
July 18 we will study Acts 4:32-5:11.  Discussion questions are:

 

1. Why would Luke tell the stories of Barnabas and Ananias & Sapphira back to back? 

2. How do you feel about the giving described in 4:34-35? 

3. What do you think about the statement, “No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had.”? 

4. Are you surprised that God dealt so sternly with Ananias & Sapphira? 

5. What caused Ananias and Sapphira to lie? 

6. In what sense did Ananias and Sapphira lie to the Holy Spirit? (vs. 3) 

7. How do you suppose Satan filled their hearts? (vs. 3) 

8. What is the principle taught in the parable given in Matthew 12:43-45? 

a. How does Eph. 4:25-30 illustrate the truth of this parable? 

9. Why is pride such a grievous sin to God? 

10. How does the Holy Spirit confront you about sin? 

a. How does a person know if he/she is sensitive to the Holy Spirit’s confrontations? 

      11. How do you understand the fear response in vs. 11?

 

Sermon:  The Secret for Successfully Dealing With Sin

 

Dickens begins his novel, A Tale of Two Cities, with “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times…”  That’s a pretty good description of the state of the church in Acts 5.  

 

It was the best of times:  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. – Acts 4:36-37

 

It was the worst of times:  Now a man named Ananias, together with his wife Sapphira, also sold a piece of property. With his wife's full knowledge he kept back part of the money for himself, but brought the rest and put it at the apostles' feet. – Acts 5:1-2

 

It was the best of times as believers assembled to worship and regularly sold houses and property to help brethren who were destitute.  Somewhere between 30,000 and 100,000 people benefited from the greatest benevolent program in the history of the church.    “There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need.” – Acts 4:34-35

 

It was the worst of times as 2 believers were put to death by the direct hand of God for lying about how much they were giving.  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? Didn't it belong to you before it was sold? And after it was sold, wasn't the money at your disposal? What made you think of doing such a thing? You have not lied to men but to God."  When Ananias heard this, he fell down and died. And great fear seized all who heard what had happened. Then the young men came forward, wrapped up his body, and carried him out and buried him.   About three hours later his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. 8Peter asked her, "Tell me, is this the price you and Ananias got for the land?" "Yes," she said, "that is the price." Peter said to her, "How could you agree to test the Spirit of the Lord? Look! The feet of the men who buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out also." At that moment she fell down at his feet and died. Then the young men came in and, finding her dead, carried her out and buried her beside her husband. – Acts 5:3-10

 

Just because God raised Jesus from the dead and the kingdom had come into the lives of thousands of believers did not mean Satan was going to give up.  Just because thousands were giving with sincere hearts and pure motives did not mean Satan was going to give up.  Peter described what happened to Ananias and Sapphira as “Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit” – Acts 5:3  Jesus once taught the principle that centuries later we labeled “nature abhors a vacuum”.  “When an evil spirit leaves a person, it goes into the desert, seeking rest but finding none.  Then it says, ‘I will return to the person I came from.’ So it returns and finds its former home empty, swept, and in order.  Then the spirit finds seven other spirits more evil than itself, and they all enter the person and live there. And so that person is worse off than before. – Matthew 12:43-45  That seems to be precisely what happened to Ananias and Sapphira.  Here were two people who had recently come to Christ.  Perhaps they were among the 3,000 baptized on the day of Pentecost.  Now they are put to death by the hand of God.  What happened?  According to Jesus’ parable of the man who swept his house and left it empty, they were baptized to empty themselves of sin but failed to be receptive to the filling of the Holy Spirit.  

 

The Bible cautions us all to not fall into the trap of merely stopping some sin and feeling like we have won a victory.  Nature abhors a vacuum.  The thought process that led to your sin must be replaced with a thought process that is Holy Spirit engendered.  Look at the replacement thought processes Paul encourages in Ephesians 4:  

 

25 So stop telling lies. Let us tell our neighbors the truth 

28 If you are a thief, quit stealing. Instead, use your hands for good hard work, and then give generously to others in need. 

