
The Church in the New Testament, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 10: Devotion to Apostolic Teaching and Practice

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

This lesson is different from the nine before it. Instead of walking through one narrative, the 
class is taking three passages (Acts 2:42; 1 Corinthians 11:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:15) and asking 
what has been running underneath the whole quarter. Every lesson has raised the same 
question in a different setting: by what authority does the church do what it does? Acts 15 
answered it with Scripture. Acts 20 answered it with the word of His grace. This week the class 
faces it directly. Open by taking them back to Acts 2:42, which they studied in Lesson 1, and let 
them notice the order. The very first thing said about the church, before fellowship, before the 
Lord’s Supper, before prayer, is that they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching. That 
was not an accident of sequence. Everything else in the list stands on it.

The heart of the lesson is the word “traditions,” and it will need careful handling because the 
English word works against us. When Paul commends the Corinthians for holding to the 
traditions he delivered, and commands the Thessalonians to stand firm and hold to the 
traditions taught “either by our spoken word or by our letter,” he is not talking about customs 
that grew up over time. The word is paradosis, something handed over, and its meaning 
depends entirely on who did the handing. Jesus condemned tradition in Mark 7:8 when it was 
men’s: “You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men.” Paul commands 
tradition here because it is Christ’s, delivered through His authorized messengers. Same word, 
opposite verdicts, and the difference is the source. Make sure the class can state that distinction 
plainly, because almost everything in this lesson depends on it.

Then aim at the practical payoff, which is where the class lives. Apostolic teaching is not a 
historical curiosity; what those men delivered by word and letter, we now have written down, 
and it is the only thing standing between a congregation and the tastes of its own generation. 
Teach the class why a pattern is a gift rather than a cage: it means the church does not have to 
be reinvented every thirty years, and it means no man gets to impose his preferences in God’s 
name. Be ready for the objection that will surely come, that the New Testament gives no binding 
pattern and each generation should adapt freely. Answer it with the text rather than with heat. 
And be equally ready to turn the lesson on ourselves, because the same word that forbids 
adding to the apostles’ teaching also forbids our own accumulated habits from quietly taking its 
place.

Question 1

Student Question:



In Acts 2:42, the first mark of the early church is devotion to “the apostles’ teaching.” Why was 
apostolic teaching placed first, and what does this reveal about the foundation of the church?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Take the class back to the scene, because they studied it in Lesson 1 and the context does the 
arguing. Three thousand people had just been baptized. They had no New Testament, no elders, 
no buildings, and no experience. What did they do first? “And they devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” Luke lists four 
things, and he does not put them in random order. Teaching stands first because the other three 
depend on it. You cannot have fellowship without knowing whom you are in fellowship with, 
cannot break bread rightly without being told what it means, and cannot pray rightly to a God 
you have not been taught about.

Then ask the class why it had to be the apostles’ teaching in particular, and give them the reason 
from Jesus’ own words. He promised these specific men that the Spirit “will teach you all things 
and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:26), and that “when the 
Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). That promise was not 
made to Christians generally; it was made to the apostles. So when three thousand new 
believers sat down under apostolic teaching, they were not listening to the opinions of the first 
generation. They were receiving the words of Christ through the men He had authorized.

Now draw out the foundation language, because Paul makes it explicit. The church is “built on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone” 
(Ephesians 2:20). Help the class handle that image carefully. A foundation is laid once. Nobody 
relays a foundation in the third generation, and nobody keeps pouring concrete after the 
building goes up. That is precisely why we do not have apostles today and do not need them: 
their work was foundational, and it was completed. What they laid, we build on.

Then point at the word Luke chose, because the class will meet it again in the next question. 
They “devoted themselves.” Not sampled, not attended, not agreed with. And notice that this 
devotion was to teaching, which means the first mark of a Spirit-filled church, freshly born on 
the day of Pentecost with three thousand converts and every reason to be swept up in the 
moment, was that it sat down and learned. That is worth saying to a class that may associate 
spiritual vitality with excitement.

Bring it home. Ask the class what would come first if someone described this congregation in 
one sentence, the way Luke described that one. What we put first reveals what we are actually 
built on. And ask the harder version: if apostolic teaching were removed from us, how long 
would our fellowship, our worship, and our prayers survive on their own?

