THE SPIRIT-FILLED CHURCH

Acts 4:32 – 5:11

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, Christians have always regarded those verses in Acts chapter two as a pattern for every congregation to follow – where we read,

"Those who had received Peter’s word – on the day of Pentecost – were baptised; and that day there were added about three thousand souls. They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer." We get another look at the early church in action in our text this morning and there are similarities between the two situations. 

#
Acts chapter two records when the Holy Spirit was poured out on the church in power and as a result three thousand were saved and added to the church. "And they were continually devoting themselves to the apostle’s teaching and to fellowship and to breaking of bread and to prayer." 

#
Our text this morning in Acts chapter four and five tells us that “They were all (again) filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the Word of God with boldness.” And if you would read a little further – verse 14 in chapter five – we read that “All the more believers in the Lord, multitudes of men and women, were constantly added to their number.” 

But there is a different emphasis in our text this morning from that in chapter two.
 In the last verse of our text, verse 11, the believers in Jesus of Nazareth are called ‘the ecclesia,’ the church, for the first time in the book of Acts.
 And that word church, ecclesia, simply means assembly, the gathering of those who have been called out of the world to Christ. So the emphasis in our text this morning is on the gathering of believers. The emphasis is on the communion of the saints. Therefore Luke doesn’t mention the apostles’ doctrine or breaking of bread this time. What he emphasises is this communion, this community. But, it is a community filled with the Holy Spirit. And one of the first things we need to understand about the Holy Spirit – and it’s a very obvious thing but sometimes obvious things go past us – is that he is holy. 

If we want to try to express what the Lord is saying to us in our text this morning in one sentence, we could put it like this: God preserves the holiness of his temple, the community of Christ, with an exemplary judgement. God preserves the community of Christ with an exemplary judgement. 

You could say that our text began back with that prayer that the apostolic band prayed after they were released from prison. You can read it  in chapter four, verse 23 and following. When we looked at that we saw that under this cloud of threats from the Sanhedrin, the people never even prayed for their own safety. They only prayed that, “Your bondservants may speak your Word with all confidence.” Their concern was not for themselves. Their concern was first for the kingdom of God and even before they prayed for the kingdom of God, even under this cloud of threats, they first of all praised God himself as the ruler of the world and the ruler of history. They even praised him that he rules the world even through mankind’s sin. Before their concern for the kingdom of God they were concerned for the praise of God, for his own sake and for the greatness of his glory. 

That must rebuke many of our prayers mustn’t it? But that was the order of their priorities and that was the order of their prayer, just as Jesus taught us: "Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done." And only then in verse 29 we read “and now Lord, take note of their threats.” That’s all they say about the threats of the Sanhedrin and their danger. “And now Lord take note of their threats and grant that your bondservants may speak your word with all confidence while you extend your hand to heal and signs and wonders take place through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” And the result of that prayer was that they were all filled with the Holy Spirit. “And they began to speak the word with boldness,” verse 31, “and with great power the apostles were witnessing to the resurrection,” verse 33. Their prayer was answered. 

We want to ask ourselves this morning: what does a Spirit-filled church look like? – and the ideal church surely must be a Spirit-filled church, mustn’t it, since, we read in Ephesians chapter two where Paul speaks of the church as a building, and says, “In Jesus Christ the whole building is growing into a holy temple in the Lord in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God by the Spirit.” 

So, as we noted, the apostles’ doctrine and the breaking of bread, the sacraments – they’re not mentioned in our text this morning, nor is prayer even, although they have only just prayed; we may take those things as given. We are a church – truly, not perfectly, but truly – built on the apostles’ doctrine. What will that church look like? How does the apostles’ doctrine and the true administration of the sacraments – two of the marks of the true church – manifest themselves in the life of the church? That is the Lord’s concern here this morning. There are two aspects to the answer. First of all congregation;

1.
THE CHURCH FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL MANIFEST TRUE COMMUNION OF THE SAINTS 

John Calvin remarks on this passage that “it is remarkable that there should be concord among more than five thousand people,” as their number had grown to at this point. And it is remarkable. But there it was. But we read that those who believed “were of one heart and soul.” And this must go back to the fact that they were filled with the Holy Spirit. And note: Luke is not talking about the baptism of the Holy Spirit here – that’s a given, that is a historical fact now. Since Pentecost the church is as much the place and the home of the Holy Spirit in the world as she is the place of the cross and the preaching of the cross and the resurrection. Those three events: the cross, the resurrection and Pentecost are once for all historical givens. They are non-repeatable but, as we “let the word of Christ, the apostles’ doctrine, dwell in us richly so we will be filled with the Holy Spirit,” Colossians three and Ephesians five. 

