THE SPIRIT-FILLED CHURCH: PART II

Acts 5:12 – 5:42
Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, a few weeks ago we looked at the story preceding the one we have read this morning about the new church in Jerusalem after the resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus Christ into heaven and also the great event of Pentecost. We saw how the people were living together as one – to the point that some people even sold property they owned and gave the whole proceeds to the apostles to be shared among the poor. That’s what a church filled by the Holy Spirit looks like; even as Jesus said, “They will know you are Christians if you love one another.” 

The people did in that early church. Yet a church filled with the Holy Spirit is not perfect. So when Ananias and Sapphira saw that Barnabas was commended, even given a new name, because of his kind deeds for the poor, they decided they wanted a bit of that too. So they also sold some land and gave some money to the apostles. But they made out they were giving the whole purchase price when in fact they weren’t. And they were judged terribly because of their hypocrisy and their lying. And so the early church got a very dramatic lesson, right from the word go, about holiness. 

But we need to ask why was this early church filled with the Holy Spirit like that so that the people could live like that? To be filled with the Holy Spirit is a gift of God of course, but God works by prodding his people to faithfulness and obedience and then he rewards them with that gift of the fulness of the Spirit. We see that obedience in that prayer that the disciples prayed when they were released by the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, on the first occasion they were arrested. After Peter and John had been ordered not to preach anymore and threatened, and therefore they should have understood themselves to be in danger – after all, the very same authority had only a couple of months earlier killed the Lord Jesus Christ – nevertheless, when they prayed they barely mentioned the danger they were in. How did they pray? Verse 23 of chapter 4, 

