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Introduction 
 You’ve all heard that there are no perfect churches, haven’t you?  You’ve 
probably also heard some form of the joke Charles Spurgeon once told when someone 
came to him looking for one – if you ever did find such a church you should never join it 
because then it would no longer be perfect.  It’s true.  The plain fact of the matter is that 
no church is perfect.  Some are worse than others, but if you stick around any church long 
enough you are destined to find that there are flaws with it and the people in it.  Even 
Immanuel Baptist Church!  I know because I know the pastor very well and he’s certainly 
not perfect.  [Too many people don’t really believe this, though, and hop around from 
church to church looking for the perfect one and in the process miss out on one of the 
greatest assets of church – working through the sanctifying process of interpersonal pain 
and heart ache in community with God’s people].  You shouldn’t fall into that trap 
because you will never find the “perfect church.” 
 But if you’ve been here over the past several weeks as we’ve been looking at the 
first part of the book of Acts you might be thinking – “But the Bible seems to say the 
early church was perfect.  And it sets up this utopian standard for church.  Acts promises 
that by being a part of the church I can be a part of something big, decisions will be made 
with ease and peace, and the Holy Spirit will empower the church to do the seemingly 
impossible and see masses converting to Christ.  The kind of deep, intimate community 
that everyone longs for deep down will characterize our church and we’ll have something 
vital to offer the world!” 

It sounds too good to be true, doesn’t it?  It sounds like it sets us up for 
disappointment.  If Acts ended at the end of chapter 3 (and we didn’t have the rest of the 
NT), then we might have pretty skewed expectations of church.  But it doesn’t.  Now 
those chapters are there to kind of gnaw at us and cause us to search our hearts and 
eventually cry out in prayer to God for him to stretch out his hand and move.  They are 
there to show us what God can do and what we are to pray for and aspire to.  They force 
us to evaluate our church in the categories of evangelistic zeal and prayer and community 
life and stuff like that. 

But there are 25 more chapters to the story.  And the beauty of progressively 
preaching through all of Acts verse by verse and chapter by chapter is that you get the 
whole picture of what God intended to communicate when he inspired Luke to write this 
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second volume.  Chapter 4 started to show us that things will not always be smooth 
sailing.  There will be opposition from without.  The church will be resisted.  And now 
chapter 5 starts to show us that there are bound to be problems from within with sin.  
Chapter 6 tells of mismanagement and organizational scuffles.  So church community 
won’t always be hunky-dory.  Throughout the rest of the book we see obstacle after 
obstacle from without and within the church which will protect us from any over-
idealized, Pollyanna view of church.  That’s good.  That’s healthy. 

The picture is starting to come together a little clearer, a little fuller.  We see here 
in this section we’re looking at today some very helpful, practical instructions for 
churches, specifically our church here at Immanuel as we wrestle with the reality of 
problems without and within and try to be faithful to what the NT calls us to be as a 
church.  In short, what we see is just this: Church is no place for pretenders… or 
perfect people. 
 
Let’s pray… 
 
Radical Christian Community (vv. 32-35) 
 In Acts 2 we saw the Spirit coming on the church for the first time at Pentecost 
and then right afterwards Luke gives that great summary, that prescriptive description of 
what the church community life was like (that was one of the most enjoyable sermons 
I’ve ever preached because that’s what I so long for at IBC; if you weren’t here I 
encourage you to go back and read it online).  Last week (which was a fun sermon for me 
too) the text ended by saying that “all were filled with the Holy Spirit” (v. 31).  Now at 
the end of chapter 4 we have another similar description of the Spirit-filled community – 
noting the radical fellowship and interdependence.  Ajith Fernando points out that “the 
fact that [Luke] mentions this issue twice suggests we should regard it with some 
importance.”1 
 We can’t look at Acts and then look at our own experience of church and see the 
disconnect, at least in the realm of community, and shrug our shoulders in apathy or 
throw our hands in the air exclaiming that it’s just not possible and drastically lower our 
standards.  Again here we’re confronted with a picture of what churches should aspire to 
in regards to community life and I don’t want us to think that was for then, not for now.  I 
don’t want us to ignore it.  Luke obviously doesn’t want us to ignore it. 
 He wants the churches reading his history of the early church to strive for unity, to 
be “one in heart and mind” (v. 32).  Is IBC of one heart and mind?  What does that mean?  
Does it mean that we all listen to the same music, wear the same clothes, have the same 
hobbies like Christian clones?  Do we all mindlessly do whatever the elders tell us to do?  
What does “one heart and soul” look like?  I think A.W. Tozer hits the nail on the head 
with respect to the biblical understanding of unity.  Listen to what he says: 
 

