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Reforming the
Church Today
Perspectives from Scripture and History

Michael Lawson

E
CCLESIA REFORMATA, ECCLESIA SEMPER REFORMANDA was the great and final imperative of the Reformation.
Translated, “the reformed church is a church which must always be reforming itself”, it enshrines wisdom.
The church is recognised as fallible, and requires a maintenance plan to keep it on course for the mission

of God: once reformed, always needing reform.
This powerful watchword in the rich legacy of Reformation

wisdom is, in a sense, the most challenging of all the imperatives

that our forefathers have g iven to us. How easy it is to look back

nostalgically to the Reformation as our golden age. But was there

ever a Golden Age? Was there ever a finished work of

reformation? Indeed not! Huge progress, valiant discipleship,

and a signal movement of God there was; but from their graves

the Reformers still speak this cautionary urgent word to us today:

Ecclesia Semper Reformanda. The church must always be

reforming itself. 

To proclaim the gospel afresh in every generation,

reformation is a continuing, ongoing and still urgent process . It

is a dynamic originating in Scripture in both Old and New

Testaments; it was recovered in Europe in the 16th century, and

is still urgently required in the church today, especially in the

Anglican Church of which we are a part. The question I’m going

to ask in this paper—not abstractly, but theologically, practically,

constructively, and in that sense critically, is “What is our task of

Reformation today?”

To see this question in its broad perspective, and to

understand in what manner we should be reforming ourselves

today, I want us to look at three broad perspectives. First, the

big picture of the early church as found in Scripture. Second, the

big picture at the Reformation. And third the big picture in the

church today. 

The Early Church in Scripture
I want to consider Acts 2:42 -47, and especially the

theological reason for which I believe Luke wrote these words.

The critical and commonplace d ivision between the gospels is

between the Synoptics and John: Matthew, Mark and Luke in

one bracket, and John in the other. But is this any more than a

critical convenience? In many ways this is a distinction imposed

from the outside. There is no harm in this division—unless, that

is, it causes us to miss a distinction between the gospels which

the New Testament asks us to notice. In this distinction,

Matthew, Mark and John go in one bracket, and in the other

goes Luke/Acts, (the only two volume work among the gospels).

Luke/Acts is therefore almost a different genre. Certain ly it

draws a broader perspective than the other three works. 

Alone among the gospels, Luke/Acts brings a distinctively

different big picture. It contains not only “all that Jesus began to

do and teach”, but what happens next: the sending of the Spirit,

the birth of the church and the beginning of witness and disciple-

making to the ends of the earth. This is important for our

discussion because the cameo of the early church in Acts 2 is no

lightweight description. To my mind it is better described as

distilled analysis. This is Luke the theologian at work—not just

Luke the descriptive writer. He is saying to Theophilus,

presumably also to his church, and to us today, “Here’s the b ig

picture. Here’s how the Holy Spirit enabled the church to get off

the starting blocks. Here are the corpora te life principles which
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These Christians must have been very

impressive. It’s not difficult to see why.

They were devoted, full of awe, and a

deep, expectant sense of God. They were

together, perceived corporately as church,

God’s people. They cared. Selling their

possessions and goods, they gave. In the

grip of the gospel, they were deeply joyful,

suffused the actions of these early apostolic figures and the ir

disciples.”

So as we listen to the Bible speaking today, we do not take

this cameo as pure description only. The words of Luke edge us

towards prescription, they remind us what our imperatives today

should be. 

Luke’s applied theology 
“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to

the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone

was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs

were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and

had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods,

they gave to anyone as he had need. 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, praising

God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord

added to their number daily those who were being saved.”

These words come as a footnote to the day of Pentecost.

Pentecost ends as three thousand were added to the disciples’

number. But notice it’s those three thousand who are the subject

of verse 42. “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching

and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.”

