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Fellowship Bible Church 5/23/2010 Pastor Howie Wideman

To Boldly Go
Acts 4:32-37

Read Acts 4:32-37

In the United States at the end of 2001, 10% of the population owned 71% of the wealth and the top 1% owned 38%. On the other hand, the bottom 40% owned less than 1% of the nation's wealth.

During the campaign period of our last presidential election there was a lot of discussion about a movement toward socialist ideologies and practices.  Here is a quote defining socialism.  “Socialism is a political philosophy that encompasses various theories of economic organization based on either public or direct worker ownership and administration of the means of production and allocation of resources or individual contribution.  Socialists generally share the view that capitalism unfairly concentrates power and wealth among a small segment of society that controls capital and derives its wealth through a system of exploitation.  This in turn creates an unequal society that fails to provide equal opportunities for everyone to maximize their potential and does not utilize technology and resources to their maximum potential nor in the interests of the public.”
We have heard over these many months talk about redistribution, greater taxation and regulation in an effort to diminish this inequality.  In a recent speech our president made mention in essence that there should be a cap on how much a person should be able to make and that those monies and other services should be given to others who have need.
The article on socialism continues: Examples of socialism go back at least to the Roman Republic in the third century B.C. when laws were passed limiting the amount of wealth or land that could be owned by any one family. 
During the Age of Reason, Francis Bacon wrote "Above all things good policy is to be used that the treasures and monies in a state be not gathered into a few hands... Money is like muck, not good except it be spread."

In The Communist Manifesto,Marx and Engles wrote "From each according to his ability, to each according to his need."  

While there is a resurgence of government efforts of forced redistribution of wealth, the tradition of individual charity is a voluntary means of wealth transference. There are also many voluntary charitable organizations making concerted efforts to aid those in need.

Over the years some have taken the passage we are  looking at today out of context and used it as proof text arguing for socialism or communism.  Even within some Christian circles there have been unsuccessful attempts to create a form of Christian socialism patterning their efforts at what we find in this passage.  We have already seen a similar account of this from our study in chapter 2.  Some scholars argue that chapters 3 and 4 are merely an explanation of events occurring from Pentecost to this passage.  They believe Luke is just retelling the story again ending with the same information in chapter 4 as seen in the end of chapter 2.  That is not the case here.  These are separate accounts of wonderful events happening in the early church.  What Luke records for us here in the end of chapter 4 are additional and specific events that occurred since that first summary.  It continued to be a time of growth for the church.

We saw last week that after Peter and John were released from a brief trial before the Sanhedrin they returned to their own people and a great prayer service occurred in which they prayed for boldness to continue proclaiming the gospel of Christ.  The evidence that God heard and answered their prayer came in dramatic fashion as the place where they were gathered shook like that of an earthquake.

I’d like for us to consider three points today.

There was a common practice.

There was a continual proclamation.
There was a Christian pattern.

I. THERE WAS A COMMON PRACTICE – v. 32, 34-35

I want to have you notice again the same generous character continued from Acts 2 and was still evident in chapter 4.  “All the believers were one in heart and mind.”  There was a pervasive spirit of unity.  It wasn’t just evident in the first believers made of the Apostles and the other 120 or so followers of Christ.  Neither was it just in those who were saved on the day of Pentecost, that group of 3,000 new believers who became the first wave of Christians there in Jerusalem.  Remember that at the end of chapter 2 we found that the Lord added daily those who were being saved and then when Peter preached again at the Temple after the crippled guy was healed a bunch more were saved so that the total was well over 5,000 believers.

It is the church inJerusalem that Luke identifies as being together.  There was a tremendous spirit of unity between them all.  It could only be accounted for by one thing – the indwelling, empowering Holy Spirit was in them and changing them.  They experienced unity because they yielded to the Holy Spirit.
In His High Priestly prayer in John 17:20-23, unity was one of those things Jesus prayed about as a characteristic of those who would follow Him.

