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The Book of Acts, Part 5

March 5th, 2006; The New Community

One of the most important books about American society in the last forty years is a Pulitzer Prize winning book written by Robert Bellah called Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life. 

· And in one section of this book, Bella points out that instead of living in genuine community, the model for group-life in our in our society today is what he calls "lifestyle enclaves."

· In other words, whereas authentic “Community” emphasizes interdependent relationships across social, economic, racial, and political lines, for example… 

· “Lifestyle enclaves” has to do with our desire to surround ourselves with people just like us… whom we feel can best help us fulfill our goal of comfort and enjoyment.

· Now I realize that this is a fairly negative picture Bellah is painting… except that for many people, there’s nothing negative about it.

In fact, as I was reading about this I went ahead and “Googled” the words “Lifestyle enclave”… and what I came up with were countless adds particularly for “gated communities.”

· The first ad I opened highlighted the benefits of living in such a Lifestyle enclave.  

· Boasting in this, the ad said, “A Lifestyle enclave is the perfect, self-contained, integrated neighborhood, offering an escape from a world of chaos into an organized and well-managed world… insulating residents of the enclave from the inconvenience, confusion, aggravation, and messiness of normal public life…”
· Another Lifestyle Enclave made the point even clearer saying, “While real communities are diverse and have messy relationships over a long period of time, lifestyle enclaves are like clubs where all the members share a common interest and exclude others who do not.”
According to Bellah, as people in our society move toward connecting together with people most like themselves… what follows is that those who are in a different place socially and economically, for example… 

· Or those who choose not to or cannot afford to pursue a similar lifestyle to the rest of the group… are excluded from the group.  

· In fact, that word "enclave" comes from an old French word that means to enclose something, to seal it off.

· Worse than that, there is no vision within these enclaves to make any positive contribution to anyone in the world living outside their group. Outsiders are just irrelevant to those who live inside. 

Now, often people will use the word "community" to describe these little enclaves --sometimes they'll even have the word "community" in their titles.

· But they are not communities, Bella says.  They are “exclusive bands of individuals pursuing lifestyles, and they're held together by the weakest of ties.”
· One example of this is some of the retirement communities of Florida.  People wait for years till their able to move to Florida or Arizona, for example, to enjoy a particular kind of lifestyle with others just like them.

· Can you imagine how crowded the local restaurant is at 7am?  Packed! And, do you want to guess what the number one topic of conversation is when they go to breakfast? 

· "Where should we go for dinner tonight?" You see, it’s about their pursuit of a lifestyle.

But let tell you something.  As real as this cultural shift might be… from communities to enclaves… what concerns me even more is how the Church in America is itself becoming more of a Lifestyle Enclave, a “gated community”, then an authentic Biblical community.

· I heard a while ago about a small monastic community. There was a fence all the way around it to keep folks on the inside in, to keep folks on the outside from getting in. 

· And there was a sign on the fence of this place, and on this sign it said, "Keep out. Beware of dog. Trespassers will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law." And it was signed, "Little Sisters of Mercy." 

· You see, God did not create His church to be a lifestyle enclave. 

· He did not create the New Community we just saw birthed in Acts chapter 2 (at Pentecost) to be a gated community devoted to the comfort and the protection of those who live behind the fence. 

He didn’t give birth to the Church so we can have “the community for myself” values of the Lifestyle Enclaves… but so we would embrace the “myself for the community” value of His Kingdom.

· He created His Church to be that New Community on whom He would pour out His love, presence, and power.  

· To be that New Community who, in the power of the Holy Spirit, will bear Jesus’ message and continue Jesus’ ministry... in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the remotest parts of the world.

· Well, what I’d like to do this morning is to look at two texts from the Book of Acts… and, as we look at them, I want to go a little bit deeper looking at the marks of that New Community birthed on the day of Pentecost.

· So, if you’ve got your Bibles, go ahead and turn to Acts 2:42.
"They devoted themselves to the apostle's teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayers. Awe came upon everyone because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in common. They would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day they devoted themselves to meeting together in the temple. They broke bread in their home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 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."

And now then, turn over in your Bibles to Acts 4:32, where Luke gives us another snapshot into the life of this new community. "Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul. And no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common. With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the Resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And great grace was upon them all. There was not a needy person among them.”
If you ever wanted to take a peek into those early church meetings following Pentecost… this is your chance!  Such an incredible picture of authentic Biblical community!

