







HERE’S WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT THIS BOOK!

“Gene Getz is the opposite of a cloistered monk. He’s persistently engaged with all sorts of busy people and, at the same time, deeply occupied with the ancient wisdom of Scripture and its applications to the tensions of every day. For me, having Gene along is like driving with St. Paul through the traffic jams of life and asking him how the Bible would make sense of it.”

BOB BUFORD—Founder, Leadership Network; Author, Halftime—Changing Your Game Plan from Success to Significance

“We are indebted to Dr. Gene Getz for this book. Nothing quite as comprehensive or challenging has appeared in recent times. I warmly commend it for three reasons: It is biblical. The book is rooted in the Old Testament but covers the entire New Testament. It is practical. It pinpoints 102 supracultural principles for personal and general application. It is critical. It searches ‘the thoughts and intents of the heart’ on many matters, and it speaks to the materialism and ‘me-ism of our present day.”

STEPHEN F. OLFORD—Founder and Senior Lecturer, Olford Ministries International

“What I like about this book is the clear connection of the principles with the time-proven truth of God’s Word. Of course we are not surprised that Gene Getz would give us clarity of truth in the context of up-to-date, practical application!”

DR. JOSEPH M. STOWELL—President, Moody Bible Institute



“Dr. Gene Getz’s biblical research is thoughtful, insightful, and provocative. He deals with Scripture itself, which has a power no man’s words can equal. A veteran pastor and teacher with integrity and a vision for churches and leaders, Dr. Getz unearths from the Bible challenging perspectives vitally needed by today’s church.”

RANDY ALCORN—Author, The Treasure Principle

“This updated, revised classic is more than timely for our present generation. For those who are serious about understanding steward leadership in this day and age, I recommend buying a case for your church and a copy for every Christian leader you are in contact with! This classic book will undoubtedly set the stage for stewardship education for this new century.”

SCOTT PREISSLER, PHD—President and CEO, Christian Stewardship Association





[image: Image]
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Dr. Gene Getz has been involved in a variety of ministry experiences, including church planting, pastoring, Christian education, radio, music, conference speaking, and college and seminary teaching. He has authored more than sixty books that have been translated into thirty-five foreign languages. He is the founder of the Fellowship Bible Church movement, with more than 350 churches tying their roots back to the original Fellowship Bible Church in the Dallas area. He is currently serving as executive director of the Center for Church Renewal, host and teacher of Renewal Radio, and pastor emeritus of Fellowship Bible Church North in Plano, Texas.



RICH IN EVERY WAY





[image: Image]



Our purpose at Howard Publishing is to:

 	
Increase faith in the hearts of growing Christians


 	
Inspire holiness in the lives of believers


 	
Instill hope in the hearts of struggling people everywhere





Because He’s coming again!

Rich in Every Way © 2004 by Dr. Gene A. Getz

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America

Published by Howard Publishing Co., Inc.
3117 North 7th Street, West Monroe, Louisiana 71291-2227

www.howardpublishing.com
www.SimonandSchuster.com

04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 12 13   10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Edited by Between the Lines

Cover design by Terry Dugan Design

Interior design by Gabe Cardinale

No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form without the prior written permission of the publisher except in the case of brief quotations within critical articles and reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Getz, Gene A.

Rich in every way : everything God says about money and possesions : 101 supracultural principles for handling material possessions / Gene Getz ; foreword by Howard Dayton.

p. cm.

ISBN 1-58229-390-2
eISBN 978-1-4516-0527-3

1. Wealth—Biblical teaching. 2. Stewardship, Christian—Biblical teaching. I. Title.

BS2545.W37G492 2004

241′.68—dc22

2004047594

Scripture not otherwise marked is taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION ®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved. Scripture marked NASB is taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE ®. Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. Scripture referenced as The Amplified Bible is taken from The Amplified New Testament, copyright © 1958, 1987 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. Italics in scripture were added by the author for emphasis.

