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Our Scripture reading this morning is from the book of Acts chapter two beginning with 

verse 37. 

 

Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and 

the rest of the apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”   

 

And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 

name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for you and for your 

children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God 

calls to himself.”   

 

And with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, 

saying, “Save yourselves from this crooked generation.”  

 

So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that 

day about three thousand souls.   

 

And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to 

the breaking of bread and the prayers.  And awe came upon every soul, 

and many wonders and signs were being done through the apostles.  And 

all who believed were together and had all things in common.  And they 

were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the 

proceeds to all, as any had need.  And day by day, attending the temple 

together and breaking bread in their homes, they received their food with 

glad and generous hearts, praising God and having favor with all the 

people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were 

being saved.
1
 

 

What I wanted to talk to you about this morning was the question: What are the 

characteristics of a good, godly church?  What are the characteristics of a church that is 

doing the things that God wants the church to do? 

 

                                                 
1
 Genesis 2:37-47 
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It is interesting that here we are right in the beginning of the formation of the Church of 

the Lord Jesus Christ.  This was actually the first sermon that was preached after the great 

happenings of the day of Pentecost where the Holy Spirit came down upon the people. 

Peter immediately got up and preached the Word of God to the people.   

 

And as he continued in that message he was asked the question:  What must they do? 

 

He answered that question and then we find out that certain things became the 

characteristics of the godly church in that day.   

 

Now I would suggest that the early church, the church that existed shortly after the 

ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ, if we could determine what characterized that church, 

if we could look at it and say, “Here is the Church that the Lord Jesus Christ formed. 

Here is the Church that came into existence shortly after his resurrection,” then we would 

be able to say, “Here are the characteristics of the church that we would like to be a part 

of in our day.” 

 

It was a great sermon that Peter preached. And this is a little bit of an aside, but one of the 

things that I note as I read this sermon and I have made a study of all the sermons that are 

found in the New Testament and I find that there are certain things that are consistent 

about them. 

 

I have been asked on some occasions why it is that I don’t have an invitation at the end of 

worship services. In some churches they will have an invitation and invite people to come 

forward.  And I have thought a lot about that in years past and as I studied the sermons 

that are found in the New Testament, my observation is that there was nothing like that 

that ever took place in the early Church, that this was not something that was part of the 

worship of the Church. And my goal has always been to try to do that which I find in the 

Word of God.   

 

Just as an example of that this is a little bit of an aside.  It really doesn’t have to do with 

the topic that we are discussing today.  Peter was preaching to them.  And it was a great 

sermon. We could pick that sermon up right in the beginning and read the whole thing, 

but I don’t want to take the time to do that.  If we turn to Acts chapter two and verse 32 

we find that Peter is continuing in his sermon and he says: 

 

This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses.  Being therefore 

exalted at the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the 

promise of the Holy Spirit, he has poured out this that you yourselves are 

seeing and hearing.  For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he 

himself says,  “‘The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I 

make your enemies your footstool.’ Let all the house of Israel therefore 

know for certain that God has made him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus 

whom you crucified.”
2
 

 

                                                 
2
 Acts 2:32-36 
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That was the end of the sermon.  Peter stopped there. He didn’t say anything else.  He did 

not make any effort to call people to come towards him or to do anything like that. This 

was the end of his message.  

 

And then there was a response. The people asked him something.  It says, “Now when 

they heard this they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, 

‘Brothers, what shall we do?’”
3
 

 

Peter’s sermon ended.  

 

Now, why is it then that in some churches invitations at the end of a worship service?  If 

we look at the history of the Church we find that that practice actually is a relatively 

recent practice in the Church. Oh, yes, it existed before any one of us was born, but it is 

not found in the Church before the 19
th

 century.  This was never done in the early 

Church. 

 

Now why should we not do that then?  Why don’t I do it?  Well, I think there are certain 

dangers associated with the invitation system.  And I will tell you exactly what I think 

they are.  I have encountered people who base their salvation on the fact that they walked 

forward in a meeting.  I have seen this over and over again. I have met folks and I have 

visited with them in their homes and I have asked them, you know, “How do you know 

that you know the Lord Jesus Christ?  How do you know what you are saved?”  

