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Acts is a continuation of the Gospel of Luke, both written by the same author. 
Luke’s theology flows seamlessly between the two works. Luke wrote not only as 
a historian, but also as one interested in preserving the theological positions of 
the early church in a variety of circumstances and settings. The major theme of 
Acts is evangelism as commissioned by Jesus Himself and as empowered by the 
Holy Spirit.  
I have mentioned the concepts of “normative” and “informative” before (also 
called descriptive and prescriptive). These terms describe how we read and 
apply scripture. Acts is a book that especially requires we discern the difference 
between normative and informative passages. A great deal of careless practices 
and beliefs occur in the modern day church simply because people don’t discern 
the difference between normative and informative. These two concepts should be 
two of your most prized resources in your Bible study for properly understanding 
and applying scripture. We will revisit this numerous times in our Acts series.  
Today’s sermon will be a topical sermon taken from select passages seasoned 
throughout the entire book. These passages are short descriptors that tell us 
something about the early church. Sometimes they teach us “normative” things 
about the church and the believers – things we should admire and emulate – and 
sometimes they are merely informative – telling us what the early believers did, 
but not necessarily inferring we ought to do the same thing. In fact sometimes we 
can see we should not to make similar mistakes.  
The five characteristics of the early church I have chosen today are all cast in a 
positive light for the early church, and most should be considered “normative”, 
that is, a standard having been set that we should strive for today – a standard 
that the modern day church may have strayed from and should desperately long 
to return to.  
(The bulleted paragraphs are quotes from Ajith Fernando in his NIV commentary 
on Acts.)  

I. Community		
32 All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of their 
possessions was their own, but they shared everything they had. 33 With great power the 
apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was 
so powerfully at work in them all 34 that there were no needy persons among them. For 
from time to time those who owned land or houses sold them, brought the money from 
the sales 35 and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need. 
(Acts 4:32-35) 
• To a society where individualism reigns and where the church also seems to 
have adopted a style of community life that “guards the privacy of the individual,” 
the early church presents a radical community where the members held all things 
in common.  
• To a society where selfishness is sometimes admired and each one is left to 
fend for himself or herself, Acts presents a group of Christians who were so 



A High Standard For The Contemporary Church 

 2 

committed to Christ and the cause of the gospel that they were willing to sacrifice 
their desires for the good of others.  
There was a tight-knit sense of community among the believers of the early 
church. It was an interesting dynamic that developed. Revival hit the city of 
Jerusalem and literally thousands were being converted, many of whom were 
merely visitors from another city, another country, who made the annual 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem for the feast of Pentecost. The sheer numbers of new 
converts and the command for the team Christ had trained to disciple the new 
converts compelled the disciples to act quickly. They could not accomplish their 
assignment without working together. This was going to have to be a united 
effort, and their organizing together to accomplish this task essentially is what 
forged them into what we know as the church. And that commitment to working 
together inspired them to pool their resources in an unprecedented act of 
solidarity and commitment to the cause. Essentially, they formed what we would 
call today a commune. It was necessary at that moment, being overwhelmed with 
the number of new converts, to set up a hub from which they could operate.  
Now that doesn’t mean that the kind of communes we see today are modern-day 
counterparts to what the early church did. But it does mean that the early church 
demonstrated a selfless commitment to unity and cooperation when the need 
called for it that presents a challenge to the modern church. Are we willing to put 
our own private and personal pursuits on hold and unite together with our 
brothers and sisters for the cause of the kingdom? We are a relatively wealthy 
nation. We have enough resources to be able to accomplish quite a lot with very 
little sacrifice. When a church wants to raise funds for a project, we are often able 
to give out of our abundance without much personal discomfort. Many Americans 
have more vehicles than bare necessity demands and more house than they can 
live in and enough spare income to finance fine dining, vacations, and recreation 
that people in third world countries can’t even fathom. But keep in mind we can’t 
measure the devotion and commitment and spirituality of a church by how much 
money they can raise or how big a building they can build. The true measure of a 
New Testament church is how selfless we are in working together and sacrificing 
for the kingdom. Unity and self-sacrifice will require a change in lifestyle, even it 
that is only a short-term commitment.  