  When they had been released they went to their own companions and reported all that the chief priests and the elders had said to them and when they heard this they lifted up their voices to God with one accord and said, ‘O Lord, you who made the heaven and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, who by the Holy Spirit, through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said, Why did the Gentiles rage and the peoples devise futile things? The kings of the earth took their stand. The rulers were gathered together against the Lord and against his Christ. For truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus whom you anointed, both Herod on the one hand and Pontius Pilate on the other, along with the Gentiles and the people of Israel to do what your hand and your purpose predestined to occur. And now, Lord, take note of their threats and grant that your bondservants may speak your word with all confidence…. And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the Word of God with boldness.
Here they are; they have just been threatened with their lives. But they first of all praise God and acknowledge that God is the ruler over all things. He even ruled over the greatest sin of mankind ever to bring about our salvation through the death of Jesus Christ. And then they only prayed that God would “take note of their threats” and rather give them boldness to preach the Gospel, despite their threats. 
And because, first of all, they were concerned about the glory of God and obeying God, God filled them with his Spirit. And the Holy Spirit manifests himself first in love – love for God of course but love also for one another. As well as that, God preserves the holiness of his people. When there is hypocrisy God metes out that very demonstrative punishment to Ananias and Sapphira. And brothers and sisters, if God is concerned about the holiness of his people surely we ought to be as well. 
Well, is there this kind of love for one another among us? Is there this concern for holiness and absolute honesty and sincerity in our lives, that we do everything out of pure motives and not to be noticed like Ananias and Sapphira? For if that is not the case with us we ought to be concerned, because we will not be filled with the Holy Spirit and God will not use us. 
I am not saying we are not Christians and that we should be looking for the baptism of the Holy Spirit. We have seen before that the baptism of the church by the Holy Spirit is a simple historical fact of the same order as the death and resurrection and ascension into heaven. It can never be repeated. But being constantly filled with the Holy Spirit is a different thing. And that depends upon our relationship with Jesus Christ. As we abide in him he abides in us, by his Spirit. As we allow his Word to dwell in us richly, as Paul teaches us,
 so we will be filled with the Holy Spirit. 
And as we abide in Christ by allowing his Word to dwell in us richly, something happens. The first thing that will happen is that we will be concerned about God and the Gospel, rather than ourselves. That is what you see in that prayer of the disciples that I just read from chapter four. They had just been given this great dressing down by the Jewish Supreme Council. The threats against their lives were still ringing in their ears and yet they can only praise God and pray that he would give them the courage to keep on preaching the Gospel, come what may. 
People of God, is that our concern? Is that our priority in life? Are they the first things we pray for, for that is the way to be filled with the Holy Spirit and therefore to be useful and effective for God. When we really understand that and live in the light of the reality of God’s sovereign rule over everything, and that for our good, well then it’s easy to love one another and not hang on tightly to the things of this world but instead be ready to share them. And then too we will almost naturally and easily be more concerned about the gospel and the work of the Lord in our own affairs and our own position in the eyes of others will not matter. Then too, we’ll be more concerned about holiness and godliness than whatever else in this world might attract us. 
And then, congregation, we will see things start to happen – as our text shows us dramatically this morning. There are results that come from being filled with the Holy Spirit and consequently therefore living in love and holiness. And there are five of them that I have noticed in this passage and that I have noted in the bulletin. But as I wrote my sermon I only got to two of them and I realised that that was enough – unless you want to be here ‘til 1 o’clock. The first one is this: when we live seeking first the Lord, and God fills us by his Spirit;
1. GOD WORKS 
Look at verse 12: “At the hands of the apostles many signs and wonders were taking place among the people.” And verse 14: “And all the more believers in the Lord, multitudes of men and women, were constantly added to their number, to such an extent that they even carried the sick out into the street and laid them on cots and pallets so that when Peter came by at least his shadow might fall on any one of them. Also the people from the cities in the vicinity of Jerusalem were coming together, bringing people who were sick or afflicted with unclean spirits and they were all being healed.” 
Now it sounds almost a little superstitious when you read about people who just wanted Peter’s shadow to fall upon them. Maybe it was even a bit superstitious. But maybe not; maybe it’s like that woman in the Gospels who had been bleeding for years and just wanted to touch Jesus’ cloak, thinking she would be healed, and Jesus said to her, “Your faith has made you whole.” But the text doesn’t just say that they wanted Peter’s shadow to fall upon them as our modern translations – all of them – have it. The old translation used a different word and it is significant – that “Peter’s shadow might overshadow them.” That’s a bit of a loaded word. It is the same word Luke uses in chapter one of his Gospel when the angel says to Mary, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you and overshadow you,” and so Mary became pregnant with Jesus Christ. It is the same word used when we read that on the Mount of Transfiguration “a cloud formed and overshadowed them and a voice came out of the cloud and said, this is my Son.” It was God speaking. It’s the same word that is used in the Greek translation of the Old Testament in Exodus 40 to speak of the cloudy pillar that overshadowed Israel and protected them as they moved through the Sinai Desert. It’s a word that is only ever used to speak about the power or the presence of God coming over or upon people.
 You see, God was working through Peter and people recognized this. 
These early chapters of Acts are early days for the gospel in the world and so the apostles performed these signs and miracles. The kingdom of God was in the process of being transferred from the old Jewish leadership to the apostles, to the leaders of the new Israel, “the Israel of God,” as Paul calls it, the international church of the New Testament. And the miracles and the wonders worked by Peter and the other apostles were signs of that. They were intended to demonstrate to the Jewish people, and the Gentiles, but the Jewish people primarily, that God was doing something new here. They were to demonstrate that the apostles were genuine prophets of God and that they were the new leaders of God’s kingdom. 
As we have seen earlier in these sermons, those days are past. The church is well and truly established in the world. God may well do miracles of course and maybe even in response to our prayers, but no longer does he give to human beings the gift of being able to work miracles themselves.
 Mind you, the greatest work that God was doing here was not those miracles of healing and so on. The greatest work that God was doing here was that people were being converted. People were coming to believe in Jesus Christ and the church was growing and “all the more believers in the Lord, multitudes of men and women, were constantly added to their number.” 
Of course, people being converted is the greatest miracle ever for it is a miracle of people being raised from spiritual death to spiritual life. And that miracle, under the preaching of the gospel and the work of the Holy Spirit, happens every day, still today, and it will continue to happen through all of time until Jesus comes back. And that miracle, congregation, we should pray for constantly and we should work for constantly. 
But we are so often, are we not, like the people in Haggai’s day, after the return from the Exile, and we say, “Well the time hasn’t come yet for the house of the Lord to be rebuilt.” Do we not often think like that? There are other things in life that need to be put into place first. We must get an education. We need to build a new house. We need to get a business established. We need to bring up our children. We must get our superannuation scheme in place. There is nothing wrong with all of those things and the book of Proverbs says quite a lot about them. But Jesus says some things about them too. He says, “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness and all of these things shall be added unto you.” But we so often get it the other way round and we want all of these things in place first and then we’ll start serving God. 
Furthermore, often what we want is what the people in Haggai’s day had. For when the people said, “Ah, the time has not come for the house of the Lord to be rebuilt,” Haggai answered and said, “Is it time for you to dwell in your panelled houses while the house of the Lord lies desolate?” They didn’t just have ordinary, sufficient houses. They had classy houses; they had panelled houses. They didn’t just have an ordinary superannuation scheme in place and sufficient personal circumstances in general. They had guilt-edged investments. They had retirement provisions that would allow us a little bit of travel in those golden years. You know, when everything apparently comes together, if you read the glossy brochures. Is that how it is with us too? 
The early church put the kingdom of God and his righteousness first and God blessed them and God worked through them. And since that is only obeying the two greatest commandments – love God and love your neighbour; and since that is only acting according to the pattern of the Lord’s Prayer – “Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done,” and then we pray for our daily bread; and since that is only following Jesus’ command to “seek first the kingdom and then these things will be added unto you,” I suggest, congregation, that God means us to see from this story that that is how he works and that if we want to be similarly blessed, we must be similarly obedient. 
When the church is filled with the Holy Spirit, God works. 
But secondly, when the church is filled with the Holy Spirit;

