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“THE MARKS OF A MISSIONAL CHURCH:

THE JESUS PERSPECTIVE”

Acts 2:42-47

“A missional church is one that incarnates the life and ministry of Jesus Christ and thus extends God’s mission in the world.  It is filled with the Spirit so that it proclaims good news to the poor and release to the captives.  It receives the unconditional love of God, so that it can reflect the unconditional love of God.  It follows Jesus in personal and corporate life and practices the disciplines necessary to be followers.  Then it invites others to follow Jesus as fellow disciples.  It seeks the Kingdom of God and serves the Kingdom of God above all else.  It is global in its vision and incarnational in its ministry.  It embraces the suffering of people and identifies with the poor.”

--Dr. Daniel Vestal

Fred Craddock is one of the most often quoted preachers in our country today.  He tells the following story which is appropriate for our lesson this week.  He was serving in a little village near Watts Barr Lake, between Chattanooga and Knoxville.  It was the custom in that church that on every Easter there would be a baptismal service.  On this particular Easter, at around sundown Craddock, and all of the baptismal candidates moved out along the sandbar into the water across to the shore where the congregation had gathered, singing around the campfire and cooking supper.  The little church had constructed booths with hanging blankets for changing clothes.  As the candidates moved from the water, they went into the booths, changed clothes and went to be close to the fire at the center of the group.  Last of all Craddock then moved from the water and changed his clothes and joined his congregation near the fire.

Once everyone was around the fire, and this was a ritual tradition, Glenn Hickey, introduced the new people and gave their names, where they lived, and what kind of work they did.  Then the congregation formed a circle around them, and each person in the circle would say their name and something like this, “My name is…and if you ever need somebody to do washing and ironing…My name is…and if you ever need someone to chop wood…My name is…and if you ever need somebody to baby sit…My name is…and if you ever need anybody to repair your house…My name is…and if you ever need someone to sit with you when you are sick…My name is…and if you ever need a car to go to town…” and around the circle they went.

Then the group would eat their meal together, and then they had a square dance.  And then at a time that they all knew would come, Percy Miller would stand up with his thumbs in his bib overalls and say, “Time to go,” and everybody left.  Percy lingered behind and, with his big shoe, kicked sand over the dying fire.  And on that first experience of this service, Percy looked over and said, “Preacher Craddock, folks don’t’ ever get any closer than this.”  And Craddock in telling the story says, “In that little community they have a name for that.  In that community their name for that is `church’.  They call that church!”

Now that’s a nice, feel good story, but it is a story that begs a question.  Looking from within and gazing from without—Do they call this church?  Do we love one another like that, without worry of how the world perceives us?  Does the world know that this is the place that they can come in when all the rest of world has gone out and the wind chill of broken relationships and life’s stresses and strains and upheavals has left them all alone?  Do we realize that in reality people are not looking for right doctrine or theology, that in essence they are simply looking for a place that they can be loved and give love in return?  People are not really looking for pristine buildings, perfect preaching, masterful music; they are looking for love.  As George Mason, Pastor of Wilshire Baptist Church says, “People are looking for imperfect people who will not quit practicing until they get their love down perfectly.”

Carl Sandburg was right when someone posed the question to him, “What is the ugliest word in the human language?”  Sandburg strained in his deliberation and finally answered with these words, “The ugliest word in the human language is…exclusive.”  But how do we do it?  How do we take this common experience that we call church and mold it with a common purpose to achieve that uncommon experience of God’s ideal for us as His church?  In essence, the question begs itself, “What are the marks of a missional church?”

To establish the context for this lesson, please first refer to the following perspectives on the essence of the gospel message and how that message is played out in the lives of believers in our world today.  Consider the following passages:

“For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.” (John 3:16-17 NIV)
“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor."  (Luke 4:18-19 NIV)

“So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer.  Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!  All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:  that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God.  God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Corinthians 5:16-21 NIV)

The Gospel that is in Jesus Christ is that we, as the missional church and as missional Christians, are to understand that God is “recreating, renewing, reconciling, and restoring a broken and fallen world.”  That is the essence of the Gospel message.  But, it extends even further—we are involved with Him in the fulfillment of that mission and calling.  This leads us to an understanding and an affirmation of what it means for us to be missional churches and Christians.  We, as Dr. Vestal says, become passionate about understanding and accepting the calling that is ours to be the true church that we have been created to be.  We become passionate about the mission of God in Christ to reconcile and recreate the world entrusted to us.  It begins with the individual believer and continues through the corporate church.

If that is the case, what is the vision that Christ has for the Church today?  To get an appropriate answer to that question, we look to our focal passage of study for this week, Acts 2:42-47.  Once again look at how these early disciples gave expression with boldness and with a refreshed spirit to God’s vision and intent for His church to become His continuing presence.  Pentecost had come and the fresh and mighty wind of God’s Spirit had descended on His people.  God was present, but that was only the beginning of what He would do in forming this rag-tag band of followers into the Church universal.  Here’s how they gave expression to that uncommon experience that each of us who call ourselves believers has experienced as well.  “They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  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.”  What are the marks of a missional church as pointed out in this classic text?  