Every effort has been made to provide proper and accurate source attribution for selections. Should any attribution be found to be incorrect or incomplete, the publisher welcomes written documentation supporting correction for subsequent printings. The publisher gratefully acknowledges the cooperation of publishers and individuals for full attribution of these sources.




[image: Image]

This book is sincerely dedicated to both the memory and the ongoing ministry of Larry Burkett. Only eternity will tell what Larry contributed to building the kingdom of God. His lectures, books, radio programs, and videos have helped a multitude of believers get their financial affairs in alignment with the Word of God—including giving their “first fruits.” In God’s divine accounting system, I’m convinced that Larry’s rewards are still accumulating toward that moment when we all will appear at the judgment seat of Christ. Larry’s ministry is still touching lives around the world.
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Foreword


All of us tend to be influenced by the culture in which we live. And for those living in our affluent country, that means the pervasive impact of consumerism.

We are constantly bombarded with the message that the “fulfilling, beautiful, wrinkle-free life” can be ours if only we are willing to buy it. Costly, manipulative advertising encourages us to adopt an image-conscious lifestyle that claims to satisfy the human heart’s deepest needs.

None of us are immune to this message. As someone once said, “People buy things they do not need with money they do not have to impress people they do not even like.”

The practical consequences of this culture of spending can be devastating. Personal consumer debt has increased dramatically, while the habit of saving has all but disappeared. A tidal wave of government-sponsored gambling has swept our nation. There are now an estimated 5.5 million pathologically addicted gamblers, 1.1 million of whom are teenagers. These and other factors have contributed to millions of people each year filing for bankruptcy. Approximately 56 percent of all divorces are the result of financial tension in the home.

Unfortunately, there’s almost no difference between the spending habits of those who know Christ and those who don’t. Giving among Christians, as measured by percentage of income, has declined almost every year for the past three decades. We’re not investing our resources in that which is eternally significant. For example, the average American gambles $1,174 a year, while the average church member gives $20 annually for foreign missions.

Many people are enjoying financial stability or prosperity, but materialism has robbed them of their spiritual vitality. They fit the description of the church in Laodicea: “You say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked” (Revelation 3:17 NASB).

Against this discouraging backdrop, the Lord has given his people a wonderful gift in Dr. Gene Getz and this book, Rich in Every Way. Gene has established one of the most effective church models in the world. He has pastored churches that have no direct denominational affiliation, yet approximately three hundred Fellowship Bible Churches have been spawned out of his original vision in Dallas thirty years ago.

Rich in Every Way is powerful because it is rooted in the Bible. Romans 12:2 reads, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect” (NASB). The Amplified Bible reads this way: “Do not be conformed to this world (this age), [fashioned after and adapted to its external, superficial customs].” Too often God’s people have become conformed to our culture of consumerism and are ineffective in influencing others for the cause of Christ. We have lost our salt.

When our cofounder Larry Burkett first became acquainted with Gene’s research and writings, he made the following comment: “Dr. Getz is a rare breed of man devoted to the ministry of Christ who can write a theological work and make it both fascinating and interesting reading.”

I agree. And what makes this book even more significant is that it has resulted from a study group composed of businessmen who, with Gene’s guidance, studied every passage in the Scriptures on the subject of material possessions. Furthermore, Gene has been applying the principles you’ll learn in this book in his own life and in the life of his church. Rich in Every Way is desperately needed at this time in history and is destined to become a classic. I recommend it without reservation.

Howard Dayton

Cofounder, Crown Financial Ministries
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Preface
Pressure or Providence


The title for this book emerged out of a dynamic experience. I sat with the management team at Howard Publishing for several hours one afternoon brainstorming. Jokingly, they threatened that they weren’t going to let me fly back to Dallas until we had all agreed on a title that captured the essence of this study on material possessions. We threw idea after idea on the table, and in each case the consensus was thumbs down.

