The Setting of the Early Christian Church 

House Churches

(This section is taken from Mark D. Ellison’s chapter in Go Ye Into All The World, Messages Of The New Testament Apostles, The 31st Annual Sidney B. Sperry Symposium, p. 146-151.)

The original concept of "church" (ekklesia in Greek) was not of a building but of an assembly of people who had been called together.

· Apostles preached of Christ "in the temple, and in every house" (Acts 5:42). 

· Saul's persecution of the Christians required him to enter "every house" (Acts 8:3). 

· While in Jerusalem, a large company of Saints gathered to pray at the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark (Acts 12:12). 

· In Philippi Paul and Silas met with Church members in the house of Lydia (Acts 16:40).

· The Pauline epistles refer to a "church" in the homes of Nymphas (Col. 4:15), Philemon (Philemon 1:1-2), Priscilla (1 Cor. 16:19) and Aquila (Romans 16:3-5).

The place of assembly was not as important as its purpose.  Long before Christians began to build specially constructed church buildings, they assembled to worship in ordinary homes.  Noting the significant role those homes played in the apostolic age, one observer wrote: "Even when contact with the Jerusalem Temple and Jewish synagogues was still maintained, it was nevertheless the household which served as the new and vital center for social networks, worship, inter-provincial communication, recruitment, baptizing and instruction in the faith, the hosting of traveling missionaries, and the material support essential to the sustenance and growth of the movement across the Roman Empire."

Why did the early Saints use their houses for these activities?  It may be simply that since the young Church was poor (1 Cor. 1:26-28), it could not afford a building program; all its resources had to be devoted to caring for its members and accomplishing the apostolic commission to "teach all nations" (Matt. 28:19).  Perhaps, too, building permanent edifices was seen as unnecessary in an age when Apostles foresaw apostasy and the Church's eventual retreat into the wilderness (2 Thes. 2:1-3; Rev. 12:6).

Meeting in houses may also have given the Saints some protection from public persecution.  "Christianity in the first century A.D., and for long afterwards, did not have the status of a recognized religion," notes Jerome Murphy-O'Connor, "so there was no question of a public meeting-place, such as the Jewish synagogue.  Hence, use had to be made of the only facilities available, namely, the dwellings of families that had become Christian."

Along with all these considerations, there is one more: homes were especially well suited to accommodate the worship service, which included the sacrament of the Lord's Supper.  For many years, the earliest Saints would partake of the sacrament while sharing a common meal in the homes of fellow Church members.

One of the disadvantages was that a household congregation could accommodate only limited growth; once it surpassed the houses relatively small capacity, another congregation would have to be formed elsewhere. Quite often this would have resulted in there being many small congregations within the same city. While this circumstance would have permitted members in each house church to know each other well, it also carried the potential for a lack of unity between the various congregations.

False teachings and inappropriate practices which sprang up were difficult to manage. This is suggested in 2 John, which warns a Christian community not to receive heretical teachers into their house (2 John 1:10), and possibly also in Titus, with the reference to "vain talkers and deceivers" who "subvert whole houses" (Titus 1:10-11).

The house church setting may also help explain the difficulty mentioned in 3 John: "I wrote unto the church: but Diotrephes, who loveth to have the preeminence among them, receiveth us not …neither doth he himself receive the brethren, and forbiddeth them that would, and casteth them out of the church" (3 John 1:9-10). Diotrephes appears to have been the patron of a household congregation who did not want Church leaders to interfere in the meetings and meals he hosted in his own home; he rebelled against the leadership of John, Gaius, and the other brethren of his locality. All these difficulties were among the problems which would ultimately lead to general apostasy (D&C 64:8).

But for the faithful, assembling in houses had great advantages.  The intimate, domestic setting would have contributed to a familial sense within the congregation. Certainly family life was important in the young Church, as is evident from epistles containing instructions for husbands, wives, fathers, children, servants, and masters (Eph. 5:19-6:9; Col. 3:12-4:6; 1 Tim. 3:2-12; Titus 2:2-10) …

"It must not be forgotten that both in Jewish and Gentile life religious observance had been largely centered in the home.  Moreover, on many occasions entire households, including, no doubt, slaves in some instances, came into the church as a unit (Acts 16:32-33) … The need for making the faith work in daily home life must have been greatly intensified by the almost complete concentration of Christian life, fellowship, and worship in the home."



Gordon B. Hinckley - Brethren, we need to recognize that the [restored] church had been growing for six years before the first building was constructed - that was the Kirtland Temple.  Meetings were held in simple log houses, activities were carried on, members were added to the ranks of those in Fayette, Manchester, Palmyra, and Colesville immediately following the formation of the church.  But there was growth and enthusiasm and a tremendous spirit.  It was the doctrine upon which the people feasted, and it was the fellowship that came from an enthusiasm for that doctrine which bound the people together and brought light and life and happiness into their lives.  (From a speech titled “The Financial Cost Of Membership In The Church” given at a regional representatives seminar in 1981.)

