“Why Are We Here?” 

Acts 14:21-28

I served with John Tweedie and Don Prince and Joe Campbell and a few others on a Steering Committee in 1988 that was seeking to form a new church in Canada.

We had all left the United Church of Canada over issues of basic belief.  We were also frustrated that the structure of the denomination had been manipulated by certain groups, so that decisions were made and implemented in spite of the fact that the vast majority of the members of the Church, within its local congregations, disagreed with those decisions.

As a Steering Committee, attempting to reflect the views of the people in the congregations we served, we wanted to maintain some of the strengths of the denomination we had left.

The strengths we saw in the United Church were:

Its national character, stretching from coast to coast across Canada.

Its emphasis on the ministry of all believers, not just clergy.

Its ability to recognize and embrace a variety of expressions of worship.

We came to realize that these needs could be met by a fellowship that was congregational in structure.

We could have fellowship between congregations without a Head Office and local district offices to set and implement policy which congregations did not support.

We could have real lay participation and leadership in decision-making, instead of everything being dominated by clergy and semi-professional lay people who knew the Manual inside-out.

We could have a variety and freedom in worship and practice without being extreme and anti-biblical.

These things were part of our vision as a Steering Committee.  

We discovered that our vision matched the goals and purposes of the Congregational Christian Churches in Ontario.  After much prayer, this group took us in and welcomed us, and we became the Congregational Christian Churches in Canada.

Unfortunately, our vision for a congregational church across Canada became distorted, and then replaced by one that is really not congregational at all.

So we have left the CCCC, and we are searching again for a way to be a national fellowship of congregational churches. 

That’s a thumbnail sketch of our history as a congregational church, and why we are here.  But I would like to go back farther into history.  

I am reminded of the words of Billy Graham.  He was in Toronto, I believe to conduct a crusade, and some of the ministers in the city were critical of his ministry.  They said that he was setting the church back 100 years.  He said he was disappointed, because he intended to set the church back 2000 years, to the vibrant church described in the book of Acts.  That is what we need to do as well.

Here in Acts 14, we see some prototypical congregational churches in Derbe, Lystra, Iconium and Antioch.  From them we can discover some important ingredients of a congregational church.

We have sometimes said that our greatest handicap is that we can identify what we are not, but we have trouble defining who we are.  I believe we need to define ourselves as a congregational church based on the model God shows us in His Word.


1/ It is a church of disciples


2/ It is a church with strong, recognized, local leaders

3/ It is a church with connections and accountability 


to other churches.

1/ A church of disciples

First of all, a congregational church must be a church of disciples.

Acts 14:21 speaks of Paul and Barnabas in the city of Derbe – “They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples.”

We must be careful not to re-translate that verse when we look back at it from our context.

There are times when we read an account of a great evangelistic crusade and see phrases like, 

“large numbers of people were won to Christ” or

“a great crowd of people came forward to indicate a decision for Christ” or

“There were many converts” or

“many people accepted Christ as Saviour and Lord”

There is nothing wrong with those phrases.  It is a great place to start.

But they do not describe the same thing that Luke says about what happened in Derbe.

Luke says that Paul and Barnabas won a large number of disciples.

The Greek participle here perhaps should be translated “they made a large number of disciples”

It is a form of the same verb that we see in Matt. 28:19, where Jesus told the 11 – “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations …”

It is the same verb that is used in Matthew 13:52 in which Jesus refers to a teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven.

It may seem that I am making too great a distinction between becoming a Christian or becoming a convert and becoming a disciple,

I don’t want to make that distinction.  I wish there was no such distinction.

But, unfortunately, there is a distinction between these two things and I want to emphasize it to you.

Too often, it seems that we sugar-coat the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  We try to make the Gospel easy.  We try to make the Christian life look like a pleasant walk in a perfect park, in order to attract people to Jesus.

People may make a decision for Christ for many reasons:

They may get coerced into it or feel pressured to do it.

It may look like a good way to get out of trouble.

They may be persuaded by promises of success or financial gain.

They may, in fact, be genuinely convicted by the Holy Spirit.

Whatever their reason, they have just made a decision.

It may be an emotional decision.

It may be an intellectual assent to some basic points of doctrine.

It may be a decision of the will to follow the way of Christ.

But to make a decision is not necessarily to be made a disciple.

To be a disciple, a person must be instructed, and will ultimately make many decisions on the Way.

A person must be aware of the difficulties, the challenges, and the hardships of being a Christian.

This was at least part of the instruction that Paul and Barnabas gave to the disciples in all four of the churches mentioned in this passage.

Acts 14:22 – “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.”

Paul and Barnabas did not go in to these places, preach a few sermons, call for decisions and then leave.

They told these people the why and the how of being a disciple.