Then it happened! Call it pressure or providence—or both—but the phrase rich in every way popped into my head and out onto the “table.” It immediately brought a thumbs-up response. We all agreed that this phrase not only captured Paul’s original intent but the essence of the message in the book you now hold in your hands.

Note Paul’s statement in 2 Corinthians 9:11: “You will be made rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result in thanksgiving to God.”

In the immediate context, Paul unquestionably had material possessions in mind when he penned these words. However, when we understand all of the circumstances as well as the context of Scripture, it’s also clear that Paul was addressing a much larger issue.

The Greek word ploutizo, which Paul used here and which is translated “rich” in the NIV, can indeed mean “to make wealthy” in a material sense. But note how Paul used a similar word in his first letter to the Corinthians: “Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich [plouteo]! You have become kings!” (1 Corinthians 4:8).

Even more importantly, note how Paul used this word in his second letter, just a few paragraphs prior to his “rich in every way” comment: “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich [plousios], yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich [plouteo]” (2 Corinthians 8:9).

Clearly Paul was not speaking here of material wealth but rather of the incomparable riches [ploutos] of God’s grace (see Ephesians 1:7; 2:7). Even more specifically, Paul identified our calling in Christ as a result of “the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8).

We’ll look more carefully at the larger context of eternal wealth in the main body of this book, but suffice it to say, Paul was not promising the Corinthians material wealth and abundance as we use these terms today. He was promising them God’s grace—not only to meet their material needs but also to enable them to be generous regardless of their material resources. Let’s not forget how Paul began this section in his letter:

We want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. For I testify that they gave as much as they they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints. (2 Corinthians 8:1-4)

Perhaps this scripture explains and illustrates more fully than any other what Paul had in mind with the phrase rich in every way. Indeed, we feel this title captures the essence of what the Bible teaches about Christians and material possessions.
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Introduction
A Quest for God’s Agenda


Tried by Fire

One Monday morning—about 2:00 a.m.—I was suddenly jolted out of a sound sleep. The phone was ringing! The voice on the other end of the line was somber. “Gene, an arsonist has just torched our church offices.”

My wife and I rushed to the scene, where fire engines had already arrived from four major areas in the Dallas Metroplex. Helicopters were hovering overhead, and a crowd was gathering. By dawn the four major television networks in Dallas had crews on the scene. I vividly remember one pointed question: “Pastor, how do you feel at a time like this?” In shock, I could only quote Romans 8:28.

My office on the second floor was obviously the center of the blaze. Through the smoke, we could see my personal library engulfed in flames. By the time firefighters had brought the flames under control, fifty of our offices had been destroyed, and fifteen of our pastors at Fellowship Bible Church North had lost their personal libraries.

With the help of inspectors, we were able to reconstruct what happened. The arsonist struck my office first, pouring gasoline on the sofa where I had counseled a couple a few days before. The husband, bitter with rage, decided to attack not only me but our entire pastoral staff—and in essence, the whole church. He had hit four other strategic locations with accelerants, deliberately destroying our whole complex.

A few days later, my wife and I entered the building. We donned our hard hats and made our way through the charred debris to the second floor and the space where my office had been. Nothing remained but piles of ash and metal beams sagging from the ceiling.

On what once was a credenza below my bookshelves, I had placed a lot of personal items. One was a gift from a man in Brazil to whom I had ministered. Sculpted out of metal, it was a replica of Moses holding the Ten Commandments. It was a beautiful piece of art created by one of the most brilliant metal sculptors in all of Brazil.

Could it be that this marvelous statue had survived? Taking a large shovel, I dug into the heap on the floor. When I turned over the first scoop of ashes, embedded in the debris was—no, not the sculpture of Moses—but a book I had written, titled A Biblical Theology of Material Possessions. Though singed, it was intact. My wife and I couldn’t believe our eyes. It was as though God were asking me directly and personally, “Gene, do you really believe what you’ve written in that book?” To be frank, at that moment my wife and I burst into laughter. Though there was comic relief for the moment, deep down, this experience sent me a powerful message.

