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The Church of Your Dreams 
New Beginnings - The Early Church 

The Storyline (Part 28) 
Texts: Acts 2:42-12:25 

 

The Dream Factors 

I want to explore with you today that very significant period between the Day of 
Pentecost when the Church of Jesus Christ was born and that time fifteen or so years 
later when, for the first time, the followers of the Way of Jesus were first called 
“Christians” (Acts 11:26). This period, recorded for us in Acts 2-12, is particularly 
significant, I think, because it is here that we get a very vivid picture of the 
fundamental factors that went into the staggering influence of the Early Church.  

When we look at phenomenal performance anywhere, there is this natural tendency to 
focus on outcomes instead of ingredients.  People look at a company like Google, or 
singers like an American Idol finalist, or athletes like those 1908 Cubs (!), and 
everybody is wowed by the outcome.  Wow, what talent, what performance, people 
say!  Maybe it’s because we’d love to just be handed the capacity to perform like that, 
or think it forever out of our reach, that we tend to focus too little on the ingredients to 
the success of our dreams.   

In his recent best-seller, OUTLIERS, Malcolm Gladwell studied phenomenal performers 
across a wide range of fields, trying to figure out why some succeeded where others 
didn’t.  Gladwell discovered at least three major factors, beyond natural talent, that 
helped account for amazing outcomes..  While these are my words for it rather than 
Gladwell’s, here’s how he sums it up.   

The first factor Gladwell found in great performance was real desire.  These people 
didn’t just wish or hope to achieve their dream; they felt a passion for their cause like 
few others.  It was, invariably, this driving desire that led them to the second factor: 
rigorous discipline.  The people Gladwell studied turned out to have trained for their 
performance thousands of hours more than people with every bit as much raw talent.  
And the third factor Gladwell identified was the force of remarkable dynamics. The stars 
simply lined up for these people at the right moments.  It was as if there was a power 
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greater than themselves at work, providentially providing the breaks and concurrences 
needed for the achievement of their dream. 

Desire for the Dream 

When we study the phenomenal success of the early church in the first 12 chapters of 
Acts, it is hard not to notice these same three factors at work.  The first thing you 
detect is the real desire of the early Christians. I touched a bit on that last week when I 
described the behaviors that preceded the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost.  
These people so wanted the life that Jesus had modeled and promised that they 
constantly prayed for his grace and courageously obeyed his instructions, even when it 
meant going right back into the teeth of persecution to do it.  The recurring message of 
Acts (and of the whole Biblical Storyline) is that God entrusts great spiritual power only 
to people who really desire to see his will done in their life and throughout the world.   

We see that kind of desire burning in the first disciples in a variety of ways. For one 
thing, they want to see people healed and whole, just as Jesus did. In Acts 3 – just one 
of the many healing recorded in these opening chapters of Act -- Peter and John meet a 
paralytic who’s only looking for a handout from them. But the disciples long to see this 
man experience so much more blessing than he dares to ask for.  Peter says: "Silver 
or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ 
of Nazareth, walk." Secondly, the disciples want to see God get the glory for 
everything they do.  On numerous occasions, when people try to give them credit for 
their works, the Apostles say: “Don’t look at us. It’s not “by our own power or 
godliness” we do these things.  The praise belongs to Jesus.  

Overarching everything the early disciples do is also this  desperate desire to see every 
person they meet come into a life-renewing relationship with God.  A crowd gathers 
after a healing and Peter preaches the message of Jesus Christ, calling people to repent 
and experience God’s refreshing of their lives.  A group of community leaders challenge 
the disciples’ teaching and Peter urges them to accept the opportunity to be saved.  
The first deacon of the church, a man named Stephen, is about to be stoned to death 
by the religious leaders and he takes the opportunity to rehearse how the whole 
Storyline of Israel had been pointing to Jesus and challenges them not to be like the 
stiff-necked people of old who rejected God’s prophets.  Even as he’s dying Stephen 
prays, as Jesus had done, for the redemption of his killers.  The disciple Philip meets a 
spiritually-seeking Ethiopian on a roadside and leads him to Christ, paving the way for 
the gospel to travel next to Africa.  

The evangelistic passion of the early church in these and so many other accounts in 
Acts is simply stupefying. Again and again, the disciples are told that their message is 



3 
© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook / 6-7-09 

offensive and impolitic, that they better shut up or else, but the fire of desire to see 
other people escape the fire of judgment won’t be put out. As persecution mounts, their 
response is to pray more fervently for the capacity to speak God’s word with great 
boldness and to do works of help and healing that will bless people and glorify Jesus. 

These people so want the life of Jesus for themselves and others that they are even 
willing to be held accountable for going at it in a half-hearted way. In one memorable 
story, two partial disciples (Ananias and Sapphira) are struck dead by God for having 
lied about how faithful they were really being with their money. Acts 5 reports that 
“great fear” seized the church, but then goes on to report that, “nevertheless,” this 
accountability sparks even greater faithfulness and a larger number of people come into 
the community of disciples. 

Discipline for the Dream 

The second major factor you can’t help but notice as you study the church in Acts are 
the rigorous disciplines these people observe.  Their desire for God and his way are so 
strong that they commit themselves to the same regular practices that Jesus had taught 
and modeled for them – and these disciplines seem to only fuel their desire to live out 
God’s will even further.  We get the most condensed picture of these disciplines in Acts 
2:42-47.    