First, they devoted themselves to the fellowship.  [It is interesting to note that each verb in verses 42-47 is a finite verb that is in the imperfect tense.  This tense expresses an action that was done in the past and continues on in the present, denoting a habitual way of life.]  Back to the word, fellowship.  This word is koinonia, which is built upon the root word, koinos.  Real simply this word means “common.”  This early church was made up of ordinary people who had had an extraordinary experience, and who shared the common life, which they had in Christ.  They were bound together in community.  This is not mere cooperation.  Cooperation in and of itself is not good and it is not bad—like Frank Stagg says, “It is a colorless neutral.”  Gangsters cooperate together and band themselves together for a common goal, and they often achieve cooperation in their crime.  Cooperation is easy—it is meaningless—it is “achieved daily by men who happen to have their desires shared by others.”  This is not what was happening in Jerusalem.  This is not what Christ has ultimately called His church to be.  But what is it though?  What was it that these early believers held in common?  What was the root of this genuine fellowship?  Karl Barth, the great German theologian said this, “Genuine fellowship is grounded upon a negative; it is grounded in what men lack.  Precisely when we realize that we are all sinners, do we in reality perceive that we are all brothers.”  Think about it—when we think in terms of our virtues, our rights, and our works, we do become jealous competitors, but when we think of our sin, we are brothers and sisters.  These early believers gave themselves to the task of common life, of common community, to the fellowship.

Second, they devoted themselves to breaking of the bread.  We are not sure if this is symbolic of a common meal or of the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.  What we are sure about is that this breaking of the bread symbolized oneness in Christ.  What we are sure about is that the breaking of the bread did symbolize these disciple’s oneness in Christ.  Sitting at the table together, which is the universal symbol of friendship, did symbolize that in Christ there is indeed no east or west, no slave or free, no male nor female, no Jew nor Gentile—for we are all one in Christ.  One cannot help but to be reminded of the Old Testament story of Joseph.  Hated by his brothers, sold into slavery, rising to the pinnacle of power second only to Pharaoh in all of Egypt—but Joseph was a Hebrew, not a full member of the Egyptian community.  As such, he could never enjoy table fellowship, the symbol of community, with his fellow Egyptians, even with his wife who was herself an Egyptian.  

So there was this sense of common need among these first century disciples—a need for community, a need for fellowship.  It was a need which expressed itself in understanding what their limitations were—their own personal sinfulness.  But even in the midst of that they were all filled with awe.  With that awe came miraculous signs and wonders.  With that awe all believers were together and had everything in common.  With that awe came the voluntary selling of everything for the common good.  With that awe came the gift of inclusion, not the sin of exclusion.  It has often been said that the hardest thing for the church today to unlearn is exclusiveness.  Our world and its value system constantly stress to us the sin of exclusion.  You have to be correct to be accepted.  You have to have just the right political correctness, just the right social correctness, just the right educational correctness, and sadly today in many churches, you have to have just the right theological correctness.  If you are not correct—you are isolated and excluded.  Harold Kushner in his book, Who Needs God, includes a chapter entitled “More Die of Loneliness.”  In that chapter he makes the point that our emphasis today on personal independence and individualism has left our society with an atmosphere of lonely competitiveness, whereby we see others as rivals or our enemies.  Joel Block, the noted psychologist, stated in a survey that he conducted that only one in five Americans had a real friend with whom they can confide.  The world’s value system has geared itself in such a way that this cycle will never be broken.  Hence, the need for true community exists within the church.  Hence, the need expresses itself for the church to model true acceptance.  Hence, the need for the church to model true forgiveness is mandated.  No one ever has to be lonely again.  As one has said, “When I became a Christian, I found the boat in which I thought I was very alone, to actually be very crowded.”  

A cord of three strands is not easily broken.  We need each other in community.  What we hold together in common is far greater than that which will ever separate us and far greater than anything we could ever hold in difference.  At the 1967 Southern Baptist Convention, Gert Behenna detailed her life as an alcoholic and her subsequent conversion to Jesus Christ.  At the conclusion of her address to the convention the crowd erupted with a thunderous standing ovation.  Gert returned to the microphone and said, “Now you know you are not applauding an old drunk like me.  That’s just the Jesus in you meeting the Jesus in me.  Now let’s both give him a hand!”  “The Jesus in you meeting the Jesus in me!”  That’s real community!

So what will we do with this experience that we call church?  Will we dare to be different?  Will we dare to commit ourselves to practicing our love inside and outside the church until we get it down perfectly?  Will we bind our lives together so that the cords will never be broken?