To this day, I have that book—just as I found it—on display in my office. It’s a constant reminder that the material possessions we have are of no eternal value unless we use them to build the kingdom of God. In the end, everything will be destroyed by fire. All that will endure is the way we’ve used these temporal gifts to achieve God’s purposes in the world.
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What you’re about to read is a new publication of this book—refined, updated, and more fully illustrated. In many respects, what I first shared about material possessions from God’s perspective is more relevant today than it was when it was first published.

Our Quest

This book is also the result of the exciting and challenging process of doing “theology in community.” This may sound complicated, but it’s really simple. In essence, this kind of Bible exploration involves a group of Christians—few enough to study together in an interactive environment—looking carefully at aspects of the biblical story as the Holy Spirit unfolded this dynamic saga over a period of time.

The group involved in this study—including myself as facilitator—was made up of twelve men. Most of them are Peter, James, and John types—all active in their own business communities. No, we weren’t trying to imitate Jesus’s strategy in choosing the apostles, though I must admit that twelve seems an ideal number for this kind of scriptural study.

Meeting almost every Wednesday evening for a number of months, we traced through the Bible what God has said regarding material possessions—and how Christians in every culture of the world should view and use these gifts from God. We began our study where the church began in Jerusalem. Analyzing Luke’s descriptive narrative in the book of Acts, we followed this unfolding story through the rest of the New Testament.

A Divine Framework

Very quickly in this report, Luke recorded a basic outline for understanding Christ’s answer to the apostles’ nervous inquiry on the Mount of Olives just before he left this earth: “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”

Responding calmly but with intensity, Jesus answered their question: “It is not for you to know the time or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:7-8).

Jesus’s response served as a divine framework for Luke’s personal report to Theophilus. The book of Acts fills in many of the details as the apostles and their representatives began to carry out the Great Commission—to “go and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19). But as these men traveled beyond Judea and Samaria, preaching and teaching the Good News, they introduced us to another means for communicating God’s plan of salvation and spiritual growth. The Holy Spirit inspired some of them to write reports (the Gospels) and to compose letters (the Epistles) that were sent to the churches that had been planted throughout the Roman world, or to individuals—like Timothy and Titus—who had helped to establish these churches. Today we call these marvelous documents the New Testament, which is composed of twenty-seven books. The apostle Peter carefully described this divine and human process: “Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit” (2 Peter 1:20-21).

If the New Testament is the Word of God—and we believe it is—then it’s only when we carefully read these written documents and letters as they were inscribed chronologically and allow the Holy Spirit to enlighten the eyes of our hearts that we will be able to know and understand more fully God’s will for us today.

Furthermore, there is safety in numbers when it comes to Bible interpretation. The Holy Spirit is able to work uniquely in a community—part of God’s divine plan. It’s “as each part does its work” that the body of Christ “builds itself up in love” (Ephesians 4:16)—which certainly includes the process described by Paul: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom” (Colossians 3:16).

This was our challenge—and our goal was to zero in on what the Holy Spirit has revealed in Scripture regarding God’s gift of material possessions and his specific will as to how we are to view and use them today. (The paradigm for our study is presented graphically on page 7.)
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A Research Paradigm (For studying the subject of material possessions as described in the biblical story.)



Biblical Continuity

We soon discovered, however, that this subject could not be adequately understood without carefully reading the Old Testament. As in most areas of biblical truth, we cannot understand God’s will adequately unless we observe the continuity that is built into the entire biblical story—from Genesis to Revelation. For example, we cannot comprehend God’s will regarding the Second Coming of Jesus Christ without consulting both Old and New Testament prophets. Just so, we cannot understand God’s will regarding our material possessions unless we study both the history of God’s people (the church) in the New Testament and the history of God’s people (Israel) in the Old Testament.