 

And the response that I get from them is something like this.  “Well, an evangelist came 

to the church and I came forward in a meeting and therefore I know that I am saved.” 

 

Now most evangelists will make a point of saying, “Coming forward does not save you.  

It is faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

 

However, many people associate the action of walking to the front of the church with the 

fact of a obtaining salvation. And I can remember one family in particular that they were 

absolutely certain that they were saved and yet their lifestyle was of such a nature that 

you could look at them and say, “There is no way that these people are in any way 

worshipping the Lord Jesus Christ.” And they attributed their salvation to the fact that 

they walked forward in a meeting somewhere. 

 

And so I have seen this as a practice that can be very dangerous and that is why I don’t 

use it in any local church and I don’t practice that. 

 

Well, what were the characteristics of the local church in that day and what should be the 

characteristics of churches in our day? 

 

We look at verse 42 and it says this. “And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ 

teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.”
4
 

                                                 
3
 Acts 2:37 

4
 Acts 2:42 
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Do you notice there are four elements there?  This is what the local church was like.  

These were the characteristics of the local church. They devoted themselves.... The word 

that is used here is a very strong word.  It is a word that has the idea of a strong and 

powerful devotion. This is something that they did regularly.  This is something that 

became an integral part of their corporate life as a church.  And there were four things 

that are mentioned.  

 

First of all they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.  We live in a day in which 

many people speak against the idea of emphasizing doctrine. I have heard this many, 

many occasions. People say, “I am not interested in doctrine. I am interested in the way 

we should live.  I am not interested in. you know, all of the details of these doctrinal 

issues, I am more interested in how I am to live my life today.” 

 

Well, if we read the New Testament carefully we find out that the way we live comes out 

of what we believe. Isn’t that true?  If you believe something, that will affect how you 

live.  Doctrine is what we believe.  In most of Paul’s letters—and you can take a look at 

them, especially the shorter letters, the ones that are either four or six chapters—the first 

half of the book normally presents a certain doctrinal view, certain teachings. The second 

half of the book teaches how we are to live based on the doctrines that are taught in the 

first half of the book. 

 

And we could examine this in most of Paul’s letters.   

 

We are going through the book of Romans. You will find that we will have to get to 

chapter 12 before we are dealing with what you would call the practical. The first 11 

chapters are talking about doctrine. As soon as we get through chapter 11, from chapter 

12 to 16 the issues that are discussed are how we are to live based on the doctrine that we 

have been taught in the early chapters. 

 

We see that Paul put such a strong emphasis on the teaching or doctrine that we read of it 

many, many times in his writings.  When he was writing to Titus, for instance, he said, 

“This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order.”
5
  And 

then he tells them, “Appoint elders in every town as I directed you.”
6
  And he talks about 

the qualifications of the elders.   

 

And then in verse nine of the first chapter he says, “He must hold firm to the trustworthy 

word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to 

rebuke those who contradict it.”
7
 

 

Paul says, “When you set up local churches make sure that those who are in leadership 

positions are people who will teach sound doctrine, who will teach the great truths of our 

faith.”   

                                                 
5
 Titus 1:5 

6
 Ibid.  

7
 Titus 1:9 
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In 2 Timothy we read, “And what you have heard from me in the presence of many 

witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others also.”
8
  Take these great 

truths. Take these doctrines of the faith and teach others so that they can teach others so 

that they can teach others and so the Word of God and the great truths, the great doctrines 

of the faith will spread abroad. 

 

Paul was also aware that there were many dangers that existed in the Church.  The danger 

that he was most concerned about was not the danger of persecution or the danger of 

trials that would come upon the people, but the danger of false teaching, the danger of 

doctrine that was not according to the Word of God. And in several places he focuses on 

this.  It is important for us to realize that these are things that can happen in our day.   In 

fact, we live in a day where false doctrine is rampant. And that is why we have to be 

settled and understand what the Word of God has to say. 

 

So when we hear the false, we are able to say, “That is not according to God’s Word.”   

 

In 1 Timothy chapter four Paul deals with this. He says this: 

 

Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the 

faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, 

through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared.
9
 

 

And then he goes on to talk about some of the false teaching. 

 

It existed in the early Church and, my friends, it exists today.  That is why in that same 

passage, as we get to the end of what he was saying, he says, “Until I come, devote 

yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching,”
10

 and so on and 

so forth. 