We could profitab ly draw out much of interest

on this, particularly noting the priority Luke gives

to the Apostles’ teaching, and also the interaction

between Bible, fellowship, worship and prayer. But

if we’re looking for the big picture, we’ll home in

on that word “devotion”—“they devoted

themselves”. The Greek word used is

PROSKARTEREO, meaning they were assiduous,

diligent, gave unremitting attention. It’s the same

word used in Chapter 1 verse 14, where the NIV,

rather weakly, has they “joined together

constantly” in prayer. In fact, they were devoted.

Look next at verse 43. “Everyone was filled

with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs

were done by the apostles.” The big picture there

is in the word “awe”. The Greek is PHOBOS. Literally “fear”,

but meaning a deep sense of God, an expectation tha t He would

act—as He did. 

“All the believers were together and had everything in

common” (Verse 44). The b ig picture is in the word “together”.

The Greek has EPI TO AUTO. The language that Luke uses is

richer than the translation: they shared their lives. Already they

were church, and were perceived by others as church. There’s

an even bigger “together” word in verse 46, HOMO-

THUMADON. The New International Version ignores it

completely, but it’s one of Luke’s major theme tunes. In Acts, he

uses it ten times. “They met together with one accord.”

“Homothumadon” refers to a unique sort of oneness: today we’d

use it of a symphony orchestra, with its varied instruments,

pitches and musicians, contributing to one harmonious whole.

But back to verse 45. “Selling their possessions and goods,

they gave to anyone as he had need.” The b ig picture is not a

word in the text, but the word is “care”. The princip le Luke is

applying is gospel authenticity: they cared as vigorously as they

proclaimed, and proclaimed as vigorously as they cared. The

great commandment and the great commission all in one. 

Then verse 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.” The b ig picture is

“gladness”, AGGALIASIS. It means exultant, extreme joy.

These hearts were in the grip of the gospel. 

Then the first part of verse 47. “Praising God and enjoying

the favor of a ll the people.” The b ig thought is in that word

“favor”, CHARIS. We’re not used to seeing this word in the

context in which Luke uses it here. He is saying that such was

the impact of these early Christians that the surrounding

community were full of “charis” towards them, full of favor and

graciousness in their response.

These Christians must have been very impressive. But when

you take the b ig words in to account, it’s not difficult to see why.

They were devoted, full of awe, and a deep, expectant sense of

God. They were together, perceived corporately as church,

God’s people. They cared. Selling their possessions and goods,

they gave. In the grip of the gospel, they were deeply joyful, and

they were held in favor, a deep respect and positive esteem.

And the result was that the Lord added to their number daily

those who were being saved. 

Luke’s Theology of Mission
What is Luke aiming to achieve in the space of these few

verses? Luke is laying out his theology of mission. It’s a

pneumatic theology, a Spirit theology, because he sets it in clear

juxtaposition with Pentecost. The giving of the Spirit and the in-

spiriting of the believers goes hand in hand. What wisdom there

is for today’s church to learn here! 

It should be clear then, if anyone needed reminding, that

Luke’s theology is about much more than just the agency of the

Spirit in mission. To read Acts as though it were only the work
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Virtually alone in all contemporary versions

of Christianity, Evangelicalism possesses the

ability to bring individuals to faith from a

secular culture—but that’s only one aspect of

our mission. What about the crossing of

cultural barriers? What about the cross-

cultural ministry that we must exercise

within our own denomination? Can we

Evangelicals get through to other Anglicans?

of the Holy Spirit would be reductionist. The Spirit is centra l,

but Luke wants to draw attention to co-operation with the Spirit,

to what Paul later calls keeping in step with the Spirit. The key

is in these six verses, because the Spirit has inspired what we

would now call a spirituality. A  public ra ther than a private

spirituality, lives that are inwardly and outwardly devoted to the

mission of God. Woe to us when we make spirituality a matter

of inward, private practice only! Luke has a big picture of

spirituality, and today’s church should too.

The Integrity Structure for the Gospel
In his stimulating book, Evangelicalism and the Future of

Christianity, Alistair McGrath maintain s, “If there is any long

term threat to the future of Evangelicalism , it may well be its

lack of attention to spirituality. Unless we can develop or

rediscover forms of spirituality which are thoroughly evangelical

in their roots and outlook, today’s Evangelicals

may be tomorrow’s ex -Evangelicals. This is one of

the most urgent tasks facing us today.”