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 Teaching stands first because fellowship, the Lord’s Supper, and prayer all depend on it (Acts 
2:42)

 The Spirit’s promise to guide into all truth was made specifically to the apostles (John 14:26; 
16:13)

 Apostolic teaching is Christ’s word delivered through men He authorized, not first-
generation opinion

 The church is built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ as 
cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20)

 A foundation is laid once; this is why apostles were not replaced and are not needed today
 The first mark of the newborn church was that it sat down and learned

Discussion Prompts

 If someone described this congregation in one sentence, what would come first?
 If apostolic teaching were removed from us, how long would our fellowship and worship 

survive on their own?
 Why would a church with three thousand new converts make teaching its first priority?

Question 2

Student Question:

What does it mean to be “devoted” to a body of teaching? How is devotion different from casual 
familiarity or occasional agreement?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Give the class the word, because it is stronger than the English suggests. Luke’s term is 
proskartereo, which means to persist, to hold fast, to continue steadfastly, to stick to 
something. It is used of the disciples continuing steadfastly in prayer (Acts 1:14) and of the 
apostles in Lesson 3 saying “we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word” 
(Acts 6:4). It carries the sense of clinging. This is not a word for interest. It is a word for grip.

Then let the class feel the contrast by naming what devotion is not. It is not familiarity; a person 
can know the Bible’s stories the way he knows a childhood neighborhood, comfortably and 
without any claim on him. It is not agreement; you can affirm every word of Scripture as true 
and be shaped by none of it. It is not attendance, and it is not fondness. Devotion means the 
teaching has authority over the life, and that when it collides with what we prefer, it wins. Ask 
the class the test question: when did the apostles’ teaching last change your mind about 
something you wanted?

Point out something the class will find uncomfortable, and let it sit. Devotion is measured by 
what it costs. These three thousand were devoting themselves to teaching that had made them 
enemies of the Sanhedrin, that would soon cost many of them their homes when persecution 
scattered them, as the class saw in Lesson 5. It cost them something to keep listening. A 



devotion that has never cost anything has not yet been tested, and an untested grip is not yet 
known to be a grip.

Then draw out the steadiness in the word, because that is its heart. Proskartereo describes 
something continuous, not a burst. The Christians in Acts did not attend a conference; they 
persisted, day after day, in ordinary teaching, which is exactly what the class saw at Antioch 
when Barnabas and Saul taught for a whole year. Devotion is unspectacular by nature. It looks 
like showing up to be taught again on a week when you do not feel like it, which is why it is so 
much rarer than enthusiasm.

Bring it near and make it concrete. Ask the class to name the difference between someone 
devoted to the apostles’ teaching and someone who simply believes it is true. Then ask which 
one describes them, honestly, this month. And leave them with the sharpest version: what does 
your calendar say you are devoted to? Proskartereo leaves marks on a schedule, not just on a 
conviction.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Proskartereo means to persist, hold fast, cling; it describes grip, not interest (Acts 1:14; 6:4)
 Devotion is not familiarity, agreement, attendance, or fondness
 Devotion means the teaching has authority and wins when it collides with preference
 Devotion is measured by what it costs; an untested grip is unproven
 The word describes continuous steadiness, not a burst of enthusiasm
 Devotion is unspectacular and leaves marks on a schedule, not only on convictions

Discussion Prompts

 When did the apostles’ teaching last change your mind about something you wanted?
 What does your calendar say you are devoted to?
 What is the difference between being devoted to this teaching and simply believing it is 

true?

Question 3

Student Question:

In 1 Corinthians 11:2, Paul commends the church for holding to “the traditions” he delivered. 
What are these traditions, and why does Paul use such strong language about maintaining 
them?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Deal with the word first, because the class has been trained to flinch at it. Paul says, “I commend 
you because you remember me in everything and maintain the traditions even as I delivered 
them to you.” The word is paradosis, which simply means something handed over, passed from 



one hand to the next. It carries no verdict by itself. Everything depends on whose hand it came 
from.

Now put the two uses side by side, because this comparison settles the whole lesson. Jesus said 
to the Pharisees, “You leave the commandment of God and hold to the tradition of men” (Mark 
7:8), and told them they made void the word of God by their tradition. Paul commends the 
Corinthians for holding to tradition. Same word, opposite verdicts. Jesus condemned what men 
handed down; Paul commends what Christ handed down through him. Help the class say the 
distinction cleanly: the question is never whether a thing is a tradition. The question is who 
delivered it.

