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PREFACE
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Today there are so many Christian churches in the world that a disciple of Christ really has to search for the truth of God. And yet the Lord Jesus, in His final night before His death, prayed that believers might be united. He said: “I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word; that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You;” (John 17:20-21). And yet, sadly, that unity does not seem to exist on the earth today. To truly understand the churches of God we have to understand their history. George Santayana, the U.S. philosopher and poet once said: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” 

The Churches of God in the Fellowship of the Son of God trace their origin back to the first century - to the Bible itself. And that is what we today should be attempting to do - to be a continuation of what existed in the first century, but then disappeared for so long. Understanding the last two thousand years of history will help us to do that.
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CHAPTER 1: THE FIRST CENTURY CHURCH (THE APOSTOLIC PERIOD)
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After His death and resurrection, the Lord Jesus spent forty days with His apostles - giving them commandments and teaching them the things concerning the kingdom of God that they were being given (see Acts chapter 1). And He told them to go and make and baptize disciples, and to teach them to keep all those commandments (see Matthew chapter 28 for the “Great Commission”.

Then He ascended to heaven and was exalted by His Father. He had been given all authority, and He was declared to be a priest for ever and to be over the house of God. As 1 Peter chapter 2 tells us, God the Father had taken Him, as the stone rejected by the Jewish builders, and had established a new spiritual house based on the exalted Christ as chief corner stone. Everything was now in place for what was to follow. It is useful to think of this first era of forty years as consisting of four distinct phases. 

The first is dealt with in Acts chapter 2 to 7. It all happened in one place, in the city of Jerusalem, and it lasted for about two years, from AD 33 to 35. The second phase is contained in chapters 8 and 9, and focuses on Samaria, the Gaza Road and Damascus, and lasted for 6 years, to around AD 41. The third phase can be read about in Acts chapters 10 to 12, focuses on three cities - Caesarea, Antioch and Jerusalem - from AD 41 to about 52. And the final phase is the travels of the apostle Paul from AD 52 to his death in AD 66, which are recorded in chapters 13 to 28 of Acts. (All these dates are best estimates provided by expert historians on the subject.) 

Through these four phases, what began as one church of God in Jerusalem, consisting entirely of converts who had been orthodox Jews, became many churches of God throughout the Roman Empire consisting of both Jews and previously heathen Romans and Greeks.  Let’s look at these four phases in more detail.

Phase 1: “The Genesis” (AD 33-35; Chapters 2-7)

WE BEGIN IN THE CITY of Jerusalem in the year 33 A.D.. The Lord Jesus had just returned to heaven leaving His twelve apostles (Matthias now in place of Judas Iscariot) and about 108 other disciples (making a group of one hundred and twenty in total) in Jerusalem to pray and wait for the Holy Spirit. They met in the upper room where the so-called Last Supper had taken place and in the large out-door porch area of the temple. This location of Jerusalem was strategic. The whole history of God dwelling among His people in the Old Testament was a journey, which culminated in Jerusalem. That’s where the Ark of the Covenant, that symbol of His presence, was brought to from all its travels. That’s where the temple was built, after years of the people wandering with the tabernacle; it was to be a place of rest for the ark. That’s where David and Solomon had their thrones. Jerusalem was the centre - the holy city, the city of the great king. It was a representation on earth of what was in heaven - the heavenly Jerusalem. 

And as we now look to the beginnings of this new testimony, in particular to the day of Pentecost in the year 33 AD, Jerusalem would now become the centre from which the new movement would spread. The Lord had told them: “you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth." (Acts 1:8). Expansion always had to be, and still should be, from an existing centre of testimony. The book of Acts is about the Acts of the Apostles, what they did, and about the acts of the Holy Spirit. The overall theme of the book of Acts is the kingdom of God; it ends with Paul in Rome still preaching and teaching the kingdom of God. The book was written by Luke, the doctor who accompanied the apostle Paul on some of his travels.

The Establishment of the First Church of God

ACTS 2:41 DESCRIBES three things that were done individually in response to Peter’s preaching: 


(1) they believed the word and so received salvation; 

(2) they were baptized in water as commanded in Matthew 28:19; 

(3) they were added to the 120 already gathered, thus forming the church of God in Jerusalem. 


Then verse 42 describes four things that they continued to do as the church collectively: 


(1) they carried out the apostles’ teaching; 


(2) they continued in the fellowship of the apostles and others; 

(3) they continued to remember the Lord in the emblems of bread and wine, as commanded in Luke 22:19; 

(4) they continued gathering for prayer. 