Has it ever occurred to you that one hundred pianos all tuned to the same 
fork are automatically tuned to each other?  They are of one accord by 
being tuned, not to each other, but to another standard to which each one 
must individually bow.  So one hundred worshippers met together, each 
one looking away to Christ, are in heart nearer to each other than they 
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could possibly be were they to become “unity” conscious and turn their 
eyes away from God to strive for closer fellowship.2 

 
A church (our church) will only experience unity when it is composed of 

individuals each seeking to love the Lord with all their heart, mind, soul, and strength and 
take up their crosses and follow Christ.  John Wesley said of the church in Acts that 
“their loves, their hopes, their passions joined.”3  Is your love, your hope, your passion 
fixed preeminently on Jesus?  We have to focus on that first and foremost before we can 
expect to have any sort of unity as a body.  The other elders and I have to make that the 
priority of our ministry before we can go forward with any other detailed vision for this 
church.  The only way for unity in the community is a common zeal for our great God. 

Luke also wants the churches reading this to maintain high standards for 
community involvement.  Luke knows what’s coming in chapter 5, but here at the end of 
chapter 4 he’s intent on saying, “Don’t lower the bar.  Keep the demands for community 
involvement high.”  The second half of v. 32 shows this radical interdependence that 
we’ve already noted from chapter 2.  Verse 34 shows more specifically how that played 
out – people were selling their property and donating their proceeds for the church’s use.  
Participation in the church community involved radical steps… like selling one’s house 
for the sake of the church. 

Whoa!  What I’ve been struck by in this text is that it doesn’t give any impression 
that churches should shrink back from calling its members to make costly, radical 
sacrifices for the sake of the church, because that’s too nosy or too controlling or too 
invasive.  No, it seems to indicate that church communities should ask its members to 
make big time sacrifices for the good of the community.  To make church a priority.  Can 
you say you’ve done that?  Are you willing to do that?  Can I say that I’ve done that?  
That I’ve given up my “me” time to be with people?  That I’ve sacrificed my privacy to 
have an open door policy at my home?  That I’ve forgone purchases to be able to help 
people out?  Does our commitment to the church affect things like where you live, where 
you work, how you spend your time, how you spend your money, who you hang out 
with, where you hang out? 

I really don’t feel like saying this stuff again, because I know that some people 
may be getting tired of hearing it, but I feel like the prophet Jeremiah in that respect 
because I’m bound to speak the Word of the Lord even if it’s unpopular – it’s right here 
in the text.  I can’t escape it.  Also in this passage underlying these examples of radical 
community is Luke’s preoccupation with the topic of money that we saw repeatedly in 
his Gospel.4  That’s another touchy subject.  Now I want to be careful to point out that 
this is not a prescription for communism (in fact, it’s a subtle endorsement of private 
property).  “Communism says…, ‘What’s yours is everyone’s.’  Christianity says, ‘What 
is mine is yours.’”5  This is not a recommendation of communism for the state.  But what 
it is most certainly is a resounding denunciation of materialism in the church. 

You see, one of the biggest distractions from a single-minded passionate pursuit 
of God is money (and what money can buy).  Money is the biggest idol of our day that 
rivals God.  And if a church is composed of members that are worshipping money in their 
hearts instead of God, there will be no biblical unity, no shared delight in the greatest 
treasure of the universe – God himself.  There will be greed and discord.  The Psalmist 
cried out to God – “Whom have I in heaven but you?  And earth has nothing I desire 
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besides you” (Ps. 73:25).  Is that the cry of your heart?  If not, money has a death grip on 
you.  The church has to go after that monster of materialism and slay it by calling people 
to take radical steps for the church, for the larger community of faith.  Otherwise… well I 
don’t even want to go there. 

Something else to notice quickly is that sandwiched in between two verses 
describing this example of radical commitment to the community involving finances is v. 
33 – “With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord 
Jesus.”  Luke wants us to see that community and evangelism are not at odds (if so, 
there’s something deficient about the community).  Ideally, community is the key to 
evangelism; it’s mixed up together with it.  I was talking with a friend this week about 
evangelism.  And we started talking about how most of the people we’ve seen or heard of 
coming to faith did it.  It was primarily through seeing genuine community in action and 
being welcomed into it. 

