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LEARNING FROM ACTS

Early on in the book of Acts we’re given an interesting description of the 
early Christian church. Those early Christians “devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to 
prayer.” Contrast that description to what many churches provide people: 
study groups for every age level, small groups for every interest, folk 
worship, rock worship, liturgical worship. In a culture where churches are 
seen to be more like different burger franchises catering to preferences, 
that description from the book of Acts seems so simplistic. 

On the one hand, church leaders and church members should work to serve 
people within their varying seasons of life. Churches should be cognizant 
that people are looking for certain things from individual churches. But on 
the other hand, should we who are working, living, and growing within a 
culture that is so much about how I want my coffee from my local coffee 
place (no, I don’t want room for cream or sugar) carry with us those ideals 
as we seek out a church? Is the notion of finding a church “to meet my 
needs” somehow flawed? 

If you consider that description of the early church from the book of Acts 
again the focus is on teaching, togetherness, and thanksgiving. All of 
which are inherently not self centered. Maybe when you’re looking for a 
church the better question to ask then is, “Will this church equip me with 
God’s teaching, link me with other Christians (who might even not be like 
me!!!), and lead me to live a life of thanksgiving?” Those might be relatively 
easy questions, but answering them will take some effort.
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LISTEN LIKE A BEREAN

Not too long ago, I purchased a new tent for backpacking. My old tent was 
serviceable, but in my mind it was too heavy, too big, and a pain to pack. 
It didn’t meet my needs. So I went on the hunt for a new tent. I wanted 
something light, a little smaller and would easily fit inside of my bag. I 
went shopping with a short checklist of requirements that I wanted my 
new tent to meet.

Those early Christians had one box on their checklist and it was called 
“apostle’s teaching.” In that description we looked at the first thing they 
did was to devote themselves to the apostles’ teaching. But it really wasn’t 
the apostles’ teaching. The apostles’ were certainly teachers, but it was 
God’s teaching. Before Jesus left this earth he told his disciples to make 
disciples, to baptize people, and to teach them “to obey  everything I have 
commanded you (Matthew 28:20). Similarly, during his ministry, Jesus 
encouraged people to focus on his teaching, “If you hold to my teaching, 
you are really my disciples.” The highest priority in seeking any church is 
to listen to their teaching and to see if it agrees with the Word of God… all 
of it. After all, the Bible is God’s Word to us.

In the second half of the book of Acts, two men named Paul and Silas were 
moving from city to city primarily teaching unbelieving people about God’s 
Word. They came to a city called Berea, which is in modern day northern 
Greece. The book of Acts commends the Bereans because they listened to 
Paul and Silas’ message and then examined it against the Word of God to 
see if what they were teaching agreed with the Bible (Acts 17:11). 

Paul could have been an engaging speaker. Silas could have provided the 
most thought provoking 280 character snippet. They could have been the 
most fantastic tag team duo of pastors Greece had ever seen, but that didn’t 
matter much to the Bereans. Teachings that accurately reflected the Word 
of God mattered most to the Bereans. For them, content was king, not the 
mode of delivery, because the content would feed them spiritually.
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WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

God has much to say in the Bible, all of which is important, but a good 
place to start is the Bible’s two main teachings. One teaching is the law, 
which accuses us and inflicts a sense of guilt and burden. Doesn’t sound 
fun, does it? But it is incredibly necessary because it reveals to us parts of 
ourselves to which we have become blind. The other teaching is the gospel. 
Where the law accuses, the gospel comforts. Where the law causes guilt, 
the gospel frees. And that is good news. When being a Berean, we need to 
listen for each of these teachings.

The teachings of law and gospel are incredibly important when looking for 
a church. First, by listening to those two teachings we are putting the focus 
on what God says to us. This approach establishes the proper placement 
of God as first place in our lives. If we approach finding a church with a 
laundry list of perceived needs, then we are prioritizing our own needs 
over against what God has to say to us.