Then look at Paul’s language in the verse, because he is precise: “even as I delivered them to 
you.” Not adapted, not improved, not contextualized. As delivered. And notice what Paul says 
about the source of his teaching elsewhere: “the gospel that was preached by me is not man’s 
gospel. For I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a 
revelation of Jesus Christ” (Galatians 1:11-12). He uses the same handing-over language about 
the Lord’s Supper in this very chapter: “For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to 
you” (1 Corinthians 11:23). Paul is a courier, not an author. That is why he can command what 
he commands.

Show the class what the traditions actually covered, because they are not abstract. In this very 
chapter, immediately after verse 2, Paul takes up the conduct of men and women in the 
assembly, and then the Lord’s Supper. These traditions governed how the church worshiped. 
That is worth noticing, because people often accept apostolic authority over doctrine while 
treating practice as a free area. Paul makes no such division. What he delivered included how 
the church actually conducts itself when it gathers.

Bring it home with the test the class can use all their lives. Every congregation has traditions; 
that is unavoidable and not sinful. The danger is not having them but losing track of which is 
which. Ask the class to name one thing we do because Christ delivered it and one thing we do 
because we have always done it. If a congregation cannot tell those apart, it will eventually 
defend the second as fiercely as the first, which is precisely what the Pharisees did.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Paradosis means something handed over; the word carries no verdict apart from its source 
(1 Corinthians 11:2)

 Jesus condemned the tradition of men, which made void the word of God (Mark 7:8)
 Paul commends tradition because Christ delivered it through him; the question is always 

who delivered it
 Paul insists it be kept “even as I delivered” it, without adaptation
 Paul received his gospel by revelation and passed it on as a courier, not an author (Galatians 

1:11-12; 1 Corinthians 11:23)



 The traditions governed practice as well as doctrine, including conduct in the assembly and 
the Lord’s Supper

 A congregation that cannot distinguish Christ’s traditions from its own will defend both alike

Discussion Prompts

 Name one thing we do because Christ delivered it, and one thing we do because we have 
always done it.

 Why did Jesus condemn tradition and Paul command it? What is the difference?
 What does “even as I delivered them to you” rule out?

Question 4

Student Question:

In 2 Thessalonians 2:15, Paul commands believers to “stand firm and hold to the traditions” 
taught “either by our spoken word or by our letter.” What does this verse teach about the 
authority of apostolic instruction?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Start with the two verbs, because Paul chose military language. “Stand firm and hold to.” The 
first means to stand your ground, the posture of a soldier who will not be moved off a position; 
the second means to grip. Paul is not suggesting an attitude of general respect. He is describing 
men under pressure holding a line. And notice the context: he has just spent the chapter 
warning them about deception, lawlessness, and a strong delusion. Standing firm on apostolic 
teaching is what he prescribes for a church surrounded by lies.

Then take the two channels, because this is the doctrinal heart of the verse: “either by our 
spoken word or by our letter.” Paul puts his preaching and his writing on exactly the same level 
of authority. The Thessalonians were not to weigh which carried more force, and Paul does not 
rank them. What made either one binding was not the medium; it was the messenger God had 
authorized. Help the class see that this is why the New Testament can command obedience at 
all: the authority lies in the source.

Now ask the class the obvious question, because it matters enormously and the answer is not 
complicated. If both were binding, what happened to the spoken word? We do not have a 
recording of Paul preaching at Thessalonica. Is something missing? No. What the apostles taught 
orally is what they wrote down; Peter refers to Paul’s letters alongside “the other Scriptures” (2 
Peter 3:15-16), and Paul told the Ephesians that when they read what he had written they could 
“perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ” (Ephesians 3:3-4). The oral and the written 
carried the same message, and the written is what God preserved. This is precisely why we do 
not need a separate stream of unwritten tradition running alongside the Bible: what was spoken 
has been given to us in the letters.



