PREACHING IN THE APOSTOLIC ERA
AND
THE CONTEMPORARY YOUTH

I hope that through studying the Book of Acts, we may acknowledge the conception of the Church in the Apostolic Era of witnessing to the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. At the same time we know what is the role of the contemporary Church, especially the youth.

In studying “preaching” in the apostolic era, many questions are stirred in our minds, such as:

· How our Lord prepared His Church for witnessing?

· Who were responsible of preaching in the Apostolic Era?

· What was the situation of witnessing in the life of the Apostolic Church?

· Are we in need of other apostles?

· Do we need another Paul today?

· Why our Lord didn’t choose Saul as His disciple while He was ministering in this world?

· Why St. Paul is a great model for preaching and witnessing to the gospel of Christ?

· How can we preach today?
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HOW OUR LORD PREPARED HIS CHURCH FOR WITNESSING?

1. The Risen Christ and the Church

On his conversion, St. Paul discovered that he was as if he was laid in the darkness of the grave, and the Risen Christ shone upon him and granted him the light of the resurrection. For him, preaching in its core, is presenting the risen life to those who are dead. It is not in his own ability to do that, but Christ’s. “For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light.” (Eph 5:8)

“But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” (Eph 2:4-6)

Through baptism we become members of the risen body of Christ. As St. John Chrysostom says baptism is not the end of the way, but its beginning. Every day we have to attain a new experience in the risen life, as if we are risen daily. St. Paul explains the role of baptism in our life, saying, “Buried with Him in baptism, in which you also were raised with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead. And you, being dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made alive together with Him, having forgiven you all trespasses.” (Col 2:12-13)

2. Assuring His Divine Promises

The believers of the Old Testament had hope in beholding the Messiah, as God promised through the Patriarchs and Prophets. The Messiah came and those who believed in Him are blessed (Matt. 13:17). Still the Lord granted them new divine promises, such as:

“For John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” (Acts 1:5)

“But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)

3. Beholding the ascended Christ

Before the descent of the Holy Spirit who granted the apostles and the disciples the power to witness to our Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord ascended to heaven. Thus, the Holy Spirit attracts men to believe in the Ascended Christ, who is sitting on the right hand of the Father. They become eager to share Him His heaven, by the power of His heavenly Holy Spirit. 

 “(He) made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” (Eph 2:6)

“If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth. For you died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory.” (Col 3:1-4)

4. The Hope of the Last Advent of Christ

Those who behold the ascension of Christ was exceedingly astonished, for there was no other view through the whole history of mankind like that. I think their hearts were lifted up with Him hoping to see His glory beyond the clouds. They couldn’t direct their eyes to any other direction. Two angels, probably those who were in His grave, appeared and said to them,  “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven.” (Acts 1:11)

From these moments, and the inner eyes of the Church are focused on the Second Advent of Christ. Through her worship, preaching and all aspects call all men not only to enjoy His Last Advent, but also to share in His heavenly glory.

2

WHO WERE RESPONSIBLE OF PREACHING IN THE APOSTOLIC ERA?

1. The Apostles and Disciples of Christ

Regardless their past lives; the Apostles and the Disciples of Christ believed that they were devoted to the Gospel of Christ, before they were born. They had to witness to it by all means, and wherever they were.

· In the Church

On the day of the Pentecost, as they disciples were assembled in the Upper-room, as in the church of the New Testament, “Peter, standing up with the eleven, raised his voice and said to them, “Men of Judea and all who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and heed my words.” (Acts 2:14) They were involved in presenting the joyful news of their salvation.

· In the streets

“Then the Spirit said to Philip, “Go near and overtake this chariot.” So Philip ran to him, and heard him reading the prophet Isaiah, and said, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (Acts 8:29-30)

· In the jails and prisons

St. Paul and St. Silas were in the inner prison, their feet fastened in the stocks, and their bodies were wounded because of the many stripes that had laid on them. Suddenly there was a great earthquake, and immediately all the doors were opened and everyone's chains were loosed.  The keeper of the prison drew his sword and was about to kill himself. The two apostle cared in one thing, to preach. “Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. And he took them the same hour of the night and washed their stripes. And immediately he and all his family were baptized.” (Acts 16:32-33)

Once again, the prisoner St. Paul met a thief, who was a slave. He was interested in gaining him as a free child of God. He wrote to Philemon, the master of  Onesimus, “I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten while in my chains.” (Phil 10)

· In the courts

The night before his appearance before the king and the ruler, St. Paul was praying not to be saved from prison or from death, but for those who would be present to be saved from the divine judgment and to share him his inner glorification. It is written, “Then Agrippa said to Paul, “You almost persuade me to become a Christian.” And Paul said, “I would to God that not only you, but also all who hear me today, might become both almost and altogether such as I am, except for these chains.” (Acts 26:28-29)

Once again when he was in the chains, he said, “For there stood by me this night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve, “saying, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul; you must be brought before Caesar; and indeed God has granted you all those who sail with you.’“ (Acts 27:23-24)