They would have covered the essential points of doctrine: who God is, who Jesus Christ is, why Christ died on the cross as a sacrifice for sin, the need for repentance, salvation by grace alone, and life in the Holy Spirit.

They would also have dealt with the Christian lifestyle: the discipline of prayer, the need for fellowship and corporate worship and praise to God, and Christian morality, especially in those pagan places.

They would also have been very clear with these disciples that being a Christian would result in hardship and persecution.

They would have dealt with the responsibility of every disciple to witness and to serve.

I hope I don’t need to point out that this type of instruction is needed among us in the church today.

I am in the midst of a sermon series on discipleship right now.  I am trying to emphasize to our people that following Jesus involves a total commitment of our whole lives, and ministering in the gifts of God.  

I’m amazed at how few people in Dresden have a solid grasp on this, in spite of the fact that they have had great preaching and modeling of discipleship throughout our history as a congregation.

We must not only make disciples, we must be disciples.

This church must be a church of disciples.

2/ A church with strong, recognized, local leaders

Acts 14:23 – “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord in whom they had put their trust.”

Again, if we read this verse with a particular bias, it could come out meaning something that is very different than is intended.

We see that “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders”, and we might think that the higher-ups from the church in Antioch were controlling these new churches by making the choice of leaders for them.

This is not so.  The word translated “appointed” here originally meant “to choose by show of hands”.

This shows us that the congregations chose their leaders, under God’s direction, with help from Paul and Barnabas, and the apostles took part in their recognition.

Leaders in the local church must be strong.  These people are described as elders.  That likely means they were elder in age.  They were also probably among the first disciples in each place.  No doubt they were spiritually sensitive and mature.

They were also strong in the sense that the whole church chose them, and then prayed and fasted over them.  The congregation committed their leaders to God and committed themselves to God’s wisdom and direction coming through their leaders.

This is the important aspect of recognition.  These elders were recognized as spiritual leaders within the community.  They were recognized by the people through their choice.  They were recognized by Paul and Barnabas.  They were recognized by God as the church committed them to Him.

They were also local leaders.  I believe it is important that leaders are chosen from among the people of the congregation.  It is nice to have outside experts once in a while, but real leadership for any congregation must come from within, as God distributes spiritual gifts among the disciples.

We need strong, recognized, local leaders.  There is a sense in which I, as a pastor, even after more than 11 years in my congregation, am not really a local leader.  I came in from outside, and was granted the privilege of serving in Dresden and being recognized as a leader by the membership.

But I did not emerge from within the congregation.  Most Pastors do not come from within the congregation.  On the other hand, all Elders and Deacons and other leaders have come from among the people.  They are the people.  And that should cause the people to recognize them and accept and support their leadership.

It is part of the responsibility of pastors and teachers to make disciples and recognize disciples who will rise up and lead.

It is not the responsibility of Pastors to do the leading, unless the Pastor is recognized as one of the leaders.

If any leader tries, to lead when the congregation doesn’t want to be led, or where the people don’t want to be led, the congregation is not going anywhere. 

Congregations need to be seeking God and choosing and affirming leaders who they can commit to God and to whom they can commit their future as a congregation.

3/ A church with connections and accountability to other churches.

John Wesley said, “No man ever went to Heaven alone.  He must either find friends or make them.”

This is also true of congregations.  It is important to have ties of friendship and fellowship and accountability to other congregations.

To some, the very idea of congregationalism speaks of separatism.  It is as though each congregation stays in its little corner, does it work and ignores or condemns everybody else.  

We have been accused of this, but it is not true.  True congregationalism allows for and calls for strong relationships between congregations.

Here in Acts 14, the church in Antioch in Syria has sent out Paul and Barnabas to establish new churches and encourage new Christians.

Acts 14:27 – “they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how He had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles.”

Now the church in Antioch could rejoice over those new congregations and pray for them and even send them encouragement.

In fact, Paul and Barnabas had already stopped in Lystra, Iconium, and the other Antioch on their way back from Derbe.

Acts 14:22 – “they were strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith.”

Accountability does not mean that one congregation will control another.  It does not mean that a structure can be set up to dictate to all congregations.

It does mean that we have the privilege and responsibility to see what is happening in other congregations, to rejoice over their triumphs and successes, to help in times of need, to give counsel and lend resources, to learn from one another, to seek God together in worship, missions and evangelism.

We need to be accountable beyond ourselves.  That is why we are building this new fellowship.

We are also accountable to the wider spectrum of the church of Jesus Christ, to the other congregations in our local regions, to congregations who constantly pray for us, to other congregations who look to us as an example, to congregations in other countries who may need us as partners in mission.

Praise God, as we are accountable to His church, we are accountable to Him, and we are building a fellowship which will make disciples, raise up leaders, and bring glory to the Lord.
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