Then draw out what the verse forbids, and be plain about it. If apostolic instruction is binding, 
then it is not advisory, not culturally conditioned, and not ours to renegotiate. Paul says 
elsewhere, “If anyone thinks that he is a prophet, or spiritual, he should acknowledge that the 
things I am writing to you are a command of the Lord” (1 Corinthians 14:37). A command of the 
Lord. That sentence ends the discussion about whether apostolic writing is merely one man’s 
opinion for one moment.

Bring it home where it lands. Ask the class what it would look like this week to stand firm on 
something. Not to believe it, but to hold ground on it when it costs. Paul assumed his readers 
would be pushed. He did not tell them to be flexible; he told them to hold. That is a specific 
instruction, and every person in the room can name the place where they have been giving 
ground.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 “Stand firm and hold” is military language for holding a line under pressure (2 Thessalonians 
2:15)

 Paul places his preaching and his writing on the same level of authority
 Authority rests in the authorized messenger, not in the medium
 What the apostles spoke is what they wrote; the letters preserve the message (2 Peter 3:15-

16; Ephesians 3:3-4)
 No separate stream of unwritten tradition runs alongside Scripture
 Apostolic writing is a command of the Lord, not one man’s culturally bound opinion (1 

Corinthians 14:37)
 Paul assumed pressure and prescribed holding ground rather than flexibility

Discussion Prompts

 Where have you been quietly giving ground?
 If the spoken word was binding too, why are we not missing anything today?
 What would it look like this week to stand firm rather than merely to believe?

Question 5

Student Question:

How should we understand the relationship between the apostles’ teaching and the New 
Testament Scriptures? Are they the same, and if so, what does that mean for the church today?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Answer the question plainly for the class, because it is the hinge of the lesson: yes, they are the 
same. What the apostles taught by mouth in Acts 2:42 is what they wrote down, and what they 
wrote down is the New Testament. The teaching did not change when it changed media. Help 
the class see why this matters so much. It means the church at Jerusalem and the class sitting in 



your room are being fed the same food, from the same men, by the same authority. We are not 
at a disadvantage. We are simply reading what they heard.

Then show them the evidence rather than asserting it. Peter puts Paul’s letters in the category 
of “the other Scriptures” (2 Peter 3:15-16), which is a stunning thing for one apostle to say 
about another while both were alive. Paul quotes Luke’s Gospel alongside Deuteronomy and 
calls both Scripture (1 Timothy 5:18). Paul told the Colossians to have his letter read in another 
congregation as well (Colossians 4:16), and told the Thessalonians to have his letter read to all 
the brothers (1 Thessalonians 5:27). These men knew they were writing Scripture, and they 
expected it to circulate and to bind.

Now draw the conclusion the class needs, and let it be freeing rather than restrictive. If the 
apostles’ teaching is the New Testament, then devotion to the apostles’ teaching is not a 
mystical relationship with dead men. It is reading, learning, and obeying a book we can hold. 
Every Christian has access to the very thing the Jerusalem church devoted itself to. Nobody 
needs a special channel, a living authority, or a new word. That is what Paul meant when he told 
Timothy Scripture makes the man of God “complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Timothy 
3:16-17).

Then set the boundary in both directions, because the class needs both. On one side, this rules 
out any claim that God is still delivering apostolic teaching through modern voices; the faith was 
“once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3), and once for all means what it says. On the other 
side, it rules out our own quiet substitutions. A congregation can affirm the sufficiency of 
Scripture while actually running on habit, and the class saw in Lesson 8 that this is the drift most 
likely to catch people who love the Bible. Being right about the doctrine of Scripture is not the 
same as being governed by Scripture.

Bring it home with the plainest question in the lesson. If the apostles’ teaching is in a book on 
your shelf, and the first mark of the church is devotion to it, then how much of it have you 
actually read this year? Most of us will defend the sufficiency of a book more vigorously than we 
consult it. Ask the class to sit with that gently, and then to do something about it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The apostles’ teaching and the New Testament Scriptures are the same body of instruction
 Peter placed Paul’s letters among “the other Scriptures” (2 Peter 3:15-16)
 Paul quoted Luke’s Gospel as Scripture and expected his letters to circulate and bind (1 

Timothy 5:18; Colossians 4:16; 1 Thessalonians 5:27)
 Every Christian has access to what the Jerusalem church devoted itself to; no special channel 

is needed
 Scripture makes the man of God complete for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16-17)
 Against modern claims of continuing apostolic teaching; the faith was once for all delivered 

(Jude 3)
 Against quiet substitution of habit for Scripture, which catches Bible-loving congregations



Discussion Prompts

 How much of the apostles’ teaching have you actually read this year?
 Do we defend the sufficiency of Scripture more vigorously than we consult it?
 What does it mean that we are reading exactly what the Jerusalem church heard?

