
A CHURCH WHO EATS TOGETHER PRAYS TOGETHER

Acts 2:42-47
A CHURCH DEVOTED

Who here wants to see Vienna Baptist Church grow? Let’s see the hands. In every church where I have been a member, I have heard, “We want our church to grow numerically.” We read Acts 2:41, So those who welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thousand persons were added. Three thousand! Now that’s real church growth!! Can you imagine how long it would take us to baptize 3,000 this morning? I bet they weren’t out by noon that Sunday!

And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved (2:47b). How do we do that? How did they do that? According to Luke, the first church there in Jerusalem did not devote themselves to church growth. They did not devote themselves to evangelism. They did not ask, “How can we attract new members so we can pay our bills?” 

According to a literal translation of verse 42, They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Luke is telling us that the amazing growth of the young church is not an end in itself but is a result of the combined energies of God’s Spirit and the practices of the members of the young church. Church growth was not a goal but a by-product of acting like followers of Jesus. They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 

HUNGRY FOR BREAD: Hospitality (Communion Plate)

Did Jesus say, “Take, understand. This is my body!”? No. Well, did he say, “Take, discuss. This is my body”? No.  Did he say, “Take, grow the church. This is my body”? No.  Do you know what he said? Jesus said, “Take, eat. This is my body.” (Matthew 26:26). 


And the church has been eating ever since. Are you hungry? Come to Vienna Baptist Church because almost every event centers around food. We are having a Guest and New Member luncheon today, a luncheon and Open Forum next Sunday, and deacon group luncheons the following two Sundays. And I have two luncheons on May 4 to attend! Almost everything we do involves food! Why do you think I went into the pastorate? I love to eat! I think I heard my calling to be a pastor while meditating over a piece of fried chicken! One Sunday a member said to me, “No wonder you Baptist pastors have to start small with all the eating you have to do!” I’m twenty-five pounds heavier than before I became a pastor. 
This church is full of hungry people just like the first church there in Jerusalem was full of hungry people.  The report in Acts 2:42 tells us that they devoted themselves . . .  to the breaking of bread. Now the breaking of bread may refer to the weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper, but I imagine that the early church spent a lot of time--as do we--with meals together. In verses 46-47a we read: 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, praising God and having the goodwill [Charis--grace] of all the people. We have on the communion table a platter for serving food here. It’s a symbol of the practice of hospitality. You have in your bulletin a bookmark with ten practices listed. Hospitality is on that list and involves breaking bread. 

Breaking bread has always been a major ministry of church. We break bread often as we sit at round tables and share food and conversation. We gather around the communion table in the worship room and share juice, bread and the presence of Christ. Every church also provides some sort of ministry to those outside the membership who are hungry for food. FACETS, Our Daily Bread, Community Helping Others, and World Hunger Offerings are some of the ways that we feed a hungry world. Today at noon we break bread with new members and guests of VBC. Breaking bread has always been an important aspect of each church and an important ministry to those inside the church as well as to those outside. 

HUNGRY FOR PRAYER: Worship and Contemplation (Candles)
The church’s ministry is not only about breaking bread for stomachs, however. Many caring organizations exist in Vienna to give actual bread to the hungry. What’s unique about the church? The church is open for prayer. We exist not only to feed physical bellies but also feed spiritual heart hungers. They devoted themselves to the breaking of bread and the prayers. . . . And in verse 46 we read, Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple. I guess we could say that a church who eats together prays together. 
We mark each worship service here with the lighting of candles on the communion table. Two are lit today to symbolize we are here to pray and to worship. In this noisy and busy area of Northern Virginia, we hunger for a quiet place where we are not rushed. We come to practice contemplation and to listen for God’s silence. We come to worship and to do more than talk about God and think about God. We come to pray and to worship so we can experience the Divine in our lives as individuals and as a community. The prayers of worship are at the heart of what we are about. Here are two more spiritual practices we find in this verse from Acts—contemplation and worship—and these candles are symbols of these practices.  
HUNGRY FOR TEACHING: Discernment and Reflection (Bible)

They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles.  We also have on the communion table an open Bible. We open this record of the revelation of God and try to find our story in these stories. We follow two more practices--discernment (listening for God’s truth) and reflection (thinking theologically about our world). And the practice of worship (experiencing God) centers on what the Bible offers us. Each week our worship planning team begins with the suggested texts for the day and seeks to offer elements which celebrate and teach the Biblical Word. 