2.
GOD DIVIDES

I read verse 12 of chapter 5 earlier, and verse 14 about people coming to faith in Jesus Christ, but I didn’t read all that those verses had to say. Listen again. 
  At the hands of the apostles many signs and wonders were taking place among the people and they were all with one accord in Solomon’s portico, but none of the rest dared to associate with them even though the people held them in high esteem and all the more believers in the Lord, multitudes of men and women, were constantly added to their number. 
You see, some people saw the miraculous signs that the apostles were doing and heard their message and said, “This is wonderful. I’m in on this.” Although, I don’t think they would have said it in quite such an easy-going manner. I think it would have been much more like how they reacted when Peter preached on the Day of Pentecost and they probably said, ‘Men, brothers, in the light of our sin what shall we do?’ And Peter said, “Repent, turn from your sins and let everyone of you be baptised and receive the forgiveness of your sins.” 
But while some people accepted the apostles’ message, others rejected it. They were convicted by it, but they still rejected it. Look at verse 33. The people in the Sanhedrin, Sadducees in main, I take it: “when they heard this – because Peter had just given them a sermon again when they asked him for a reason why they weren’t obeying them – when they heard this, they were cut to the quick and intended to kill them.” 
God divides when he works and that is because when he works he induces fear. The last verse of the story that we looked at last time, verse 11: “And great fear came over the whole church and over all who heard of these things.” For some that fear drives them to God. For others it drives them away. Some people’s fear was awe: Brothers, what must we do to be right with God? they said. And they believed, multitudes of them, verse 14, and they were healed and they were saved and they were added to the Church. But other people’s fear was simply that. They were convicted about their sins as much as anybody else but they wouldn’t dare associate themselves with the apostles, verse 13. And the Sanhedrin even planned to kill them as they had killed Christ. 
I realize that the fear spoken of in verse 11 arose as a result of the terrible punishment inflicted upon Ananias and Sapphira because of their hypocrisy and their lying to the Holy Spirit. But fear of God is always the result when God works. When his church is fair dinkum about putting God first and lives in love and holiness and when the church like that begins to live and preach and tell the gospel, then God works; and fear of some sort is always the result. And living and proclaiming the gospel was the main thing that the church was doing at this time. You read about it all through these chapters. In fact that’s what the whole Book of Acts is about. Even after being flogged and threatened again, what do we read? The last two verses of our chapter, “So the disciples went on their way from the presence of the council rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for his name and every day in the temple and from house to house they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.” 
That kind of commitment and that kind of preaching does something to people. We either fall down in awe before God and we cry for mercy and salvation; or we are merely afraid; even though we cover that fear with bravado. And we might even be stirred up to hate Christ and the gospel and the church. Furthermore, often that hatred will come from within the church. 
#
Think about Martin Luther at the time of the Reformation. Pope Leo burnt his books and he would have burned him too but he couldn’t get his hands on him so all he could do was excommunicate him. 
#
Think about John Calvin. People hated him and they kicked him out of Geneva, only later to realize that they couldn’t do without him. So they called him back. But at the same time many people named their dogs after him. And they didn’t mean it as a compliment either. They didn’t even mean it as a compliment to the dogs. 
#
Think about Paul. He was stoned twice. He was flogged five times. 
#
When I read the history of the Open Brethren churches in which I was brought up, in the late 1800’s God was using them greatly and many people were being brought to Christ through their ministry. But boy, they got some opposition. You can read of evangelists going out to milling camps in the bush and blokes would set ambushes for them and beat them up. 
This is a very important thing about the gospel, this matter of division. But we need to understand it because in some ways it seems a bit of a contradiction; because when John the Baptist was going to come and introduce Jesus to the world, we read that his ministry was going to be a ministry that would “turn fathers back to their children and children back to their fathers.”
 In some way he was going to bridge the generation gap. He was going to restore the people of God to inter-generational, covenantal living. In other words, he was going to bring unity. 
You see the same idea in the book of Ephesians, for example, when Paul talks about the fact that the gospel breaks down the division between Jew and Gentile. In the international church of the New Testament race is not supposed to make any difference. Differences in culture might make it difficult at times for Christians to be united, and differences in language. But there cannot be any division within the church based on any natural differences, in principle. The church is to be a place where all classes and all races can find unity. 
But in our text we see God making a division! Of course, it is Jesus who makes it difficult for us on this score. Because he said once, “Don’t think that I came to bring peace on the earth. I came to bring division, even within households – father against son, mother against daughter,” and so on.
 
