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“A Real Mega-Church”      Text – Acts 4:32-5:11       Readings – Deuteronomy 15:1-11; 1 John 3:11-24

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Earlier in the service we read two portions of the Bible that have to do with our duty towards those in need within the church.  
And I made the comment at the time that while both require care for those in need, there is an added ‘richness’ in the command of 1 John 3 because it stands on this side of the coming to earth of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
And we see this made plain in v16 where it says, “Jesus Christ laid down His life for us.  And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.”  

And there is every likelihood that John said these words recalling Jesus’ own words in John 13:34.  
There Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.”  
Now, this is not to say that the requirement to love others was absent from the OT.  Leviticus 19:18 says, “Love your neighbour as yourself.”  
What is new though is the power, the object, and the measure of this love.  
· This love’s power is the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit.  
· This love’s object is o Holy Hbelievers, non-believers, and even enemies.  
· And this love’s measure is the love we have been shown by God in Jesus Christ.  
All of this combined is why Jesus calls it “a new commandment.” 
And it is this new commandment, together with Jesus’ next words in John 13, that very much set the scene for the passage before us today in Acts 4-5.  For having given this new commandment, Jesus went on to say, “By this shall all men know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”  
And here in Acts, this is precisely what we see.  
The visible love that these believers have for one another, by itself, is a powerful testimony to everyone in Jerusalem.  
As a result, 5:13 tells us that the believers “were highly regarded by the people.”  
So while this passage in Acts does raise questions about property ownership, and the apparent severity with which Ananias and Sapphira were treated, questions which have resulted in pages and pages of commentary, first and foremost what we read here should cause us to rejoice in this remarkable portrait of the love of Christ at work in these believers.  And secondly, it should also force us to examine ourselves as to whether we are living in glad obedience to Jesus’ new commandment.
So today, in Acts 4:32-5:11, Luke describes a real Mega-church.  
And while the description, Mega-church, has come, today, according to Wikipedia, to mean a church with a regular attendance of over 2000, that is not why I use the term in relation to the church here in Acts, even though it surely qualifies!  
I use the term Mega-church because the Greek word for great is mega.  
And it used twice in this section: First, in v33, we read of a great or mega power.  
And then, in 5:5 & 11, we read of a great or mega fear.  
So as we consider this description of a real mega-church, we do so noting the mega power at work and the mega fear at work; our two points.
As we continue to see the church growing here in Jerusalem, we have seen the remarkable way that these believers responded to persecution.  The devil, who hates the progress of Christ’s church, sought to interrupt that progress by working in the hearts of the Jewish authorities to threaten Peter and John and the rest of the believers if they continued to speak of Jesus Christ.  However, that scheme of his, for now at least, has been thwarted.  4:23-31 described the resolve of the believers to continue to speak boldly, whatever the cost, looking in faith to their Lord and Saviour.  
Well now, as we shall see, the devil will change tactics.  Instead of working from outside the church, he will try and work from within.  And he will do this firstly through Ananias and Sapphira.  

But before that, and partly to set the scene for this new ploy of the devil, we are given one of the most beautiful descriptions of life in the church ever written.  
And we see this as we consider, firstly, the mega power at work in the church.
1. And this begins with the opening words of v32.  For we are told that “all the believers were one in heart and mind.”  
a. And very clearly, this phrase looks back to Deut. 6:5, which Jesus called the great commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.”  
i. Proverbs 4:23 says, “Guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.”  
(1) Well, from the heart and soul of these believers there is springing up a tangible fountain of love for God in Jesus Christ.  
(A) There is, within each of them, a powerful, spirit produced unity.  
(B) There is a shared zeal in worship, both private and public.  
(C) There is a shared commitment to prayer.  
(D) There is a shared hunger for the Word of God.  
(E) Ask them about a whole range of subjects and you will find a basic similarity in their answers.  
(F) There is a shared understanding of the holiness of God and what that demands of believers.  
(i) Truly, these are brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, visibly living out the richest and most satisfying unity that the world has ever seen. 
ii. Now, this does not mean that they all wore exactly the same clothes, enjoyed the same foods, and had the same hymn playlist on their ipods.  This does not mean that they agreed about absolutely everything.  
(1) We will see later in the NT, in places like 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12, that God grants believers different gifts and in different proportions.  
(2) However, because they were united under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, they were committed, in humility, to the Lord and to one another.  
(A) Because they were fundamentally aligned, vertically, toward Christ, this bound them, horizontally, toward each other.