I would go one step further. I agree that

virtua lly alone in all contemporary versions of

Christianity, Evangelicalism possesses the ability to

bring individuals to faith from a secular

culture—but that’s only one aspect of our mission.

What about the crossing of cultural barriers? What

about the cross-cultural ministry that we must

exercise within our own denomination? Can we

Evangelicals get through to other Anglicans? How

are we to re form our own church? I believe we

have two mission fields today. One is among the

unchurched, the second is among the “partly

churched”.

On spirituality Luke paints the big picture. The evident

devotion, awe, togetherness, care, joy, favor—there, says Luke,

is your clue to the mission of God through His disciples in Acts.

They carried out their m ission in the power of the Spirit,

because their lives were open to the Spirit, all three thousand of

them, and growing.

The church we see in Acts, especially Acts 2, is the church

which I believe is rightly termed the “integrity structure” for the

gospel. My suggestion is that we reflect deeply on how it was

that these Christians were held in such esteem—such high

esteem, indeed , that the Lord added to their number daily those

who were being saved. 

But now we move to the second big picture.

The Big Picture of the Reformation
Roland Bainton tells the story of Luther’s famous trip to

Rome in 1510. In search of peace with God, Luther climbed the

so called Santa Scala, the stairs of Pilate. The Holy Staircase

upon which Jesus Himself stepped in His trial before the

Procurator. It’s still there today, and pilgrims still give it a try. In

Luther’s time, if you ascended on your hands and knees, Rosary

in hand, Hail Mary on your lips, the summit of your pilgrimage

brought the church’s precious grant of a plenary indulgence, a

pearl of great price. So one day in 1510, brother Martin, the

tormented Augustinian, began his quest for peace w ith God. 

The stairs were climbed, the prayers repeated. And legend

has it that at the very top of the Santa Scala, there came to

Luther the words of Habbakuk and of Paul in Romans, “The

just shall live by faith”. Luther, bowled over by his discovery,

runs down the stairs knocking the p ilgrims in his path left right

and center, higgledy, piggledy, and with that the Reformation is

born.

As Roland Bainton says, it’s just a legend, although Luther

did climb the stairway. 

There are other legends to do with the reformation. Another

concerns the 95 theses on indulgences, posted seven years later,

on All Souls day, the 31st October 1517, on the church door at

Wittenburg. 

It’s true that Luther and Leo the tenth were like chalk and

cheese. It’s also possibly true that Pope Leo’s first reaction was,

“Luther is a drunken German. He’ll feel d ifferent when he is

sober.” But beyond that, it wasn’t Luther who left the church, it

was the church that left Luther. The Diet of Worms in 1521

confirmed Luther’s excommunication, and declared him a

political outlaw. 

Reform from within
There was a huge row over the 95 theses. You can imagine

the pressure placed on him, but not once was Luther persuaded

to break away from  the church. Schism was anathema to him.

In 1519, Luther wrote, “If, unfortunately , there are things in

Rome which cannot be improved, there is not—and cannot

be—any reason for tearing oneself away from the church in

schism. Rather, the worse things become, the more one should

help her and stand by her, for by schism and contempt nothing

can be mended.”
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Ecclesia Semper Reformanda, reforming the

church from within, was the burning vision

of the Magisterial Reformation. It was the

vision of Luther and Calvin. A passion for

reformation of the church’s structures,

doctrine and spirituality along biblical lines.

A vision of reform within the church, not the

creation of a new church.

Now there’s an echo there of an earlier controversy—

between the Donatists and Augustine. In the early fifth century,

the Donatists broke away from the North African Church,

claiming the church had become compromised during a period

of persecution through its attitude to the Roman authorities.

Augustine, in response to the Donatists, argued a mixed

membership case from the parable of the wheat and tares in

Matthew 13. The church contains both wheat and weeds, the

just and the wicked. They coexist until the day when Jesus

returns as judge. For Augustine, the church is homogenous,

flawed, yet destined for fina l purity. For the Donatists, the

church is a body of the just and the just alone.