Congregation, there is a basic division that runs through all mankind and it cuts through homes, it cuts through nations, it cuts through races, it cuts through business; because it is not a natural division. It’s a spiritual division. It’s a division caused by the gospel and our response to the gospel. 
On the other hand, the gospel brings unity between people of quite different families, quite different national backgrounds, different races, different languages; different cultures. And what brings that unity is an acceptance of Jesus Christ. It’s a spiritual unity.
And that puts a question to us this morning, the most serious question any of us will ever face. We may put it as Pilate put it to the Jews; “What will you do with Jesus who is called the Christ?” For what we do with Jesus determines on what side of that great spiritual divide that cuts right through all humanity we fall. 
Jesus came into the world as the great messenger and the great priest sent by God. He brings us truth. We either believe it and live it or reject it and die. He came as a priest to offer salvation on the basis of his death as a death that bore our punishment. We either accept it and live; or we reject it and die. And to accept it and live, because it was a death for sin, means we leave off sin. In essence sin is living for ourselves rather than living for God. So to leave off sin means to begin living for God rather than living for ourselves. It will mean that we begin to seek the kingdom of God first and his righteousness and let God worry about all those other things that we are so often concerned about. 
This is a very important question for us all, whether we are members of the church or not, whether we were brought up in the church or not. In our story Peter is putting this question to Jews, the church of the Old Testament. And the division that God is working in our story is a division between these members of the church of the Old Testament: did they accept and live for Christ or did they not? 
And that is the great question that comes to all mankind. That is the great question we all must answer. That is the question on which our eternal destiny hangs. Have you ever really asked yourself and answered that question? It is a very good and wonderful thing to be brought up in the church and in a Christian family and to consider yourself a member of the church and therefore being on the ‘yes’ side of the great divide. That is a wonderful privilege. But there comes a time when we all have to answer the question for ourselves and we have to answer it decisively. No answer is a ‘no’ answer. “He who is not decisively for me,” says Jesus, “is against me.” 
So Jesus pulls us up this morning, doesn’t he? People of God, we must now allow ourselves just to get caught up with the rush and the busyness of life – getting all these other things; panelled houses, guilt-edged superannuation funds, children’s education. We must not allow ourselves to get caught up with these things so that we forget this great question. Jesus told us about a man like that. He was doing very well in business. He was making such profits he could hardly find a place to park his money. And just while he was busy thinking about that, Jesus says, “in the midst of all your business and your busyness, you’ve forgotten something friend, and tonight God requires your soul. Tonight your number is up.” And he was on the wrong side of the only division within mankind that matters, the division of those who bow the knee to Jesus Christ and those who don’t. 
On which side of that great divide are you? 

     Let us pray.

John Rogers, preached in the Reformed Church of the North Shore on 21st May, 2006

�   Colossians 3:16 cf. Ephesians 5:18.


�   ; Luke 1:35, 9:34; Exodus 40:35; Matthew 17:5; Mark 9:7 (all the uses in early Christian literature, according to Bauer).


�   Note also v.16; contrary to modern day ‘healers’ “they were all being healed.”


�   Malachi 4:6.


�   Luke 12:51ff.
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