As we are a church that seeks to honour first God’s name and the kingdom of God in the world and pray that we may speak the word of the gospel with all boldness so we will be filled with the Spirit day by day. And only as we are ruled by the Holy Spirit will we overcome our natural selfishness and be of one heart and soul, be one true body; all individual members indeed, nevertheless, who know we need each other and love each other. And this early church was so truly a community, so genuinely "of one heart and soul that," Luke tells us, "not one of them claimed that anything belonging to him was his own; but all things were common property to them." 

It seems as though there were many converts to the new faith who perhaps formerly were supported by Jewish offerings in the synagogue and in the temple. Well, of course, they could no longer expect that support. Perhaps there were also many people from other lands who had been visiting Jerusalem for Pentecost and because they had believed in Jesus Christ, because they had seen the fulfilment of everything that they came every year to Pentecost for, they had stayed longer than they had originally intended, to be educated in the new faith. And by now they’d maxed out on their credit cards. They had blown the limit. 

Well let’s note a few things about this that we see going on here. 

i)
It wasn’t communism. There was no abolition of private property here. When Peter reprimands Ananias in verse four he says to him, “While your land remained unsold did it not remain your own? And after it was sold was it not under your control?” There was no compulsion about this selling of property or using the proceeds for the poor. It was not necessary that anybody who sold property should give either the whole or part of the purchase price for the poor. 

ii)
Furthermore, verse 35 of chapter four would indicate that it was quite spontaneous. It just happened as this person or that person noticed that there was a need. 

iii)
So why did people do it? How did it arise? Well, people were so filled with the mind of Christ, they were so filled with the Holy Spirit that they loved their brothers and sisters for whom Christ also died. The apostle John tells us that the proof whether we love God in heaven above is that we love our brothers and sisters on earth below. And he tells us that “we must love not just in word but in deed." And "if we see our brother or sister in need and we say, Be warmed, be filled, but we don’t do anything to help them, what good is that?” 

Is this too, congregation, a rebuke to us? Calvin certainly thought so in his day. In Old Testament Israel, every seventh year, debts between fellow-Israelites were to be forgiven, “for,” we read, “there should be no poor, no destitute, among you.”
 Perhaps because of our welfare system we don’t have any destitute in New Zealand. And, as a matter of fact, we can become resentful of the rapacious taxation that we live under because we know how the whole system works, right through every department from the top, even from the Prime Minister who uses taxes to help her get re-elected and then keeps the police under control so she doesn’t get prosecuted. And we can feel that we are being ripped off and we almost feel as if we private sector workers are the ones in debt-slavery and not those who can’t manage life for themselves.
 That’s true and I quite understand those feelings. But we still live and most of us still live pretty well. 

And if we don’t need to sell any property for social purposes, congregation, how many of us actually do give a tenth of our income to the Lord for kingdom work? – for gospel work? And remember, it’s the honour of the Lord’s name, it's concern for the kingdom first and preaching of the gospel that is at the bottom of all of this, that stimulates this wonderful generosity. That was their prayer. Paul says to us in Philippians two: “Do not look out for your own personal interests but also for the interests of others.” But we are often very concerned about our own interests, aren’t we? But others, and even the church and the kingdom and the gospel, how much claim do they have on our wallets? 

Our text teaches us something else also. It teaches us that everybody was a deacon in that early church. And this was something that our deacons made a point of in the report they wrote for us recently about how they can best perform their task in our particular situation on the North Shore. They did a little background work first and they noticed that often in the New Testament the word ‘deacon’ is used in the general sense of all believers serving one another. And they’re absolutely right. That is a constant theme. And that is how it happened here. As people saw a need they filled it and if necessary they sold property to fill it. 

And some people say, well, that’s all very lovely but it was a bit foolish because twenty years later Paul is going round all the Mediterranean taking up collections for the poor churches in Judea and in Jerusalem. And that’s true. But Luke doesn’t say anything about that. There’s not one word of rebuke here. There is only praise at this generosity. And I would add, only ten years after Paul was taking up that collection – 67 AD – the Christians had to flee Jerusalem to Petra in the desert to escape the Roman siege and to escape death, either by crazy Jewish zealots or ruthless Roman soldiers. Brothers and sisters, millions of people have lost their lives in this world because they didn’t escape when they needed to because of possessions, because their possessions possessed them. Jesus spoke about this too. He told us of the man whose "soul was required of you this night" and all he could think of was building bigger barns. His possessions possessed him! 

