Pre:

We are walking our way through the book of Acts. So far we have seen Jesus ascend to heaven and command the disciples to wait for the Holy Spirit. We have seen the Holy Spirit descend with power and create the church. The same Holy Spirit has given ordinary people the ability to preach with authority and to work amazing miracles. 


This is the fulfillment of what was promised in the Old Testament. God had promised to establish a “new Covenant” with the people of God. In Jesus that new covenant came to birth, and now through the Apostles, the covenant community—the church—is beginning to live out the new life that God had promised. As people come to faith in Jesus Christ, their lives are transformed. They understand that their sins are forgiven and they understood that they are called to live lives of obedience to God. This gives them true joy and purpose. And it causes them to behave in ways that are contradictory to the world around them. Love, compassion, generosity, equality, integrity are woven into the very fabric of this new community of faith. 

The portion of Acts that we will read today is a fairly lengthy piece. I want to suggest that as I read it, you think of it as a mini-drama in three acts. Pay attention to the characters that are named, what they do, and what their motives seem to be. 

A Crack in the Foundation

Acts 4:32-5:16


In ancient Rome, sculpting was a popular profession. It’s not hard to see why. There were many pagan religions, and these religions used many idols in their worship. There were statues in public places and statues in people’s homes. Some of the sculptors were true artists, but others were much less qualified for the task. So what happened is this: when the less skilled sculptors made a mistake in their work, they would fill it in with wax, and smooth it over, and very often the repair was not seen by the customer. On the other hand, the skilled craftsmen would often include a Latin inscription on their statues: sine cera – which means “without wax.” Sort of like some of our food products have the label, no fillers. But within the phrase sine cera, I’m sure you can hear what has become our English word, sincere. If you are sincere about something, there is no wax, no fillers, it’s all genuine. 


The challenge of today’s Bible passage is this: is your faith sincere?


If you’re sincere in your faith, that sincerity shows here at worship, and it also shows up at home, at work, and in your many interactions with people. 


So there’s a story about a man who stopped for a yellow light instead of flying through as most people do. And the tailgating woman in back of him furiously honked her horn and screamed about missing her chance at getting through the light. In the process she dropped her cell phone. While she was still ranting, she heard a tap on her window and looked up into the very serious looking face of a police officer. The officer ordered her to exit her car with her hands up. He took her to the police station where she was searched, fingerprinted, photographed, and placed in a holding cell. After a couple of hours, another police officer came to escort her back to the booking desk where the arresting officer was waiting with her personal effects. 


He said, “I’m very sorry for this mistake. You see, I pulled up behind your car while you were blowing your horn, flipping off the guy in front of you and cussing a blue streak at him. I noticed the ‘What Would Jesus Do’ bumper sticker and the ‘Follow Me to Sunday School’ bumper sticker and the chrome-plated fish emblem on the trunk, so naturally I assumed you had stolen the car!”  


Was she sincere in her faith?


In his book Mere Christianity, C.S. Lewis speaks of the importance of the small and large choices that people make every day: “Every time you make a choice you are turning the central part of you, the part of you that chooses, into something a little different from what it was before. And taking your life as a whole, with all of your innumerable choices, all your life long you are slowly turning this central thing either into . . . a creature that is in harmony with God, and with other creatures, and with itself, or else into one that is in a state of war and hatred with God, and with its fellow-creatures, and with itself. To be the one kind of creature is heaven. . . .to be the other means madness. Each of us at each moment is progressing to one state or the other.” (HarperOne, 2001, 86-87)

So, being a sincere Christian means more than simply joining a church or saying a sinner’s prayer or showing up for worship or even being involved in ministry. It’s about making daily choices that have integrity in the kingdom of God. 


Now, hold that thought and come with me into the Bible passage. 


