Acts 4:32-5:11
The Early Church Under Discipline

Background:

The early church had just undergone a time of revival, as the believers received the Holy Spirit for the first time. Now, God has come to live within men as the Third Person of the Trinity. The Holy Spirit was promised by the Lord Jesus (John 15:26), and even in the Old Testament, to be given to all true believers of Christ. However, in the passage, we shall see how the early church was disciplined by God for sin within its membership. The God of love was also, and is still, a holy God.

Just a side-track, Who is the Holy Spirit?
The Holy Spirit: 

Isaiah 44:1-3  "But now listen, O Jacob, my servant, Israel, whom I have chosen. This is what the LORD says-- he who made you, who formed you in the womb, and who will help you: Do not be afraid, O Jacob, my servant, Jeshurun, whom I have chosen. For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out my Spirit on your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants." (NIV)
As God's spiritual Israel, Christians today have received the Spirit that God promised through Isaiah the Prophet.

John 15:26 "When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, he will testify about me." (NIV)
The Holy Spirit is sent by the Father. The 3 Persons of the Holy Trinity are equal in substance and power, but in terms of function, the Son is under the Father and the Spirit under both the Father and the Son. For a discussion on the Holy Trinity, refer to article named "Trinity of God".

Ephesians 4:30 And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.(NIV)
Contrary to some heresies that teaches the Holy Spirit as a mere force or spiritual power, the Bible teaches that He is a Person, for He can be grieved through our disobedience towards God. He also has some other characteristics of a living Being. Also, He is the seal of our salvation, i.e. every true believer will receive the Holy Spirit as the guarantee of our deliverance by God.

John 14:26 But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. (NIV)
The Holy Spirit is our Teacher, and He reminds believers of what Jesus Christ had said, and through the Bible. He will also help us to understand certain truths that we cannot learn without His illumination. This help is for all Christians, and not for priests or "mature" believers only.

The Holy Spirit is also the One Who convicts us of our sins and our helpless state, and leads us to Jesus as the only way of salvation (John 16:8-15). He helps us to witness for Christ to our relatives, friends and even strangers (Acts 8:26-40; Acts 6:9-10; Acts 4:31). For more on the Person of the Holy Spirit, refer to article entitled "Doctrine of the Holy Spirit".

The Bible teaches that true believers are to "live by the Spirit" (Galatians 5:25), and be "filled with the Spirit" (Ephesians 5:18). A truly submitted Christian should be doing that in his life. Are you?

ch. 4 v. 32

· Through the bond of the common Holy Spirit in each one of the early believers, the early church was able to devote themselves to God and to one another(sharing their lives and possessions one with another. This is one of the marks of a true Christian(genuine love and concern for the brethren (i.e. fellow believers in Christ).

· They were one in heart and mind, for their hearts and minds were focused on Jesus Christ. That is the way to unity(not compromise of the truth, but focus on the One who is the Truth (John 14:6).

ch. 4 v. 33

· Through the power of the Holy Spirit, the apostles were able to bear witness to the resurrected Christ. Before, they had been timid and deniers of the Lord, but having seen the risen Christ and receiving the Holy Spirit, they were regenerated (total change in the mind and spirit)(changed people! That's what the Spirit of God does to each believer!

· That's another mark of a true Christian(a changed life through true repentance of past sins. 

· The success of their ministry was attributed to God's grace upon the church, not of human effort. Likewise, we need to acknowledge that our successes in whatever that we do for God are by the Lord's grace (undeserved favour). That should curb our pride and humble us in front of God and others.

ch. 4 v. 34-35

· No one was found to be in need among the believers(for those who had possessions continually brought their money from the sales of these possessions to the apostles for the aid of their fellow brothers and sisters-in-Christ. 
· That should also be our attitude, to help others with our abundance, especially those in the household of God. Being rich is no sin, if we submit to the Lordship of Christ even in our possessions. Selfishness with our possessions is greed, and that's a sin! 
· Luke 18:18-23 => Often we do not realise our sin of covetousness (Exodus 20:17-the tenth commandment) until we are told by God to give up on our possessions for the sake of others. 
· Luke 12:16-21 => Storing of worldly possessions is foolishness(for we do not know when we shall pass away. 
· Rather we should be good stewards of whatever God has given us to help others and for our own spiritual or physical nourishment within God's will, that we may receive on that last day God's praise, "Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with a few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master's happiness!" (Matthew 25:21, NIV)
ch. 4 v. 36-37

· Joseph, a Levite of Cyrus, sold a field he owned and brought the money to the apostles. His other name was Barnabas, and the apostles called him this. 

· Barnabas means "son of prophecy" or "son of encouragement". And he was actually the teacher of Paul with regard to the faith of Christ after Paul's conversion (Acts 9:27; Acts 11:25-26). 

· Indeed, his deed must have been an act of encouragement to the apostles, for it deserved special mention. 

