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Reflection: 

• When you meet together at ‘church’ what is the most 

important agenda?  Number in order of importance. 

 Offertory  PowerPoint 

 Prayers  Fellowship 

 Lord’s Prayer  Communion 

 Praise/Singing  Bible Talk/Sermon 

 Welcoming  Choir Anthem 

 Announcements  Apostles Creed 

 Bible Reading/s  Comment Cards 

 Speaking in Tongues  Morning Tea/Supper 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What should ‘worship’ look like at our Sunday Church gatherings? Is it to 
exercise the gifts that God has given us in a way that is pleasing to him (Rom 
12:1-8)? Is it to fast or to pray (Acts 13:2-3)? Is it to call pagans to submit to 
Jesus (1 Cor 14:25)? Is it to hear the apostles teaching, have fellowship, 
break bread and prayer (Acts 2:42)? Is it to speak to one another with psalms, 
hymns and spiritual songs, making music in your heart to the Lord (Eph 5:19)? 
Is it to heal and perform signs and wonders through the name of Jesus (Acts 
4:30)? Is it to declare the mystery of the gospel fearlessly (Eph 6:19-20)? 
 
The aim of this study to work out how the New Testament directs Christians 
when they gather together. There are three main agendas. 
 

1) Gathering to – express fellowship in Christ 
 

NIV 
Acts 2:42-47 

They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the 
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 

43
 Everyone was 

filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by 
the apostles. 

44
 All the believers were together and had everything in 

common. 
45

 Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone 
as he had need. 

46
 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, 

47
 praising God and enjoying the favor of all 

the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were 
being saved. 

 
Acts 2:42-47 follows immediately after the Holy Spirit descends on the early 
Christians at Pentecost. The apostle Peter preaches and calls everyone to 
‘repent and be baptized…in the name of Jesus Christ’ (Acts 2:38). The 
immediate response is that three thousand become Christian. Their first act of 
‘worship’ is then to devote themselves to the apostles teaching, fellowship, 
breaking of bread and to prayer (2:42). 
 
We have to be a little careful with this verse. It is often read out of context and 
used exclusively to talk about what should happen when ’church’ meets. This 
verse is not prescriptive (giving directions or commands) but rather is 
descriptive (it explains what or why). In other words verse 2:42 explains some 
of the things that occurred in various contexts in the early church. 
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Reflection: 

• What place does food have in your regular church 

gathering? Is it a good thing? 

We will look at each in turn: 

• The Apostles’ teaching  
o This passage tells us that they were meeting in the temple 

courts (2:46). Several times in Acts we are told of what the 
Apostles were doing in the temple courts – they were teaching 
(c.f. Acts 3:11-26; 5:21) 

o Their teaching however was not necessarily restricted to the 
temple courts – it extended to the homes of the early Christians 
(c.f. Acts 5:42; 8:3; 10:22; 12:12; 16:32; 20:20; Rom 16:5; 1 Cor 
16:19; Col 4:15; Philemon 1:2) 

o And so their gathering was not due to the physical surroundings 
– it was caused by the desire to by taught by the apostles. 

 

• Fellowship  
o ‘Fellowship’ in the context of Acts 2 probably refers to the mutual 

sharing of belongings to ensure that they cared for ‘anyone in 
need’ (2:45). 

o It must have been quite a treat to be part of a group that shared 
all in common. 

o I often wonder whether our modern day ‘houseparty’ is a 
glimpse of what Acts calls ‘fellowship’. 

o Of course – there is no ‘fellowship’ if it is not united to Christ. 
 

• Breaking of Bread  
o Often this expression has been used to suggest that church 

should always have a communion. That is not the case. 
o Firstly, it is not a command (remember it is descriptive). 

Secondly, verse 46 seems to suggest something much less 
formal – the sharing of meals in people’s homes and sharing the 
bread that you have. 

o There of course is no problem in holding communion in church. 
It helps us to remember what Jesus did as the ‘Passover lamb’. 

o This verse however is not specifically calling for a communion. 
 
 
 
 

• Prayer  
o As you consider the references in Acts that speak about prayer it 

becomes obvious that prayer was an activity that happened 
frequently and in varied contexts. 

o Prayer occurred… 
� As a core activity (Acts 1:14) 
� At the temple (Acts 3:1) 
� Alongside the ‘Ministry of the Word’ (Acts 2:42; 6:4) 
� Alongside thanksgiving (Acts 4:24, 31) 
� As a means of asking for help (Acts 10:31; 12:5, 12) 
� Alongside fasting (Acts 13:3; 14:23) 
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Exercise: 

• What a privilege it is to be able to talk to God in Prayer. Why not do that, in 

table groups, asking God for his help in understanding his Word. 

Exercise: 

• Check out the following texts.  

a) In each who is being served/built up? 

b) How or what means is being employed to build them up? 

