Who wasthe Early 1st Century Church?

by Rav Mordecai Silver

What was the church of the First century like,¢harch from the Book of Acts; the
church from Acts Chapter 2. But | think before Eawegin to tell you about the church
of the first century | need set the picture, todaipundation upon which | intend to build.
I will build a picture of the church; a picture tHabelieve you may be surprised by.

So let’s take a trip back in time, almost two thenus years ago. Back to the city of
Jerusalem. Events had just taken place that wdddge the world for all time. Messiah
Yeshua-Jesus had been put to death. He had rmartlie grave on the third day and had
spent some time with His talmidim-students or gikes. Now He had left them but He
had given them instructions to wait. Wait for sonieg very special to happen and it was
going to happen around one of His moedim-appoititees-festivals. A pilgrimage
festival, one of only three when those over a aedge, probably 13, most likely male
were to go to Jerusalem to the Temple. Let’s rbadstory that took place in Acts
Chapter 2.

Acts 2:1-47

1 The festival of Shavuot arrived, and the belis\argathered together in one place. 2
Suddenly there came a sound from the sky likeadweaf a violent wind, and it filled the
whole house where they were sitting. 3 Then theywvdaat looked like tongues of fire,
which separated and came to rest on each one of.tAelhey were all filled with the
Ruach HaKodesh and began to talk in different laggs, as the Spirit enabled them to
speak. 5 Now there were staying in Yerushalayimgioels Jews from every nation under
heaven. 6 When they heard this sound, a crowd gaththey were confused, because
each one heard the believers speaking in his owguage. 7 Totally amazed, they asked,
"How is this possible? Aren't all these people velne speaking from the Galil? 8 How is
it that we hear them speaking in our native langs®y9 We are Parthians, Medes,
Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Y’hudah, Cappé&d Pontus, Asia, 10 Phrygia,
Pamphylia, Egypt, the parts of Libya near Cyrerisitors from Rome; 11 Jews by birth
and proselytes; Cretans, Arabs ...! How is it thathear them speaking in our own
languages about the great things God has doneArhidzed and confused, they all went
on asking each other, "What can this mean?" 13dBu¢rs made fun of them and said,
"They’ve just had too much wine!" 14 Then Kefa @top with the Eleven and raised his
voice to address them: "You Judeans, and all ofsyaying here in Yerushalayim! Let
me tell you what this means! Listen carefully td fte"These people aren’t drunk, as
you suppose—it’s only nine in the morning. 16 N, is what was spoken about through
the prophet Yo'el: 17Adonai says:"In the Last Days,| will pour out from my Spirit

upon everyoneYour sons and daughters will prophesyour young men will see
visions,your old men will dream dreamd.8 Even on my slaves, both men and women,
will I pour out from my Spirit in those daysand they will prophesy191 will perform



miracles in the sky abovend signs on the earth below—Dblood, fire and thiskoke.

20 The sun will become darknd the moon bloodbefore the great and fearful Day of
Adonai comes21And then, whoever calls on the name of Adonai vii# saved.” 22
"Men of Israel! Listen to this! Yeshua from Natzevas a man demonstrated to you to
have been from God by the powerful works, miraatessigns that God performed
through him in your presence. You yourselves kinisv 23 This man was arrested in
accordance with God’s predetermined plan and fooekedge; and, through the agency
of persons not bound by the Torah, you nailed tproma stake and killed him! 24 "But
God has raised him up and freed him from the suffeof death; it was impossible that
death could keep its hold on him. 25 For David ghysabout him!l saw Adonai

always before mépr he is at my right handso that I will not be shaken26 For this
reason, my heart was gla@dnd my tongue rejoicedand now my body too will live on

in the certain hope27that you will not abandon me to Sh’ar let your Holy One see
decay.28you have made known to me the ways of liyeu will fill me with joy by your
presence.29 "Brothers, | know | can say to you frankly ttize¢ patriarch David died

and was buried—his tomb is with us to this dayTBe@refore, since he was a prophet
and knew that God had sworn an oath to him thatadrieés descendants would sit on his
throne, 31 he was speaking in advance about thenesgion of the Messiah, that it was
he who was not abandoned in Sh’ol and whose fleshat see decay. 32 God raised up
this Yeshua! And we are all witnesses of it! 33r&dwer, he has been exaltedhe