What motivated these early Christians? What generated this love for one another that they did this? They were filled with the Holy Spirit. They were filled with the word of God and they spoke it boldly. They were God-focused rather than self-focused. And as a consequence they were of one heart and soul. They were bound together. They were one in the common cause of the gospel and so there was this real communion of the saints among them. They knew one another. They didn’t just come to church and then leave again quickly afterwards – even if sometimes we do have to do that. They went to the district fellowship groups where there were not only their own friends but whoever and so they did get to know one another and they knew when people were in need and they filled the need. A church filled with the Holy Spirit will manifest a true communion of the saints. Secondly; 

2.
A CHURCH FILLED WITH THE HOLY SPIRIT WILL PRESERVE THE HOLINESS OF THE SAINTS’ COMMUNION

The church of the Lord Jesus Christ is a community of saints. Holiness and saints are different words in English but they’re only different forms of exactly the same word in Greek and in Hebrew. As a matter of fact, you can do the same with one of those words in English – to sanctity and saint; they are forms of the same word. A church is a community of ‘holy ones’. As Paul said in that text in Ephesians chapter two, In Jesus Christ “the whole building is growing into a holy temple in the Lord in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (vv.21-22). 

And brothers and sisters if we do not preserve the holiness of the church, the holiness of the community of the saints, God will. And he did so in an exemplary manner in this story. Of course we have in our story two examples. 

#
First of all there’s this wonderful example of this chap called Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus. He had some land, maybe in Cyprus, maybe in Jerusalem, we don’t know, but he sold it and he brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet. And as a result of that wonderful kindness people began to call him Barnabas which means ‘son of encouragement’. 

#
And then there is this couple called Ananias and Sapphira and they saw the way people spoke about Barnabas and they thought – well, what exactly did they think? We are not told. But why would two people conspire together to sell a piece of land and make out they were being very generous and giving the whole proceeds of the sale for the poor but actually keeping some in their back pocket? 

In one of his letters Paul protests that “I do not peddle the word of God for profit.” Well, it is something like that going here with Ananias and Sapphira – only, not for profit; for some sort of prestige. Ananias and Sapphira thought that if they did a Barnabas they’d get a name like Barnabas. They’d be known among these five thousand people and more; indeed, even further than the Christian community, because we read in verse 13 of chapter five that the local population "held the Christians in high esteem" for their exemplary generosity. 

I can see them now, walking around among the Christians with their sanctimonious false piety, their studied humility. There is nothing uglier in this world. Jesus had no stronger words than he did for the Pharisees who loved to be seen praying on the street corner and putting their large offerings with a flourish into the offering bag. Jesus hated religious hypocrisy. He hated religious showiness and trumped-up piety more than anything else in the world; because nothing desecrates holy things more than using what is intended to bring glory to God to bring glory to ourselves. So Jesus said, "When you give, don’t even let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. Do your private praying in private. And when you fast, when you go without something for religious purposes, don’t let anybody else know about it. Beware of practicing your righteousness before men to be noticed by them, otherwise you will have no reward with your Father who is in heaven."
 

That’s exactly what Ananias and Sapphira were doing. They thought Christian virtue would win them a place in the kingdom of heaven – or at least a better place. And then, in making out they were being more generous than they were they did two things. First of all they showed that the money they were giving they were really giving to buy themselves a reputation than to buy food for the poor. But also, in doing so, they lied, not only to Peter and the apostles, but to God and to the Holy Spirit. 

This was the community of the saints; this is something beautiful that God the Holy Spirit was building in the world and Ananias and Sapphira desecrated this beauty, this holy thing, by their self-serving half gift. So God nipped this hypocrisy in the bud right then and there. He will not have unholiness in his temple. 

Of course, there have been plenty of hypocrites in the church since Ananias and Sapphira and none of them have been dealt to like this. But this is an exemplary judgement. Mind you, it could also be a case of what we read about in 1 Corinthians five, verse five where Paul says, "I have delivered such a one to satan for the destruction of his flesh that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus."
 Ananias and Sapphira may be in heaven for all I know, even as Achan and his family. 

