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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

You have all know about the Great Commandment.  At the Last Supper, Jesus told his disciples, “A new commandment I give you that you love one another even as I have loved you, that you love one another.”  What would the church be without it?

You also are familiar with the Great Commission:  “Therefore, go and make and make disciples of all nations…”  Neglect that, and the church is no longer the church.

Last December while at conference on caring for missionaries, I was challenged, not only by a speaker, but I believe by the Holy Spirit, to recognize that there is third feature of the Christian church that is worthy of the description “Great.”  Without it also, the church ceases to be the church.  

I refer to the church’s communion, the fellowship we share uniquely as the church because of Christ.  You remember how Jesus prayed for this shortly after giving the Great Commandment:

“Holy Father, protect them by the power of your name—the name you gave me—so that they may be one as we are one…I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father…I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one…May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.” (John 17)
The answer to Jesus’ prayer came at Pentecost.  It is a principal work of the Holy Spirit to forge this Great Communion among us.   Throughout the rest of the New Testament, the apostles admonished churches repeatedly to preserve and guard it.

Ephesians 4:3 -- Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.


Philippians 2:2 -- Make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose.

1 Corinthians 1:10 – “Be perfectly united in mind and thought.”

In Acts Luke first borrowed a Greek term, koinonia, for this unity of the Holy Spirit as it is expressed in the life of the church.  Our English Bibles translate it as communion or fellowship.
We have seen how Luke concludes his account of Pentecost with an inspiring portrait of the fellowship that quickly formed among new believers.  They worshipped together, learned together, prayed together, opened their homes and lives to each other, shared their goods and possessions with each other, and all with “glad and sincere hearts.”

In the same way, Luke concludes the account of the Spirit’s filling Jesus’ disciples at the end of Acts 4 with a nearly identical portrait of the spiritual fellowship that accompanied the apostles’ ministry: “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.”

Believers were making and keeping extraordinary spiritual commitments – Honestly if we miss the point that giving is a spiritual commitment, we miss the point.  Glad and sincere, one in heart and mind, all for Christ and for each other is a great description of fellowship of the Spirit.

It was the gladness and sincerity behind the gifts laid at the apostles’ feet that made them such a blessing and sign of God’s goodness.  It is here, then, that we meet Joseph of Cypress, whom the apostles renamed, Barnabas, son of encouragement.  A few verses later, we will read (5:13) how highly the people in Jerusalem regarded the church, that in spite of persecution, more and more were believing on Christ and being added to their number.
Here is the model for us, the Great Commission reinforced by Great Communion, the promises of the Gospel being lived out in the fellowship of believers.  Here, word and deed, message and life came together, and reinforced each other to great effect.
Seeing what was taking place, you can understand, I hope, what a shocking betrayal it was for Ananias and Sapphira to lie to the Holy Spirit, to pretend they had pledged all after determining to withhold some, to fake sincere and glad hearts when they were begrudging and conniving, to bring corruption into the fellowship of the Spirit.
Peter could not have been clearer. The issue was not that they had withheld something from the sale of the land.  It was all theirs to keep in the first place.  No, they lied to the God, the Spirit.  They tempted the Lord.  They thought --  perhaps because there were so many other believers who were sincere – they could fly under the radar, go unnoticed, get away with it.  They thought it would not matter.  They thought it was not serious.  That’s the self-deception of hypocrisy.  

