Authentic Community
In the first two weeks of the month we have been focusing on the church Jesus created, that is formed when the people of God gather together under the lordship of Jesus Christ. We have determined that this church is defined by the common mission that we have in scripture from Jesus himself, to make disciples of all nations. We suggested that in order for us to fulfill that mission we must have a commitment to be God directed and Spirit powered. We will not be able to do this mission on our own power or in our own wisdom. Today we are going to explore what authentic Christian community really looks like. We often call our gatherings at worship community, but then we compare our church experience with what is going on in Act chapter 2 and we wonder what we are missing. 
Acts 2:42 “Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” 
I was thinking this week about examples of community that really stand out for me. What came to mind first was the Lord of the Rings. If you have read the books or seen the movies you may know that in the story a group of people recognize that they have a shared mission. They want to save the world by getting rid of evil which has taken over by destroying the ring of power. The Hobbits have done what no-one thought they could do by getting the ring to Rivendell to the house of Elrond. But it is clear that the ring of power cannot stay there forever, it needs to be destroyed. And so they begin to look for someone who will lead the way on this dangerous quest. Frodo does not want to go. He would rather go back to life the way it was than to put himself out there again, but in the end he knows that he has to volunteer. When the smallest and least powerful among them volunteers, others quickly volunteer to go along and help with everything they have in order to see the mission through. 
It is an unlikely conglomeration of people. Frodo and Sam know nothing about traveling in the world and little or nothing about fighting. There is an elf and a dwarf who in the beginning dislike and distrust each other to the point of hatred. There are two other Hobbits besides Sam and Frodo, Merry and Pippin who do not seem serious enough to add anything to the group; and there are two men, one in Aragorn who is full of moral certainty and bravery and there is Boromir who is full of anger and cynicism. Along their journey they learn to care about each other, to teach each other, and carry each other through desperate times and situations. They deal together with the loss of some of their members. But in the end they pull together to reach the goal and complete their mission. They could not have been successful without each and every member of the group, even Merry and Pippin turn out to play a pivotal role in the success of the mission and they grow up in the process.
To me one of the most amazing aspects of this story is that people who did not seem to fit together discovered the power of shared community. They started out arguing and focusing on their differences and ended up loving each other and being there for each other through thick and thin. I can’t help but be emotional when I get to the end of the story because the bonds they have formed and the integrity to one another they have demonstrated, and the camaraderie of the shared mission are overwhelming.
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The best of human relationships, apart from the Holy Spirit, are based mutual needs, interests, causes, or fears. We do not naturally live in close, harmonious, giving and forgiving, relationships. Unless there is something we either need to get or to provide we are not drawn into friendship or partnership. Loneliness drives people into one place, but that does not mean that they are together, really. We are fundamentally selfish. Church for many has become a place of planned anonymity. You don’t talk to me about the deep things in life and I won’t talk to you. Oh we talk; we are very chatty with each other. We come up with surfacy things to fill the empty space of our relating but we almost never risk sharing the struggle we have with faith, with family and with life. It’s just not safe.
	The church Jesus created was formed in the power of the Holy Spirit. As each person was transformed from the old life to the new, they also found that they had the ability to be in community with each other in ways they had never experienced before.	Imagine 3120 people, most of whom had never met, instantly becoming a community together. How does this happen! We find community hard with a couple of hundred. Well there are several qualities of this community that we should note. 
First, we have a group of 3120 people who have come to a sure knowledge of Salvation through Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, and had received his living presence in his Holy Spirit. They were so sure of each other because they were utterly convinced that God’s transforming love had taken hold in their hearts. They were sure of each other because they were sure of Jesus. 
The second quality of the this church is that they had an objective guide for understanding the subjective experience of being together. Everything that happened to them was thoroughly rooted in scripture. The Bible is our objective guide today. A church that is infused with the Holy Spirit is by definition also rooted in the Bible. Through the Bible the Lord guides his people in his way rather than their own. That is why regular study of the scriptures along with the Apostles was a daily experience for the this new church. That is why study of scriptures is recommended here for everyone.