In Luther’s time, it was the radical reformers, known by

their detractors as the Anabaptists, though they eschewed the

term, who inherited the mantle of the Donatists. The Anabaptists

eventua lly had a very rough ride, but they issued the call to

believers to separate from a godless society—the unreformed

church—and form new communities of the pure

and committed faithful. 

Their discipleship was impressive and

committed. But did their passion for holiness blind

them to the call to reform the church from within?

Ecclesia Semper Reformanda, reforming the church

from within, was the burning vision of the

Magisterial Reformation. It was the vision of

Luther and Calvin. A passion for reformation of

the church’s structures, doctrine and sp irituality

along biblical lines. A vision of reform within the

church, not the creation of a new church.

Who are we Evangelicals descendants of

today? Are we children of the Donatists or

Augustine? Of the Anabaptists, or the Magisterial Reformers? If

we believe that reform should happen within the church, that the

church must always be reforming itself, then there are some very

big issues to be tackled. Which brings us finally to Big Picture

No 3. 

Reformation in the Church Today
In Galatians 3, Paul momentarily loses his rag with his

friends in Galatia. “Oh, you foolish Galatians, who has

bewitched you?” Ô ANÔAYTOI GALATAI, which can be

gracefu lly translated as “you Galatian idiots.” No doubt Paul had

good reason to be frustrated. The Galatian gospel had lapsed

into formalism and law keeping. They were miles away from

where they had begun in such earnest.

But Paul does not unchurch them. H is response is to re form

the church from within. It’s the same situation in Corinth. “I

always thank God for you because of his grace given you in

Christ Jesus” (I Corinthians 1:4). Paul is writing to the most

comprehensively wacky, wayward church described in the New

Testament, and yet he still thanks God for them. This shows us

how we Evangelicals should work within the wider world of the

sometimes wayward Anglican Church . Probably we’ve all fe lt

frustrated like Paul felt frustrated, sitting in a meeting, a

Convention, or just in church on Sunday. We’ve all

thought—you foolish Galatians. You foolish Anglicans. You

idiots! But of course we are Anglicans—reluctantly, maybe, some

of us, but perhaps God has placed us where we are because He

agrees about the ongoing need for reformation, and He wants to

use us to accomplish it?

If so, what are our tasks and how are we to achieve re form

from within? We could all produce a long list of specific issues

requiring reform, but what’s at least as important as a manifesto

for reform—perhaps more important, as the first part of the

strategy—is to gain the opportunity to implement reform.

Driven by the gospel
Personally I must come clean. Despite my appointment as

an Archdeacon, I’m a pretty unchurchy person. It was a surprise

and a shock when I was asked to take on this present rôle, and

I soul-searched over it. I’m now involved with a hundred

parishes, in a predom inate ly Anglo-Catholic area of North

London. It’s a large area, and I have to do a lot of driving. But

in a spiritual sense , I am driven by the gospel. I am convinced

that God made Him Who had no sin to be sin for us, because

lost people matter supremely to God. I believe that Christ died

for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous to bring us

to God. I believe, therefore, tha t we are Christ’s ambassadors, as

though God were making His appeal through us.

I say that because I am as convinced as ever, indeed more

so, that the gospel is an urgent task. When I said that a t a

Deanery Chapter meeting a few weeks ago, most heads nodded,

“Yes, Archdeacon, it’s urgent.” The Area Dean said to me

afterwards, “Don’t be fooled, they only nodded to keep you

happy.” One of our gravest problems is that some of our friends

don’t share this sense of gospel urgency. 

It’s not difficult to say why. It’s theology. If you are wobbly

on the need, you’ll be reluctan t towards the solution. If our

theology doesn’t buy into the fall and judgement, if it doesn’t

embrace the state of a sinner before the God of supreme

Holiness, if it doesn’t recognize that on the cross God made Him
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The mission of Evangelicals is as much to, and
within, the Anglican Church as it is anywhere
else. That is not an easy option, but when it
comes to crunch issues, we want to make sure
that we are not only understood, but that God’s
word is heard and welcomed too.

who had no sin to be sin for us , it’s not surprising that our

church is weak on mission and evangelism. 