- Jer 24:6   - Heb 10:24-25 

- 1 Cor 14:3-5   - 1 Cor 14:12 

- 2 Cor 12:19   - 2 Cor 13:8-10 

- 1 Thess 5:11   - Eph 4:11-16 

 

 
2) Gathering to – edify the church 

 

NIV 
Colossians 3:15-17 

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one 
body you were called to peace. And be thankful. 

16 
Let the word of 

Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with 
all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with 
gratitude in your hearts to God. 

17 
And whatever you do, whether in 

word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through him. 

 
In Paul’s letter to the church at Colossae, he encourages the Christians to live 
together in such a way that they are holy – that is set apart from the World. 
They are to set such an example that the Lord Jesus will be honoured and in 
doing so the members of the church would build one another up in faith. 
 

a) Building one another up 
 
How is it that they are to build one another up? It is by letting the Word of 
Christ dwell richly by constantly admonishing and teaching one another (Col 
3:16). Notice however that there are several ways that the Word is taught – as 
you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs for example. However it is done, it 
is done, wisely, with gratitude in their hearts, and above all in the name of the 
Lord Jesus Christ by giving thanks to God (c.f. Eph 5:19-20). 
 
In Paul’s letters we frequently read him using edification language when 
referring to what should happen when Christians met. Consider 1 Corinthians 
14:26:  

‘When you come together, everyone has a hymn, or a word of 
instruction, a revelation, a tongue or an interpretation. All of these must 
be done for the strengthening of the church’  

 
To edify is to ‘build up’ or as this translation puts it is the ‘strengthening of the 
church’. The purpose is to ensure that believers are upheld and encouraged 
as they met together. But to what end – to glorify themselves or to make one 
another feel better? No, they build one another up in order to build up the 
body of believers. 
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Reflection: 

Have you ever met someone at church who comes ‘to privately 

meet with God’ – often they come only when communion is served, 

or they arrive, sit in the pews and leave as soon as the service is 

over? 

• What is wrong about their view of worship? 

• How can we love and edify them? 

Edification occurs when Christians minister to one another in word and deed, 
seeking to express and encourage a Christ-centered faith, hope and love that 
reaches out also to those who are as yet unsaved. Christians are a family, 
God’s temple and the body of Christ (1 Pet 1:22; 2:4-5) and so as such are 
bound to grow together toward Christian maturity. Therefore when we meet in 
Church we should ensure every effort is given to serve that end. The question 
to ask of every effort of our gathering is: ‘Is it edifying?’ or ‘Does it build people 
up as believers?’1 
 

b) Spiritual Gifts 
 
What gifts do I have to edify others? In church circles you often will hear 
people talking about ‘identifying their gifts’. The language used can be 
misleading. The discussion can move away from how different people can 
serve others in the name of Christ and it moves more toward a self-gratifying 
exercise to identify what an individual might be good at (or often what an 
individual feels comfortable doing!2) In 1 Corinthians 14 Paul rebukes those 
who are more interesting in their own ‘gift’ than they are for the way they can 
edify another. The example given is speaking in tongues and it is contrasted 
with the gift of prophecy.3 Paul says the speaking is tongues is good (1 Cor 
14:5, 18), but not if it is simply done to build the individual tongue speaker up 
(1 Cor 14:1-6). The rebuke is simply because the goal in a Christian gathering 
is not first and foremost self-edification. 
 
There are 10 spiritual gifts mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12 and there are other 
lists throughout the New Testament all of which are different (Rom 12:6-8; 
Eph 4:11; 1 Pet 4:10-11). Some gifts appear mundane and run-of-the-mill, 
whereas others appear impressive. The point is not specifically what the gift 
is, but rather how the gift is used. 
 
Suppose a church happens to have many people ‘gifted’ at playing the bag-
pipes. They are good at it and proud about their ability. If every bag-piper 
insisted that they exercise that good gift that God has given them when the 
church meets, then the gathering would be chaos!4 Furthermore, while these 
bag-pipers struggle to use there gifts, what happens to the other roles that will 
allow the church to assemble. Do they wait until someone realizes they have 
the gift of providing morning tea? God has given a great variety of gifts to 
each person, but he has given them so that they might be used to serve him 
and others. Christians should ask themselves not ‘What is my gift?’ but ‘How 
can I serve?’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
  V. Roberts, True Worship (Carlisle: Authentic Lifestyle, 2002), 59 

2
  In my more cynical moments I often wonder when some people say they don’t have the ‘gift for evangelism’ 

that they are really saying that they just don’t want to do evangelism! The phrase ‘Copout’ comes to mind! 
3
  ‘Tongues’ is never really defined in the New Testament, whereas ‘Prophecy’ is – see Rev 19:10’ 

4
  This illustration is shamelessly ripped off from Vaughan Roberts, True Worship, 75. 
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c) The most excellent way 
 
How is it that we should exercise these gifts? In love. Paul repeatedly talks 
about serving others in love. In 1 Corinthians between a chapter on ‘spiritual 
gifts’ (12) and a chapter on using the gift of tongues and prophecy (14) he 
speaks of the most excellent way that Christians should exercise whatever 
gifts they have and it is in love – 1 Corinthians 13. 
 