· So what were some of the marks of that New Community?  Well, the first observation comes from a word back highlighted 2:42, the very first verse that we read.

· Luke says, "They devoted themselves." This is one of his favorite words. 

· He uses it in chapter 1:14, where he says that the disciples and followers devoted themselves to meeting together in the upper room for prayer. 

· He uses it again here: “They devoted themselves to teaching, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayers.”
· He uses it again in verse 46: "Day by day they devoted themselves to meeting together in the temple.”  So, the first mark of the new community is this… 

1.  The new community is marked by devotion. 

The word Luke is using here for “devotion” refers to "a binding promise" or "a pledge." And so with devotion, they pledged themselves to God and to one another… as if they had made a binding promise or a pledge to one another as spiritual brothers and sisters.

· Now, that's very different from the way that relationships work in our normal world. In the lifestyle enclave, people have a very low commitment: if it meets my needs, I stay; if it doesn't meet my needs, I move on.

· At its heart, this word for devotion has to do with enduring, or sticking to something -- even when it would be easier not to. That's the way devotion works. And it is a very powerful force… and a necessary part of building community.

Let me ask you something… now, be honest. How many of you have ever had a Sunday morning where you had extended debates with yourself or with your spouse over whether you felt like going to church?

· You had a long week. You worked hard, you had cranky people in your life, a fair bit of stress, and the thought occurred to you:

· "It would be easier to stay home, take a long shower, watch TV, read the Sunday paper, and eat twinkies -- I'm not sure that I want to go this morning."
· Ok… let me see your hands! Now… How many of you have felt that way… but come to church anyway?

Have you ever done that, and something happened? You encountered God in worship, you had a sense that God spoke to your heart, you were encouraged by something someone did or said…

· And when you walked out of this room, you thought to yourself, "What if I had missed that? What if I hadn't been there?" How many of you have ever had that experience?

· There will always be times, guys, when spiritual growth will require effort. That's just part of spiritual life. 

· There will always be times in life when building community will be more difficult than not building community.

Listen… overnight the church grew from 120 to well around 3500… as fun as that must have been… you think it was easy?

· In that crowd who gave their lives to Jesus were people from different nationalities and different social classes… but they chose to devote themselves to this New Community.

· You know… everybody's devoted to something. And so the challenge for me, for example, is to choose what it is that I’m going to devote my life to that will bring about the life of Christ being formed in me…  

· and contribute to the growth of authentic Biblical communities in this part of the world God has called me to.
Think about why the heart of a marriage ceremony are always the vows—“I promise all that I have, all that I am, I thee endow.
· That's why so many churches talk about church membership... Because it's a reminder that in the church we're not about being a lifestyle enclave.

· We're not about just finding other people of similar culture, economic backgrounds, and pursuing the same kind of lifestyle. 

· We're about building an authentic Biblical community that's built on God’s promises; that's built on people who say, "I will be devoted to God and to other people." 
You know, one of the great illusions of our day is we think that in that day it was easy for people -- my life situation makes it difficult -- it's never been easy. 

· It has never been easy, not then, and not now… but God is more invested in this than we’ll ever know.  He will help. 
· Life in the new community is characterized by people who are devoted to God and to each other.
2. The New Community is Marked by a Oneness of Heart and Soul
Go ahead and open to Acts 4:32.  This goes right to the heart of the New Community.  "Now, the whole group," and again, we know that by this time there are thousands of people who have become part of this new Community... 
· Luke writes, "Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul."
· We’ve already seen devotion… to God and one another… as a mark of God’s new Church… And now, we read that they "were of one heart and soul." 

· Life in the new community, the authentic church, is characterized by a deep commitment to unity, to oneness, to togetherness, to harmony. 

They’re not going to let conflict go unresolved… a refusal to allow bitterness or resentment to fester day after day…

· Those in this New Community were not going to attack each other... even when legitimately hurt.

· Instead, with one heart and soul, they remained devoted to the Word, devoted to one another, devoted to God, and devoted to the world around them.

· You see, this is not a picture of today’s lifestyle enclave. In the lifestyle enclave it's every person for her or himself. 

· Relationships can be discarded, relationships can be replaced… where the people or community who makes my life easier… are in.  And those who make my life more difficult… are out.