· In their trips

“And now I urge you to take heart, for there will be no loss of life among you, but only of the ship. “For there stood by me this night an angel of the God to whom I belong and whom I serve.” (Acts 27:22-23)

· In our private room

“Now while Peter wondered within himself what this vision which he had seen meant, behold, the men who had been sent from Cornelius had made inquiry for Simon’s house, and stood before the gate.” (Acts 10:17)

2. The Deacons

Stephen (Acts 7)

3. The Persecuted Congregation

“Therefore those who were scattered went everywhere preaching the word.” (Acts 8:4)
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WHAT WAS THE SITUATION OF WITNESSING IN THE LIFE OF THE APOSTOLIC CHURCH?

Preaching is the main line in all aspects of the Church Life:

· Concept of Worship.

“But they were hearing only, “He who formerly persecuted us now preaches the faith which he once tried to destroy.” And they glorified God in me.” (Gal 1:23-24)

· Community of Love and Joy

“Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added to them.” (Acts 2:41)

“So they departed from the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for His name.” (Acts 5:41)

“And there was great joy in that city.” (Acts 8:8)

“Now when he had brought them into his house, he set food before them; and he rejoiced, having believed in God with all his household.” (Acts 16:34)

“But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.” (Acts 20:24)

The First Apostolic Council and its Canon (Acts 15)

· Daily prayers 

· Farewell Meetings

“From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for the elders (presbyters) of the church. And when they had come to him, he said to them: “You know, from the first day that I came to Asia, in what manner I always lived among you, “serving the Lord with all humility, with many tears and trials which happened to me by the plotting of the Jews; “how I kept back nothing that was helpful, but proclaimed it to you, and taught you publicly and from house to house,

21
“testifying to Jews, and also to Greeks, repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ. “And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing the things that will happen to me there, “except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations await me. “But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God. “And indeed, now I know that you all, among whom I have gone preaching the kingdom of God, will see my face no more. “Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all men. “For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God. “Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.” (Acts 20:17-28)
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ARE WE IN NEED OF OTHER APOSTLES?

DO WE FIND ANOTHER PAUL TODAY?

In many occasions St. John Chrysostom asks, “Is St. Paul had a nature that differs than ours?” He used to praise him as more superior than Abraham, Moses, all the prophets, and even than angels, at the same time he mentioned to his infirmities to encourage his people and the clergymen to ask God that He may work in them as He worked in St. Paul.

The Book of Acts refers to the infirmities of the apostles. The Holy Bible declares the superiority of St. Paul; at the same time it doesn’t ignore his infirmities.

1. He complains of the carnal lusts. “For the flesh lusts against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh; and these are contrary to one another, so that you do not do the things that you wish.” (Gal 5:17)

2. He who through his hands God worked unusual miracles and whose “handkerchiefs or aprons were brought from his body to the sick, and the diseases left them and the evil spirits went out of them (Acts 19:12) was crying thrice to God and was not healed. He says, “a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure. Concerning this thing I pleaded with the Lord three times that it might depart from me. And He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.” (2 Cor 12:7-9)

He couldn’t heal even his disciples and friends, such as St. Timothy, as he wrote to him, “No longer drink only water, but use a little wine for your stomach’s sake and your frequent infirmities.”(1 Tim 5:23) Also his friend and fellow soldier Epaphroditus, as he wrote to the Philippians, “For indeed he was sick almost unto death; but God had mercy on him, and not only on him but on me also, lest I should have sorrow upon sorrow. (Phil 2:27)

3. He was abundantly emotional, as it is very clear in his epistles:

“Furthermore, when I came to Troas to preach Christ’s gospel, and a door was opened to me by the Lord, I had no rest in my spirit, because I did not find Titus my brother; but taking my leave of them, I departed for Macedonia.” (2 Cor 2:12-13)

“Greet the beloved Persis, who labored much in the Lord…Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother and mine.” (Rom 16:12-13)

“Who is weak, and I am not weak? Who is made to stumble, and I do not burn with indignation?” (2 Cor 11:29)

3. The Holy Spirit didn’t tell him what would happened to him in Jerusalem, while He revealed it to Agabus who came down from Judea. Agabus took Paul’s belt, bound his own hands and feet, and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man who owns this belt, and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.’“ (Acts 21:11)

4. St. Paul oftenly mentioned to his infirmities as he was persecuting the Church and did his best to abolish the name of Jesus completely.

“I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering into prisons both men and women.” (Acts 22:4)

“For I am the least of the apostles, who am not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.” (1 Cor 15:9)

“I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insolent man; but I obtained mercy because I did it ignorantly in unbelief.” (1 Tim 1:13)

These infirmities open the way of hope in the grace of God, that whatever we are, it is very easy to God to make us, the earthly vessels, divine and heavenly vessels of honor and dignity, as we receive the Divine Treasure of Wisdom and Knowledge, the Lord Jesus Christ together with His Father and His Holy Spirit.
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WHY OUR LORD DIDN’T CHOOSE SAUL AS HIS DISCIPLE WHILE HE WAS MINISTERING IN THIS WORLD?