Now, this was not uniformity or equality.  It was unity.  There is a difference.  Uniformity is when everyone or everything is the same.  Unity is a state of being undivided, a oneness or singleness of desire or purpose, harmony or agreement.  People retain their individuality but cooperate in a way that strives to achieve the same goal.  

When I played basketball, there was uniformity in how we dressed.  We all wore the same uniform – maroon with gold trim.  We even dressed alike on game day.  We got matching deep gold leisure suits and maroon shirts.    Remember this was the ‘70’s.  Even though there was uniformity to our dress both on and off the court we were individual in the positions we played and in how we played, yet there was a unity or singleness in our purpose.  As a team we strove with one heart and mind to win.  

It was always fun to go to really big track meets.  

The various schools represented at the meet were scattered all over the track infield or up in the stands.  Everyone wore the same sweats and racing uniforms.  In preparation for the relay races you would see the different relay teams lined up a couple steps apart.  They would be in a slow cadence along the sidelines all in step with each other.  The last guy in line had the baton, he would utter some code “hit” or “now” or “yo”  or “go” and everyone would lean forward as the next to last would extend his hand back to receive the baton.  They would continue their march and the guy now with the baton would holler the same code, they would all lean forward as the guy in front of him would extend his hand back to receive the baton and then they would do it again.  When it reached the first guy, the baton was passed to the back and they would do it all over again.  It was passed with precision, teamwork, oneness, unity.
“All the believers were one…”   The sad thing that we will see next week is that this unity didn’t last.  Carnality entered the church.  But here on this day at this time there was oneness evident among the body of believers.  I don’t believe that you can have unity without spiritual maturity.  
In connection with the prayer uttered in the previous verses, one of the indirect results of that prayer was their unity.  They purposed to be bold in their proclamation.  The unity that ensued was tremendous.  
In both his letters to the Romans and the Corinthians Paul would speak of the unity that exists in the body of Christ in spite of diversity.  We are many members each with unique and varying responsibilities in the body of Christ, yet in spite of diversity of function there is to be unity.  Our purpose is to glorify God by looking out for one another.  We take on that motto echoed by the Musketeers “all for one and one for all.”  Paul would remind the Philippians that in considering the example of Christ we should exhibit humility.  He said that the humble person considers the needs and interests of others before himself.  Humility is the petri dish that incubates unity as we yield to the empowering Holy Spirit.
As we saw in chapter 2:42-47, notice with me the results of their unity.  Verse 32b, 34-35 - “No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had…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.”

Their distribution of material possessions was not to bring notoriety to themselves, but rather in demonstration of the love that Jesus had shown them through their individual salvation.  So overwhelmed and overjoyed with gratitude were they for their salvation they couldn’t help but look around and meet tangible needs of others.

John 13:34-35
I John 3:16-18

James 2:14-16

In Luke 10:27 Jesus said that the greatest commandment was to love the Lord with all our heart, soul, mind and strength and the second is like it, love our neighbor as ourselves.  He then related the story of the Good Samaritan to demonstrate how this should be lived out.

Joe Stowell makes this observation – “Agape love is the kind of love that chooses to understand the needs of another and then responds to those needs by expending available resources to meet those needs.”  

John 3:16 is a great example.  God looked down from his position of heaven and saw the need of humanity.  Bound in depravity and utterly helpless, He saw that we wallowed in our own sinfulness incapable of doing anything about our dismal condition, try as we may.  God didn’t just see our need, He gave out of His vast resources (His capacity and ability) to meet us at the point of our need.

It is in this way that Luke vividly describes how the early church saw the need of those around them and out of their capacity and ability gave so that no one had a need.  Those who had something gave out of their resources, their ability and capacity to those who were in need.
As tangible evidence of their love for God they met the needs of others.  Our passage notes that this was done from time to time.  To have this kind of generosity, they first of all recognized that all they had belonged to God.  They were just stewards and so it was easy for them to give it up and pass it on.  
Notice that no one had a need.  It was done voluntarily and willingly and as prompted by the Holy Spirit.  
Paul reminds the Corinthians that when we give, we should do so with what we have purposed in our heart to give.  We are not to give grudgingly with reluctance.  We are not to give under compulsion where we are coerced or give involuntarily.  We are to give with a cheerful heart.  (II Corinthians 9:6-7)  That is the kind of giving God is pleased with.  That is the kind of giving the Jerusalem church exhibited.  This isn’t socialism or communism.  This is Christian benevolence at its best.

