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Provocative Church – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

 

Acts 2:42-47 
42 They [the first Christian] devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 

prayers. 43 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. 44 All who 

believed were together and had all things in common; 45 they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 

proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home 

and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by 

day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved. 
 

Hebrews 10:24f 
24 And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the 

habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 

 

1) I love the church. Some of the best memories of my life were made in the church. I’ve met some amazing people in the 

church, many, if not most, of my friends I found in the church. 

I also love that the church has helped me to relate better to the world around me. Because the church introduced me to 

Jesus Christ I am able to be friends with people I would otherwise mind. Without the church I’d be stuck in a polarization 

that drives me away from people that are different from me. The church reminds me: as Christ loved you undeservedly, so 

you are to love your neighbors. I love the church. I can’t begin to imagine what my life would be without the church.  

When I received my call into ministry, I felt so honored that I get to be a full time worker in God’s vineyard – that I would 

be able to dedicate my full life effort to the cause of the church. I love that I get to serve the church full time. 

Certainly, I’ve seen a thing or two that are not right in the church. There are injustices and great sins present in the church 

– I too can be one of the offenders who does not live up to the calling that God has for the church - no doubt about that. I 

believe that the church is always called to assess itself critically and to make adjustments to be more like it was in the 

beginning. 

I don’t know how you felt when you listened to the words from the book of Acts. Acts 2 describes what the church was 

like in the beginning - when the power of the Holy Spirit was blowing mightily through it.  

Acts 2 describes how wonderful church-live was in the beginning… 

That’s church how it’s meant to be and at the best times I’ve experienced church like that. Have you too? Take a look at it 

with me in your bulletin, will you? 

 “They [the first Christian] devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship” > Church is first and foremost 

about the message it carries, the teachings of the Good News and our fellowship/presence around it. 

- “Awe came upon everyone, …wonders and signs” happened. 

- “All who believed were together…” – there is that being present theme again. 

- “They had all things in common…” – they weren’t scared to share with each other 

- “Day by day they spent much time together in the temple” – presence again! 

- “And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved” > Salvation was a center of the 

ministry and not a burden to talk about let alone experience as it is so often today. 

Is that how you experience the church in your life? I admit, it’s not how I experience church most of the time – but I 

experience it sometimes that way, and when I do it is awesome.  

Last Wednesday we concluded our 10th “welcome back” events at our church. There were quite a few moments during 

those events when I felt: “Yeah, we got it right, this is really good church: people are present to each other, we’re seeing 

wonders right in front of our eyes, people are being added and salvation is being talked about openly.” 

I hope you have these moments too when you feel that the church is living up to its calling… 

 

2)I want to invite you now to take a look at the second passage from scripture that we’ve heard today. It contains a side of 

church life that you may sadly find is a tad more realistic: “…let us consider how to provoke one another to love and 

good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some…” – Hebrews 10:24f 
Amazing what difference of few decades of church history make, isn’t it? All of the sudden we hear that people don’t take 

it so seriously anymore with their presence!  

I think it’s very tempting to read and understand this as kind of a jab at those who lack the discipline of attending church. 

Especially in our day and age it seems that church attendance is much more of an optional thing rather than a formative 

habit like it was in the early church. We have so many distractions, we travel so much, we are so busy - sometimes we 

choose to take a break from church – taking a Sabbath from the Sabbath!!! It’s easy to read Hebrews 10 as a “rubbing it 

in” kind of statement. 

But we should appreciate that the context of this statement is all about encouragement and confidence in what Jesus did  

 



for us. There is no doubt that God’s word is critiquing the habit of not making presence – whether it is online or in person 

– a priority. But it does it in a constructive way. It says: 

“…let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds” You can’t really do that if you take a jab 

at someone – do you?  

How do you do that? How do you provoke someone to love and good deeds? How do you provoke someone to be present 

without making a matter of condemning someone?  