II. Objective,	Exclusive,	Absolute	Truth	
• To a society where pluralism defines truth as something subjective and 
personal, Acts presents a church that based its life on certain objective facts 
about God and Christ—facts that were not only personally true but also 
universally valid and therefore had to be presented to the entire world.  
• To a society that denies absolute truth and therefore shuns apologetics and 
persuasion in evangelism in favor of dialogue, Acts presents a church that 
persuaded people until they were convinced of the truth of the gospel. Instead of 
aiming at mutual enrichment as the main aim of interreligious encounter, as 
many do today, the early church proclaimed Christ as supreme Lord with 
conversion in view.  
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A. Pluralism:	diversity	of	religious	beliefs.		
Our nation was founded on a principle of freedom of religion. There was a 
presumption among the founding fathers that diversity in worship would stay 
within certain reasonable boundaries. For instance, they never envisioned that 
freedom of worship would permit satanic cults to offer human sacrifices, but they 
did realize that there would be a diversity in how people viewed God and how 
they worshipped their god. Freedom of religion consequently produced a haven 
for pluralism. That is nothing new. The church was born into a culture that 
worshiped many gods. The problem in the United States is that pluralism has 
become almost a tenet of faith for Americans and poses a difficult challenge 
against the exclusive nature of Christianity. We evangelize because we believe 
we have the only message of salvation for humanity. Christianity is not pluralistic, 
and our message Jesus being the only Way, the only Truth, the only source of 
eternal life rankles the sensitivities of the pluralistic society. But the problem gets 
even worse when the church leans more toward pluralism and forsakes the 
exclusive gospel message of Christ as Savior and Lord of all. The problem gets 
worse when the church no longer holds the Bible as the authoritative source of 
objective truth concerning God.  The early church never compromised on their 
message in their pluralistic culture, and they never compromised on the truth of 
their message, even though it cost them dearly at times.  

B. Apologetics:	a	defense	of	your	faith	
(see next point) 

III. The	Perfect	Marriage	of	the	Supernatural	and	Theology	
• In an age where specialization has hit evangelism so much that we rarely find 
churches that emphasize healing also emphasizing apologetics, Acts presents a 
church where the same individuals performed healings and preached highly 
reasoned, apologetic messages.  
The comments above is startling: “…we rarely find churches that emphasize 
healing also emphasizing apologetics.”  
It is sad, but true. And the flip side of that is that those who emphasize 
apologetics and theology often dry up from lack of the power of God moving in 
their midst. There seems to be an inexplicable incompatibility between the two, 
an incompatibility that should never exist.  
Why do churches that are “high” on the power of God minimize the 
intellectual/academic side of their faith? And why does academia sometimes 
dismiss the raw power of God? Both of these can and should coexist.  
Maybe you know of a high-brow church that emphasizes head knowledge more 
than having a Divine spiritual encounter, and wouldn’t know what to do if the Holy 
Spirit swept through their church. The evidence in the book of Acts shows that 
powerful, Spirit-filled men through whom miracles flowed, but they could still 
preach great apologetic messages to confound the most learned among them. 
We don’t need to trade one for another. Let’s work to keep the balance! 
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Most of us have likely known of a high-energy church that boasts they have a 
great moving of the Holy Spirit in their services, but we find the individuals in the 
congregation can’t put together a rational Biblically based defense of their faith. 
They put all their faith in the experiential – what they can feel.  
That is why I have deep concerns for the modern-day church. Apologetics is a 
legal term. It is the art of putting together a defense. Who wants to hire a defense 
attorney who builds a weak case or no case at all? Defense attorney’s 
sometimes have to defend the guilty. That means they have to be highly skilled 
to lessen the sentence or even have the case dismissed on a legal technicality.  
Peter used the term when appealing to fellow Christians regarding their faith.  
but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to 
everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness 
and reverence;  (1 Peter 3:15) 
The word “defense” is “apologia”, from which we get apologetics. Peter clearly 
advises us to be prepared to give a skilled response to anyone who challenges 
you to defend “the hope that is within you” (basically, your faith).  
It is not enough to simply know what you believe, even though far too many 
Christians are stuck at that level. They are content in what they believe but 
unable to defend it beyond the basic level of “I just know what I believe.” In other 
words, it appeals to you, like Scientology appeals to Tom Cruise; like Hinduism 
appeals to Miley Cyrus; like Buddhism appeals to Richard Gere; like Islam 
appeals to Brittany Spear and Michael Jackson; like Atheism appeals to Brad 
Pitt, Howard Stern, Jack Nicholson, Angelina Jolie, Mark Zuckerberg, and Bill 
Gates. All these people simply embrace what appeals to them. How do you 
distinguish the value of your faith from these people. If you cannot defend your 
faith beyond the fact it appeals to you, the best you can do is simply make room 
for all these other people who have adopted their religion on the same basis you 
adopted yours.   
But Christianity can bear the weight of deep scrutiny. It is not simply another 
choice on the world’s buffet table of religions.  
Do you believe Jesus rose from the dead? How can you convince anyone else 
that the evidence clearly and powerfully leads us to that conclusion? Do you 
believe Jesus is the only way to the Father? How can you defend your faith to 
someone who believes all religions lead to God?  
Do you believe the Bible is the only Divinely inspired and infallible word of God? 
How would you defend that to those who revere the Koran? Or the Book of 
Mormon? Or the writings of Confucius?  
Do you truly believe Jesus is coming again to rule and reign on this earth, to 
dismantle every government in the entire world and rule supreme over all the 
earth, to depose every king, every president, every dictator and bring them into 
subjection to Himself? How do you defend that so it doesn’t make you sound like 
you believe in some fairy tale?  
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Do you believe the Bible is the ultimate authority on morals? Do you believe the 
Bible has the final and authoritative word on issues like homosexuality, and 
drunkenness, and adultery and the sanctity of life? How do you defend that to 
those who dismiss the Bible as merely the outdated writings of men from another 
era, another culture?  