right hand of God has received from the Father what he promised)elg, the Ruach
HaKodesh; and has poured out this gift, which yoeitaoth seeing and hearing. 34 For
David did not ascend into heaven. But he s@gsAdonai said to my Lord;'Sit at my
right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feeét 36 Therefore, let the
whole house of Israel know beyond doubt that Gadmhade him both Lord and Messiah
this Yeshua, whom you executed on a stake!" 37e@nrg this, they were stung in their
hearts; and they said to Kefa and the other emissalBrothers, what should we do?"
38 Kefa answered them, "Turn from sin, return ta@Gmd each of you be immersed on
the authority of Yeshua the Messiah into forgivereés/our sins, and you will receive the
gift of the Ruach HaKodesh! 39 For the promiseisy/bu, for your children, and for
those far away—as many as Adonai our God may céll'He pressed his case with
many other arguments and kept pleading with th&ay#é yourselves from this perverse
generation!" 41 So those who accepted what hewsaré immersed, and there were
added to the group that day about three thousamglge 42 They continued faithfully in
the teaching of the emissaries, in fellowship,reeking bread and in the prayers. 43
Everyone was filled with awe, and many miracles sigds took place through the
emissaries. 44 All those trusting in Yeshua staggdther and had everything in
common; 45 in fact, they sold their property andgessions and distributed the proceeds
to all who were in need. 46 Continuing faithfullydawith singleness of purpose to meet
in the Temple courts daily, and breaking breadhieitt several homes, they shared their
food in joy and simplicity of heart, 47 praising and having the respect of all the
people. And day after day the Lord kept addindnéart those who were being saved.

Let me repeat those last few verses. Verses 42-47.



Why is that so important? It's important becauseword church that is used here has

been taken out of context, out of its original imten, its original meaning. Let’s pause

for a moment and take a look at a verse from theadla-the Hebrew Scriptures or what
Christianity calls the Old Testament.

Exodus 12:3
"Speak to the entire assembly of Israel, saying..."

The Hebrew is el-kahl-ah-dot Yisrael.

gahal {kah-hahl'}
congregation, assembly, company, multitude, convatareligious purposes, company
(of returning exiles), as an organized body

“edah {ay-dah'}
congregation, company, assembly, multitude, pegwearm, gathering

Now let’s take a look at the meaning of the wordrch as translated from the word that
just about everyone knows from the Greek: Ekklesia.

ekklesia {ek-klay-see'-ah}

Church, assembly, a gathering of citizens calledrom their homes into some public
place, an assembly of the people convened at thiecgalace of the council for the
purpose of deliberating, the assembly of the Igeselany gathering or throng of men
assembled by chance, in a Christian sense, an blysehChristians gathered for
worship in a religious meeting, a company of Charss, or of those who, hoping for
eternal salvation through Jesus Christ, obsenie dlaa religious rites, hold their own
religious meetings, and manage their own affacepading to regulations prescribed for
the body for order's sake, those who anywhere cityavillage, constitute such a
company and are united into one body, the wholeg/ lnbhristians scattered throughout
the earth, the assembly of faithful Christiansadyedead and received into heaven

Boy, that is a mouthful. When the word ekklesia wsasd, it was with the intention that it
would be the Greek interpretation of the Hebrewdndahilah or a combination of the
two words that we spoke about earlier, kahal addleawhen the translation was
originally done on the Tanach-the Hebrew Scriptutresas when they were translated
into what we know as the Septuagint. The Septuagastthe effort of 70, which is what
Septuagint means, rabbis who translated the HeimteviGreek so that the Scriptures
would be able to read outside of those who cowdd tdebrew.

Why is this important? Because what we understékdlsia to mean today is simply
church. A building, structure, place of meetingd @0 on and so forth. Are you
beginning to see where | am going with this? There& meaning and the Greek
meaning are the same if understood in the propgiegbbecause that will explain to us
just what the first century congregations were abou



Please do not confuse ekklesia with the word symagoThe synagogue was a building.
The word synagogue comes from the Greek.

sunagoge {soon-ag-o-gay'}

synagogue, congregation, assembly, a bringinghegegjathering (as of fruits), in the
NT, an assembling together of men, an assemblyeof @ synagogue, an assembly of
Jews formally gathered together to offer prayelaten to the reading and expositions
of the scriptures; assemblies of that sort werd beéry Sabbath and feast day,
afterwards also on the second and fifth days ofyeweek; name transferred to an
assembly of Christians formally gathered togetberdligious purposes, the buildings
where those solemn Jewish assemblies are heldg8gnas seem to date their origin
from the Babylonian exile. In the times of Jesud tre apostles every town, not only in
Palestine, but also among the Gentiles if it cowdia considerable number of Jewish
inhabitants, had at least one synagogue, the l&wgers several or even many.

The synagogue was separate and distinct from thglee The synagogue came into
being as a place where people could gather fayioels purposes if they could not come
to the Temple. As the people moved further awasnfderusalem synagogues came into
use as there was only one Temple.