An old African king is dying.  He calls his people to his side and gives each of his many offspring, wives, and relatives a short and sturdy stick.  Break the stick, he tells them.  They each strain to break the stick, but all are able to snap the stick in two.  This is how it is when a soul is alone and without anyone.  They can easily be broken, he says.  Next he gives them all another stick and says, This is how I would like to live after I pass.  Tie your sticks in bundles of twos and threes.  He waits as they arrange the bundles of sticks according to his wishes.  Now break the bundles in half, says the old king.  No one can break the sticks, no matter how hard they try.  The old man smiles:  We are strong when we stand with another soul.  When we are with others, we cannot be broken.

How though does all of this happen?  How does a church move from being a mission-minded church to being a missional church exemplifying the characteristics set forth in Acts 2?  The image that Dr. David Hughes, Pastor of First Baptist Church of Winston-Salem, NC, is profound.  Dr. Hughes says that we become the missional church by moving with the cloud and following the fire.  This is, of course, a reference to the Old Testament where when the Israelites wandered in the wilderness, God gave them a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night to follow.  When the cloud moved, they moved; and when the cloud stopped they stopped.  Ken Blanchard though is absolutely correct when he says, “Knowing where you are going is the first step to getting there.”  We must be very intentional in knowing our destination in becoming the missional church.  But the journey will be filled with challenges along the way because, in essence, we are becoming the incarnational presence of Jesus Christ as we journey together.  In reality all mission is incarnational though.  Michael Riddell says, “Participating in the mission of God means leaving our place of security, to travel to the place where others are.  This is the heartbeat of incarnation…Mission is always in the direction of the other, away from ourselves.”  Perhaps that is why so many churches today cannot accept the call to be missional.  They are so consumed with themselves that they cannot truly see the lost and dying world right outside their door.  But, in reality, this call is not optional.  We are indeed to be the transforming presence of Jesus Christ in our world every day.

Milfred Minatrea, in his wonderful book, Shaped By God’s Heart¸ suggests that the missional church expresses its passion for being missional in four dimensions.  Each of these dimensions mirror the aforementioned Acts 2 passage related to the call to be the “church.”  The first dimension is that missional churches love God.  Missional churches make no mistake about the first and greatest commandment, “'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37 NIV).  Missional churches have the intimacy with the Father that was discussed in last week’s lesson as Jesus prayed to His Abba Father.  They know the Father, and that knowledge leads quite naturally to a deep and abiding love for Him.  The second dimension is that missional churches live His mission.  More will be said related to this point in next week’s lesson as we examine Christ’s words in the Great Commission. When we truly live His mission—and all that is involved in that mission—we cannot help but be missional in our perspective.  The third dimension follows quite naturally—it is that missional churches love people.  Indeed we come to “love our neighbor as we love ourself.”  God’s heart begins to shape our heart.  We begin to love people without reservation.  “By this shall all men know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”  Love God, live His mission, and love His people.  This brings us to the final dimension in which we lead people to follow Jesus Christ.  This is the call to authentic discipleship.  This is the call to spiritual formation.  This is the call to pray as Jesus prayed.  This is the call to be the missional church.  Thus, if you picture each of these dimensions in a circular pattern beginning with loving God and concluding with leading people to follow, you will quickly see that the pattern will never end.  The force of the process continues to push outward, not inward, and the result is that the mission of God is more fully understood and realized by His people.  

As the missional church seeks to be the transforming presence of Christ in our world today, we need to be reminded of the words of the song that Aladdin sang as he showed Princess Jasmine the spectacular world that was right outside her door.  It is the same kind of world that awaits each of us today!  It is a whole new world!

“I can show you the world

Shining, shimmering, splendid

Tell me, princess, now when did you last let your heart decide?


I can open your eyes

Take you wonder by wonder

Over, sideways and under

On a magic carpet ride

A whole new world

A new fantastic point of view

No one to tell us no

Or where to go

Or say we're only dreaming

A whole new world

A dazzling place I never knew

But when I'm way up here

It's crystal clear

That now I'm in a whole new world with you

Now I'm in a whole new world with you

Unbelievable sights

Indescribable feeling

Soaring, tumbling, freewheeling

Through an endless diamond sky

A whole new world

Don't you dare close your eyes

A hundred thousand things to see

Hold your breath - it gets better

I'm like a shooting star

I've come so far

I can't go back to where I used to be

A whole new world

Every turn a surprise

With new horizons to pursue

Every moment red-letter

I'll chase them anywhere

There's time to spare

Let me share this whole new world with you

A whole new world

That's where we'll be

A thrilling chase

A wondrous place

For you and me”

It is a totally and completely new world that awaits the church, the missional church, to be that transforming presence of Christ.  Will we meet the challenge?  Will I meet the challenge?
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