We believe in constant, ongoing reformation. Do I see you

nod? To keep me happy or out of conviction? We have some

essential things to share, like the authors of the magisterial

reformation, like the group of Christians Luke wrote about. 

An outward looking mission
So we return to our earlier observations. The Christians in

Acts were held in unusually high esteem, such high esteem

indeed, that the Lord added to their

number daily those who were being saved.

Look at their devotion, their awe, their

commitment to each other, their care, their

deep joy, and the way they were held in a

deep and respectful favor. Reform our

congregations that way, and we’ll really be

in business.

What’s so impressive about the early

church is its outward-looking stance. The main tension for

leadership in a local church is managing just that, becoming an

outward looking mission when there is the ever recurring

tendency to be an inward looking club . But when you are

involved in what B ill Hybels calls “transitioning” a church, that’s

what you have to do. In the power of God, you are to transform

an inward looking club into an outward looking mission.

But what about the mission to the nation? Since I started my

new job I have been exposed to all kinds of things which call

themselves church, some brilliant, some awful. I could tell you

stories which would make your hair stand on end, and stories

which would thrill your heart. But they aren’t stereotypical. It’s

not the Evangelicals as the goodies, and all the rest the baddies.

When you begin to see the bigger picture it doesn’t seem to

work like that at a ll. 

Recovering graciousness
What really pains me, again and again, is the bad press

some Evangelicals are  getting. I believe some of the time, this

bad press is our fault, because we are ducking out of the

responsibility for reformation from within. Part of the problem

is we are simply not gracious enough. And I don’t mean the

“keep smiling under all circumstances” graciousness, I mean a

whole life approach to graciousness—graciousness even towards

Christians of other shapes and sizes . It’s all to do w ith Luke’s

theme tune word, HOMOTHUMADON, being of one mind,

getting onto the same wavelength as other people.

I learnt a lesson years ago which applies to this. I was asked

by a member of my church if I could see her about a problem

she was having. Being a good Christian, I groaned inwardly. She

was one of those people I found irritating and tiresome.

However, once I heard her story, and realized the tough times

and the bad experiences she had faced, my attitude was

transformed, and I saw her in a quite d ifferent light. I learned to

look more deeply, and not to demonize those I don’t agree with.

No wonder some of the people that we may think of as write-offs

are the way they are. If you’d been to their theological college,

you might be too. If you’d heard the ten minute homilies they’ve

been fed on, you might be less well equipped than you are now.

It really does help to try and understand where people are

coming from.

A whole life approach to graciousness means turning up to

meetings, and making friends. Whether you’re clergy or non-

clergy. It means having Christians of vastly different shapes and

sizes to your home. Jesus said, I have called you My friends.

That’s how the Luke saw the church moving forward because

these people were “homothumadon”—united. My realization,

now that I’ve seen the vast range of churches in my

archdeaconry, I’ve realized that we Evangelicals can’t do it on

our own. We can’t reach our country for Christ on our own.

Thank God for Christians of other denominations—but we also

need to work with our wider Anglican friends, even if it’s hard,

as it can be, and even if much of what they do isn’t our taste at

all. We must try, because it is an urgent gospel priority.

The Magisterial Reformation and Today
Let’s retrace our steps. W ho are the spiritual ancestors of

today’s Evangelicals? If, as I believe, our reference point is the

magisterial reformation, then our mission is as much to, and

within, the Anglican Church as it is anywhere else. That is not

an easy option, but when it comes to crunch issues, we want to

make sure that we are not only understood, but that God’s word

is heard and welcomed too.

Ecclesia Reformata, Ecclesia Semper Reformanda. The

reformed church is a church which must always be reforming

itself. What wisdom. It’s the big picture. It’s the urgent mission

issue. For if we don’t do it, as far as it’s up to us, how will we

ever reach our country and world for Christ? 

Michael Lawson is Archdeacon of Hampstead in the D iocese of

London