Second, what we often perceive as needs aren’t actually our deepest needs. 
Our perception is often like a desert mirage – we think those needs will be 
an oasis to us. If our needs are met, our apparent problems will be solved. 
“I need an excellent children’s program for my kids, I need a worship 
band that thrills me, I need a pastor who is in a similar stage of life as me.” 
None of these “needs” are inherently wrong, but when we arrive at the 
fulfillment of those needs our momentary joy dissolves under the stress of 
life and we find that our deeper problems still linger. Only the law can tell 
us what we are lacking, and only the gospel can fill that void.

Finally, the Word with its two main teachings is the only true barometer of 
the church for you. Since we aren’t always the best judges of determining 
between needs and wants, we need something outside of ourselves to 
reveal the difference. In fact, through the use of law and gospel, God will 
begin to reorder your needs.
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LISTEN FOR THE LAW

A quick reading of Romans 3 will demonstrate just how necessary both 
law and gospel are. Inside of each one of us is a voice that tells us, “Well, I’m 
not as bad as so-and-so.” Inside each one of us there is a voice that tells us, 
“I’m not that bad and I should be told as much.” This is a dangerous voice 
to listen to, as this is the same voice that leads us to put ourselves and our 
own needs first.

That’s why we need the law to reveal to us how afflicted by sin we are. 
Paul (the same Paul from the book of Acts) in Romans 3 says, “There is no 
one righteous, not even one.” You, me, and our next door neighbors are all 
under the burden of sin. Not one of us is without sin. Because we each have 
an inner voice which tells us otherwise, we need to be told consistently of 
how much we need to be saved.

Since the law is one of the two main teachings of Scripture and since we 
desperately need to hear that we aren’t as good as we might think, we need 
a church which actively preaches the law. After a sermon ask yourself, 
“Have one of my particular sin problems been shown to me?” If the answer 
is yes, that’s good, but there is still another necessary question to ask.

I know guilt, sin, burden and punishment aren’t fun things to realize or 
talk about. The law cuts us to the heart and prepares us to receive eternal 
freedom and unlimited forgiveness. The law is necessary because it 
prepares us to ask the next and most vital question. 
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LISTEN FOR THE GOSPEL

Since you and I, because of our lack of righteousness, are in need of saving, 
we also need a Savior. Since we are in need of saving, we can’t be the ones 
to do the saving. We are the person in distress who needs a hero to swoop 
in to rescue us. Another, and the most important, question to ask when 
listening to a sermon is, “Who is the hero of this sermon?” The pastor? The 
congregation? Me?

Paul doesn’t let his readers linger long under the weight of the law. After 
showing us our desperate need for saving he immediately pans the camera 
to the hero. “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been 
made known” (Romans 3:21). He moves his proverbial camera until it comes 
into crystal clear focus, “This righteousness from God comes through faith 
in Jesus Christ to all who believe” (Romans 3:22). And then he continues to 
follow Jesus all the way to his cross, “[All] are justified freely by his grace 
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus” (Romans 3:24). Jesus 
and his perfect life lived for us and life given up for us is the only hero of 
Scripture.

This good news is the only answer to our sin problems. It is the only thing 
that can give us lasting comfort. It is the only thing that frees us from 
our deepest problems of sin and death. In Christ we are forgiven and in 
Christ we will rise to life. This is the message which takes hold of us and 
begins to rearrange our priorities and what we perceive to be needs. It is 
through this message that we are empowered to find togetherness and live 
in thankfulness.
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A PATHWAY TO SPIRITUAL GROWTH

We often begin to view church like this: turkey sandwich, Netflix, LaCroix, 
toothpaste, toilet paper, church. Church becomes one more thing on a long 
list of things that we consume. Church can’t just be simplified to a one 
hour event each week which answers our momentary and fleeting needs. 
Church is so much more. A pastor’s job is to prepare believers to do life in 
this world. Scripture says as much – God gave pastors “to equip his people 
for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up” (Ephesians 
4:12).

How does that spiritual maturing take place? Go back to the beginning. We 
grow in spiritual knowledge through the preaching and teaching of God’s 
Word –– both law and gospel. These things will lead us to think less and 
less about my desires, my wants, and my plans, and it will lead us to think 
more and more about the greater body of believers and how we can serve 
both God and one another.