(i) And those things right out on the far edges of that horizontal relationship were considered to be of a secondary importance; as unworthy of interrupting the precious ties that bound them together in Christ. 
1. There was a Spirit-given celebration of the things they held in common and a Spirit-given humility in relation to everything else.

2. There existed among them the same attitude as that of Jesus Christ, an attitude of humility and obedience that led them to be like-minded, to have the same love, to be one in spirit and purpose, to do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility to consider others as better than themselves (Phil 2).

iii. And O brothers and sisters, do we not need to be reminded about the mega power of this kind of love and unity again and again and again!  

iv. In John 17, at the core of His High-Priestly prayer, Jesus prayed for unity among believers.  Because where there is unity, with all that it brings, there the mega power of God’s grace is at work.  And what exists among those believers will overflow to those around them.
2. Well, we are next given a picture of this mega-power at work in that “no one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.”  
a. Now, it’s very important that we note the words of v33, here, which almost seem to interrupt the description of this sharing that continues in vv34-35.  
i. But rather than interrupt the description, they in fact enhance it.  
ii. For having introduced this description of the sharing that went on, Luke grounds the sharing in the motive that led to it.  
(1) Because Jesus was risen from the dead, much grace had been shown to these believers.  
(A) Their sins were forgiven by grace alone.  
(B) They were rescued from the pit of hell by grace alone.  
(C) Heaven was theirs by grace alone.  
(i) Christ had come to an empty people and poured His grace into them.  
b. And so, this grace led to the mega power by which the gospel of salvation in Jesus continued to be proclaimed.  And it is this mega power at work in them that leads them to share.  
c. So, v34 continues with this description of what is happening here by revealing that it was not an abolition of ownership but a voluntary sharing of possessions.  What we read here does not suggest that it is wrong for Christians to own things.  This passage is not a call to a Christian communism.  
i. No, “from time to time,” we are told, with that phrase emphasizing the occasional nature of what was happening, property was sold and brought to the apostles and distributed to those in need.  
(1) Later Ananias will be told that he was under no compulsion to sell his land or to give all of the sale price to the church.  
(2) We find the apostles and believers, later in Acts, still meeting in houses belonging to so and so.  
(A) Thus, what we see here in Acts 4 is a voluntary sharing.

d. Very recently, we lived through what has been called the GFC or global financial crisis.  We still hear the words Economic downturn or recession used to describe the financial world of today.  Well, history tells us that life in Palestine at this time was very hard.  
i. There had been famine for some time.  
ii. There was political instability, both within the Jewish world and from the Roman government.  
iii. Unemployment was very high and Christianity added a whole new layer of difficulty to securing work and keeping work.  
iv. But because the NT church is the new Israel, and because of God’s command that His people provide for the poor among them, and because of their awareness of God’s mega grace towards them in Jesus Christ, those who possessed property, gladly and willingly and voluntarily sold it so that the money from the sale could be used to assist those in need.   
v. From the Lord, and via the Apostles, these believers have received the new commandment.  As they have been shown love in Christ, it is their desire to show love to one another.  
(1) And this occurs not out of some top down enforcement of a community financial program that strips believers of material possessions and takes giving out of their hands and places it in the hands of an elite few.  
(A) Yes, we do see, as the money is brought to ‘the Apostles’ feet, the seeds of the diaconate and organized giving and distribution.  
(B) But it is the voluntary, cheerful, and generous gifts of the Lord’s people, whether that be entrusted to the deacons to distribute, or whether that be through the direct help and care we extend one another that truly reflects Christ’s new commandment.
3. And then, in vv36-37, we are given one particular example of this grace fuelled, Spirit-led, giving at work.  
a. And this example serves also to introduce us to a believer who will feature again in the story of salvation history.  
i. We are told about Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the believers called Barnabas.  
(1) And as Barnabas he will be the one who introduces Saul or Paul to the church, who plants the church in Antioch with Paul, and who accompanies him on a missionary trip.  
b. Now, Joseph is the name by which he is known to his family, but Barnabas is the name he has taken or been given in the church.  
i. Barnabas, we are told, means ‘Son of Encouragement’ or ‘Son of Exhortation.’  
(1) He is a man who has come to be known by what the Holy Spirit has worked in him.  
c. Well, you may remember that Levites were not allowed to own land.  However, it is possible that this law has slipped like so many others in recent times, or that the land he owned was in Cyprus, not in Palestine where the law applied, or that his wife owned the land.  
i. Whatever the case, rather than be one of those that James talks about in ch. 2 of his epistle, the type who say to those in need, ““Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about his physical needs,” Barnabas gives out of that which the Lord has given to Him by selling a field and bringing the money to the Apostles.  
d. And in this, he is clearly held before believers as an example of living Christianity.  
i. Of Barnabas we may say, “By this all men know that He is Jesus’ disciple.”  
e. And this, then, becomes the test by which we examine ourselves.  
i. Of course, we do not practice Christianity to catch the eyes of other people.  All we do we do as to the Lord and for the Lord.  
ii. But as happened here, unbelievers notice individual believers and congregations that are generous in their care of those in need.  
(1) As those who are helped tell others about the love they have been shown, the church becomes known as a place of refuge and care and compassion.  
(2) This sort of visible love overflows like an unstoppable dam.
(3) So, can the mega-power of God’s grace to you in Jesus Christ be seen in your love for others?  Can it be touched and counted and tasted and measured by time spent with?  Can its warmth be felt?  Can the bed available to those in need be seen?  Can all men see that you are Jesus’ disciple?
Well, having seen the mega-power of grace at work in the believer’s love for one another, we see, secondly, that what happens to Ananias and Sapphira produces a mega-fear.
For twice in these verses, immediately after the death of both, we are told that “Great fear seized all who heard what had happened.”  