One of the key disciplines is clearly WORSHIP.  The early church gathers regularly in 
the temple courts and in their homes to pray together, to celebrate the act of 
communion, to give thanks gladly for God’s grace, and to praise God for all he is doing 
among and through them. You get the sense throughout the book of Acts that worship 
isn’t just an event people go to but a lifestyle, a way of being in the world.  These 
people enjoy and exalt God wherever they are, but especially when they are all 
together. 

The second discipline we observe in the first believers is a purposeful commitment to 
doing things that will help them GROW in Christ-likeness.  Two practices seem most 
essential to them here.  First, “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching.”  They steep themselves in the solid teaching that the most mature 
believers among them can provide concerning the scriptures, the life of Jesus, and the 
way of the kingdom of God.  Secondly, “they devoted themselves to the 
fellowship” of other believers.  They recognize that the opposition to the way of the 
Kingdom in their own souls and in the society around them is so heavy that they need 
to help each other live the life of Christ. 
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Maybe not surprising to you now, if you know our church’s mission statement, the third 
consistent discipline that shows up in Acts is a commitment to SERVE the needs of 
others.  Everyone regards his resources as a sacred trust to be used in stewardship for 
God’s purposes and for the meeting of people’s needs.  It’s incredible, I know, but Acts 
tells us that because of their willingness to serve one another, “there were no needy 
persons among them.” As the story of Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5 and the story 
of Simon the Magician in Acts 8 make clear, there is no room for selfishness in the life 
of the early church.  To be a Christian is to be aligned in heart and practice with the 
serving Spirit of God. 

Dynamics for the Dream 

And the result of all this is the unleashing of some remarkable dynamics in the early 
church, propelling it to success like few enterprises in human history.  Acts makes it 
clear, of course, that it is not just a random lining up of the stars that accounts for the 
extraordinary performance of these Outliers.  Though the book is called “The Acts of 
the Apostles,” it is clearly God who is the ultimate performer in these pages.  Because 
they are lined up with his heart, God blesses the desire and discipline of the early 
church with an outpouring of power -- the Greek word is literally “dunamis,” from which 
we get the word “dynamic” or “dynamite” – and it is a power like no other movement in 
history.   

God gives them power to heal illnesses and cast out the evil that tormented people.  
While he does not spare his disciples from all suffering, on several occasions God 
provides intervening power that enabled them to escape prison and death. Perhaps 
most significantly, God gives such dynamic power to their sharing of the gospel and 
their living of the life of the Kingdom that simply staggering numbers of people enter 
the community of the early church. 

Part of that explosive growth comes from the fact that God also grants his disciples 
power to see that the gospel is for everybody.  Through a vision in the night and an 
encounter with a devout Roman centurion named Cornelius, God helps Peter see that 
God’s love is not just for Jews, but for anyone who reverences him and does what is 
right.  Eventually, God impresses upon the church the supreme message of Jesus that 
the kingdom of God can be found even by those who have done terribly wrong. In one 
of the most significant turning points in history, the Pharisee Saul – the most relentless 
persecutor of the church up to that point – is met by the glorious presence of Jesus 
himself on the road to Damascus.  To the astonishment of the entire church, Saul 
comes to faith, is baptized, and sets off on the dynamic mission we’ll return to next 
week.   
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Broadcast Ministry 
at Christ Church of Oak Brook 

Decide to Live the Dream 

Many years ago, English novelist, John Oxenham, penned a description of the Christian 
fellowship he longed to be part of that I’ve always found compelling.  We’ve printed it 
on the cover of our worship folder:  “This is the Church of my dreams,” Oxenham 
wrote. “The Church of the warm heart, of the open mind, of the adventurous spirit; the 
Church that cares, that heals hurt lives, that comforts old people, that challenges youth, 
that knows no division of culture of class, no frontiers geographical or social; the 
Church that inquires as well as [asserts], that looks forward as well as backward; the 
Church of the Master, the Church of the people, high as the ideals of Jesus, low as the 
humblest human; a working Church, a worshipping Church, a winsome Church, a 
Church that interprets the truth in terms of truth, that inspires courage for this life and 
hope for the life to come; a Church of spirit, a Church for all people, the Church of the 
Living God!” 

The Book of Acts shows us that a church like that has existed before.  Would YOU like 
to be part of a church like that?  You can’t “go” to the church of your dreams; you must 
want to BE that church.  As John Ortberg says: “No one becomes a disciple of Jesus 
simply because they should.  You have to want it.” To be followers of Jesus still 
requires real desire – a desire that shows itself in courageous obedience, constant 
prayer, and a compassionate concern to invite everyone we can into the kingdom of 
God.  To be the Church of Dreams, takes rigorous discipline – a commitment to 
worship, growth, and service that goes on all week long.  But the promise of God is that 
everyone whose heart beats after God in these ways WILL experience some remarkable 
dynamics. You WILL be given genuine spiritual power, says Jesus, power to become 
much more like me, to help others discover me, to be my “witnesses,” in a manner 
that changes history and even eternity for some people. 

The question to ask yourself, and maybe talk with someone else about today, is: DO 
you WANT it?  Do WE want this life?  Because if the answer is yes, the power is 
available to be the Church of God’s Dreams.    

 

This message was provided by Christ Church of Oak Brook and 
Love Changes Life, the broadcast ministry at Christ Church of Oak Brook.  