Our desire to live a life of service can never be fueled by a sense of guilt. 
Guilt is certainly a motivator, but only temporarily until we grow tired 
or even forgetful. Guilt will lead us to serve and maybe that service gives 
us joy because we did something good. Guilt leads us to service but only 
because it makes us feel better about ourselves. In the long term, guilt as a 
motivating factor will lead us to weariness and resentment. We can only 
be told to do better and try harder for so long until we begin to give up.

This is, once again, why God’s Word – and particularly the gospel – is so 
necessary. The gospel is what helps us understand that the 80 year old and 
27 year old, the black man and white woman, the artist and the engineer, 
aren’t entirely different from one another. Remember, ALL have been 
justified and all believers are a part of the body. 
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TOGETHERNESS

The gospel leads us to gather with people who are quite different. When 
finding a church we often look for the church to serve us in our individual 
niche contexts. So then we look for groups which apply to us. Yet, The 
encouragement and growth that comes through gospel proclamation 
happens in community and that means you can actually grow through 
people who are very unlike you.

1 Corinthians 12 tells us that believers are members of the body of Christ. He 
is the head and we are the parts of the body. The differences found within 
different people of the body is what makes it function well. A body of all 
eyes could not function as a body. A body of all feet would just be gross. 
People who are different from you are important. And maybe someone 
within that group of 80 year olds was once just like you, and can provide 
you with some encouragement.  

We don’t necessarily need a singles group or a moms get-together or a 
professionals morning bible study, what we need is encouragement from 
the Word through pastors and peers. Community doesn’t come from having 
every single thing in common, it comes from being united by a common 
attitude and goals. When attitudes and goals seem wide and varying, the 
gospel does the heavy lifting of uniting and changing us. Suddenly, those 
attitudes and goals become more about living together in thankfulness.

A Church Shoppers Guide to Finding a Church Home   7



THANKFULNESS

Thankfulness is externally focused – someone or something leads us to an 
attitude of thanks. When we approach finding a church, we often focus 
on those perceived needs and what the church can do for me. Often our 
perceived needs are internally focused. However, Scripture speaks more 
frequently about church being a gathering of people united in service to 
God and others.

If we understand who we are in light of the law, then Jesus’ love for us is an 
incredible thing. His love moved him to die for people who disobeyed him 
and were focused more on themselves. “Greater love has no one than this,” 
John wrote, “to lay down one’s life for one’s friends” (John 15:13). It’s this 
love that is active in our hearts and minds. Paul speaks of this very power 
in Christ’s love, “For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced 
that one died for all, and therefore all died. And he died for all, that those 
who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for 
them and was raised again” (2 Corinthians 5:14-15). Christ’s love works on 
us and causes us to focus less on our own desires, but more and more to 
daily live in service to him. 

This kind of thankfulness can be shown primarily in service to one 
another and by encouraging fellow believers in their faith lives. It can be 
shown by wanting to gather with one another over food. It can be shown 
by remembering one another in our prayers. It can be shown through 
demonstrations of love prompted by Jesus’ love for us.

That kind of love is found nowhere other than in “the apostles teaching.” 
Which is really to say God’s teaching––his Word. The right church for you 
is one that reveals your deepest needs, weekly shows you that Jesus is the 
hero of your life, and one that encourages you through the gospel to live in 
community and service to one another. 
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FINDING HOME

Questions to Ask

• Have one of my particular sin problems been shown to me?

• Who was the hero of the sermon?

• Have I been shown how Jesus is my Savior?

• Have I been encouraged to live a life of thankfulness not by guilt but 
because of what God has done for me?

other ConsiderAtions

• Does the church have a statement of beliefs which agrees with 
        God’s Word?

• Does the church celebrate Baptism and Lord’s Supper? Is the focus of 
each on people or Christ?

• Pray that God would lead you to a Christ-centered 
church that proclaims the “apostle’s teaching.”
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LOOKING FOR A NEW CHURCH?
Come check us out.
Sundays at 10am.

CURIOUS ABOUT WHAT WE TEACH?
Get in touch with us. 

Talk to our pastor.
Take a class.

22500 Route 11
Watertown, NY 13601

(315) 523-7454

facebook.com/nnyredemption
pastor@nnyredemption.com