The Sacramental Meal

(More from Mark D. Ellison’s chapter in Go Ye Into All The World.)
The sacrament was instituted at the Last Supper and for many years continued to be observed in a mealtime setting.  These meals were communal dinners shared by the assembled congregation.  Acts tells us that the Saints in Jerusalem “had all things common” (Acts 4:32), including their food (Acts 6:1-2).  Jude mentions that the saints held “feasts of charity,” or agape meals, using the Greek word which signified Christian love and came to denote also the common meal in which that love was affirmed (Jude 1:12).  An agape meal was “a fellowship meal which was a principal occasion for charity to the poorer members of the church.”  At an agape feast which included the sacrament, the bread and wine were usually blessed and distributed at the end of the meal.

1. Fellowship and Reconciliation.  In the culture of the Near East, “meals were much more than occasions for satisfying hunger, for it was understood that persons who ate and drank together were bound to one another by friendship and mutual obligation.” … “Table-fellowship was a guarantee of peace, trust, brotherhood; it meant in a very real sense a sharing of one’s life.”  Since sharing a meal affirmed fellowship, peace, and unity between those who participated, meals could serve to reconcile people who had been estranged from each other (Gen. 43:32; 45:11; Psalms 23:5; Luke 15:23-24; JST Matt. 7:9).

2. Solemn Covenant.  In the Near East, promises made with the sharing of food were considered solemn, binding vows (Gen. 24:54; 26:26-31; 31:46, 54; Joshua 9:3-20; 2 Sam. 3:12-21).  The good news communicated by the Lord’s table fellowship is therefore made all the more dramatic.  

3. Commemoration.  Feasts in ancient Israel often served to help the children of Israel remember what God had done for them (Exodus 12:14, 25-27).  The biblical concept of “remembering” … [for example] remembering the exodus story at Passover was not merely recalling it, but in a sense re-experiencing it. … The “words accompanied by actions, stories by ritual, bridged the gap between past and present; and the sacred stories were relived as defining life and community in the present.”

4. Anticipating The Lord’s Coming.  Israelite feasts were so joyous and sacred that they came to symbolize the rejoicing, peace, and fellowship that the righteous would share with God when the Messiah would come.  Thus the feasts both looked back, serving to memorialize and renew the covenant between God and Israel (such as at Passover), and looked forward with anticipation to the messianic “feast of fat things” to be enjoyed in the age to come.  Jesus drew upon this imagery several times in His teaching.  The parables of the ten virgins, the marriage of the king’s son and the great supper are centered around feasts symbolizing the future messianic age.  He promised the Apostles that their role in the “feast” to come would be to “eat and drink at my table in my kingdom, and sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Luke 22:30).

[This all conveys] great significance to the early Christian observance of the Lord’s Supper.  The Saints ate as “partakers of the Lord’s table” (1 Cor. 10:21).  They … partook of the promises of the new covenant and experienced the reconciliation, forgiveness, and fellowship with God made possible by the Atonement:  “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion [koinonia, or ‘intimate fellowship’] of the blood of Christ?” (1 Cor. 10:16)  They both looked back in memory of the Savior: “Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us” (1Cor. 5:7) – and looked forward to His future return: “As often as ye eat this bread, and drink this cup, ye do shew the Lord’s death till he come” (1 Cor. 11:26).

[1 Cor. 11:20-21 speaks of some members going ahead with their own supper and the others going hungry.]  Apparently, when the members would gather at a host home, bringing with them their food to contribute to the common meal (like a modern-day potluck dinner), they would begin to eat before some of the poorer members could arrive.  The latecomers – slaves and others of poorer classes – would arrive in time for the bread and cup, but having missed the main meal they would leave hungry, while others were full. To Paul, conducting the Lord’s Supper in this way was an abuse of the practice, violating the very truths which the sacrament was supposed to affirm.
Notable Achievements of the Early Church

(From Robert L. Millet’s chapter in Studies in Scripture, Vol. 6: Acts to Revelation, p. 2.)
1. Growth in Organization - In the four Gospels, the only church officers mentioned are apostles and seventies.  It is worthy of note that … only six months before the crucifixion, Jesus had spoken of the establishment of his church as a future eventuality: "Upon this rock I will build my church."  It is Paul who [much later] indicates that the Lord provided an organization, such as evangelists, pastors, bishops, teachers, and deacons, for the perfecting of the saints and the work of the ministry. (Eph. 4:11-14)  Perhaps a key to understanding the Lord's process for church organization is to be found in the early verses of Luke's Acts of the Apostles … "being seen of them forty days, and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God." (Acts 1:2-3)  It may be, therefore, that the Savior provided the more complex church organization (similar to what we know in the latter-day church) during his forty-day ministry … 
2. Growth Beyond Traditional Bounds - Tradition in the first century, like that of any age, was stiff and extremely resistant to change. But the Lord had spoken, the light of a new day was bursting upon the early church, and changes were to be forthcoming: the gospel message was now to go forth to the Gentiles, and the crumbs of bread from the royal table were being gathered and feasted upon by the "dogs" of the nations outside Israel. … “I will also give thee for a light to the Gentiles, that thou mayest be my salvation unto the end of the earth." (Isaiah 49:6) … Those who were more governed by their traditions and those of their forebears either lived and died weak in the faith or left the faith entirely. 

