SEGMENT ONE
FULL CHRISTIAN INITIATION
Part 1 - Introduction
Most theology books start by studying the nature of God.  So why does this book start with Christian Initiation?  Here are two reasons:
· Because this book is intended as practical theology, and the first practical application of theology in most Christians’ lives is when we understand enough theology (however imperfectly) and are granted enough faith to come into a relationship with our Lord Jesus Christ. 
(An interesting enquiry can be made about the number of theologians who appear not to have any relationship with Jesus, and why this is so, but we will not address that here).
· And also because being properly initiated into God’s church is the best possible preparation for receiving the Biblical revelation that theology attempts to describe (although, as just stated, some measure of understanding is required in order to receive that initiation).

A baby has a relationship with its father before it’s born, but it’s only after birth that the baby can get to know its father and begin to understand him.  In the same way, there is a relationship between God and us – even if we’re atheists, and there is a relationship between the Bible and us – even if we’ve never read it.  For example, God created us, whether we realise this or not.  And the Bible teaches the way of salvation, whether or not we read it or believe it.  But when we’ve come into relationship with God through Jesus Christ, we can really get to know him, primarily through studying scripture - that is, through theology.
The Bible talks about the moment when a person becomes a Christian as being a “new birth”:

John 3:3

...Jesus declared, "I tell you the truth, no-one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again."

1 Peter 1:3-4

3 Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade — kept in heaven for you,

And, as David Pawson observes in the prologue his excellent book “The Normal Christian Birth”:

Birth affects life.  This is true of physical birth.  Many “Christians”, including myself, were badly delivered.  Initiation either took years to be completed or has remained incomplete.  In many cases as umbilical cord to the past has never been cut and tied off.  Some have never been washed.  Others never had hands laid on them in order to breathe in and cry out!  Some are barely alive...
In the same way, a healthy experience of the early days of Christian life gives us a good foundation for the rest of eternity.

· If we start off our Christian lives in a Biblical way, we will find it easier to live effective, fulfilling Christian lives.

· If our initiation was incomplete – we can and should complete it now!

There are some very important steps in the normal initiation of a believer into the Christian life that – if left out – lead to an unbalanced, unsatisfying and incomplete Christian life.  These steps are:
· Repentance

· Faith

· Baptism in water

· Baptism in the Holy Spirit 

· Joining and being committed to a local church
David Pawson’s book covers the first four of these in detail.

Acts Chapter 2 is the account of what happened the first time that the Holy Spirit descended on the Church.  We can see that all the five steps of full Christian initiation are in Acts 2:
· Verse 37 – Faith.
· Verse 38 – Repentance.
· Verse 38 - Baptism in water.
· Verse 38 - Baptism in the Holy Spirit

· Verse 41 - Joining the local church /

Verse 42 - Commitment to the local church.
From verse 14 to verse 36, Peter preaches the gospel, finishing with these words:
"be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ."

Verse 37 says:
When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?"

Although this verse on its own doesn’t quite prove this, it demonstrates that that the people listening to Peter believed the message of the gospel – they had FAITH.  It’s interesting that faith – the one element of Christian initiation that just about anybody would acknowledge – is the one least clearly supported by this passage.
The story continues in verses 38-39:
38 Peter replied, "Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call."

Here we see that the gospel includes a command to REPENT and to be BAPTISED IN WATER and that it also includes a promise that, if we do so, then we will be BAPTISED IN THE HOLY SPIRIT, because “receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit” meant receiving what they had seen the 120 original members of the Church receiving that morning.

We know that the same message applies to us, because Peter said:
“39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call."

The story goes on:
40 With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, "Save yourselves from this corrupt generation." 41 Those who accepted his message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.
Those who received the gospel BECAME PART OF THE CHURCH.

The people added to the church are then described like this:
42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.

Notice the word “devoted”.  None of these were nominal or careless members – each one was devoted to the church:
· Devoted to hearing the Bible being taught.  

· Devoted to each other as members of the same church.  

· Devoted to the breaking of bread – what some call “communion”.  

· Devoted to prayer. 
We then read a description of the church:

43 Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.

46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.
Those who were added to the church were not merely nominal members; they devoted themselves to be taught, to spend time with the Church, to celebrate the breaking of bread and to pray.   They shared their lives and their possessions.  They met frequently (“every day”).
Again, those who were saved are described as being “added to their number”.
Consider:

· This success must have been due - at least in part - to the fact that ALL the believers had experienced a COMPLETE Christian initiation. 

· A believer who has experienced full Christian initiation is equipped and prepared for the full Christian life!

· A church full of such Christians will have a great impact on their town!

This is the first example of evangelism the church ever experienced.  And we should see it as being normative – that is, as setting the pattern that we should expect to follow.

It involved the five components of full Christian initiation.  And throughout the book of Acts, we can see that the apostles expected to see all these components in the lives of those who come to Christ.

We should expect the same today.

The remainder of Segment one will cover each of these elements in more detail.
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