1. And there can be no denying that this is a startling story.  And this is even more so given where it comes in Luke’s narrative.  It provides such a stunning contrast with what we have just read, especially in the example of Barnabas.  And Luke is very deliberate in making this contrast.  We are supposed to be stunned.  The story of A& S shares so much similarity with the story of Barnabas.  The same expressions are used surrounding the sale in terms of it concerning property and the money being placed at the Apostles’ feet, etc.  But what follows is breathtakingly shocking.
a. It appears that some time previously, Ananias and Sapphira had indicated to the church that they would sell some property and bring the full sale-price to the Apostles.  Perhaps they witnessed what Barnabas did and said that they would do the same.  In the meantime, however, they change their minds and decide to keep some of the money back, and to keep up the pretence of it being the full amount.  
b. However, with the insight of the Holy Spirit, Peter is alert to their sin.  And when Ananias arrives, he rebukes him for what he has done and Ananias dies on the spot.  And a short while later, oblivious to what has happened to her husband, Sapphira arrives and the same thing happens to her.  
i. And so, the first recorded burials in the NT Christian community are those of Ananias and Sapphira who died as a result of instant and divine judgment.
c. Now, it is fruitless for us to speculate as to whether A & S died as believers or not.  We are simply not told.  
i. Romans 9:22 reminds us that God has created some to be “the objects of His wrath – prepared for destruction.”  
ii. But Psalm 103 says that God “does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities.”  And this, B&S, is the comfort of the gospel of grace.
iii. The eternal destiny of A&S, however, is known only to God.
The point of this story is its effect on those who witnessed it and heard it, and its effect on us today.  

So, we want to consider three points that flow out of the story of Ananias and Sapphira.