Our Point of Reference

For nearly two thousand years, we have been a new covenant people living under grace as members of the body of Christ. Our position in Christ, both individually and corporately, is a very important biblical and theological grid for understanding how Old Testament teachings regarding material possessions relate to what we are taught in the New Testament.

Our primary purpose in this study was to look for timeless truths that are applicable at any moment in history and in every people group that has and will ever inhabit planet Earth. We’ve identified these truths as supracultural principles. In fact, to our surprise, we discovered that the Bible says more about our material possessions than about any other subject other than God himself.1 

God’s Agenda

Once we completed this basic study, I had the privilege of both writing this book and teaching these principles to the people I’ve served as senior pastor of Fellowship Bible Church North in Piano, Texas. Following one of these teaching sessions, I was greatly encouraged by the comment of one of our lay leaders. “Gene,” he said with excitement in his eyes, “what makes this material so powerful is that it’s God’s agenda, not yours!” He went on to explain that most presentations he had heard before—and he had heard many—described someone’s personal agenda using a variety of proof texts to support that agenda.

Needless to say, this was an encouraging comment, since that’s exactly what we had hoped to accomplish with this study—to discover what God’s will actually is in this very important arena that permeates all of our lives. By God’s design, we live in a material world. How can we live as citizens on earth when our true citizenship is in heaven? God answers this question by unveiling his agenda! It’s not surprising that many believers in our church began rethinking their priorities regarding their personal possessions.

Moving from Principles to Practice

The Holy Spirit inspired the authors of Scripture to record God’s eternal Truth. If stated correctly, biblical principles are specific statements of that Truth. However, it’s only as we as Christians internalize this Truth that changes will take place in our lives. These changes must start with a clear knowledge and understanding of biblical revelation. As Paul reminded Timothy, “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

To internalize biblical truth, we must allow the author of Scripture—the Holy Spirit—not only to open the eyes of our hearts to know and understand Scripture but also to change our lives. Here the second part of Paul’s prayer for the Ephesian Christians is our secret, as well, in applying biblical truth:

I pray that out of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your inner being, so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray that you, being rooted and established in love, may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God. (Ephesians3:16-19)

I’m indeed grateful to Howard Publishing for encouraging me to present this material in a new and fresh way. The truth that lies between the covers of this book certainly was not destroyed by the fire I described earlier. The principles we’ve outlined are as old as Scripture, since what you read reflects what God has inscribed about material possessions in both the Old and New Testaments—the Word of God that will abide forever.

But what God has revealed to us in the Bible is also as current as today. And the society we’re living in—particularly in America—is perhaps more materialistic than at any time in the history of Western culture. To be in God’s will, we must listen and respond to the Savior who, on the mount overlooking the Sea of Galilee, told his eager audience, “Seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Matthew 6:33).

[image: Image]

A Research Paradigm (For studying the subject of material possessions as described in the biblical story.)




PART 1
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PRINCIPLES FROM THE CHURCH IN JERUSALEM
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What happened in the holy city in AD 33, after Jesus Christ ascended and the Holy Spirit descended, launched a dynamic movement that has spanned the globe. To this day all people, regardless of economic status, ethnic background, color, or language, are a part of that movement if they have sincerely put their faith in the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation.

Though these early believers initially had a very limited view of God’s ultimate plan for the church, how they viewed and used their material possessions has probably never been equaled. During the first five years as a corporate community, they exemplified a generosity that challenges believers for all time. In fact, approximately half of the events recorded in the early chapters of the book of Acts focus on the way these first-century Christians used their material possessions to further the work of God’s kingdom.