 

He wants the Word of God to be understood because false teaching is rampant. We need 

to know the truth.  

 

Do you know that the easiest way to counteract falsehood is to know the truth?  If you 

know what the Word of God says and you know it well, when the false teacher comes 

you will have all the necessary knowledge to reject that teaching and say, “I will stick 

with what the Word of God says.”   

 

Another example of this same thing when Paul was about to leave the area around 

Ephesus, he was on Miletus, he was going to leave that area and he knew that he would 

probably never go back again. And in Acts chapter 20 he calls for the elders of the 

church, the leaders of the church in Ephesus and he invites them to come to him. And it 

                                                 
8
 2 Timothy 2:2 

9
 1 Timothy 4:1-2 

10
 1 Timothy 4:13 
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says, “And when they came to him, he said to them: ‘You yourselves know how I lived 

among you the whole time from the first day that I set foot in Asia...’”
11

 And he goes on 

to describe the way he lived. But then he says this.   

 

Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy 

Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he 

obtained with his own blood.  I know that after my departure fierce wolves 

will come in among you, not sparing the flock.
12

 

 

He is not talking about those animals that are wolves. He is talking about false teachers 

who will come and infiltrate the Church: 

 

...and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, 

to draw away the disciples after them.  Therefore be alert, remembering 

that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone with 

tears.  And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, 

which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all 

those who are sanctified.
13

 

 

What is Paul saying here?  He is saying, “We live in a dangerous world, a world where 

there are doctrines opposed to God’s Word and yet we find in our day that those who 

bring false doctrines often use the very same vocabulary that we do in the Church.”  And 

they can be very tricky. 

 

The will talk about repentance. They will talk about salvation.  They will talk about the 

very things that we discuss in our studies of the Word of God.  

 

And yet what they teach is so far from Scripture that were you to believe it you would be 

totally led astray.  We need to devote ourselves to the apostles’ doctrine.  And that is why 

I put an emphasis on teaching the great truths of the faith.  I think we need it. We need to 

saturate ourselves in it and only when we know those truths can that lead us to living 

lives that will glorify the Lord Jesus Christ.   

 

Well, that is the first of four things that he talks about.  He says, “And they devoted 

themselves to the apostles’ teaching.”
14

 And, secondly, it says they devoted themselves to 

fellowship. 

 

The word “fellowship” in Greek is the word koinwnia (koy-nohn-ee’-ah).  And it means 

a lot more than what we often think of as fellowship. For instance, we have the singing of 

a fellowship hymn. We did that just a few minutes ago.  And then we go around and we 

shake hands and we welcome one another. We demonstrate our love and concern for one 

another.  Certainly a good thing to do. 

                                                 
11

 Acts 20:18 
12

 Acts 20:29-29 
13

 Acts 20:30-32 
14

 Acts 2:42 
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But fellowship goes way beyond that.  Fellowship has the idea of our demonstrating a 

caring, loving, affectionate response to those who know the Lord Jesus Christ. The body 

of believers in a local church should be a body in which there is an incredible sense of 

love, that one person such love the other in such a way that we would be willing to do 

whatever is necessary to help the other person. koinwnia (koy-nohn-ee’-ah) means an 

attachment to one another and a loving relationship.   

 

Paul said in Romans chapter 12, “Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one 

another in showing honor.”
15

 

 

You see, the idea is we are to love in such a way that that becomes so obvious that people 

feel loved, that people feel cared for, that there is a sense in which there is this unity 

among the people of God that is so obvious that it encourages each and every one. 

 

Later in Romans chapter 12 he says, “Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 

haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight.”
16

 

 

And then in Galatians chapter five, “For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do 

not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one 

another.”
17

  Isn’t that interesting?  Serve one another. 

 

That means, you know, when I hear the word “serve” what I think of, for instance, is the 

waiter or waitress who serves me in a restaurant when I go in to eat.  The attitude is, “I 

am going to bring to you everything that you need to make this meal what it should be.  

That attitude should be ours in our relationship with one another.  What can I do to serve 

my brother, my sister in the Lord Jesus Christ?” 