29 Don’t use foul or abusive language. Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them. 

30 And do not bring sorrow to God’s Holy Spirit by the way you live. 

 

Did you notice that the rhythm of that passage?  Stop…start.  Stop…start.  Stop…start.  Paul again underscores the necessity of being full of the Holy Spirit in Philippians 4:  Fix your thoughts on what is true, and honorable, and right, and pure, and lovely, and admirable. Think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise. – Philippians 4:8  You can’t just stop a sin and be done with it.  You must replace sin with its opposite.  The opposite of lying is telling the truth.  The opposite of stealing is working hard and giving.  The opposite of foul language is words of encouragement.  To merely stop sinning and not fill yourself with sin’s opposite is to invite Satan to move into your life with even more power and influence than he had before.  Nature abhors a vacuum.  

 

What was it specifically that Ananias and Sapphira failed to be filled with?  In a word, “humility”.  Whatever pride Ananias and Sapphira laid down at the foot of the cross when they were baptized was not replaced with humility.  Anytime you empty yourself of a sin and fail to replace it with sin’s opposite you invite disaster.  To lay your pride at the foot of the cross when you are baptized and not allow the Holy Spirit to fill you with humility is an open invitation for Satan to fill you with pride more than ever.  

 

God has a track record of dealing severely and swiftly with pride.  In Acts 12 when the people respond to Herod’s speech with, “This is the voice of a god, not of a man.”, “Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died.” – Acts 12:23  When the church at Corinth proudly refuses to deal with blatant immorality in their midst, Paul chastises them, “And you are proud!  Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief…?”  There it is again, the necessity of being filled with something positive.  

 

If there is sin in your life, the Holy Spirit will confront you about it.  The wisest thing you will ever do is to develop a sensitivity to the confrontation of the Holy Spirit.  Have you ever noticed how often passages in the Bible that deal with sin tie that sin to our attitude toward the Holy Spirit?  Peter says Ananias and Sapphira were lying to the Holy Spirit. (Acts 5:3)  That passage we saw in Ephesians 4 says that failure to replace sin with its opposite grieves the Holy Spirit.  (Ephesians 4:30)  Nothing grieves the Holy Spirit any more than our being insensitive to his confronting us about sin.

 

God has a long history of confronting people about their sin.  In the Garden of Eden God confronts Adam and Eve with, “What have you done?”  At the Battle of Jericho God confronts Achan with, “What have you done?”  When David committed adultery God sent a prophet to confront him with “You are the man.”   Jesus confronts his ego-centered apostles with, “What are you talking about?”  In today’s text Peter confronts Sapphira with, “Is this the price you and Ananias got for the land?”  Jesus cautions us all with, “I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken.” – Matthew 12:36  People who are prone to sin by making careless remarks have to allow God’s Holy Spirit to fill them with intentional, encouraging words.  You can’t overcome the sin of careless speech by just resolving to stop bad mouthing people.  You have to intentionally replace that sin with using your words to encourage people.

 

The word for what Ananias and Sapphira did is “hypocrisy”.  As you probably know that word “hypocrisy” comes from the Greek tragedies where an actor held a big mask with either a smile or a frown.  The same actor would speak from behind each mask.  He was called a “hypocritos” which means, “one who hides behind a mask”.  Nobody has any use for hypocrites.  You may have seen the movie, The Great Imposter”.  It’s the true story of Ferdinand Demara who successfully posed as an attorney, a doctor, and an airline pilot.  Would you want Ferdinand Demara to operate on you or represent you in court?  Would you want to fly with him at the controls?  Our society will not tolerate people claiming to be something they are not.  And God won’t tolerate it either.  

 

The story of Ananis and Sapphira has an addendum.  The end of the story as recorded in “The Message” is:  “… the whole church and, in fact, everyone who heard of these things had a healthy respect for God. They knew God was not to be trifled with.” – Acts 5:11

 

The church is called to be an alternative community to that offered by the world.  We are called to live together in ways the world has never seen.  When we do that, in the words of Acts 5, the result is “a healthy respect for God”.  In recent years our nation has seen its share of hypocrisy in politics and religion.  Never has the need been more urgent for God’s people to be a city on a hill.  Never has the need been greater for God’s people to let their lights shine.  If anything is dimming your light today, put it out of your life and replace it with sin’s opposite.
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