Chapter 1
 [image: Image]
The Mystery Revealed


Thousands of faithful pilgrims from all over the Roman Empire were present in Jerusalem when the Holy Spirit descended on the Day of Pentecost. Luke identified them as “God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:5).1 Many of these visitors would have arrived earlier to participate in the Passover celebration and so would have been in Jerusalem at the time of Christ’s crucifixion (the day after Passover).2 Jeremias estimated that the permanent inhabitants of Jerusalem totaled about 55,000 and that during the Feast of Pentecost there were approximately 125,000 visitors.3

Imagine the setting! Jerusalem teemed with worshipers from all over the Roman Empire—and beyond. They came to offer sacrifices at the temple, to pay their temple tax, and to use their “second tithe”4 to participate in this great festival. Together with the residents of Jerusalem and the outlying districts, they were expressing their Jewish faith.

If You Were a Jew (Acts 2)

What would you have done if you had been a God-fearing, Grecian Jew—a father of a large family, let us say from Rome? Your family had spent days traveling by land and sea in order to worship God in the temple in Jerusalem.

While there, you witnessed Jesus’s crucifixion. In fact, you got caught up in the mob psychology that permeated the atmosphere. Though you didn’t fully understand why you participated, you joined the crowd and shouted, “Crucify him! Crucify him!” You were convinced that this man was guilty of blasphemy. After all, one of your best friends, a member of the Sanhedrin, told you he had heard Jesus claim to have existed before Abraham was born (John 8:58). Such arrogance, you concluded, deserves death.

Your Enlightenment

You now realize that Jesus actually was the Messiah. The rumors you had heard about a supposed resurrection were true! You heard the sound like a mighty rushing wind that swept through Jerusalem. Again you followed the crowd, this time to a location where you heard twelve men from Galilee speaking in various languages—languages they had never learned. You recognized most of them as uneducated men, yet one of them spoke in your Latin dialect, “declaring the wonders of God” (Acts 2:11).

Then you heard Peter speak. You learned that he was a former fisherman who had left his boats and nets nearly three and a half years ago to follow Christ. You were utterly amazed when he stood and quoted a lengthy section from the prophet Joel, explaining that the disciples were speaking by the influence and power of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:17-18).

Your Conversion

At that moment, you were overwhelmed with conviction—“cut to the heart,” With a number of other listeners, you cried out, “Brothers, what shall we do?” (Acts 2:37).

“Repent and be baptized … in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins,” Peter responded, “and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” just as they had (Acts 2:38).

You rushed back to the inn where you were staying and where your family was eagerly awaiting a report of this unusual disturbance. You shared what you had seen and heard, and because your wife and your sons and daughters (and their spouses) respected you as their spiritual leader, your entire family—including your servants—eagerly responded to the Good News. All of you put your faith in Jesus Christ.

Together, you and your extended family elbowed your way back through the crowds where the apostles were baptizing thousands of people. All of you joyfully volunteered to be baptized to demonstrate to your fellow Jews that you acknowledged Christ as the true Messiah. With this act of public confession, you let everyone know that you had joined the ranks of those who were disciples of Christ.

Your Critical Decision

The fifty-day celebration of Pentecost had come to a close. The money and food (your second tithe) you had saved for the trip were nearly depleted, with just enough resources left to travel back to your home in Rome.

You soon found out that thousands of other Grecian Jews, including numerous widows, were facing the same critical decision: should you return home or stay in Jerusalem?

You were aware, of course, that the Old Testament prophets predicted that the Messiah would occupy the throne of David and reign as king in Jerusalem. It would be a perfect kingdom. As you retired that night, you reminded your family of the words of Isaiah: “I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind. But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight and its people a joy. I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more” (Isaiah 65:17-19).

Your Reflections

You could hardly sleep that night, thinking about Isaiah’s words. You thought about the Roman emperor, Tiberius, whose throne was just a few miles from your home. He was a godless man. Though he had made some good decisions and had established some helpful policies in the Roman Empire, he was an arrogant leader. The experience just two years ago (AD 31) when Aelius Sejanus, the captain of the Praetorian Guard, had tried to seize his throne had left Tiberius extremely paranoid and even more cruel than before.