In Ephesians 4:14-16 he encourages the church to speak ‘the truth in love’. It 
appears that to truly love someone it must be in the context of truth (c.f. also 1 
Cor 14:16-17). As we meet together we can encourage them to use their gifts 
– in edification of others. 
 

d) the God dimension 
 
If I spend all my time working out how to serve and edify others, how do I 
‘worship God’? We worship God because of who he is and what he has done 
for us in Jesus. As we ‘edify others’, we edify them in the name of Jesus – in 
other words with the specific purpose of seeing them grow in their relationship 
with God.  
 

Singing or Praising God - In Colossians 3:16 Paul encourages 
Christians to ‘teach and admonish one another with all wisdom as you sing 
psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God’ and in 
Ephesians 5:19 he encourages Christians to ‘speak to one another with 
psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the 
Lord’. In both cases the psalms, hymns and spiritual songs are sung dually to 
one another and to God.  

Praying – Prayer is often thought of as the way we as an individual 
speaking exclusively to God. This is true, but it is also to narrow a conclusion. 
Prayer is also a very public activity. His direction to churches is to pray and to 
bring their requests before God – this is an activity that can happen privately 
and corporately (Phil 4:6; Eph 6:18). 

Prayer is also connected often by Paul with thanksgiving. In most of 
Paul’s’ general letters he models for us a pattern of prayer and thanksgiving. 
Paul often offers thanksgiving for the churches by thanking God (Rom 1:8; 1 
Cor 1:4-9; Eph 1:15-17; Phil 1:3-6; Col 1:3-6; 1 Thess 1:2-3; 2 Thess 1:3-4), 
he offers spontaneous outbursts of praise (Rom 15:9-12; Phil 1:11),  and 
doxologies (Rom 11:33-36; 16:25-27; Eph 3:20-21). 

 
  

As we participate in the edification of the church, it is an expression of our 
thankfulness and devotion in service to God. There is a two way agenda 
occurring. Consider back to Unit 2 – our Christian Worship is seen in our 
obedience to God. We serve God by means of our service to others. Our 
expressions of faith (singing, praying etc.) are themselves a means of further 
encouragement and ministry to the church. 
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Reflection: 

• How does this change/ shape or reinforce your thinking 

about the place of  these components of our church 

gatherings 

a) Singing or Praise Time 

b) Preaching 

c) Prayers 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3) Gathering to – be mutually encouraged in Christ. 
 
What however is the final goal? The goal of the Christian life should be to 
share in the final glorification of Gods people – to share in the heavenly 
inheritance (Col 1:5; Rev 21:1-4).  
 

NIV 
Hebrews 10:24-25 

And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and 
good deeds. 

25
 Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the 

habit of doing, but let us encourage one another-- and all the more as 
you see the Day approaching. 

 
While we wait we are called to: 

• Mutually encourage one another. One way of doing that is regularly 
meeting with one another.5 

• Provoking one another to godly living. Spur one another on. We live in 
a world that often ridicules Christians for what they believe. Meeting 
with other Christians is a God given privilege to help encourage and 
spur one another through the burdens (c.f. Heb 10:32-34). This 
passage encourages the Christian to do deeds that are loving and 
good. Why would that be a problem? Sometimes it is hard to love those 
who oppose you – those in church should be the ones who understand 
that better than anyone. Joining with them should be an 
encouragement. 

• Maintain confidence while waiting for the kingdom. A church that has its 
hope firmly placed in the gospel of Jesus are by definition looking 
forward to his return. The church meeting has the special task of 
enabling believers to maintain their confidence in Christ firmly to the 
end (Heb 3:12-14). 

 

                                                 
5
  What is ‘regular’? Often people who come to church two out of four times still consider themselves ‘regular’. 

If their car only started 2 out the four times they tried, but you think they would consider their car ‘regular’?! 

� � 
� Encouraging & exhorting 

 one another Praying & Singing to God 

Listening to God’s Word 

� 
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Exercise: 
a) Consider the service gathering agenda items that you rated at the beginning of 

this seminar. Would you change anything? 

 

 

Conclusion 
 
At church, we gather first to express our fellowship in Christ. Second to edify 
the church – that is the body of believers in Christ. We do that by building one 
another up, using the gifts that allow us to serve others in love and do it in 
such a way that honours God. Finally we gather to be mutually encouraged as 
Christians while we wait for Christ’s return. 
 
. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For next Week: 
 

• Read Unit 4.   
 
 

References (for possible further reading) 
 
V. Roberts, ‘The Purpose of Christian Meetings’ in True Worship (Carlisle: 

Authentic Lifestyle, Rpt 2002), 56-83. 
 
  

Application: 

Think back over the points this seminar has raised for you and consider your 

involvement at church. 

• What are three things you need to change about the way you think about 

church? 

1) 

 

2) 

 

3) 

 

• This Sunday, what are three things that you will do differently as a result of 

this seminar? 

1) 

 

2) 

 

3) 

 

• Pray about your decisions 


