Sermon - 26.04.2026 - Easter 4A					“Vision for the Church”

Lectionary readings: Acts 2:42‑47; Psalm 23; 1 Peter 2:19‑25; John 10:1‑10

42 They 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.  [Acts 2:42-47 NRSV]

Well, we’ve already reached the 4th Sunday of Easter and perhaps the ‘resurrection’ joy of Easter is fading a bit, and things are beginning to settle back down into a routine. So, how might we get that sense of excitement back into our lives? Here at HTK we are at a very interesting juncture as we are contemplating the future of our church; we know that we face very large expenditure to bring our buildings up to the present-day health and safety standards, with very limited funds available, but we also know that +Nick has taken a particular interest in us and wants to help us to find a positive way forward; however, he is also challenging us to decide what kind of a church we want to be.  Unless we have that sense of ‘vision’, the future for our church is not very rosy.  So, what can we find to encourage us from the Lectionary readings this morning?

At this time of year, the Lectionary that we use in the SEC, for its first reading, replaces the normal OT reading with one from the Acts of the Apostles; this is true for Years A, B & C.  This has always puzzled me because Acts begins on the Day of Pentecost, so the events recorded therein all take place in the months and years following the Ascension of Jesus, while in our churches we are celebrating the period between Easter Sunday and Pentecost Sunday!  I’m not saying that this matters particularly, just that I find it a bit puzzling. Nevertheless, this temporary diversion from the OT readings enables us to look more closely at the embryonic church of the early 1st century AD and to see what lessons can be learned for our own church here today. So, rather than speak to you on the subject of Jesus as the Good Shepherd (John 10), which I’m sure you have heard many times before, I will consider the passage from Acts. As it happens Acts 2:42 has been one of the most pivotal scriptures in my whole life and I'm delighted to have the opportunity to speak on it again this morning as part of this passage.

You may be unaware of this, but in our pre-Episcopalian days, in 1991, Hannah and I were involved in planting a new church in Elderslie, Renfrewshire (not too far from here) which had as its founding Scripture: Acts 2:42!   Now, we did not select this text at random - we really felt given it by the Lord.  It became a byword for a what our church was all about. Around 30 of us had decided to leave the rather traditional church that we had been part of and as we started this new non-denominational church, we were amazed that, over the next couple of years, that number grew to around 150 people each Sunday morning, of which about one third were children and teenagers, so we were clearly providing a ‘felt need’ in the area, which the other churches were not meeting.  It was certainly something that happened since we were in the right place at the right time and I am not for a moment claiming that this would be a blueprint for similar success elsewhere but I do think that there are things we can learn from this verse that could also be applicable to our own situation here at HTK.

This verse is, of course, describing what happened in the first few weeks after Jesus’ Ascension almost 2000 years ago and obviously the culture and mindset of the people were radically different from that of the West of Scotland in our times. Furthermore, those 2000 years have added a great deal of “baggage” to the simple principles on which the early church was established, with churches of different types and persuasions adding their own thoughts and ideas to those basic principles; some of these additions have been good and helpful - some not so good! - but it is no part of my sermon this morning to challenge these additions, many of which I also enjoy, but rather to see if the principles of Acts 2:42 are evident in our own church. This verse effectively strips away all of the baggage and enables us to focus on what I regard as the foundational principles for any church. So, let’s take a closer look at that verse: 42They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. [Acts 2:42, NRSV]. The reason this verse was so special to us is that it succinctly summarises what a local church, or fellowship, is all about. There are these four essential elements: ‘teaching’, ‘fellowship’, ‘communion’ and ‘prayer’. How well do you think we fulfil this pattern at HTK?
First of all, [v.42], “they devoted themselves” [NIV, NRSV], The Gk word is proskatereo – meaning ‘to persevere’; this is not something they did occasionally, when they felt like it or in passing, on their way to doing something more important.  Everything in their lives was devoted to, dedicated to, focussed on this particular practice.  How do we shape up to this?  It’s so easy, isn’t it, to live our lives in different ‘compartments’, or ‘silos’ - the so-called ‘silo mentality’.  We tend to say, “this here is my work life, that there is my home life, over there is my church life, there in another box is my leisure life, and so on”.  But Christian living is meant to be holistic and to transcend the ‘silos’, otherwise we can feel confused and life just gets too difficult.  So, let’s look more closely at these four aspects:

Teaching: The Gk word is διδαχη didache - meaning a ‘systematic teaching’; the way Jesus taught his ‘disciples’, who became the ‘apostles’, was the way they taught others.  Although this aspect can certainly be covered in the preaching on Sunday mornings, it is rather more than the typical traditional ‘homily’ of the Anglican church; it’s where we really get into a ‘study of the Word’, as, for example, we are trying to do in our Wednesday morning Bible Studies each month.

The Fellowship: The Gk word is κoιvωvια koinonia - meaning a ‘sharing together’, a ‘participation’. Having tea or coffee together after the service is a good thing to do and was one of things that attracted us to HTK first time we came – as are the various social events we have; they’re great examples of what this word means but the true meaning goes well beyond this.  We need to see HTK not as ‘where we go to church’ but as ‘where we are church’.  Remember, ‘church’ is the people, not the building.  

Communion:  commentators differ on whether the ‘breaking of bread’ in v.42c refers to what we would regard as a ‘communion’ or ‘eucharistic’ service, or if it simply meant having a fellowship meal together.  On balance, I believe that the teaching of Jesus, as recorded in the Gospels, tends to show that this is significantly more than simply ‘eating together’, good though that is and an important aspect of ‘fellowship’;  it refers to our remembrance of the Lord’s death: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” [1 Cor 11:26].  As an Anglican church we practice communion more frequently than many churches do and, while there is no prescription in Scripture - “as often as you do it”- I find this regular participation in Communion to be a very valuable part of my Christian walk.

The Prayers (note it is plural in the original): The Gk word is proseuchomai meaning ‘the way in which a Christian communicates with God’. It should characterise our whole lives and is not something that we just do during our Sunday morning or midweek services.  Corporate prayer Is, unquestionably, of very great importance - but the Sermon on the Mount clearly teaches that corporate prayer flows from and out of our characteristic private prayer - our prayer life - not the other way round.

So what happened as a result of Jesus’ disciples ‘devoting’, ‘committing’ themselves to the embryonic church?  It was quite staggering:  43 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles.  Is this possible for our church today? We may be sceptical, but “signs and wonders” can still happen today - even in the SEC!  What would happen to Kilmarnock, if these signs and wonders were to take place in this church?  Do you think people around would be impacted?

The outcome in Acts 2 was that 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. What happened then, as a direct result of this ‘new’ fellowship in Acts 2?  Well, the last sentence says:  And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.  If we had added the 41st verse at the start of our reading this morning, we would have seen that “about three thousand persons were added that day” - the day that Peter preached.

So, is this possible in our day?  Well, similar things are happening in other parts of the world - parts of Africa, Asia, South America.  What about the West of Scotland?  What about Kilmarnock?  Even at this 11th hour - I still believe it’s possible - but it probably won’t happen if we don’t believe it can!  We need to start here, with ourselves, devoting ourselves to this church that God has called us to, attending to the Teaching, to the Fellowship, to Communion and to Prayer.  If we do this, let’s see what God will do!  May this be the desire of every one of us. Amen.