Then there was Herod Antipas, the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. Though a Jew by religion, he was an insensitive and immoral leader. To placate his wife, Herodias, who was intensely angry with John the Baptist for accusing the couple of having an adulterous relationship, Herod had had John beheaded (Matthew 14:1-12).

Two months ago, when this ruthless leader arrived in Jerusalem for the Passover celebration, it was with his usual pomp and circumstance—actually pride and arrogance. You had heard about the way he treated Jesus when Pilate sent him to Herod for a hearing—how he and his soldiers had ridiculed and mocked him, dressing him in an elegant robe (Luke 23:11).

And how could you forget Pontius Pilate, appointed by the Roman emperor as procurator of Judea. You’d seen him in action the day Christ was sentenced to death. In some respects, you felt sorry for him because he had wrestled with the decision, knowing full well that Jesus was innocent of the charges brought against him.

These events churned and then congealed in your thoughts. You finally began drifting toward sleep, reflecting on Peter’s sermon, when he had quoted the prophet Joel. Your mind jumped ahead to the next section of the prophecy:

In those days and at that time, when I restore the fortunes of Judah and Jerusalem, I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of Jehoshaphat. There I will enter into judgment against them concerning my inheritance, my people Israel, for they scattered my people among the nations and divided up my land…. Then you will know that I, the Lord your God, dwell in Zion, my holy hill. Jerusalem will be holy; never again will foreigners invade her. (Joel 3:1-2, 17)

Hadn’t Zechariah prophesied the same future for Jerusalem? “On that day,” he wrote, “living water will flow out from Jerusalem…. The LORD will be king over the whole earth. On that day there will be one LORD, and his name the only name” (Zechariah 14:8-9).

By then your mind was half awake, half in slumber. In your semiconscious dreams, you saw Herod and Pilate—even the Roman Emperor Tiberius—all bowing low and kneeling before Jesus Christ, who was sitting on the throne in Jerusalem. And beyond, you saw people coming from all parts of the world to pay homage to the King of kings, the one and final great King of the Jews.

The Scene in Perspective

Though this is an imaginary scenario, it fits what was happening in Jerusalem. It reconstructs what may have been the thinking of many God-fearing Jews who came from all over the New Testament world to worship. Those who were relatively wealthy had been in Jerusalem for at least two months. They had witnessed the crucifixion and now had been confronted with their sin of rejecting the Messiah.

Others had come for a shorter period of time. Though their knowledge of everything that had transpired was more limited, others in Jerusalem would have quickly filled them in on the details. Many had actually heard Jesus teach and had seen him work miracles. They would have felt the impact of their sin more forcefully, since they had witnessed and participated in his life as well as in his death.

Most of the Grecian Jews who responded to Peter’s message evidently decided to stay in Jerusalem so as not to miss the next chapter in this exciting story. After all, the last words the apostles received directly from the Lord came via the two men dressed in white. As Christ was disappearing from sight, these heavenly messengers had appeared to the apostles as they were looking up into the sky. Speaking to these men, who must have been utterly over-whelmed, they informed them that Jesus would come back the same way they had seen him go into heaven (Acts 1:11).

You can be sure the apostles shared this message immediately with all those who responded to the gospel—and this information would have spread like wildfire.

Their View of the Future

We have no historical evidence that the Holy Spirit gave the apostles, at this moment, a time line for these events. In fact, some of the specific details regarding the return of Christ to earth have never been revealed, even to this day.

The apostles, then, did not understand clearly what was to transpire in the days to come, even though Jesus had given them some specific information about their responsibility. When they asked him if he was “going to restore the kingdom to Israel” at that time, Jesus responded by saying, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:6-8).