I’ve been reading a book this week that’s an autobiography of Bob Muzikowski 
who started a Christian Little League here in the city on the West Side several years ago 
that Hollywood actually made a movie about.  Recently he just started a new Christian 
high school over on Taylor and Ogden called Chicago Hope Academy.  And I found it 
interesting how he came to be a follower of Jesus after a wild life of drugs, sex, and 
alcohol.  It was through his experience of community at a church called the Lamb’s 
Church right on Times Square in New York City and his relationship with a pastor there 
named B.J.6  Radical Christian community is the church’s greatest apologetic and 
evangelism tool. 
 
Open, Transparent Authenticity (4:36 – 5:11) 
 Luke stresses all this about community again and in so doing he shows churches 
what they are to shoot for and so I wanted us to revisit it and be reminded that that’s what 
we’re supposed to be striving for at IBC.  But that’s not the main thing I wanted to 
communicate this morning.  The main thing I want us to get out of today is what happens 
when it doesn’t all work out perfectly (which again will be 100% of the time given 
enough time).  And what happens to those who don’t participate in the community fully.  
We’re going to see a little more clearly how churches should respond when it becomes 
obvious that they’re not perfect and how we’re to be in light of that reality. 
 Luke gives us first an example of a guy who had caught the vision.  Now he 
wasn’t perfect (cf. 15:39) but he was seeking to follow Jesus wholeheartedly by giving to 
the community sacrificially.  His nickname was Bar-nabas (son of encouragement or 
exhortation).  He’s introduced briefly here, but he’s going to take on a more prominent 
role later on in the story of Acts.  What he’s noted for here is that he sells a field he 
owned and in submission to the apostles’ leadership gave the proceeds over to the church 
to be used to meet people’s needs.  Barnabas is a positive example of genuineness, of 
community involvement. 
 Contrasting him, however, is the husband-wife combination of Ananias and 
Sapphira.  Verse 1 of chapter 5 tells us that they also sold a piece of property.  “With his 
wife’s full knowledge [Ananias] kept back part of the money for himself, but brought the 
rest and put it at the apostles’ feet” (v. 2).  Okay, maybe he has a good reason for not 
giving it all, but he still wants to help out how he can.  However, the rest of the context 
makes it clear that that’s not what happened.  The word that’s used here for “kept back” 
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is the same word that used of Achan and his sin in the Greek OT (cf. Josh. 7:1).  Ananias 
actually acted as if he was giving the whole amount of the sale when he wasn’t.  He 
wanted to look more giving than he was.  He wanted to seem more spiritual than he was.  
This is as Kent Hughes calls it, “pious pretense – religious sham – simulated holiness – 
Christian fraud.”7 
 But Peter, either through a supernatural revelation or just good spiritual 
discernment, sees right through it.  He confronts 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?  …What made you think of doing such a thing” (vv. 
3, 4)?  His deception, his putting on a show was more than just tricking his fellow church 
members.  It was lying to the Holy Spirit, to God himself, in cooperation with Satan 
himself. 
 You may be able to fool other people for awhile, but you can’t ultimately fool 
God.  And here at the first recorded instance of public sin within the nascent Christian 
church we see God strike the offender down dead.  Yikes!  As you can imagine, “great 
fear seized all who heard what had happened” (v. 5) because one minute Ananias looks to 
be an upstanding member of the church and in less than 3 hours he’s dead, wrapped up 
and buried.  This is pretty heavy, right? 
 Then later that same day Sapphira comes into the gathering of believers after her 
daily responsibilities expecting to see her husband and fellowship with the others in the 
church like everything was just fine.  But Peter finds her and confronts her (remember: 
she had full knowledge of what went on and thus was an accomplice to the deception).  
And what Peter does here is give her an opportunity to confess, but she keeps up the front 
and tries not to look guilty.  But “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’” (v. 9).  And in shock she too collapses immediately and 
dies and is buried next to her husband. 
 So you see, the community was in many ways exemplary.  They had a common 
passion for their risen Lord and in turn an intimate connection with each other.  They 
held high standards for church involvement that didn’t permit church as a hobby.  They 
helped each other out.  And in it all they were thoroughly evangelistic.  Barnabas was an 
example of the kind of members that were there – devoted to the Lord, committed to the 
community, generous, encouraging.  But there were also some who weren’t such model 
members.  There was sin in the early church.  Ananias and Sapphira were sinning by 
putting on a show; they were pretending; they were hiding major stuff in their lives from 
the rest of the community and trying to act as if they were just fine. 