Guys… we can’t ever forget that unity, oneness, family—are God’s precious gifts to the church. God is so deeply desirous to see it lived out… it’s His dream for humanity. 

· We see in Genesis 1&2 how God created us to living in intimacy and oneness… with Him and with one another.  But, through the fall, that intimacy turned into shame… and humanity began to hide from Him… leaning on their own strength and wisdom rather than His.

· That rebellion against God continued until humanity falls into the same sin Satan had… trying to become like God.

· So, in Genesis 11, at the Tower of Babel, God separated humanity into different clans and gave each clan a different language.

· My point is that… that when God gave birth to the Church at Pentecost, He took people from all around the world… with all their different languages… and made them one New Community.  (Pentecost was the undoing of the Tower of Babel.)

You see, God’s heart has always been for His people to be one… one with Him and one with each other… to share one heart and one soul.

· It’s true that God sent Jesus into the world to die for us… so that our debt of sin could be paid and so we could be declared right with God.

· But He also sent Jesus into the world so that you and I could be adopted into His family… so that we could be one not just with Him but with one another.

· Wherever you see Oneness, you’re seeing the very fingerprint of God… it is part of what it means to be created in His image. 

Paul says in his letter to the church at Ephesus, that when Jesus died, He died to destroy "the dividing wall of hostility."  (Eph. 2:14)

· He died so that Greek and Jew, slaves and masters, men and women, dogs and cats could become One people.

· We need to understand that God is jealous for the unity of His church because it was purchased at the horrific price of Jesus’ own life. 

That’s why Paul writes so passionately in 1 Corinthians 1:4: "I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you may agree with one another, so that there may be no divisions among you, and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought."
· Those are real words written to regular, ordinary, sometimes crabby human beings -- just like you and me... and yet Paul is expecting that they hear what he’s saying. 

· He said in 2 Corinthians 13:11, "Finally brothers and sisters, aim for perfection, listen to my appeal… Be of one mind. Live in peace."
In Ephesians 4:3, Paul says, "Make every effort" -- in other words, spare no pains at all, exhaust every possibility -- "Make every effort," he says, "to keep the unity of the spirit through the bond of peace." 

· He says, “Don't give up... make every possible effort… This is important to Me!”
· If you’re a parent, have you ever made an appeal to your kids that went something along the lines of, “If you know how important it is to me that you do this, why don’t you just do it?”  

· Well, those might just be God’s words to us.  “Don’t you know how important unity is to me?”
So, let me ask you… how are you doing with this? Are you devoted to oneness in the body of Christ? Are you devoted to it? Because it doesn't happen by accident. 
· Is there unresolved conflict between you and anybody else in the body? Do you ever speak negatively about somebody who is your brother or your sister, to a third party? 

· Do you ever do that? What do you do when you find yourself developing a judgmental or critical spirit towards someone? 

· Do you ever expect other people to be tolerant and forgiving of you, because after all, you're only human, but refuse to offer the same tolerance and same forgiveness to them? 

· Some of you in this room may have work you need to do on this today. And I just encourage you as strongly as I can to do it. 

· Pray to God, ask for help, make the call, and write the note -- whatever you need to do. 

· Unity is the most precious gift of the church; it is God's dream for humankind, and it was purchased at this terrible price. 
3. The third mark of the New Community was that they lived with Open Hands.

Look back at 2:44… and as you… get ready to be challenged. "All who believed were together and had all things in common, they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute to all as any had need."
· Remember back in 4:32 where it says that "The whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul?" 
· Well, in the second part of that sentence, Luke shares one of the ways in which oneness got expressed: "and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in common." 
Now, understand, people still retained some of their stuff. We read on in Acts about people who had homes that they opened up for meetings, and so on. 

· What's going on here is people's hearts and minds are being transformed by a kind of passion and purpose that they’ve never had before… so that when they looked at their stuff, they began seeing it in terms of how they could bless others.
· In fact, Luke tells us in 4:34 that "There was not a needy person among them."  

· Life does not happen that way in the lifestyle enclaves, where people are devoted to the pursuit of getting more stuff. 

· But it happens whenever we see the Kingdom of God break into an authentic, Biblical community.

In the kingdom of God, that's what beauty and goodness look like… that's what heroism looks like. You see, when you give in the kingdom of God, you become rich beyond compare.