These “seven steps” in total set a pattern for all future churches of God. And so the day of Pentecost came. Who was in Jerusalem at that time? It was overcrowded. Thousands of devout Jews had come for the mandatory feast days, from as far away as Iraq, Turkey, Egypt, Crete and North Africa. God had gathered them there to begin this great new work, and later (in chapter 8) He would send them back by means of persecution. It says they were “devout” people. This is the same as it would be with later converts –such as the Ethiopian eunuch, and Cornelius the Roman centurion. They were worshippers of God the best they knew how, and that was acceptable to God for the time being, as Acts 10:34-35 shows: “Then Peter opened his mouth and said: “In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality.  But in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him.”

And it was to these people that God revealed His new truth. And so on that day about three thousand of them were saved by believing the first gospel sermon ever preached (it appears to be the first time that Peter had ever preached, too); they were baptized by immersion in water, they received the Holy Spirit, and they were added to the existing one hundred and twenty people - because that’s how churches of God were to be established and grow - by adding new disciples to those already gathered. They didn’t start up as independent congregations, and they didn’t merge groups of believers. Disciples were added one by one. It is worth noting that these new converts were expected to give public witness to their new faith - not by wearing a crucifix or badge or displaying a sign, but by taking their baptism and by being joined in public testimony in the church of God in Jerusalem.

Added

THE BAPTIZED BELIEVERS were added to those already gathered (Acts 2:41). But it says also that they were added to the Lord (Acts 5:14) and that it was the Lord who added them (2:47). This put them in the position of being “in the Lord” - that is, in the position of being in collective subjection to Him. Then what did they do? These disciples didn’t go home. They stayed in Jerusalem and so they needed accommodation. They lived in each others’ homes, they met in those homes and, when they needed to be all together, they met in the temple porch area (where they attracted a lot of public attention). They kept the Remembrance (also known as the Breaking of the Bread), they had prayer meetings, they taught the commandments of the Lord (which became known as the apostles’ teaching), and they preached the gospel. 

As a result, the number of people grew from about three thousand to over five thousand people, and even some of the Jewish priests were amongst those who were converted.  They really didn’t think that this new pattern would be for long; they really expected the Lord Jesus to come back very soon. The main focus of their preaching was the resurrection of Christ; it was very real to them and it energized them. Two things stand out during this phase. One was the closeness of their unity. They ate together, lived communally, worshipped together, prayed together, and they believed and practiced the same teaching. They were united. Those who owned property sold it and gave the money to the apostles to administer for the benefit of the whole community. And the other is that they had the support of the general Jewish public. Even the authorities, who had so recently crucified Christ, tolerated them, and only couple of times making token arrests, accusing them of disturbing the peace.

Miracles

MIRACLES OCCURRED FREQUENTLY in these early days, as evidence that this new teaching was from God through the Holy Spirit, as Hebrews 2:4 points out: “God also bearing witness both with signs and wonders, with various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit, according to His own will”. There were no New Testament scriptures at this time of course; nothing was in writing. Everything came from the apostles orally, because it was the apostles who had been personally instructed by Christ before He left them. It was also a time of miraculous displays of God’s power, as had been the case also in Old Testament times whenever God was introducing something new. They spoke in tongues, they healed the sick, they even raised someone from the dead. Imagine how much attention that would have attracted! The power of the Holy Spirit among them was very evident.

And then in Acts chapter 5, some things started to go wrong. Firstly, Ananias and his wife Sapphira tried to defraud the local church (the assembly) from money that they had pledged from the sale of their property. And they died because of it. This really shocked the assembly. Secondly, some of the Jews from Greece started to complain that their widows were not being properly cared for, and so they had to form a committee to deal with that. They weren’t actually called deacons (as referred to later in Philippians 1:1 and 1 Timothy 3:8-13), but they did deacon service in the church. In other respects, however, the apostles were in charge of everything, and Peter seems to have been the informal leader. And, thirdly, the persecution from the Jewish leaders started to pick up, coming to a head when they stoned Stephen to death outside the city walls of Jerusalem. It was at this stoning that we are first introduced to a young zealot named Saul (or Paul, to use his Roman name). It was this man who would later become the “wise master builder” (as described in 1 Corinthians 3:10) of the churches of God.

Phase 2: “The Exodus” (AD 35-41; Chapters 8-9)

THE PERSECUTION BECAME so severe that the whole assembly fled in




Phase 3: “Including the Gentiles” (AD 41-52; Chapters 10-12)
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Phase 4: “To the End of the Earth” (AD 52-66; Chapters 13-28)































Recap - The Church the Body And The House of God
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