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Marks of a Great Church: Great Power, Grace and Great Fear
March 12, 2023

Acts 4:32-5:16
Key Verse 4:33 “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all.”

Last week we learned the message and spirit of the early Christians. Their message was simple: Only Jesus saves. Peter said, “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to mankind by which we must be saved.” Jesus Christ is the only way of salvation that God has provided. Jesus said in Mark 16:16, “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned.” Jesus told the early Christians to spread this message in Jerusalem and to the ends of the earth. It was not easy. In Jerusalem, they faced opposition and persecution. So they prayed, “Sovereign Lord...enable us to speak your word with great boldness.” Then they were filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly. Today’s passage gives us a glimpse inside the early Christian church. It was like the kingdom of God on earth. It became a source of blessing for the whole world. We can see the marks of a great church; great power and grace. But the church is not perfect; it is a place for people who know they are sick. It is a hospital for the spiritually sick. Someone said, “I don’t want to go to church because there are so many hypocrites in the church.” Then the pastor said, “Please come on in. We have a room for one more.” There was hypocrisy and sin of lying in the early church also. God dealt with it decisively and great fear of God seized the church.

First, great power and grace (4:32-37). The early Christian church was, in a word, like the kingdom of God. Jesus was ruling every heart as Christ the Lord. Look at verse 32. “All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.” Their spiritual unity was nothing but the work of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit fills each one with the love of God and true joy and peace. This love of God united the early Christians as one; they were like a beautiful family. As a result, they shared their possessions together. This is not communism; this is simply saying that no one held onto anything. They all understood that their possessions belonged to the Lord, and all was to be used for his honor and his glory and his people. That is a perspective that should be true of every believer and how you view whatever it is that you possess. They loved each other. They rejoiced in each other. They were selfless. They were sacrificial. They were preoccupied with the needs of others. 

Look at verse 33. “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all.” They are going out and they are preaching the glory of the resurrection. They are too busy caring for each other and too busy preaching the gospel to the world to waste time over selfish bickering, personal pursuits, idle talk, gossip, backbiting, criticism, divisiveness, and self-gratification. They had no time and no energy to spend on themselves. Verse 33 ends, “...God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all.” This grace means the grace of forgiveness of sins. When God raised Jesus from the dead, he declared that sinners are justified by faith in Jesus (Ro 4:25). This grace also means the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Christ (Ro 8:11). He is God living in us and among us. In the Old Testament, God’s dwelling place was the Jerusalem temple. Now Jesus is the Temple. Once Jesus was asked for a miraculous sign to prove his authority. He replied, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days” (Jn 2:19). The temple he was referring to was his body. Jesus is God in the flesh. Jesus died for our sins and rose again from the dead. Jesus ascended into heaven and poured out the Holy Spirit on his people. In this way, he came to live in our hearts through the Holy Spirit. As the Lord Jesus gathers us together in his name, we form a spiritual community, which we call the Christian church. The church is the dwelling place of our Lord Jesus Christ. The church is not a building or organization. The church is a community of believers who honor Christ as Lord with one heart and mind. Look at verse 33 again. “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all.” Here are marks of the great church: great power and grace. There are other marks we see later: great fear (5:11), great joy (8:8), and great number came to believe (11:21).

Where Jesus reigns, there is true freedom. They found freedom from the power of sin. They found freedom from the power of death. The Holy Spirit transformed them into spiritual men and women. Former tax collectors became sacrificial men of God. Former prostitutes became holy mothers of prayer. Former demon possessed men became obedient servants of God. Former religious leaders tasted the love of God and gained a true shepherd’s heart for others. They were so happy that they would do anything for Jesus. They were filled with inexpressible joy. Their hearts were bursting to please God and be a blessing to others. As soon as they noticed someone in need, they were ready to help without reservation. So there were no needy persons among them. Those who owned lands or houses sold them and brought the money to the apostles, who distributed to anyone who had need. Those who gave had the joy of giving. Those who received tasted the deep grace of Jesus. The love of God and true joy and peace were overflowing among the believers.

Luke introduces one of the believers. Look at verses 36-37. “Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means son of encouragement), sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet.” The grace of Jesus had a profound effect on Barnabas. He could find the meaning of life in Jesus. He wanted to give his life for Jesus and the gospel. He began by selling a field he owned and bringing the money to the apostles. His giving spirit grew until he became a leader in the church and a fruitful missionary. We meet Barnabas again several times in the book of Acts. When the Apostle Paul was first converted, none of the disciples were willing to accept him. But Barnabas saw the work of God in Paul and accepted him and brought him to the Jerusalem church by faith (9:26,27). Later, Barnabas established Paul as a powerful Bible teacher for the Antioch church (11:26). We can say that without Barnabas there would be no Paul. Barnabas was also a good shepherd for Mark. Mark, a city boy and a mommy’s boy, deserted the first mission journey team (13:13). It was a great failure. No one wanted to accept Mark, or even look at him, especially Paul. But Barnabas embraced Mark at a high cost (15:39). He and Paul had a sharp disagreement because of Mark and they parted company. Through Barnabas’ spiritual encouragement, Mark was raised as a great servant of Jesus, the author of Mark’s gospel. Barnabas embodies the spirit and faith of the early Christians. Here we learn that as the Risen Christ dwells in his church, his grace transforms ordinary people into great servants of God for world mission. Where is Barnabas among us? Many people want to become like Paul but not many people want to become like Barnabas. We should name our children Barnabas, the son of encouragement. 