First there’s the comment about the spontaneous outflowing of communal sharing among the early Christians. They were like one big family, and their sharing went to the very extent of selling property so that everyone could have what they needed. Joseph, AKA Barnabas (son of encouragement) is held up as an example. He owned a field, so he sold it and brought the money to the Apostles, to be distributed to those who had need. On the heels of that generous act, there is the startling story of Ananias and Sapphira, who also sold a piece of property and brought money to the Apostles—but only a part of it. Peter held them both to account, and both keeled over, dead as doornails. Then the third act of today’s drama is a comment about the respect and fear that the people had for the Apostles. Many signs and wonders accompanied these people. There is such a sense of God’s power coming forth that people were even healed by Peter’s shadow. 

This is such an uncomfortable passage! Do I have to sell my house? Will I be struck dead if I don’t? And why doesn’t my shadow have healing power?  


Let’s put this in something of a historical context. What’s going on in the first chapters of Acts, is foundational for the church. God is establishing the church in a powerful and dramatic way.  There has to be strength in this foundation for twenty centuries and more to be built on top of that foundation. There also needs to be a very clear connection made between the events in the book of Acts with the ministry of Jesus.  The church did not appear out of the blue. It is a direct outflow of the life and work of Jesus. Jesus announced the coming of the kingdom of God, Jesus gave his life for the sins of the world, Jesus called disciples to follow him. Now, these disciples and others who have joined them, are living into this new community of faith that Jesus founded. And it is the presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives that is making this possible. 

This is a bit of church history. The book of Acts is not a template for us to plop down on our contemporary lives. This is the story of how God was at work at a particular time in the history of the world and of God’s people. Just like Noah and the Ark, just like Moses and the Exodus, these are unique and unrepeatable events. 


But they’re not just history, either. They provide us with clues and themes and lessons about how God works and how we as Christian people and as a Christian community can live effective lives today. 


It both starts and ends with sincerity. This Christianity business is real and it is life-changing. So consider Barnabas and the other people who sold property and gave the proceeds to the disciples—something very real had happened to them. They understood in the very depths of their being that God was at work in the world and in their own lives. They understood that they had been invited to be a part of the kingdom of God—the covenant community. And they invested themselves fully in that adventure. No fillers, no wax, sine cere! The mutuality and the sharing that took place among them was spontaneous and voluntary. No one said that everybody had to do this—there was no manipulation, no compulsion. They did it because of what God stirred them up in their hearts to do. And listen to this: it does not appear that people sold the houses that they lived in, because later in Acts it talks about people meeting in their homes and other such references. What seems to have happened is that people began to have a different sense of what they needed for their lives and what was expendable. You know how in our day our “necessities” rise with our income? There so many things that we think we need.  But when these first century Christians met Jesus Christ and began to follow him, they realized that they had more than they needed.  They made those resources available to the community. And the foundation of the new community is strengthened by that generosity.

Enter Ananias and Sapphira. Here’s where the foundation threatens to crack. This couple wants to appear as though they have entered fully into the community of faith, without actually doing so. It’s not their level of giving that was the problem. It was their deception. There was no need for them to lie. As Peter said, the property was theirs. They could do what they wanted with it. And when they sold it they could do what they wanted with their proceeds. But when they came to the Apostles and acted as if they were giving it all, they exposed their lie. They wanted to appear more generous than they actually were. So their story stands for all time as a model of insincerity. And it does matter. And that’s really the point. Peter can’t allow the pretense to go unnoticed. So he calls them to account.

Bible Commentator Tom Wright says “the real, deep-level problem about lying is that it misuses, or abuses, the highest faculty we possess: the gift of expressing in clear speech the reality of who we are, what we think, and how we feel. . . .”

It’s ok to have questions about your faith. It’s ok to make choices about what you give and what you keep. But don’t go around pretending that you’re doing something that you’re not.  And if you do, don’t believe for a minute that you’ll get away with it, because you won’t. 


Now hold the pretense of Ananias and Sapphira up against the sincerity of Barnabas and Peter.  When the power of God meets up with insincerity, there’s an implosion. But the power of God is released when the people of faith simply and sincerely open their hearts to the movement of God’s spirit. For Barnabas that movement of the Spirit led him to give generously. For Peter the movement of the same Spirit led to dynamic preaching and many miracles. 

So here’s the question to take home with you: What will the movement of the Spirit produce in you, when you sincerely open your heart and your life to the Spirit’s work?  
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