Question 6

Student Question:

The early church also devoted itself to “fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers” (Acts 
2:42). How do these practices connect to apostolic teaching, and why should they be understood 
as more than casual social gatherings?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Point out the grammar first, because it is easy to miss and it carries the argument. Luke says 
they devoted themselves to four things, and the word “devoted” governs all of them. The same 
steadfast clinging that applied to the teaching applied to the fellowship, the breaking of bread, 
and the prayers. These are not the teaching plus three social activities. They are four devotions, 
and Luke lists them in one breath.

Then show the class that each one comes out of the teaching rather than alongside it. 
Fellowship is koinonia, a sharing, a partnership; it is not friendliness but common participation in 
Christ, which is why the class saw it in Acts 4 reaching all the way to people’s property. The 
breaking of bread in this context is the Lord’s Supper, and nobody could observe it rightly 
without being taught what it means, which is exactly why Paul had to correct the Corinthians 
about it by delivering again what he had received from the Lord (1 Corinthians 11:23-26). And 
the prayers, with the definite article in Greek, suggests the appointed prayers of the gathered 
church rather than private devotion. Each one has content, and the content came from the 
apostles.

Now let the class see why calling these social would be a category error. Fellowship at Acts 4 
meant selling property to feed widows. The breaking of bread proclaims the Lord’s death until 
He comes, and Paul says taking it unworthily brings judgment (1 Corinthians 11:27-29). The 
prayers, in Acts 4, shook a building. These are the acts of a body relating to its Head. Ask the 
class what has to happen to the Lord’s Supper before it feels like a routine, and the answer is 
always the same: the teaching underneath it has thinned.

Draw out the connection the class most needs, because it explains the whole quarter. Practice 
runs on doctrine. Where the teaching is strong, the Supper is weighty, the fellowship is costly, 
and the prayers are real. Where the teaching thins, all three become ceremonies performed for 
reasons nobody remembers. That is why apostolic teaching stands first in the list, and it is why a 
congregation cannot fix a shallow worship life by adjusting the worship. You have to go back to 
what stands first.



Bring it home. Ask the class which of the four is thinnest among us, and then ask the diagnostic 
question rather than the scolding one: what have we stopped being taught that would make it 
heavy again? Nobody drifts into treating the Lord’s Supper casually while being taught weekly 
what it cost.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The word “devoted” governs all four items; these are four devotions, not teaching plus 
three activities (Acts 2:42)

 Fellowship is koinonia, common participation in Christ, which reached even to property 
(Acts 4:32-35)

 The breaking of bread is the Lord’s Supper and requires apostolic teaching to observe rightly 
(1 Corinthians 11:23-26)

 The Supper proclaims the Lord’s death, and unworthy participation brings judgment (1 
Corinthians 11:27-29)

 “The prayers” suggests the appointed prayers of the gathered church
 Practice runs on doctrine; where teaching thins, the other three become empty ceremony
 A shallow worship life cannot be fixed by adjusting worship; it is fixed by teaching

Discussion Prompts

 Which of the four is thinnest among us?
 What have we stopped being taught that would make the Lord’s Supper weighty again?
 Why can a congregation not fix shallow worship by adjusting the worship?

Question 7

Student Question:

Why is the pattern of New Testament worship—singing, praying, teaching, the Lord’s Supper, 
and giving—significant? What happens when congregations depart from this pattern?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by letting the class see that the pattern is not assembled from a proof text but from 
watching the church actually gather. They taught (Acts 2:42; 20:7). They prayed (Acts 2:42; 
12:5). They sang, speaking to one another “in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and 
making melody to the Lord with your heart” (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16). They observed 
the Lord’s Supper on the first day of the week, when the disciples “were gathered together to 
break bread” (Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 11:20-26). And they gave, each laying something aside 
“on the first day of every week... as he may prosper” (1 Corinthians 16:1-2). Five things, all 
specified, all present wherever the New Testament lets us watch a congregation assemble.