 

And then in Philippians chapter two we read, “Do nothing from rivalry or conceit, but in 

humility count others more significant than yourselves.”
18

 

 

You know, if we look at other people and say that they are more important than me even 

than I am to myself, we will love, we will care. 

 

And the Word of God tells us that this is how the world will see that we are the disciples 

of the Lord Jesus Christ, if we have love one for another.   

 

A very good Bible scholar, John MacArthur wrote these words. He was talking here 

about the participation in the life of the local church and how important it is.   

 

I have met many people who will say, “Well, you know, I don’t have to go to church to 

worship the Lord.  You know, I can worship the Lord out in the field.” 

                                                 
15

 Romans 12:10 
16

 See Romans 12:16 
17

 Galatians 5:13 
18

 Philippians 2:3 
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My first thought when I hear that is something like, “I guess you could, but do you?”   

 

And I wonder, you know, often what that means is, “You know, I just don’t want to go to 

church.” 

 

Well, MacArthur said this. “For a Christian to fail to participate in the life of the local 

church is inexcusable. In fact, those who choose to isolate themselves are disobedient to 

the direct command of Scripture.  Hebrews chapter 10 verse 24 and 25 charges believers 

‘to consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking our own 

assembling together as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another and all the more 

as you see the day drawing near.’  The Bible does not envision Christian life as one lived 

apart from other believers. All members of the universal Church, the body of Christ are to 

be actively and intimately involved in local assemblies. This is to be the place where we 

are to demonstrate love to one another, caring for one another so the world can see it and 

say, ‘That is what Christians are all about.” 

 

You know, it seems to me as if that is what took places in the early Church.  I think of 

one particular example and I am sure you will remember what happened in Acts chapter 

12 when we see Peter put in prison and he prayed and God did a wonderful thing for him. 

God opened up the gates of the prison without anyone turning a key, just opened up the 

gates so that he could walk out.   

 

And you might think, “Well, what would you do if somebody opened the gates of a 

prison where you were unjustly incarcerated?”  What would be the first thing you would 

do?  

 

Well, what was the first thing that Peter did?  In verse 12 we read, “When he realized 

this...”
19

 when he realized the gates were opened, “...he went to the house of Mary, the 

mother of John whose other name was Mark, where many were gathered together and 

were praying.”
20

 

 

And it tells a story about how he knocked at the door and there was a young girl by the 

name of Rhoda and Rhoda came to the door and kind of an interesting story. I think 

Rhoda was the original dingbat.  Rhoda went to the door and looked out and ran back in 

and said, “It is Peter. It is Peter.  He is at the door.”
21

 

 

And they said, “It couldn’t be. He is in prison.”
22

 

 

She looked again, “Peter, yes.  It really is.”
23

 

 

                                                 
19

 Acts 12:12 
20

 Ibid.  
21

 See Acts 12:14 
22

 See Acts  12 15 
23

 Ibid.  
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Somebody came up with the bright idea, “Open the door.”   

 

Well she did and he came in and had fellowship with the people. 

 

But my question is: How in the world did he know where to go?  How did he know? This 

was not the Lord’s Day. It wasn’t a worship service.   

 

Do you know how he knew?  Because that is where the Christians always got together.  

They spent time with one another. There was this loving relationship.  It didn’t only exist 

on Sunday.  But Christians devoted to one another would come together to learn from one 

another, to help one another, to care about one another.  That is what the Christian life is 

all about, fellowship.   

 

Well, that is the second of the four things that characterized the early Church. 

 

The third we are told is the breaking of bread. Now where it speaks of the breaking of 

bread it is not talking about just eating. You will remember that when the Lord Jesus 

instituted the Lord’s supper it said he took the bread and he broke it.  And he passed it to 

his disciples
24

 this is a reference to that, that we are to be involved in the worship in the 

local church and that worship should center around our concern and love for the Lord 

Jesus Christ.  

 

And what ceremony do we have in which we participate each and every month that helps 

us to draw closer and closer to the Lord Jesus? Well, that is the communion service.  And 

so we are to devote ourselves to the breaking of bread. 