They held everything in common. To most people this sounds like communism and in America we set that aside without even really looking at it. But what it is really describing is a radical generosity that is made possible only by the infilling of the Holy Spirit. These people who had been drawn together, were so focused on Christ that they thought nothing of themselves. But when they saw a brother or sister in need they automatically worked to fill the need out of what they had. There was not bickering about fairness and who had given the most or who had given the least. If you saw the need you considered it your responsibility to fill it. You didn’t pass it on to the hierarchy and hope someone else would be moved to respond. They considered the fact that they witnessed the need as confirmation that God was saying, “This one’s for you.” 
Of course, coming face to face with need in others takes a special kind of discipline in itself. This community was devoted to praying together and spending time with each other. It is really hard to know the need of another person without spending time with them. So they were together daily. They met in the Temple courts and later met in house groups around the city to study God’s word, listen to the struggle and hurts that each person experienced, and pray with each other.
Finally, they had a contagious joy about them.  The scripture says they “ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people.” They didn’t have a joy that was contrived or put-on for the crowd. Their joy wasn’t reserved for their community but it overflowed into everything they did. There joy was sincere, their love was genuine, and it was contagious. Everyone wanted it. It doesn’t say that they had an evangelism program, they didn’t have slick tracts to hand out or flashy T.V. commercials, but it does say, “The Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” 
They were a fellowship in Christ, people facing each other, caring for each other, building each other up, holding one another accountable for the path they have chosen to follow. This was authentic Christian Community. 
Friends this is what the church ought to be, isn’t it? Paul teaches this all through his writings. Consider 1 Corinthians 13, we think it was written for weddings but Paul wrote it to remind the church what Christian Love in authentic community looks like. “If I speak with human eloquence and angelic ecstasy but don’t love, I’m nothing but the creaking of a rusty gate.
If I speak God’s Word with power, revealing all his mysteries and making everything plain as day, and if I have faith that says to a mountain, “Jump,” and it jumps, but I don’t love, I’m nothing.
If I give everything I own to the poor and even go to the stake to be burned as a martyr, but I don’t love, I’ve gotten nowhere. So, no matter what I say, what I believe, and what I do, I’m bankrupt without love.
Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful;  it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Paul says much the same thing in Galatians 5 when he reminds them that there is a difference between the works of the flesh and the fruit of the spirit. This is how you know who you have given yourself to. The works of the flesh are “sexual immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, selfish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunkenness, orgies, and the like.” But the fruit of those living in the Holy Spirit, the fruit of authentic Christian community is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”
Again Paul says in Romans 12:3 “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves.”  
What happened on the day of Pentecost, amazing as it is, has been repeated time after time all over the world for thousands of years. And you know what, it continues to happen today when churches learn to weave five scriptural practices into the fabric of community. 
Self-disclosure: Deep down, we all want people to know who we are – to care about our story, our pain, and our dreams. Yet most of us would rather talk about our vacations rather than share what we really are thinking about. Friends who ask questions and really listen are like water to a parched throat. 
Care giving: We must exhibit care for one another in all aspects of life. The scripture said that the early church took care of each others needs. They were able to do that because they were willing to listen for the needs of others and then do something about them. 
Humility: This is what Jesus was teaching the disciples the night that he washed their feet. He said, “Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. 15I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.”  The Son of man and his disciples have come not to be served, but to serve.
Truth Telling: The first three are easy compared to this one. No one likes to have someone tell them they are wrong and yet authentic Christian community cannot work unless we are able to learn to speak and hear the truth in loving ways. That is why in Acts 5 we hear the story of Annanias and Saphira, the couple that lied to the community about what they sold their field for and how much they were giving to God. The amount of the gift was not at issue. What destroyed them was the lie! Christian community rises and falls on truth telling.
Affirmation: It is often easier to be critical of others, than to lift up the good. Sadly we often fail at such a mundane task. True community lifts up the good and celebrates those who are making progress in their daily walk with God.
Self-disclosure, care giving, humility, truth telling, and affirmation. To cultivate these disciplines into the life of our community will require a great deal of intentionality on our part and an extra amount of reliance on the Holy spirit. But we are followers of Christ, not the world. And the risk will be worth it if, at the end of life, we find ourselves in a joyous celebration of fellowship, rather than simply alone. That is not contagious. Authentic Christian Community is contagious. In this church we try to cultivate this kind of community in our small groups. If you are not yet in a small group I want to encourage you to consider joining one. Would all small group leaders who are here please stand right now. These are people who can help you get connected to a group. If you would like to connect please talk to Amanda or myself. 
Pray for the kind of church community that is spoken of in scripture. 
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