With this explanation and directive, Jesus made clear that he would not return to restore the kingdom to Israel until these men had at least begun the process of proclaiming his death and resurrection “to the ends of the earth.” The apostles didn’t fully understand what this meant, nor did they give much attention to it initially. But in God’s sovereign plan, the Holy Spirit began to unfold the future in broad brush strokes, enabling Peter to interpret the prophecies of Joel and David even without a specific understanding of that great era of which he was now a part—the age of the church. Peter didn’t even understand at that point that Gentiles would be a part of the kingdom. This insight did not come until at least five years later, when he was confronted with the task of witnessing to a Gentile named Cornelius. At that time he confessed, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right” (Acts 10:34-35).

The apostle Paul was the first to explain clearly what had happened in Jerusalem when the Holy Spirit came on the Day of Pentecost. When he wrote to the Ephesians, he identified this phenomenon as the “mystery of Christ”:

In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 3:4-6)


Chapter 2
 [image: Image]
An Unparalleled Work of Faith


When the church was born in Jerusalem, the majority of those Jews who had come from distant places and who had responded to the gospel settled in to wait for Christ to return and to restore the earthly kingdom to Israel. In view of what they knew from the Old Testament and of the final message the apostles had received from the two angels as Jesus ascended, we cannot blame them. They simply responded to the information they had. They had been told that this same Jesus would return as they had seen him ascend. In the meantime, they demonstrated mutual concern for one another that is still unparalleled in the history of Christianity.

It was no doubt from his experience during those years that James, the half brother of Christ and the person who eventually became the head elder and pastor in the Jerusalem church, later penned a powerful letter explaining that “faith without deeds is dead” (James 2:26). He declared, “Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by what I do” (James 2:18). This personal witness reflects the testimony of the community of believers in Jerusalem in the early days of the church.1

In this chapter, we will examine six situations in the early church in Jerusalem from which we will abstract our first nine supracultural principles.

BIBLICAL BASIS

A Dynamic Community Witness—Acts 2:42-47

As we’ve already noted, thousands of families decided to stay in Jerusalem, even though many of them had already used up their surplus of money and food. Those who were staying in public inns would need to pay rent, and everyone needed food daily. To solve this problem, the believers—those who lived in Jerusalem and those who lived in other parts of the Roman Empire—decided to have “everything in common.” But it was the believers in Jerusalem who had to take the first steps.

This they did willingly and unselfishly: “Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2:45). Jerusalem residents opened their doors to those from other places in the world: “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts” (Acts 2:46). Through this demonstration of love and unselfishness, new believers were “enjoying the favor of all the people.” More and more Jews recognized that Jesus Christ was the true Messiah, and “the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47).

As we look at these dynamic events in the book of Acts, we’ll see powerful principles that apply in any culture of the world and at any moment in history. And when we look at the rest of the biblical story as it unfolds, we’ll see how additional first-century events and biblical directives reinforce and expand these initial supracultural principles.
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Supracultural Principle 1
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THE POWER OF LOVE AND UNITY

Using our material possessions in harmony with the will of God will create love and unity among believers, which in turn will motivate and encourage non-Christians to believe in Jesus Christ.

When Jesus spent his final days with the apostles in the Upper Room, he gave them a new commandment: “Love one another.” He demonstrated and illustrated his love in the middle of the Passover meal when he washed the disciples’ feet. Christ said, “As I have loved you, so you must love one another” (John 13:34). Then he declared what would result from this kind of love: “All men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35).

Later Jesus prayed for these men—and for all of us who would believe in Jesus Christ through their message (John 17:20). Jesus was very specific in saying that as Christians love one another, the unity this creates will convince unbelievers that Jesus Christ was one with the Father and was sent into the world by the Father to be the Savior (John 17:20-22).

This is what was happening in Jerusalem. As these believers shared their material possessions with anyone who had needs, unbelievers could see clearly that they “were one in heart and mind” (Acts 4:32). Consequently, the believers were “enjoying the favor of all the people,” which in turn caused many more to believe that Jesus Christ was actually who he said he was—the Messiah and Savior. Luke reported that “the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47).
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