3. Growth in Spiritual Power - Simon Peter serves as the classic illustration ... Whereas in the Gospels we see Peter as noble and loyal and dedicated, we are also made privy to his weaknesses: he doubts and denies.  After the resurrection and the day of Pentecost, Peter is a different man entirely: his zeal is fortified with wisdom, his loyalty buttressed with an indefatigable and undeniable witness of his Lord and Master.  When his testimony of the Christ is challenged, he responds: "We ought to obey God rather than men. The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom ye slew and hanged on a tree."… [Another example is Paul.] Zealous but misguided in his defense of the law and his battle of Christianity, this former Pharisee was turned about midstream: he was given new direction ... Conversion took place and weakness became strength. 

	
	Miracle (in Acts)
	Peter
	Paul

	1.
	Heals
	lame man (3:1-8)
	crippled man (14:8-12)

	2.
	Heals via
	shadow (5:14-15)
	handkerchief (19:11-12)

	3.
	Curses
	briber (8:18-23)
	false prophet (13:6-11)

	4.
	Raises from dead
	a woman (9:36-42)
	a boy (20:7-12)

	5.
	Freed from prison
	by angel (12:6-7)
	by earthquake (16:25-26)


Paul was also healed after being stoned (14:8-20).  Other examples in Acts include Stephen’s transfiguration (6:9-15), Ananias restores Saul’s sight (9:10-18), an angel ministers to Cornelius (10:1-8), revelation to Agabus (11:28; 21:10-14) and others, Apollos preaches with power (18:24-26), plus other signs and wonders. 

(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

Presentation Notes

1. Have the students look up the items from the Bible Dictionary and report on them.

2. Write on the board: “Church Houses vs. House Churches”.

3. Do the first of the two surveys, “The Role of Our Church Houses Our Church Houses”.
4. Hand out the sheet and go through it. 

5. Use these questions during the section titled “The Sacramental Meal” - 

a. Do our Sacrament Meetings make us feel part of a ward family?

b. How do our Sacrament Meetings point us toward the poor?

c. Do we feel reconciled to each other during the meetings?

d. Our sacrament prayers state, “that they do always remember him”.  Do we not just recall him but also re-experience his offering, love and service, as we should?

e. Do we look forward in these meetings to his return?

6. Just before going over the section titled “Notable Achievements of the Early Church”, do the other survey, “Topics in Missionary Lessons Missionary Discussions”.



One of our favorite scriptures - 

Acts 3:6 - Then Peter said, Silver and gold have I none; but such as I have give I thee: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth rise up and walk.



Additional paragraphs from Ellison’s chapter –

In time some of the houses which hosted Christian assemblies were renovated and used exclusively for worship.  Remains of a few of these "house churches" (domus ecclesiae) have been excavated, helping us to visualize the physical worship setting of the early Church.

How did meeting in houses like these affect the Church's sense of community? The arrangement had both benefits and detriments.

Since the whole community of Saints participated in the Lord’s Supper, the ordinance also affirmed a very real bond between all members of the family of believers.



Survey: The Role of Our Church Houses

	1. Have you spent most of your life in the church living in a ward or in a branch?
	

	2. Have ever attended at a ward or branch with a church house that does not have a cultural hall?  Was it a weird experience?
	

	3. Have you or anyone you know personally ever received a calling somewhere other than in a room in the church house? 
	

	4. Would it be improper to receive a calling over the phone or by having the church leader come to your home?
	

	5. Have you ever attended a presidency meeting in a home?
	

	6. How would it feel to hold Sacrament Meeting in someone’s home?
	

	7. What part of your daily or weekly religious life is not related to being in a church house?
	

	8. Imagine you live in the time of the Book of Acts and there were no church buildings at all, other than the temple.  Would you like it?
	


Survey: Topics in Missionary Lessons
Our missionaries teach the following principles to investigators to prepare them to become members –

	The need for a messiah
	Jesus Christ is the Messiah
	The need for modern prophets
	We have prophets now

	Scripture hasn’t stopped being revealed
	How to pray and we must pray often
	We must repent of our sins
	The Lord’s health code

	The role of the Holy Spirit
	Personal inspiration
	Fasting
	Chastity

	Paying offerings
	Honoring the Sabbath
	Serving in the church
	Personal scripture study


1. Circle the items above that the average person in this area (who is not a Mormon) is not already doing or believing.

2. Now imagine you are a missionary back in the early days of the Book of Acts.  Put a checkmark on the items above that would have been difficult for your investigators.  Remember that you are proselyting only to Jewish families.

3. The people then would have been “golden”, having very few if any of the obstacles modern investigators have.  The Law of Moses and the Jewish religion back then were the perfect preparer for Christianity.  However, now imagine that the church has decided to allow Gentiles into the gospel.  Wouldn’t it make sense to have them first become converts to Judaism and live its laws for a few years before becoming Christians?  Isn’t it wrong to just let them come straight on in?  (Write your response here -)
Gems in the 


Bible Dictionary


“House”


“Furniture”


“Music”