 And God didn’t like it.  The Holy Spirit was not happy.  He struck them dead.  
God doesn’t like pretending.  Donald Barnhouse aptly notes, however, “[that] if God 
acted in the same way today that he did in the fifth chapter of Acts, you’d have to have a 
morgue in the basement of every church and a mortician on the pastoral staff.”8  We all 
fake it sometimes.  But why doesn’t God act as harshly today as he did then?  Because 
he’s gracious.  Praise God?  So why did he act that way in Acts 5?  Because he’s just and 
wanted to show right from the beginning that the sin of pretending in the community has 
serious consequences.  “Great fear seized the whole church” (v. 11) then and God in his 
providence has preserved this instance in Scripture for the church down through the ages 
as an example, a deterrent, to show that sin is to be taken seriously in the church. 
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 If you’re a part of the community and you’re hiding sin in your life from others, 
you’re keeping secrets and putting up barriers and false displays of holiness.  If you’re 
acting as if everything’s all right and playing a game of pretend, dishonestly trying to 
make people think you’re more spiritual than you are or that you’re a model member of 
the community or that everything’s okay with you, you may not be struck dead 
immediately, but mark my words: you are in very serious danger of death.  The truth is: 
when we seal ourselves off from other believers and put on a few coats of faux Christian 
piety, the gaseous stench of our sin keeps building up and growing in putridness inside of 
us until our hearts eventually become hardened and our souls suffocate to death.  If you 
keep pretending you will slowly die spiritually. 
 The church is no place for pretenders, but neither is it a place for perfect people.  
That’s the beauty of this.  Where do I get that?  Well, look at v. 4 – Peter says to Ananias, 
“Didn’t it belong to you before it was sold?  And after it was sold, wasn’t the money at 
your disposal?”  In other words, “You didn’t have to sell your property.  You didn’t have 
to do what Barnabas did.  And you didn’t even have to give it all to the church.”  Ananias 
could have gone to Peter and said, “You know, we really can’t afford to give 100% of 
these proceeds to the church right now.  Things are tight, but we’d love to give 10%.”  Or 
he could have confessed, “Peter, I’m really struggling with materialism right now.  I 
realize that I’m being fearful and grasping onto things for security, but it’s just really 
hard.  I need help.  Can you pray for me?”  Or he could have even said, “To be honest 
Peter, I don’t quite understand why you’re asking us to sell our houses.  Can you help me 
see a little clearer what the point is?” 
 The point is: he could have been honest and admitted the struggle and I really 
believe Peter and others would have listened and tried to understand and helped Ananias 
and his wife figure out a plan of action.  The problem is that he closed himself off from 
the community while still trying to look good on the outside.  But that’s exactly the 
opposite of what should be happening in churches.  You don’t have to pretend to be 
someone you’re not here.  You don’t have to hide stuff you’re struggling with and act 
like everything’s cool to be accepted.  This is a place for people to be real, to be up front 
about the fact that they’re a sinner, and to experience God’s grace communicated through 
other people.  This is where it’s safe to open up and let all the rankness of your sin air out 
and to feel fresh air come in.  The renewal of your heart begins with confessing sin to 
other people.  It’s like the release valve.  Radical Christian community demands open, 
transparent authenticity.  Please don’t feel like you have to pretend here.  That’s a very 
dangerous thing to do… and you don’t have to. 
 
Conclusion 
 So let’s strive to be a tight-knit, interdependent, radical, Christian community.  
But let’s not expect perfection or be surprised when sin is discovered.  Sin needs to be 
confronted just like Peter did.  And if people show remorse and willingness to work 
through it with accountability, it’s all cool.  But if there is no repentance (or eventually no 
evidence of repentance) the church has to take steps to discipline such a person – for the 
unrepentant sinners own good and for the health of the community.  Above all, let’s 
really seek to be a place where pretending is not encouraged or allowed. 
 Let’s take a few minutes to quietly reflect on this passage and ask our selves: (1) 
Am I seeking to take radical steps to be in this community?  (2) Am I putting on a show?  
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Am I committing the sin of Ananias and Sapphira and pretending, lying to the Holy 
Spirit?  (3) Does God want me to go to someone in the church and share my struggles?  
Let’s meditate on these things as the Worship Team starts to come forward to lead us in 
song. 
 
Benediction 
May God’s grace be upon you (v. 33). 
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personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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