We need all kinds of doors to help people connect to a small group in Vienna Baptist Church--choirs, preschool classes, ministry teams, study groups, spiritual direction groups, gap groups, grief groups, youth activities, children’s activities and Bible School gatherings.  If these do not always point toward the apostles’ teaching, then we as a church don’t need to have them. I believe that we evaluate each activity here by two criteria: does it meet a need and does it form disciples for Jesus. Devoting ourselves to the apostle’s teaching puts us in touch with the only power that can make us a community--the Spirit of God. They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles.
HUNGRY FOR COMMUNITY: Justice, Diversity (Offering Plate)
The Book of Acts tells us that the first Christians also devoted themselves to fellowship: They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and the fellowship. The word translated here is koinonia, which can mean fellowship in a close mutual relationship. It also means “partnership” where we participate and share. I believe that koinonia is what we really want but what really scares us. Do you know why? Acts 2:44-45 tells us, 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.


Those early Christians devoted themselves so much to koinonia that they sold what they had and gave it to the community and shared with one another. Does that scare you that you would care so much for the person sitting next to you today that you would sell your car or your golf clubs and give the proceeds to a common fund so that no one would have too much and everyone would have enough? That’s a dangerous concept--koinonia!


Their goal was not to be a community of niceness where everyone is the same and everyone gets along. The early church, like our church, was diverse. And here is another spiritual practice—diversity: dealing with differences. Welcoming diversity and dealing with our differences is a Christian practice that goes all the way back to the beginning of the church. Another early practice is engaging the powers through the practice of justice. And financial justice is obviously an early practice of the church as well; for they shared their financial resources to help one another.  So here are two more practices: diversity (dealing with differences) and justice (engaging the powers). 
Even if persons don’t know the word koinonia, they are hungry for fellowship/partnership and our church is designed to feed that hunger. Our offering plate on the communion table is a symbol of our willingness to share God’s resources with one another and with those beyond these walls. We come hungry for community and to be part of something bigger than our own individual life. 
BIG ROCKS

The message is very clear. 3,000 did not join the first day because the church primarily wanted to grow. They devoted themselves to the basic practices of the life in Christ—hospitality, worship, contemplation, discernment, reflection, diversity and justice-- and the Holy Spirit generated growth. They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. Vienna Baptist Church exists today, as did the first church in Jerusalem, to feel those hungry for bread, hungry for prayer and worship, hungry for teaching and hungry for partnership. Feeding heart hungers was the first church’s main priority and they did not let other stuff fill up their time.  

Perhaps you may have heard the story of the philosophy professor who stands before her class and picks up a large jar (like this one) and proceeds to fill it with rocks that are about 2 inches in diameter. She then asks the students, “Is this jar full?” They agree that it is. 


So the professor then pours pebbles into the jar. She shakes the jar lightly. The pebbles, of course, roll into the open areas between the rocks. She then asks the students again, “Is this jar full?” They agree it is. 


Then the professor pours sand into the jar. Of course, the sand settles around everything else. “Is the jar full now?” “Yes?” they seem to ask rather than declare. 


The professor takes a pitcher and pours water into the jar until liquid comes to the brim. “Now,” she says, “the jar is full. What did you learn in this exercise?”


A student raises her hand: “Make sure you put in the big rocks first.”


They devoted themselves to the teaching of the apostles and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. These basic practices are the big rocks for any church. Let’s make sure Vienna Baptist Church puts the big rocks in first. 
Blessing: Didache (Hymnal No. 394)

As the bread which we break

was scattered over the mountains

and when brought together became one,

so let your church be brought together

from the ends of the earth into your eternal realm;

for yours is the glory and the power

through Jesus Christ for evermore.

(Didache, 2nd century)
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