· Do we also seek the good of our brethren by refreshing them with our kind deeds and thoughtfulness. Or do we tend to focus on the big "I"?

ch. 5 v. 1

· A man named Ananias, and his wife Sapphira, sold a property (a piece of land too, see v. 3). Now, Ananias is the Greek form of a Hebrew name that means "Jah (or the Lord) has favoured", and Sapphira is the feminine form of "sapphire", a precious stone. However, we shall see how they lose the favour of God and lose their lustre as precious stones of God.

· ch. 5 v. 2

· The couple conspired to bring part of the money to the apostles for the purpose of showing off, or probably, they were facing "peer pressure" because everybody else was doing so. However, their problem was that they probably lied to the apostles that they were giving the full amount from the sale of the property.

· The Lord did not demand that the early believers sell their possessions and give the money to the poor. These were entirely done on the initiative of the believers who could afford it.

· Indeed, the Bible tells us that God desires our obedience and mercy towards others rather than sacrifices (Psalm 40:6; Proverbs 21:3; Matthew 9:13).

· If they had confessed that they kept back some of that amount for their own use, they might have not been punished for their act. In lying against the apostles, they were lying against God, and this was a sin! 

· But does this act warrant the judgement that was imposed upon them? We shall answer this question later in our study.

· ch. 5 v. 3

· Peter rebuked Ananias here for his act of lying. He said that Ananias had lied to the Holy Spirit (another proof of the personality of the Spirit(He can be lied to!). 

· From this verse, we can see more clearly that Ananias had lied that the amount he brought was the full amount he got for the property he sold.

· Lying to God is not possible for He knows all things(however, we do try to do so. Do you try to lie to God? If so, it is important that we repent before His judgement falls upon us. True believers will not be condemned, but we will still be judged at the Great White Throne judgement!
· ch. 5 v. 4

· Peter here was helping Ananias to see his sin(he had full control of the property before it was sold, and of the money after it was sold. God had not demanded it from him, why then did he try tom pass himself off as a generous man? 

· When we sin, we may seem to sin against others(but we also sin to God. Especially Christians(when we sin, we are belittling what Jesus did for us on the cross. After all, if our sins were not deadly and serious, He would have no need at all to suffer and die as a sacrifice for us! How can we who have been delivered from this monster of sin still delight to dwell in sin?

· Do we also try to inflate ourselves in front of others? May God help mortify our pride!

· ch. 5 v. 5

· Ananias fell and died on hearing Peter's words. Did he die out of shame? Or was it God's immediate judgement upon him. The second explanation seems more plausible, seeing that the same thing happened to his wife later, and the community learnt to fear God because of it.

· Why this harsh judgement then? Wouldn't a rebuke or an expulsion from the Christian community suffice? 

· I believe that this judgement was wisely executed by God to prevent the propagation of sin in the early church. The church was in its infancy at that stage, and the believers were immersed in a time of triumph and success, that could probably lead to complacency and stagnation. This swift judgement of God was necessary to prevent the church from becoming complacent. He was reminding them (and us!) that, yes, He is a gracious God who's freely forgiven all our sins through His Son, but hey! don't take it for granted! He is still a just and holy God.

· Salvation is free to us, but for God, it cost Him His life!

ch. 5 v. 6

· Young men came forward to carry Ananias' body out to be buried. Would he rise again on the last day to be with Jesus? Was he a real believer? I don't know, only the Lord knows, and we shall know on that last day. 

· But this verse shows that this judgement was performed by God in the assembly of the believers, further confirming the belief that this was to be a warning to the church. 

· ch. 5 v. 7

· Sapphira enters in 3 hours later (how long do they meet anyway!), ignorant of what happened to her husband. It was probably their own little secret. She probably came in expecting praises and pats from everybody for their generosity!

· Both husband and wife must pay the price for the decision they made together.

· ch. 5 v. 8-10

· Peter tested her to see if she would confess the truth. But she chose to tell the same lie as her husband.

· Peter rebukes her and prophesied her death in the same manner as her husband. The young men who carried out her husband were still waiting at the door to carry her out.

· Sapphira died and was buried with her husband.

· ch. 5 v. 11

· Fear struck the church as well as those outside of it.

· Holy fear of God is good, for without the realisation of God's holiness and justice, we have a distorted picture of God as a God who accepts the sinner with the sin, which is untrue. God accepts us who are sinners on the account of Christ's righteousness that has been credited to us. But He also demands that we forsake our sins after we are saved by grace, and follow Him whole-heartedly. 

· If we live in sin, believing that God will accept us no matter what, we are in danger of being deceived!

· True believers will hate sin, though we should love sinners, just as Jesus did. We will try to change, with and through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

· If we still live in sin, and love it, we need to ask the forgiveness of God. Make a commitment to repent, i.e., make a U-turn in our thinking and behaviour! But first, ask God to convict you of your sins through His Holy Spirit. Without full realisation of our sins and our helplessness to help ourselves, we will not appreciate why we need a Saviour.
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