In some ways the synagogues were what the chuani® Synagogues were buildings;
the church came into that later. But the churctheffirst century was not buildings. It
was a body of people who were called congregatioressemblies. These were never
meant to refer to buildings but to people gathéoggther for a particular purpose. In this
case they gathered together to honor Yeshua thsidfes

So let’'s look at another verse from Scripture. Timse we are going to look once again
at the Apostolic Scriptures-the New Testament. Bbek of Acts Chapter 16 Verse 5.

Acts 16:5
So the churches grew strong in the faith, as welj@wing daily in numbers.

Now listen to this translation from the Jewish NE@stament. The Jewish New
Testament is a translation by a Messianic Jewisdte®® in Messiah Yeshua who lives
in Israel.

Acts 16:5
> Accordingly, the congregations were strengthenetiénfaith and increased in number
day by day.

Subtle difference there, very subtle, yet very ingat because it conveys to us a sense
of who the early Messianic Believers in the Messigine. They were a group of people
who came to believe that the Messiah was Yeshuahmydgathered together wherever
they could in order to learn about Him and whathdd taught. They gathered together in
homes and shared meals. They gathered togethse ifeimple to pray and share their
faith in Messiah with others. Remember that the flerwas very large and could



accommodate large groups of people. Then they hm&esmaller groups and went to
each other’'s homes and shared a meal and share¢dhg&hdessiah had taught them.

It was never intended that the church would deveitpa building. They were a body of
people the same as the people of Israel were adfgaiyople who moved on God’s
command as one. They were of one accord, one raimttipne spirit. Just look at the
ancient nation of Israel after the exodus from Egypey were just a mass of people
without direction. They slowly over time, over mamyany years God through Moses
molded them into a nation, a people that were ddhlie Children of Israel. They moved
under God'’s direction following His ways.

This is how we should understand what the congi@yabf Messianic Believers were
like in the early first century. They were peoplet buildings.

Another aspect of what is the church is the conoékin. Kin is defined as relatives. But
who are relatives? Are they strictly blood relasive are their relationships other than
blood? Israel as a nation was related through dnews tribes and through their faith in
God. But could one become kin without blood relasiaip?

Let’s take a quick look at the Hebrew and Greekkfor

basar {bah-sahr'}
flesh, body, mankind, of humans, of animals, kiddt#ood-relations, flesh as frail or
erring (man against God), all living things

The interesting thing about the word Basar is thistis the word that Jews who believe
in the Messiah Yeshua use when talking about tspejo

sha'er {sheh-ayr'}
flesh, near kinswoman, food, near, nigh, near lkim, body, kinsman, flesh relation,
blood relation

garowb {kah-robe'} or garob {kah-robe'}
near, nigh, at hand, neighbor, kin, kinsfolk, kirsmof personal relationship, kinship

suggenes {soong-ghen-ace'}
kinsman, cousin, kinsfolk, kin; of the same kinirato, related by blood; in a wider
sense, of the same race, a fellow countryman

An important concept of kin is the kinsmen redeemer

ga'al {gah-al’}

redeem, redeemer, kinsman, revenger, avenger,maagall, deliver, kinsfolks,
purchase, act as kinsman-redeemer, avenge, revamgem, do the part of a kinsman,
by marrying brother's widow to beget a child fomhio redeem from slavery, to redeem
land, to exact vengeance, to redeem (by paymentgdeem (with God as subject),



individuals from death, Israel from Egyptian bonealgrael from exile, to redeem
oneself, to be redeemed

The concept of the church was never meant to bebaghysical building. The Biblical
usage is one of people, a congregation or assemtdyof family, of blood relatives or
people who become like kin or relatives through sthvimg besides physical birth. In the
case of those of us who say that we are Beliewekéeissiah Yeshua we become related
through our acceptance of Yeshua as our Messiab.ig h spiritual birth. This idea of
the church being a building is not Biblical. Theauoth is made up of people and this is
the Body that Messiah talks about. When we hearcthspoken of it should be thought
of not as buildings but of the people who makehepliody.

This is the congregation of the first century. Thesre Hebrews of the nation of Israel
who were tied to one another through their blosdand their faith in God. They already
understood the ideas of kin or family, faith argldéntrality to their lives, helping those
less fortunate than themselves, sharing everytiagthey had with one another and that
included their new found faith in the revealed Maiss

As we come to a close let’s take one more lookgassage of Scripture we read earlier.
Acts 2:36

36 Therefore, let the whole house of Israel knoyohd doubt that God has made him
both Lord and Messiah this Yeshua, whom you exécute stake!"

Do you see what the first part of that Scriptureaging? "Let the whole house of Israel
know..." The whole house of Israel! Who is the whioteise of Israel? Not Judah alone.
Not the church. The whole house of Israel is mgdefuudah, Ephraim and the Gerim

(God-fearing non-Jews). None of them standing akoedsrael, but joined together in
Messiah Yeshua they stand united as Echad-Onemityacombined. Israel reborn!
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