1. And the first of these is the seriousness of sin.  
a. In Ecclesiastes 7:29, the Teacher says, “This only have I found: God made mankind upright, but men have gone in search of many schemes.”  
b. Created to live in fellowship with God and to bring glory to Him, the Bible tells us that, instead, we follow the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient … [we gratify] the cravings of our sinful nature and [follow] its desires and thoughts.”  
c. Sin is an angry fist raised towards God, or, as one commentator describes it, “cosmic treason.”  
d. It is because of sin that God had to send His Son, Jesus, to die on the cross.
e. But the sin of A&S is an especially serious sin.  
i. As Peter says, they “lied to the Holy Spirit.”  
(1) At a special time in the life of the church, a foundational time, a time characterized by the work of the Holy Spirit, A&S wanted to appear good in the eyes of believers with their generous promise.  And so, in lying to the church, they lied to the Holy Spirit.  
(A) And this was, and again I borrow the words of another, “pious pretence – religious sham – simulated holiness – Christian fraud.”  
ii. And its seriousness is seen also in that some of the Greek words used here by Peter point to a connection between it and the sin of Achan.  
(1) And I am sure you boys and girls remember the story of Achan.  Achan stole something from Jericho when the people of Israel had been warned, instead, to destroy everything in Jericho.  And for this sin, God’s wrath was also awakened.  First, some men of Israel died in the next battle with the men of Ai.  But then, after he was discovered, Achan and his whole family were stoned to death.  
iii. Spiritual deception, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls is deeply offensive to the Lord.  
(1) And when we make ourselves out to be people of prayer when we are not, 
(2) When we create the impression that we are generous when we are not, 
(3) When we exaggerate our role in some church activity, for instance, claiming to have single-handedly run it when we just made the coffee out back, 
(4) When we call others to holiness while we are neck deep in sin ourselves, we too are engaged in types of spiritual deception. 
(A) And its weight or gravity is that at the core of this type of deception is the person and work of the Holy Spirit, the things of the Holy Spirit, things particular to Spirit-filled Christianity.

2. But note secondly what this story reveals about the holiness of God.  
a. There is a mistaken view of God that is popular in certain branches of Christianity that sees Him as a loveable teddy-bear.  It is the The-NT-God-is-a-God-of-love gospel.  But this is not the God who reveals Himself here and everywhere else in the Bible.  
i. Having seen the God of the Bible, the one the angels praised as “Holy, Holy, Holy,” Isaiah cried, “Woe to me!  I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty.”  
ii. And Hebrews 12:29 says that God is a “consuming fire.”  

(1) And this incident here in Acts highlights for us the truth that the holy God of the OT is the holy God of the NT.  
iii. Now, we shall consider what this story teaches believers about the fear of the Lord in a moment, but most basically, the theologian and preacher, R. C. Sproul, helps us to see what the holiness of God means for all people: “We fear God because He is holy … It is a servile fear born of dread.  God is too great for us; He is too awesome.  He makes difficult demands on us.  He is the Mysterious Stranger who threatens our security.  In His presence we quake and tremble.  Meeting Him personally may be our greatest trauma.”
3. But this brings us, thirdly and lastly, to the fear of the Lord.  
a. Congregation, what happened to A&S was a necessary and holiness-promoting discipline for the church.  
i. Imagine, for a moment, if a brother and sister were to stand before us today and have their sin publicly denounced before dropping down dead on the spot.  Do you think we would just move on to the offerings or the next song?  
ii. Well, we can be equally certain that here in Acts there was trembling and terror and tears.  
(1) A&S would have had close friends within the church community.  
iii. But we can be equally certain that this would have led to much prayer and much soul searching.  
(1) There would have been a renewed determination to avoid the sin of A&S and every other sin and to make the most of each day that God gives.  
(2) For the God whom we serve is a holy God.
b. But more than all this, what happened to A&S is a profound lesson in grace.  
i. Romans 6:23 tells us that “the wages of sin is death.”  
(1) What happened to A&S is no less than what every believer in the Acts church and you and I deserve.  
(2) The shock of this story is not A&S’s death but that God allows any sinner to live, and more than that, as Romans 6:23 continues, that “the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
ii. It is for this reason, then, that the believer may know for certain that meeting God personally will not be his greatest trauma.  He need not dread this holy God.  His sins have been paid for by the work of the Lord Jesus Christ.  He will be welcomed into glory by his Father in heaven.
iii. Thus, for the believer, the fear of the Lord is 
(1) an understanding and appreciation of the seriousness of sin and God’s holiness.  
(2) It is a “continual awareness that God is watching and weighing every one of my thoughts, words, actions, and attitudes.”  
(3) It is knowing the stunning truth that in Jesus Christ, my sins are undeservedly forgiven.  
(A) In short, the fear of the Lord is “astonished reverence.”  
Brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, we have read today about a real Mega-church.  
· It is a church characterized by mega-power and mega-fear.  
· It is, “a community attractive in love and terrifying in holiness.”  
May God grant that we too may be such a church, for His glory.  Amen?