Now teach the class why specification matters, because this is the reasoning behind everything. 
When God tells us what He wants, He has thereby told us what He has not asked for. Noah was 



told gopher wood, which settled the question of oak without ever mentioning oak. Nadab and 
Abihu offered fire the Lord “had not commanded them,” and the text does not say He forbade 
it; not commanding was enough (Leviticus 10:1-2). This is not legalism, and the class should be 
told so plainly. It is the ordinary logic of respecting someone who has spoken. When my wife 
asks for a specific thing, the fact that she did not list everything she does not want is not an 
invitation.

Apply that to the singing, since it is where this reasoning is most tested. God specified the kind 
of music He asked for: singing, with the heart as the instrument, teaching and admonishing one 
another. That is what the New Testament asks of the assembly, and it is what the church did. 
The reason we sing without instruments is not that instruments are wicked, and not that we 
dislike them. It is that we are content with what God asked for, and adding to it requires an 
authority we do not have. Teach this without contempt for others, because most who differ 
have never been shown the reasoning, only the conclusion.

Then let the class see the safety in a pattern, which is the point they are most likely to miss. A 
pattern means the church does not have to be reinvented every generation, and it means no 
man can impose his preferences in God’s name. Once we are free to add, the only question left 
is whose taste wins, and the answer is always whoever is loudest or most powerful. The pattern 
protects the congregation from its own leaders, its own culture, and its own boredom. That is a 
mercy, not a cage.

Then draw out what happens when a congregation departs, and be honest that it is rarely 
dramatic. Nobody votes to abandon the pattern. Something is added because it seemed 
harmless, then something is dropped because it seemed dull, and within a generation the 
assembly is shaped by what the surrounding culture finds appealing. The teaching thins first, as 
the class saw in the last question, and everything else follows. Ask them the searching question: 
are we keeping the pattern because we are convinced, or because it is what we inherited? A 
pattern held only by habit will not survive the first person who makes a compelling case for 
changing it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The pattern is observed by watching congregations assemble: teaching, prayer, singing, the 
Lord’s Supper, giving

 The Lord’s Supper was observed on the first day of the week (Acts 20:7; 1 Corinthians 11:20-
26)

 Giving was laid by on the first day of every week as one prospers (1 Corinthians 16:1-2)
 Specification excludes the unspecified; God telling us what He wants tells us what He has 

not asked for (Leviticus 10:1-2)
 The New Testament specifies singing, with the heart making melody (Ephesians 5:19; 

Colossians 3:16)



 We sing without instruments from contentment with what God asked, not from contempt 
for others

 A pattern protects the church from its leaders, its culture, and its boredom
 Departure is gradual: teaching thins first, and practice follows

Discussion Prompts

 Are we keeping the pattern because we are convinced, or because we inherited it?
 Why does specifying one thing settle the question of alternatives without mentioning them?
 How would you explain our singing to a friend kindly, giving the reasoning and not just the 

conclusion?

Question 8

Student Question:

Some argue that the New Testament provides no binding pattern for the church and that each 
generation should adapt its practices freely. How does this passage challenge that view?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

State the objection fairly first, because it deserves that and because your class will meet it from 
sincere people. The argument runs like this: the New Testament is not a rulebook, it is 
occasional letters written to specific churches about specific problems; the early church had no 
uniform practice anyway; and insisting on a pattern turns grace into law and Christianity into a 
checklist. Some of that contains real truth, and the class should be able to say so. The letters are 
occasional. Legalism is a genuine danger, and Lesson 7 showed the church nearly destroyed by 
it.

Then let the passages answer, because they do so directly. If there is no binding pattern, what 
did Paul mean by commanding the Thessalonians to “stand firm and hold to the traditions that 
you were taught by us”? What did he commend the Corinthians for maintaining “even as I 
delivered them to you”? Why would he say “the things I am writing to you are a command of 
the Lord” (1 Corinthians 14:37)? Why did he tell Timothy to “follow the pattern of the sound 
words that you have heard from me” (2 Timothy 1:13)? Pattern is Paul’s own word. The view 
that no pattern exists has to explain away the apostle who kept commanding one.