· Every time we give to one another, it creates a little slice of the kingdom, a little slice of life, in a world where life generally doesn't work that way.

· And I want us to be deeply challenged on this, and I want us to celebrate the fact that we live in a community where this kind of stuff goes on, and for us to spur each other on to go even deeper with it.

So, let me ask you another question: I'll put it in the first person -- Am I devoted to help meet the needs of the people around me? 

· Am I devoted to using my stuff to blessing the people around me? Is it possible that we’ve gotten a little too attached to our stuff?

· Is it possible that God is calling you to give more sacrificially to those who need it… to give to things that will help expand the reach of the Kingdom?

· There was this wonderful sense of oneness in the new community… It got expressed in very tangible and costly ways. That's what happens when the new community begins to get charged up.

4. The fourth Mark of the New Community is a Sense of Wonder and Awe.

In Acts 2:43, we read that "Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by the apostles."
· People devoted themselves to one another and to God… and they become this incredibly giving and generous people.

· Remember… this wasn’t a homogenous group of people who came to Christ that day… they were masters and slaves, people from all over that part of the world… from different cultures.

· And yet they were experiencing community like they’ve never experienced it before.  They were awestruck.  And then… on top of that, to see God working miracles through men just like them… they would never be the same.

Now keep in mind that in the lifestyle enclave, the constant enemy is boredom. And people need newer purchases and bigger thrills and more expensive acquisitions to fill up their lives.

· But in the new community there's just this sense of awe and wonder… that God is good, that His Wind and Fire (Presence and Power) had been poured out on them…

· And almost out of nowhere, they are experiencing what God spoke to Joel centuries before… “In the last days, God said, I will pour out My Spirit upon all people.”
· I’m sure they began realizing that the were experiencing what God spoke to Habakkuk, “Look! See!  I’m going to do things in your days that you wouldn’t believe even if I told you.”
· Are you taking time in your life to reflect upon and experience awe and wonder at the incredible goodness and mercy and power and presence of God? 

5.  The last Mark of the New Community is Devotion to those Living Outside the Community.
What we see here in authentic community is that the people who are inside the community are genuinely concerned how their lives can intersect and bless the lives of those outside the community.

· In chapter 2:47 -- notice what it says... It says, “They broke bread in their home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people…”
· That is, they're benefiting the lives of those around them. They just bring joy to people around them… their neighbors, their relatives...

· And, Luke says, that daily the Lord is adding to their number those who are being saved -- those who are coming inside the community. 

Now, in gated communities and the lifestyle enclave the gates are down -- outsiders are not welcome. In the kingdom, the gates are thrown open wide, 

· Where those in the community try are always looking for ways they can bless the lives of those who are outside of them...

· Just simple things to create value, to enhance lives -- done in the name of Jesus. That's how you bless people. 

· Now I understand that the church today doesn’t quite enjoy “the goodwill of all the people.”  

Truth is, the church has been marginalized.  But let’s be honest… the church hasn’t been marginalized by Hollywood or any political group.

· It’s been marginalized because we’ve become more like “gated communities”… we’ve become like a refuge from the world rather than for the world.

· Rather than our being know as an extension of God’s love and grace, we’ve become known for our politics and our moral/ethical stands.

· But I believe God wants to use to help reinvent church in our region… I think that to the degree we live as Kingdom people… reflecting the heart and soul of the New Community…

· As we continue on bearing His message and continuing His ministry… then I believe, with all my heart, that we really will see God using us to bring thousands of people to Jesus

As we look at that New Community birthed 2000 years ago at Pentecost, we saw such Devotion, Oneness of Heart and Soul, such a Spirit of Generosity, Sense of Awe and Wonder, as well as a Passion and love for those living outside their community. 

· And you wonder, what do we have in common with them?  Everything!  There’s nothing they had that we don’t have.

· And, to the degree that we reorder the affections of our hearts around that which matters most to God, that which will outlast the grave, that which has the potential to change the world… 

· That which is truly worthy of the investment of your life and that which will fulfill you to the core of your being…

· To that degree will we live out our calling as His church… to be Worshipers of God and Rescuers of Men.

· I don’t know about you… but I’m as excited about this as you can get… and I am more thankful than you could know to be living this out with people like you.