Second, Shepherd Peter rebukes Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11). The early Christians’ fellowship was beautiful indeed. It was a picture of the kingdom of God. But where God was working powerfully, Satan appeared. Look at verse 5:1-2. A man named Ananias, together with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property. They discussed it among themselves and decided not to offer the full amount, but to keep part of it for themselves. Ananias means, “The Lord is gracious.” Sapphira comes from sapphire, means beautiful. Their sin is not that they didn’t give it all. God never asked for it. They could have kept it. They didn’t have to sell it. They could have said, “We’re going to sell it and give half and use half to do something else.” The sin was not in keeping some of it back. The sin was the act of lying because they had vowed to give it all. And they made the pretense when they were putting it all at the apostles’ feet, but they were actually holding back some secretly. They sought to gain prestige and to be thought of as great godly people. They wanted glory for themselves. They wanted to be recognized as a sacrificial servant of God like Barnabas, when they were not. They did not see the Risen Christ dwelling in the church. They saw the Christian church as a place to gain honor for themselves. They brought their offering and placed it at Peter’s feet expecting to be recognized. They were hypocrites. Hypocrisy then becomes the dirty sin creating the impression that they were spiritual, that they were giving all when they really weren’t. Thus did Satan move from persecuting the church on the outside to corrupting the church on the inside. And this is, by the way, a sin which God hates most, hypocrisy. In this world, this kind of behavior is considered smart. Everyone masks their true self and tries to show their fake self. They photoshop their images in Facebook, Instagram. They only show positive and exciting things about their lives. So many are fooled into thinking that others are living exciting lives, but their lives are mundane. There is a famous story of Oliver Cromwell. When he had a portrait of himself made, the painter tactfully omitted his warts and blemishes. Then Cromwell said, “Take it away. Repaint with all these roughnesses, pimples, warts, and everything as you see me.”

Look at verse 3. “Then Peter said, ‘Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land?’” Peter was not deceived by Ananias. Peter knew that Satan was in Ananias’ heart. Satan made him a liar. Satan made him a hypocrite. Satan wanted to turn the Christ-centered fellowship into a human honor society. Perhaps Peter remembered Jesus’ warning to watch out for the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy (Lk 12:1). This disease could spread through their fellowship like disease and ruin their Christ-centered spirit. Peter was very clear toward Christ’s enemy, Satan. Peter rebuked Ananias immediately. He rebuked him for lying to the Holy Spirit. Peter might have thought, “You know, things are going so well. The church is booming, people are being converted.  This is a glorious time. There is so much love and so much unity, and we did get a lot of money from Ananias and Sapphira. I should let it slide this time. Why do I want to make an issue out of this? After all, Ananias and Sapphira are some of the wealthier people in our congregation.” Those are not his thoughts. Those are the thoughts of a rationalizing compromiser. 

Ananias did not have the fear of the Lord. He saw the people in the church but did not see the holy God dwelling among the church members. What happened to him? Verse 5 says he fell down and died. The punishment for Ananias seems to be too severe and harsh. But the Holy Spirit protected the young church from corruption and sin. Lying to the Holy Spirit is a most serious sin indeed. It comes from unbelief. Worse than that, it comes from Satan himself. What happened to Sapphira? About three hours later, she came in. Their hidden conspiracy was exposed openly as the work of Satan. Peter said, “How could you agree to test the Spirit of the Lord?” At that moment she also fell down and died. What was the effect on the church? Verse 11 says, “Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.” This fear was the fear of God. The fear of God is awesome respect for the holiness and majesty of God. We must know that God is the Judge of men’s hearts. This event was a warning that God cannot be mocked. (Gal 6:7) If no dire consequences had followed this act of sin, the results among the believers would have been serious when the deceit became known. Not only would dishonesty appear profitable, but it appears that the Spirit could be deceived. It was important to set the course properly at the outset in order to leave no doubt that the living God was among them. God was making a statement. 

We can never understand this story if we do not have a right view of church and God. The Christian church is the household of the living God. We can compare this event with the death of Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10:2. They were sons of Aaron who did not worship God according to God’s commands. In both cases, the new community had to be made aware that the living God was among them, and it existed for God, not vice versa. Those who try to make use of God’s church for their own benefits are playing a dangerous game. Paul describes the Christian church as, “God’s household...the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth” (1Ti 3:15b). Some pragmatic person may have said, “Why doesn’t God kill somebody who didn’t give anything? This guy gave a lot; maybe he gave half. He is dead now; he can’t offer anything in the future.” It is reasonable to think that way if church is a human fellowship. But the church is the household of the living God. It is a pure church that God wants because God dwells there. A church is no place to sin. There is no such thing as a little sin. God punishes sin. The church has far more fear from corruption within than outside persecution. 1 Peter 4:17 says, “Judgment begins at the house of God.” It is a pure church that God will work to achieve. 

Third, God pours out his grace to heal and to save (5:12-16). After Ananias and Sapphira’s event, the apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. Verse 13 says that no one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. Because of the fate of Ananias and his wife, no pretenders or half-hearted followers risked identification with the believers. Nevertheless more and more men and women believed in the Lord. Many sincerely repented and accepted Christ as Lord. God purifies his church for them. Through the purified church, God was pleased to pour out his grace all the more. Verses 15-16 say, “As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by. Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick and those tormented by impure spirits, and all of them were healed.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]In this passage we learn that the Christian church is not a human organization. The Christian church is the dwelling place of the living God. He invites us to come for grace that transforms us into his holy children. We must not come to church for petty personal benefit. We must come to worship the living God. The great church has great power, great grace, and great fear of God.

Big Idea: The church is the dwelling place of the living God; honor it.

