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‘Devotion to the apostles’ teaching is
different from studying the Bible’

‘They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching …’
Acts 2:42
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I

keep coming across that verse
from Acts 2, and the passage that
follows, about the early Church. My
own congregation, with our local
Methodist church, has been reading
Holy Habits by Andrew Roberts, which
is inspired by Acts 2. In March, I shared
in worship at a Pentecostal, apostolic
church in Tanzania. ‘Apostolic’ because
the people base their life and mission
on those verses from Acts 2. In April,
I joined the congregation at Buckfast
Abbey in Devon and we read a portion
of that chapter. It is a vivid expression
of our unity that so many churches
are feeling called to study this portion
of Scripture, to revive and deepen
discipleship and the reality of being
‘apostolic’, in the sense of ‘in line with’ or
‘in succession to’ those first apostles.
When it came to my turn to lead a
study on this passage, specifically on
how followers ‘devoted themselves
to the apostles’ teaching’, it struck
me that Holy Habits and its associated
materials assume, without apparent
question, that this means devoting
ourselves to study of the Bible. I’ve
spent years of my life studying the Bible
(I have a doctorate!) and I am almost
instinctively prone to assume that
that’s where we start. But for once, I
found myself questioning this. ‘Devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching’
is actually something different from
‘studying the Bible’.
The earliest Christians did not have
the Bible as we have it. They had what
we now call the Old Testament. The
New Testament was only then being
written, and its authors did not know
they were writing the Bible. One could
say that the New Testament has its
roots in the testimony of those very
apostles, that the Bible in that sense

‘For once, I found
myself questioning’
comes from the Church (rather than the
other way around).
We often talk as though the Bible
came first and the Church second, but
of course the reality is much more
complex. The Gospels, the letters, the
Acts of the Apostles, the Revelations
to the Churches, came from the first
witnesses to the death and resurrection
of Jesus. We used to speak of ‘Scripture
and tradition’, as though Scripture came
first and the tradition of the Church (or
Churches) second. But the Scriptures too
are part of tradition – the Gospel was
heard among Christians before there
were specifically-shared Christian texts.
There is something refreshing if the
teaching to which we might be devoted
can be associated first not with texts
but with people, with those who could
testify to an experience of the risen
Christ. For if we ask: ‘Who were the

apostles?’, we answer that they were
those who bore witness to a living
experience of the risen Christ. Some
were among the 12 but there were
others too, including the women who
went to the tomb (the early Church
called Mary Magdalene ‘apostle to
the apostles’) and of course Paul, ‘the
apostle to the Gentiles’.
If you read what those
called apostles did teach, it was
overwhelmingly that Christ had died
and was risen, and that God had made
him the first one of a new humanity.
There is a creed that bears the name of
the apostles, based on early forms of
the baptismal promises. This creed too
emphasises above all that Jesus died,
rose again and ascended to heaven.
The early Christians believed that this
was the Gospel. If we are to be a truly
‘apostolic’ church, then we are called
not only to read the texts that they
and their successors wrote but also to
proclaim and to live the faith that they
proclaimed.
We say that the Church is ‘one, holy,
catholic and apostolic’. In company
with many other Christians, I find
myself rediscovering the significance
of being ‘apostolic’. Our connection to
those earliest witnesses is vital to keep
us in touch with the heart and the
truth of the tradition of our faith.
We are called by Acts 2 not simply
to be devoted to Bible study (which
makes many feel overwhelmed) but
to what the apostles’ proclaimed and
taught, the good news that Christ
has died, Christ is risen and Christ
will come again. Of course, some
will protest that it is only through
Bible study that we might hear their
witness, but it is not only there – it is
in the living traditions of the Church
too, and among those who are truly
‘apostolic’ today, those who share a
living experience of the risen Christ.

i

Susan Durber is Minister of
Taunton United Reformed Church,
in Somerset
Reform Magazine | June 2018 | 17

Reform-June-2018.indd 17

16/05/2018 14:52

Chapter & verse – Susan Durber (page 17)
Read Acts 2:42-47, followed by Susan Durber’s article.

1. Susan’s opening paragraph describes being apostolic as being ‘in line with’ or ‘in succession
to’ the first apostles. What does the word ‘apostolic’ mean to you?
2. Verses 43 to 47 describe the early Church. How similar is it to the Church today? What are
the biggest differences and similarities?
3. The same verses describe what happened when the early Church devoted itself to the
apostles’ teaching, fellowship, breaking bread and prayer. What would the outcome of such
devotion look like today?
4. Susan’s third and fourth paragraphs argue that the Bible comes from the Church, rather
than the other way around’. Do you agree? Why?
5. The article’s penultimate paragraph says that having a connection to the earliest witnesses
of Jesus ‘is vital to keep us in touch with the heart and the truth’ of Christianity. How can
Christians can keep that connection alive? Are any methods more or most important?
6. Susan suggests that ‘living traditions’ can help Christians stay connected to the Gospel
message. Can you think of modern examples of people and church traditions that are
apostolic in this way?

For further reflection: ‘Give thanks to the Lord, call on his name; make known his deeds
among the nations; proclaim that his name is exalted.’ Isaiah 12:4
Prayer: We thank you, heavenly Father, for those apostles, ancient and modern, who have
passed a living faith on to us. Help us to be your apostles. Amen.

