the benefits of redemption.”  That’s because we live in awe at the glories of God in his work for us in Christ, and we are drawn together as his people, sharing his mutual love.  From the heart, we are exceedingly glad because we have come into the possession of all of the unfading treasures of Christ in this life and in the life to come, and out of our full hearts flows true generosity and praise to God.  
____________________________________________________________________________________________