You can see how this happened.  People were sacrificially giving to the Lord as they lay their gifts at the feet of the apostles.  Perhaps they wanted recognition.  Perhaps they hoped to be renamed.  “Barnabas” was already taken.  Barney and Barnabette were still available.  They weren’t concerned with the Lord’s honor but with their own.  They weren’t pure in heart but conniving.  So, they reasoned, “We can get 100% of the honor for half the cost.  All we have to do is lie.”
Ananias and Sapphyra disregarded God’s holiness, but not for long.  In Galatians 6:12 we read, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.”  We don’t see that here.  The Lord struck them dead.  I believe they were Christians.  I believe I will see them in heaven.  But God struck them dead.  (c.f. Nadab and Abihu in Lev. 10, Achan in Josh. 7 , Uzzah in II Sam. 6)
“You shall not tempt the Lord your God.”  Don’t see how much you can get away with.  Jesus took this seriously.  Ananias and Sapphyra did not.  By holding onto this truth Jesus repulsed the devil in the wilderness.  By ignoring it, Ananias invited Satan to fill his heart.  So he and his wife pretended to be something they were not, to make a commitment that wasn’t genuine, to live a lie.
Luke tells us in his Gospel (chapter 12) that at the height of Jesus’ ministry when “so many thousands of people had gathered together that they were stepping on one another, he began saying to his disciples first of all, ‘Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees, which is hypocrisy.’”

Why such a warning for that moment?  Because all could be lost so easily through hypocrisy.  The same was true of the moment in Acts 6.  The same is true for Church of the Atonement.

Some sins, like murder or stealing, are obvious.  Their harm is immediate.  Hypocrisy is different.  Hypocrisy is a subtle, slow acting poison.  Hypocrisy is the arsenic Satan laces into the fellowship of the churches.  Paul would later warn the Corinthians as he summarily turned over an unrepentant man to the destruction of his flesh, “Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough?  Get rid of (it)!”  (I Cor. 5:6-7)

The stakes in Acts 5 were high.  Satan had just attacked the church from the outside with persecution hoping to loosen their commitment to the Great Commission.  Instead, the Christians had countered by pressing into the Lord all the more and he strengthened them all the more.  

Satan was still Satan, so he changed tactics.  If persecution failed to suppress the Great Commission, perhaps hypocrisy inside the church might succeed in ruining the Great Communion, the fellowship of the Spirit.  The effect would be the same.  But God stopped it, dead.  So what was the result?  The following verses show that because hypocrisy was not allowed to spread, the church grew by leaps and bounds.

Here is what I hope you will take from our passage and this message.  So much of Christian spirituality is corporate.  It rises out of our common life together, the fellowship of the Spirit.  In fact our maturity, our growing to know Christ better and better, and our becoming more and more like him, depends on our participation in this common life.  Hypocrisy ruptures it.  It not only corrupts us as individuals but harms the Body of Christ.

Think with me about this.  When I see you make and keep commitments to the Lord that I have never made, you deeply encourage me to do the same, to sacrifice and trust the Lord in new ways.  When I see you make sacrificial commitments, you inspire me.  In the thirteen years I have been at Atonement, I have seen brothers and sisters make sacrificial commitments to honor their critics, to care long term for brothers and sisters with chronic needs, to give more than generously, to overlook offenses, to live for Christ before unbelievers.  The Spirit’s work in you inspires me and I hope his work in me inspires you.  
This is how we come to spur each other on to love and good deeds.  It’s not by jawboning.  This is how we encourage one another daily, so none of us are hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.  Through the fellowship of the Spirit, we are all inspired to reach higher.
The only reason I ever went up a mountain was because people I respected and admired encouraged me to join them.  In the same way so many of our spiritual commitments come down to, “If you will, I will.”  When we do, we grow closer together and closer to Christ.

But the converse is just as powerful.  If you won’t, I won’t.  If you go half way and brag like you went all the way, then I go half way and brag as if I went all the way.  Fellowship is intended to raise the standard for everyone.  Hypocrisy gradually lowers it, but keeps the façade.  Here is a very good reason for me to beware my hypocrisy and for you to beware yours.  It serves as a stumbling block for others; Scripture warns us most severely against that.  It pits us against the Spirit.  It corrupts the Great Communion

Acts 5 presents us with the clear alternative:  Barnabas.  He wasn’t born Barnabas.  He became Barnabas.  He learned to make and keep profound spiritual commitments.  His gladness and sincerity of heart inspired others, and so inspires us.  May the Lord bless us this church with his Great Communion.
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