Now show the class the deeper problem with the objection, which is that it cannot be lived. 
Nobody actually adapts freely. Every congregation that abandons the apostolic pattern 
immediately adopts another one, borrowed from its culture, its founder, or its preferences. The 
question was never whether we will follow a pattern; it is whose. So the real choice is between a 
pattern delivered by Christ through authorized men and a pattern assembled by us out of what 
we find meaningful. Framed that way, freedom turns out to be a transfer of authority rather 
than a release from it.



Then answer the legalism charge, because it is the strongest part of the objection and the class 
needs a real answer, not a dismissal. Keeping the pattern is not legalism, and Lesson 7 tells us 
why. Legalism is adding to God’s requirements as a means of justification, which is exactly what 
the Pharisee party did with circumcision. Keeping what God actually delivered is not legalism; it 
is obedience, and Jesus tied love directly to it: “If you love me, you will keep my 
commandments” (John 14:15). Adding requirements and refusing to remove God’s are opposite 
errors, and the second is not a mild form of the first.

Bring it home fairly, because the class must also feel the weight on their own side. The honest 
danger for people who hold the pattern is not that they will abandon it. It is that they will hold it 
without love, defend it without understanding it, and quietly add their own preferences to it 
until “the pattern” includes things the apostles never delivered. Ask the class the hard question: 
which of our practices could we actually show a searching visitor in the New Testament? 
Anything we could not is ours, not Christ’s, and we should hold it much more loosely than we 
do.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 State the objection fairly: occasional letters, no rulebook, danger of legalism; some of this is 
true

 Paul commanded holding the traditions as delivered and called his writing a command of 
the Lord (2 Thessalonians 2:15; 1 Corinthians 11:2; 14:37)

 Paul uses the word pattern himself: follow the pattern of sound words (2 Timothy 1:13)
 Nobody adapts freely; abandoning the apostolic pattern means adopting a cultural one
 The question is never whether a pattern is followed but whose
 Legalism is adding requirements for justification; keeping what God delivered is obedience 

(John 14:15)
 The danger for pattern-keepers is defending it without love and adding preferences to it
 Whatever we cannot show a visitor in the New Testament is ours, not Christ’s

Discussion Prompts

 Which of our practices could we actually show a searching visitor in the New Testament?
 If we abandoned the apostolic pattern, whose pattern would we adopt instead?
 How is keeping God’s commands different from the legalism of Acts 15?

Question 9

Student Question:

How does devotion to apostolic teaching protect the church from doctrinal error, moral 
compromise, and cultural drift?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Take the three threats in turn with the class, because the teaching guards against each 
differently. Against doctrinal error, it works the way a standard works: you cannot recognize a 
bent thing without something straight to lay beside it. Paul told the elders in Lesson 8 that men 
would arise speaking “twisted things,” and twisted is only visible against straight. This is what 
the Bereans were doing, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether even Paul’s preaching 
was so (Acts 17:11). A church that knows the teaching does not need to be clever; it needs to be 
familiar.

Against moral compromise, the teaching works differently, because our problem there is not 
usually ignorance. It is rationalization. We are extraordinarily good at explaining why the thing 
we want is acceptable in our case, and the great value of a fixed, external word is that it does 
not move when we push on it. Our conscience can be talked into things; Scripture cannot. That 
is why the Hebrew writer says the word is living and active, discerning “the thoughts and 
intentions of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). It reads us rather than the reverse.

Against cultural drift, the teaching works as an anchor, and this is the threat the class is least 
likely to notice, because drift is invisible from the boat. Nobody feels themselves moving. A 
congregation absorbs the assumptions of its age slowly, over decades, and each step feels like 
ordinary good sense rather than compromise. The only way to detect it is a fixed point outside 
the current. Paul says do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of 
your mind (Romans 12:2), and the renewing agent is the word.

Now be honest with the class about what devotion does not do, because overclaiming will not 
survive contact with reality. Devotion to the teaching does not guarantee faithfulness. Ephesus 
had apostolic teaching from Paul himself for three years, and Jesus still told them decades later 
that they had abandoned the love they had at first (Revelation 2:1-5). Corinth had Paul’s letters 
and was still a mess. The teaching protects a church the way food protects a body: it is 
necessary, it is not automatic, and it must be eaten.