Actually, the story of Achan and his family is very similar to this story. Achan committed a similar kind of sin. You remember the story. God had destroyed Jericho when the children of Israel had just entered the Promised Land and he told them plainly that they were not to take any plunder from Jericho. Jericho and all its wealth were, if you like, the first fruits of Canaan and they were holy to God. But those Krugerands or Mapleleafs or whatever and those Silver Dollars and Italian suits were just too much for Achan. He had to have them. He could set himself up very nicely in the new country with those. And God told Joshua that Achan and his family had to be stoned to death and their bodies burned as a sign of how horrendous it is to desecrate things that God considers holy and dedicates especially to himself. 

I don’t think Peter wrought this miraculous death of Ananias here. God did this. Mind you, Peter probably had an idea of what was going to happen when Sapphira walked in. But, like the story of Achan, this was the beginning of a new era in the history of salvation. 

#
Israel was going into the Promised Land for the first time. For the first time God’s people were a distinct nation among all the nations of the world with their own religion, their own temple, their own administration and so forth. 

#
So too, our story in Acts is telling us of the beginning of the new Israel, the new international Israel – not a nation among the other nations of the world but a spiritual nation, a spiritual body within all the nations of the world. And God judges Ananias and Sapphira with this exemplary judgement to show his renewed people that they must indeed be a nation producing the fruits that the people of God ought to produce but which the old Israel did not produce – righteousness, justice, holiness, dedication to the cause of God and the holiness of God. 

And mark this congregation: while this is a pretty stunning and exemplary judgment on Ananias and Sapphira, it is as nothing compared to the eternal judgement that God will bring on all those who despise holy things, who, as Hebrews 10 puts it, “tread the blood of the Son of God underfoot as an unclean thing and reject the gospel”, who make out they believe the gospel, who make out they are Christians but are not genuine. They are really only going along with Christianity and with the church to make themselves out to be something that they are not, to have some kind of a name for themselves. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, God is holy. The place where he dwells is holy. Heaven is a holy place but so also is the church upon this earth. So also are his members, even – and perhaps especially – the poor. “Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these, my brethren,” Jesus said, “you did it to me.” And our help for them must be genuine, for a real love of them as brothers and sisters who are part of us, who are part of the body of Christ in the world, whom, even though we must serve them we actually cannot do without. The body needs every member. We need them every bit as much as they need us. They are holy because Christ died for them every bit as much as he died for us. John says in his first letter, “What we have seen and heard about Jesus Christ we proclaim to you also that you also may have fellowship with us and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son.” 

It is fellowship, fellowship of the saints, communion of the saints, that our story is about this morning. And John tells us in that verse that I just quoted from his first letter that you can’t have fellowship with God, you can’t have fellowship with Father and his Son, Jesus Christ, without also having fellowship with his saints who are members of his body. It’s a package deal. And therefore fellowship with the saints, communion of the saints, is just that – fellowship, communion, sharing with the Holy Ones because we are all made holy by the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ and therefore fellowship with them is holy. We are also holy because together we and they all constitute the holy temple of God in the world, where God lives by his Spirit. And we and they are all holy because as God’s children you can’t have fellowship, you can’t have communion with believers, without also having fellowship and communion with God. And you can’t have fellowship with God without necessarily having fellowship and communion with one another. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, this is how the Lord wants us to view each other. This is how the Lord Jesus wants us to treat each other – “as brothers and sisters beloved,” as Paul puts it somewhere else; as holy because Christ died for us all and we are all therefore precious; as holy because we are all living stones being built up into the Temple of God, the Temple of the Holy Spirit in the world. 

Amen

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 23rd April, 2006

�   In his Commentary John Stott has an interesting overview of chapters 4-7 of Acts. He says these chapters relate the satanic counter-attack to the gospel, which came in three forms: i) persecution in the form of physical violence; ii) moral corruption via Ananias and Sapphira; and iii) distraction and professionalism per the administrative needs spoken of in 6:1. These were overcome as follows: i) Ananias & Sapphira's hypocrisy was not allowed to spread and the church grew (5:12-14); ii) the persecution was restrained by Gamaliel's caution; and iii) administrative necessities were delegated to others and the Church grew (6:7).


�   FF Bruce has a very good paragraph on the origin of the term  on page 116 of his Commentary on the book of Acts.


�   Deuteronomy 15:4.


�   Contrary to the system in OT Israel.


� Matthew 6:1ff.


� Or what Paul speaks about in 1 Corinthians 11.
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