 

I often wonder what the thoughts are of people who receive the elements in the 

communion service.  I honestly believe that in our congregation the majority of people 

who receive the elements are doing it with a real love for the Lord Jesus.  I have been in 

places where it seems to be nothing more than a perfunctory act that, well, you know, this 

is what we do every month and, ok, we will do it and... or I will take a little bit of bread 

and I will drink a little bit of the grape juice and... 

 

There seems to be no real devotion to the Lord Jesus.  

 

But it is to be a time when we, first of all, examine ourselves, look into our hearts and 

determine whether there is sin in our hearts and confess it to the Lord. It is to be a time 

when we draw close in. That is what communion is, drawing close. It is to be a time 

where we worship him. The whole aspect of this is that they devoted themselves to the 

worship of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 

Paul describes the institution of communion in this way.   

 

For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord 

Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had 

                                                 
24

 e.g. Matthew 26:26 
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given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do 

this in remembrance of me.”  In the same way also he took the cup, after 

supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as 

often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”
25

 

 

And then he said: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the 

Lord’s death until he comes.”
26

 

 

Let us be a people who proclaim the Lord’s death in our worship and especially in 

communion.  

 

The fourth aspect that he talks about, he says that they devoted themselves to the 

apostles’ teaching. That’s doctrine, to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and then it 

says, to prayers.  They were a people of prayer.   

 

I wonder whether when Peter went to that house he didn’t find them praying and going to 

the Lord to ask the Lord might need their needs and the needs of others.   

 

In Romans chapter 12 we read, “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in 

prayer.”
27

 Constant. That is be our attitude.  

 

We are a people of prayer.  Wednesday night we are going to gather together. I trust that 

many of you will come. I wish more of you were here on Wednesday nights because it is 

a blessed time. We come together and we pray for the needs of people. It is so important 

that we do that.  And then we look into the Word of God.  

 

Prayer meeting is a special time for us.  

 

I often wonder why it is like this.  Statistically in churches the... if you count the number 

of people who attend the morning worship service you will find that in most churches 

about half of that number will be present for the evening worship service. And then half 

of that number will be present for the midweek prayer service. 

 

What could be more important than gathering together to pray to the Lord?  I can’t 

imagine anything more important than that.  We need to come together and worship him. 

We need to lift up our petitions to him, vitally important. That was something that the 

early Church devoted itself to.  

 

And what we are talking about here it is important that we pray individually and I am 

sure all of us do. But what we are talking about here is corporate prayer, the worship of 

the Church when it gathers together. We do that on Wednesday evening.  May it be that 

we will devote ourselves to prayer, that many, I trust, will be convicted that the Lord 

                                                 
25

 1 Corinthians 11:23-25 
26

 1 Corinthians 11:26 
27

 Romans 12:12 
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wants them there on Wednesday night that we might be able to worship him and pray to 

him as a body of believers in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Well, my friends, that is the picture that we have of the local church in that day.  There 

was a vibrant congregation of God’s people.  They were devoting themselves to knowing 

and understanding God’s Word.  They were a people of fellowship, constantly coming 

together to love one another, to care for one another.  They were a people who 

worshipped God at all times, but especially in that time of communion that they could 

celebrate the death of the Lord Jesus Christ. And they were a people of prayer. 

 

We look into our own lives. Is that what we are like?  Would that characterize our church 

and each one of us as individuals?  I think to a high degree it does, but my prayer is that 

even more so people will look at us and see us as a church that is like that early New 

Testament Church. 

 

Well, I trust that you are a part of all that. If you know the Lord Jesus you are.  If you 

don’t know him, I challenge you today.  Trust in Christ that you might be saved. Turn 

from sin and turn to him in faith believing.  

 

For those of us who are his let’s participate in the wonderful opportunities that our local 

church affords us to draw together, to learn the doctrines of the faith, to fellowship with 

one another, to worship God at all times, but especially in communion and to pray for his 

blessing. 

 

Let’s pray together.  

 

Our heavenly Father, we have looked into your holy Word.  It tells us some important 

things about how our lives are to be lived for you. And we ask, our Father, that you will 

make us to be a people who will be very close to what you have taught, that our lives 

might be fully and completely dedicated to your service.  We ask, our Father, that if there 

is anyone here who knows you not, that this might be the time of salvation in the life of 

this individual. Help us and use us.  We pray this in the name of our Savior, the Lord 

Jesus. Amen.  