Bring it home with the question underneath all three threats. Each of them wins the same way: 
not by defeating the teaching but by displacing it, quietly, until nobody is measuring anything 
against anything. Ask the class the plainest version: what are we measuring ourselves by? If the 
honest answer is our own past, the congregation down the road, or the culture we live in, then 
we are already drifting, and the fixed point is sitting unopened on the shelf.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Against doctrinal error, the teaching is a standard; twisted is only visible against straight 
(Acts 20:30; 17:11)

 Against moral compromise, a fixed external word resists the rationalization our conscience 
permits

 The word is living and active, discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart (Hebrews 
4:12)



 Against cultural drift, the teaching is a fixed point outside the current; drift is invisible from 
within

 Transformation comes by the renewal of the mind through the word (Romans 12:2)
 Devotion does not guarantee faithfulness; Ephesus had Paul for three years and still lost its 

first love (Revelation 2:1-5)
 The teaching protects like food: necessary, not automatic, and it must be eaten
 All three threats win by displacing the teaching rather than defeating it

Discussion Prompts

 What are we actually measuring ourselves by?
 Why is cultural drift invisible from inside the congregation?
 Ephesus had apostolic teaching and still lost its first love. What does that tell us?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking at these three passages together, what does it mean for a congregation today to be 
truly devoted to apostolic teaching and practice, and what are the consequences of abandoning 
that devotion?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Have the class put the three passages in one line and see what they build. Acts 2:42 says the 
church’s life began with devotion to the apostles’ teaching, and everything else stood on it. 1 
Corinthians 11:2 says what the apostles delivered is to be maintained exactly as delivered. 2 
Thessalonians 2:15 says it came by word and letter, and that we are to stand firm and hold it. 
Beginning, content, and posture. That is a complete answer to the question the whole quarter 
has been asking: by what authority does the church do what it does?

Then let the class define devotion concretely, because otherwise it stays a mood. A devoted 
congregation reads the book, and reads it more than it quotes it. It can distinguish what Christ 
delivered from what it inherited, and holds the second loosely. It changes when Scripture says 
to, even when that is inconvenient, and refuses to change when Scripture does not, even when 
that is unpopular. It teaches the whole counsel, including the parts nobody enjoys, as the class 
saw in Lesson 8. And it holds all of it without arrogance, because a courier has nothing to boast 
about.

Now take up the consequences honestly, and resist the temptation to make them dramatic. A 
congregation that abandons this devotion does not collapse. That is the danger. It becomes 
pleasant, well attended, and slowly unrecognizable. Its worship becomes what people enjoy, its 
doctrine becomes what people find reasonable, its ethics become what the culture already 
believes, and every step is defended as wisdom. The Lord’s letter to Ephesus in Revelation 2 is 



the sober word here: a church can be doctrinally vigilant and still lose Christ, and a church can 
drift from the pattern entirely and still be full on Sunday. Neither problem announces itself.

Then let the class feel what devotion is actually for, because a lesson like this can leave people 
thinking the point is correctness. It is not. Paul was not protecting a system; he was protecting a 
church he loved from wolves. The teaching exists to keep us with Christ. It is “the word of his 
grace,” as he told the Ephesian elders, able to build you up and give you the inheritance. The 
reason we care what the apostles delivered is that Jesus sent them, and we want Him and not a 
version of Him we assembled ourselves.

End with the mirror, and let all three questions sit, because this lesson has been building toward 
them since Acts 2:42. What are we devoted to, measured by our time rather than our claims? 
What are we holding that Christ never delivered? And the last one, which is the whole quarter in 
a sentence: if the New Testament describes what the church is, would anyone recognize us from 
the description?

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The three passages give beginning, content, and posture: devotion, delivered exactly, held 
firmly

 A devoted congregation reads the book more than it quotes it
 It distinguishes what Christ delivered from what it inherited and holds the second loosely
 It changes when Scripture says to and refuses to change when Scripture does not
 Abandonment is not collapse; it is becoming pleasant and slowly unrecognizable
 A church can be doctrinally vigilant and still lose Christ (Revelation 2:1-5)
 The teaching exists to keep us with Christ, not to protect a system (Acts 20:32)
 We care what the apostles delivered because Jesus sent them

Discussion Prompts

 What are we devoted to, measured by our time rather than our claims?
 What are we holding that Christ never delivered?
 If the New Testament describes what the church is, would anyone recognize us from the 

description?