IV. Church	Mission	and		Growth	
• In an age when many churches spend so much time, money, and energy on 
self-preservation and improvement, Acts presents churches that released their 
most capable people for reaching the lost.  
• In an age where many churches look to excellence in techniques to bring 
success, Acts presents a church that depended on the Holy Spirit and gave top 
priority to prayer and moral purity.  
There are two issues addressed on the above quotes. 

A. First,	the	issue	of	evangelism.		
Evangelism is the duty and calling of the church. That first statement should be 
very sobering for every church, but especially for our church. We find ourselves 
in a very difficult predicament. We have a church that historically put an 
extraordinary amount of time, manpower, and money into various outreach 
programs. But then we found ourselves with a seriously dilapidated facility for the 
years of neglect. It has taken a great deal of resources to make repairs and 
updates. This has taken the majority of our time and energy and resources and 
left very little for evangelism. But we need both! We tilted to far one way for too 
long and had tilt back the other way too far to compensate. But we need both! 
Right now, we are still trying to be honest stewards of what God has given us, 
but we have grown weak on evangelism. We can’t allow ourselves to become so 
absorbed in “self-preservation and improvement” that we totally lose our heart for 
evangelism. That is not a healthy, balanced church.  

B. Second,	the	issue	of	church	growth	
I have pastored now for 39 years. I can tell you unquestionably, without 
reservation, I have never seen so many resources – books, seminars, videos, 
consultants, - promising to teach you the cutting edge technologies in making 
your church grow.  
Herein lies the problem. We are NEVER instructed by God, or by any of the 
writers in the Bible, to make the church grow (numerical growth).  
We are instructed to take the good news to those who have never heard it. We 
are instructed to do things like feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit those in 
prison, care for the fatherless and the widows, pray for the sick, encourage one 
another, pray, and not to forsake the assembling of ourselves together. But not 
once are we told to devise methods of making the church grow. In agricultural 
terms, one sows, one waters, but God gives the increase. We sow and water 
faithfully, but we don’t try to fabricate growth with weird and wild technics to draw 
in the crowds. Jesus never resorted to that. He met the needs of people and they 
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thronged to Him. He spoke words of hope and love and they came in droves. He 
healed the sick and raised the dead and the crowd pressed against Him just 
trying to touch Him.  