 Uli Hoffman story (I told another student in seminary that I don’t make it to church on Sundays anymore because 

I’m so busy with studies. She looked at me sternly but with compassion and said: “That is a pity/das ist schade” – 

these three words made all the difference for me…) 

That’s exactly the kind of provoking that does not shut down but opens up new opportunities. Of course, there is always 

the risk that it will go wrong – I could have felt hurt by my friend’s remark but God did something beautiful in my heart. I 

needed admonishment and it was the kind that worked in encouraging ways. 

Did you know that in our faith tradition admonishment & encouragement (=exhortation) are closely related?  

Admonishment/exhortation & encouragement are closely related when it provokes to love and good deeds! 

We often see them as opposites, but with God in our lives we can admonish each other so it is a provocation that leads to 

something good. “Don’t neglect to meet together, as is the habit of some,…” Sure you can decide to be offended by that and 

shut down. But with openness to God’s Spirit we are invited to stick with it and hear that it is indeed about encouragement: 

Don’t neglect to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encourage one another… 

Ask yourself: What can I do to admonish someone in encouraging ways? What can I do to exhort someone in a way that it 

provokes toward love and good deeds? 

--- 

3)I love the church. It hurts me to see the church battered by the circumstances of the day and age. Right now there are 

many churches that are worried about how they can get their members back to church after the pandemic. I admit, I too 

harbor those thoughts and sometimes they lead to something productive. But I have to say: The goal of ministry should 

not be to get our members back – that’s a selfish inward goal. The goal of our church should be to be more like the church 

in the beginning: We have a greater task than getting our members back, we have the task to get people back to God, 

period. The church’s task is not to get our members back – it is to get people back to God, period! 

That is the mission of the church, not survival or making it as a congregation but to bring people back to God because we 

are all lost when we’re alone by ourselves. God has called the church into being to share his sacrificial love with all people 

and to bring them all back to him for God wants all people to experience his salvation (1 Timothy 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9; Ezekiel 

18:23). Of course not everyone will follow the invitation, but that, frankly, is none of our concern. Our concern is to be the 

church and to be in the business of inviting people to church so many can experience how great it is to live in the power of 

God. 

 

4)Do you find this is too big of a goal? Maybe it is, but I know one thing: we can’t quit now! 

I have to tell you, often I feel defeated. I feel like it’s unattainable to have church as it was in the beginning where being 

present to each other was not a goal in itself but a means to something even greater. (hm) 

During the last couple of years in my ministry I have often thought about Jesus’ words in Luke 18:8 where he wonders:  

“…when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on earth?” – Luke 18:8b 

I sometimes get into this thought process where I imagine that Jesus returns tomorrow and I wonder how many of us he 

will find standing strong in the faith with an expectation of his glorified presence in our lives. 

Our lesson from the book of Hebrews ends with a reference to that glorified coming of Jesus: 

Don’t neglect to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encourage one another, and all the more as you see the Day 

approaching. – Hebrews 10:25 (paraphrased) 

Some Bibles capitalize “Day” because they want to help the reader understand that the day that is meant here is indeed the 

day of Jesus’ return.  

If you take one thing away from this sermon about presence, about provoking one another to love and good deeds in 

fellowship, may it be that now is not the time to give up encouraging others to join the church and be present.  

America is in a new situation, old standards and norms are melting away and the churches are no longer the respected 

cultural center – that’s ok. The vital Acts 2 church was neither and yet it was a wonderfully blessed church. 

 I don’t speculate about the end of the world, I don’t worry about whether it is tomorrow or a 100 years from now – I 

worry about the state of our faith when Jesus returns.  

Will he find a church - a people - that is presently waiting for him? Will Jesus find a church that is still passionate about 

inviting others and provoking each other to good deeds and love? Is there still effective encouragement happening in his 

church? Does admonishment and exhortation lead to something good or does it shut down?  

That’s what I’m worried about and I invite you to be worried about it too. Be worried in a way that makes you 

provocative! Provoke others to their benefit – with God’s help they will greatly appreciate it, just as you appreciate it 

when someone provokes you to be fully present in love and good works. Amen. 
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