1. His conversion after the ascension of the Lord to heaven opens the way of hope to every man, that God is interested in him or in her and has a special plan for him/ her, regardless his/ her past. Saul who was a persecutor became the great apostle St. Paul who preached among many countries as if the whole world was just his small apartment, moving from a room to another. Although he spoiled many years of his life, he believed that it was God’s pleasure that He separated him from his mother’s womb and called him through His grace, to reveal His Son in him, that he might preach Him among the Gentiles.” (cf. Gal 1:15-16)

2. God who grants man freedom left Saul for along time to be a disciple of Gamaliel, the greatest teacher of Law. Also as a Pharisee, he was proud of his righteousness according to the Law. He said, “And I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries in my own nation, being more exceedingly zealous for the traditions of my fathers.” (Gal 1:14) God changes even our faults and wrong concepts and attitudes for the edification of the Church and for our progress. Saul who was exceedingly zealous for the literal observance of Moses’ Law, the glory of the Temple, the honor of Jerusalem as the city of God, the dignity of Israel as the lonely people of God, now he became the apostle of the Gentiles. He preaches the liberty from the literal observance of Moses’ Law, the inner temple of God in the heart, the new Israel that embraces the whole nations, the spiritual circumcision through baptism, and the heavenly kingdom of the Messiah, these things which were very hard for the Jews to accept.

3. His conversion was a model of the Church love even towards her persecutors. She was praying for Saul, and when he was converted she glorified God who heard her prayers. St. Paul says, “But they were hearing only, ‘He who formerly persecuted us now preaches the faith which he once tried to destroy.’ And they glorified God in me.” (Gal 1:23-24)
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ST. PAUL AS A GREAT MODEL

WHY ST. PAUL IS A GREAT MODEL FOR PREACHING AND WITNESSING TO THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST?

1. Preacher of the Divine Grace:

a. He enjoyed sweetness of the grace of the Holy Trinity; the unity with the Father, through the fellowship with Christ, by the work of the Holy Spirit. He hoped that all men might have the same experience.

b. It the divine grace that works in him, for he looked to preaching as attaining the risen life in Christ. None can realize it by himself. “But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” (Eph 2:4-6)

c. By the divine grace St. Paul didn’t focus on his weakness but on God’s power. “Of which I became a minister according to the gift of the grace of God given to me by the effective working of His power. To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this grace was given, that I should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ.” (Eph 3:7-8)

d. He was preacher of victorious life through God’s grace. “O Death, where is your sting? O Hades, where is your victory? The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 Cor 15:55-57) St. John writes. “For whatever is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world-- our faith. Who is he who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?” (I Jn 5:4-5J)

2. Preacher of Faith that Works by Love

St. Paul who experienced the new life in Christ was involved in preaching of the living faith, as he says:    

“For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith working through love.” (Gal 5:6)

“And walk in love, as Christ also has loved us and given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma.” (Eph 5:2)

“For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light.” (Eph 5:8)

“As you have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him.” (Col 2:6)

3. Preacher of Attaining the Heavenly Life

“(He) raised us up together, and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, that in the ages to come He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.” (Eph 2:6-7)

“If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth.” (Col 3:1-2)

“I know a man in Christ who fourteen years ago-- whether in the body I do not know, or whether out of the body I do not know, God knows-- such a one was caught up to the third heaven. And I know such a man-- whether in the body or out of the body I do not know, God knows-- how he was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which it is not lawful for a man to utter. Of such a one I will boast; yet of myself I will not boast, except in my infirmities.” (2 Cor 12:2-5)

4. Preacher of Inner Joy and Giving Hymns

St. Paul preached the inner joy by his life as by his writings. While he was in the jail he didn’t write concerning suffering for he recognized that his inner man was in heaven, in communion with the heavenly hosts. He wrote, “Rejoice in the Lord always. Again I will say, rejoice!” (Phil 4:4)

In the prison of Philippi, “at midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were listening to them.” (Acts 16:25)

5. A Spiritual Father

For him the genuine ministry or priesthood is not attaining authority but a spiritual fatherhood that reveals the Fatherhood of God.

“For though you might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel. Therefore I urge you, imitate me.” (1 Cor 4:15-16)

As a father he was eager to be a slave to all men so that many may attain the freedom of the glory of the children of God.

“For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win the more.” (1 Cor 9:19)

As a father he was eager not only to gain every one as his own child, but also to create the spirit of leadership in him or her. As example he encouraged the young man Timothy and ordained him a bishop. The same thing he did with Onthemius who was a runaway slave, robbed his master Philemon. He did his best to encourage every believer to stir up his or her gifts for the edification of the Church and his or her progress.   
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HOW CAN WE PREACH TODAY?
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