V. The	Theology	of	Suffering	
• In an age when many avenues are available to avoid suffering and therefore 
many Christians have left out suffering from their understanding of the Christian 
life, Acts presents a church that took on suffering for the cause of Christ and 
considered it a basic ingredient of discipleship. 
This is a powerful point. The American church has not historically been a 
suffering church. We have been a coddled church. We historically had the favor 
of the government and social institutions. Hollywood used to hire consultants 
from the church world to help monitor their product, to keep it within decent 
boundaries. The position and opinion of the church mattered.  
Biblical principles were woven into our founding documents. The existence and 
sovereign rule of God was automatically considered a given. Christianity was 
freely mixed with the government at many different levels. Scriptures were 
embossed on buildings and structures in Washington D.C. Prayer was welcomed 
and valued to open sessions of Congress. A National Day of Prayer was 
instituted to acknowledge our need or God’s guidance and blessing.  
At one time, schools opened their classes daily with the pledge of allegiance and 
with prayer. The church was respected by all.  
The past 20 years have changed that dramatically. Not only has the church lost 
its favor in the United States, there is a rapidly growing public sentiment against 
Christianity and the church. Those who hold Christian values are mocked and 
derided as bigoted and intolerant. We are entering an era in which persecution 
against Christians and Christianity has begun in the U.S. We don’t know how bad 
it will get, but if Hell can successfully push its agenda, it will get much worse than 
it is now. Christians will not only be persecuted, but prosecuted. Christians will be 
arrested for holding to their Biblical convictions.  
Although the soft Christian church of the United States of America is not used to 
this, we have to be realistic enough to admit we have existed in a bubble. The 
healthy church of history has always been the persecuted church. The 
prosperous, lazy church of history has been an undisciplined, spiritual mess.  
What is happening to the American church today is really quite normal for God’s 
people. We are becoming more and more despised by the world. But there is a 
reason for that. We are despised because we are a reminder of the sin of the 
world. Our message of accountability to God is a rebuke to the ungodly. Our 
Biblically based worldview is in direct conflict with the carnally minded worldview.  
Suffering for the cause of Christ was the norm for the early church. They knew 
bearing testimony of Christ would cost them something. They understood taking 
up the cross and following Jesus was more than a minor inconvenience.  
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As much as I hate to lose the cultural and societal favor the church has enjoyed 
in our nation for the past 200 years, I at the same time understand such comfort 
and ease has done nothing to strengthen the church. We have grown soft, lax, 
and complacent. Instead of expecting persecution and resistance and hardening 
ourselves for the task, we dread the opposition that is mounting against us as 
though this might spell the end for Christianity. Nonsense! Christianity thrives in 
persecution! The only question we should be asking is this: Are you personally 
prepared to stand strong in your faith when you are despised and rejected by the 
new culture of this age? Are you ready to be persecuted for your faith? Are you 
willing to be thrown in jail for standing for God and Christ and the Bible and your 
Biblically based beliefs?  
I read an article this week. The Supreme Court of British Columbia ruled a father 
guilty of family violence because he referred to his “transgendering” daughter by 
her biological gender. The court further warned the father he would be subject to 
arrest “without warrant” if any police officer has reason to believe he has referred 
to his daughter as a girl in private or public setting.  
This is just a single example of many more conflicts to come in the near future as 
culture and society push their godless. Christians who attempt to hold to 
Biblically based views risk punishment.  
That is nothing new for Christianity. It is only new for 21st century Western 
Hemisphere Christianity. You young couples here today. This is what your 
children will be forced to endure. Have you prepared them for standing for their 
faith regardless of the price they might have to pay? If you don’t prepare them, 
who are you relying on to do that? Or are you setting up your child to be 
brainwashed by the agenda of the aggressive anti-Christian culture? Your 
children are at stake! What are you doing to prep them?  
In this day and age this is especially true: If you are not making someone angry, 
you probably are not publically living out your faith and standing by your Biblical 
principles. That may not have been true here in the U.S. for the years gone by, 
but it is very real today.  
Are you ready to be part of the persecuted church, or will you compromise your 
faith to keep peace?  
  


