Sermon: A Welcoming, authentic Community centered on Jesus Christ
Acts 2: 42 – 47; Ephesians 4: 20 – 5: 2 (St Paul’s; 2026.08.23)
David Foris preached last week on small groups or home groups and emphasised Bible Study as a key element of group life.  The Apostle’s teaching was one of 4 components of the early Christian community experience.  

When we look at the passage in Acts 2: 42 – 47 we observe that they lived as an extended family gathered around Messiah Jesus.  They shared a common life (fellowship), learning more about Jesus, prayer, and celebrating Jesus continuing presence at a regular Communion meal.  Clearly, they trusted Jesus for their rescue from sin, but they also trusted one another.  They shared a common faith and shared their possessions so that every one’s needs were met.  
I wonder if we miss the deeper meaning of this common life they shared.  They were beginning to live as if God’s future had arrived.  As if the Kingdom of God had come through the momentous events of Jesus’ suffering, death, resurrection and Ascension.  Along with the pouring out of the Holy Spirit.  They lived within God’s generosity which overflowed to each other.  God was at work amongst them with signs and wonders.  The early Christian community had an attractive life together, so much so that they enjoyed the favour of the people.  Together they were like a light on a hill, reflecting the light of God’s love and grace.

Today we are led to believe that love is an emotion, a feeling.  Christ-like love is not an emotion, it is costly, sacrificial love (Agape).  The kind of love that the father in Luke 15 showed to his younger son.  The father humiliated himself to run to meet his son and welcome him home and back into the family.  The same love the father showed to the older son when the father humiliated himself again to leave the party and go to persuade the older son to join the celebration.

Did anyone make a mistake in this early Christian community?  I’d be surprised if they didn’t.  However, this was a forgiving community with a generous spirit.  
Later there was a disagreement (Acts 6); the Greek speaking Jews who had lived beyond the boundaries of Israel, observed that their widows were not receiving a fair share of the daily distribution of food (Acts 6).  To resolve this problem, the community gathered and sorted it out, appointing Greek speaking men to oversee the distribution of food.  They trusted the aggrieved group with the process.  Amazing!  

What does this say to us?  The early Christians shared their lives with one another in Christ-like love, sacrificial love.  Their life together was so attractive that others wanted to join them and so “the LORD added to their number daily those who were being saved.”
The Community of disciples should be the safest place to make a mistake.  

Have you been a part of a congregation that didn’t make any mistakes?  I have been in a congregation where a few people appeared to have come to worship with a consumer attitude.  

Before I come to the passage from Ephesians 4.  I want to remind you of first chapters in Ephesians where Paul writes about God’s big plan and God’s love and grace towards us.

Ephesians 1:3 “Praise be the God and Father of our LORD Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ.”
1: 7 “In Christ, we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s grace that he lavished on us.”

1: 18 – 19 “Paul prays that the Ephesians will be enlightened to know the hope to which God has called them, the riches of his glorious inheritance in his people and his incomparably great power for us who believe.”

2: 4 – 7 “Because of God’s great love for us, God who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgression.  It is by grace you have been saved.  And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the heavenly realms in Christ Jesus.  In order that in the coming ages he might show the incomparable riches of his grace, expressed to us in Christ Jesus.”
Ch 3 Paul prays for the Ephesians again, “that they may grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ and to know this love which surpasses knowledge, that they may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.

It is in the context of God’s love and plan for His people that we come to challenges of how we are meant to live.  

While God welcomes us into his family unconditionally, God love us so much that he doesn’t want us to stay the same as he found us.  He has a master plan of restoration for us, that we no longer live as we formally did and for us to grow into maturity, to be changed into the likeness of our LORD.
The key to understanding the specific behaviors mentioned in Ephesians 4: 20 – 32 is in Ch5: 1 – 2.  “Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly loved children and walk in the way of love, just as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.”
This transformation starts with some serious brain surgery.  A change from darkened understanding, hardened hearts and deceitful desires.  We are being renewed in the truth of Jesus Christ so that we imitate God with right relationships and holiness. 

Paul likens it to stripping off our old secular or pagan filthy clothes and dressing ourselves in the beautiful clothes of Christ, dressed as if we were going to a wedding.  Except it is not an outer change but a change to our interior, to the things we think about and dwell on.  
Where do our thoughts go in idle moments?  What are our deep desires and longings?  What motivates us?
Recall Jesus statement, “Out of the heart, the mouth speaks.”  Mark 7: 21-23, “From within, out of your hearts come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander, arrogance and folly.  All these evils come from inside and defile you.”

Paul challenges Christian brothers and sisters about being false, pretending and in a sense lying to each other.  We are to be real and honest with each other.  To speak the truth in love for we all belong to one body.  
When we are not honest, or we are not real with each other, we can damage the Body of Christ.  The way we speak to one another reveals whether we are still wearing our old dirty clothes or the new clean wedding clothes.

Paul mentions anger.  Anger is a natural and normal emotion.  However, it can become a roaring tiger inside us.  This is a tiger we need to tame.  And we tame it by not dwelling on it.  Deal with it quickly, don’t let it fester.  Don’t give the devil a foothold.  Don’t blow up your relationships with out-of-control anger.  If we are angry about an injustice our anger will often sabotage trying to put it right.  Forgiveness is vital in dealing with our anger, even if the person doesn’t deserve it.
The next thing is theft, stealing.  Don’t take things that don’t belong to you.  Even little things.  Work so that you may contribute to helping others in need.

Tom Wright invites us to imagine; “How would it be if God was always making snide or bitter remarks about us?  What would worship be like if we thought God was talking about us behind our backs, bad mouthing us to others.  How would we feel if we couldn’t trust God to tell us the truth or if God was always losing His temper with us?”
Praise the LORD, our God is not like this.
 How do you think people feel about us if that is what we are like?  Wouldn’t it be better in every way to imitate Jesus?

Rather than criticize one another, how can we build one another up, encourage one another?

Rather than bad behaviour, be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving as we have been forgiven.

Love each other, just as Christ has loved and loves us and gave himself as an offering to the Father.

Okay this can be hard stuff.  Am I saying that we are not good enough?  Absolutely not!  We are on the journey with Jesus and the Spirit, who are transforming us.   
Home groups are a place where we can learn be real with one another.  Where we share a common life centered on Jesus.  Where we learn to truly love each other as Christ loves us.  It is where we can wrestle with the areas of our life still under restoration.  The home groups then feed into our congregational life so that together we are united in Christ and shine like a city on a hill.  A place where lonely, hurting people are welcomed and can experience the love and grace of Jesus Christ.
Can you imagine what it would be like if we behaved in ways that honoured Jesus all the time in our attitudes, words and actions toward each other?  If we lived as if God’s Kingdom had come?  What difference would that make to the family of God at St Paul’s?   

In the revival that came under the leadership of John Wesley and others, there was a small group movement that was instrumental in changing people’s lives. Groups of 6 or so, called Bands, met weekly to share what sins they had committed in the previous week, what temptations they had faced and dealt with, and clarified which thoughts, words and behaviors were sinful or not.  Then they would pray for one another.  It was in a sense an accountability group.
I am not suggesting that we institute such a small group program.  However, it demonstrates that these people were serious in growing to maturity in Christ.  

This revival has been credited with saving England from the revolution that happened in France.
Jesus said, “By this, everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  (John 13: 35)