There was tremendous unity among the believers exemplified in their meeting needs of others around them so that people were cared for stemming from considering others first.  We’ll see in both chapter 5 and chapter 6 that this unity begins to wane as selfishness creeps in and unity takes a back seat.  
Do others outside the church notice the manifestation of love that we have for one another?  Someone stated that people will more readily accept the Gospel message when they see it embodied in a community of Christians, not just in one Christian.  

So, how do we make this practical for us at Fellowship Bible Church in the 21st century?  How do we engage with the community so that the needs of others are met and people see and respond to the life saving message of hope found only in Christ?  How can we put feet to our faith, where we are doers of the Word and not just hearers only?
I’d like for us to watch a short video.  Then we’ll talk about its impact for us.
(SHOW VIDEO on LOVE INC.)
Here’s what I would like us to do.   There are many, needs in our community and they far outnumber our capacity and ability to meet.  Partnering with a Christian agency like Love in the Name of Christ is a way for us to have a broader reach.  From time to time we get requests for needs that unfortunately we can’t meet on our own.  We can help with some, but not all or even most.  This gives us an avenue to show Christ’s love to someone through a network of churches helping out in the community.  

The ushers are going to pass out a form.  It’s 23 ways you can leave Christ’s imprint on someone’s life.  (The form is attached at the end of the sermon notes.)  I’d like you to take a minute and fill it out.  If you really want to give it some thought and take it home to pray over, do that.  Maybe as a couple or family you’d like to talk about how you might be involved.  Look over the areas of service and see if there is something that Holy Spirit might want you to do.  Notice the last one says other.  You may cut hair or enjoy mowing lawns or any other number of services that will show Christ’s love.  Put that down.  Turn it in to me, mail it in.  Give it to Gary Krager who is going to be our coordinator with Love INC.  

When Love INC gets a call for a particular need, they’ll pull out their files and see who can help out.  It may be you.  It’s strictly voluntary.  It’s not a commitment where you sign up and any time there’s a need you have to respond.  It’s based on your availability.  You don’t have to feel obligated.  

But, Love INC is just one avenue of community opportunity.

Some continue to work with Youth Haven Ranch helping out either as leaders for the kids during the summer or going to rake or help serve at Christmas and Easter.  We’re going to be doing a Christmas in July for the kids where we can bring in toys. That’s well and good, but I’m talking about personally getting involved by going and serving, not just buying a toy.

Maybe that’s not for you.  Maybe you enjoy sewing and would like to make some lap quilts for any number of the nursing homes around the area or maybe donate them to the crisis pregnancy center.

There is Carriage Town Ministries in Flint that help the homeless by providing with meals.  There are a number of opportunities to help by serving meals or doing repair work, handling a service.
Speaking of the nursing homes, the same can be done there.  Some residents rarely get a visitor.  Some residents would enjoy having a visitor who could read to them or sing for them.  Many know the old hymns and like music.  Sure their voice cracks and they get winded after one verse, but it means so much to them.  Maybe you play an instrument.  Some of you are especially good at talking and going to visit would be appreciated.  Who knows if your visit is a time for them to receive Christ?  We want to get the choir to go and sing hymns.

Maybe talking or singing isn’t for you, Christian Resource International located in Fowlerville is a ministry dedicated to sending Christian materials around the world to regions that need and can’t afford Sunday School or VBS resources.  Books are shipped to pastors who don’t have a local Christian book store.  They need help sorting and cataloguing the materials that come in.  They need people who can prepare pallets to be shipped.  

These are just a few of the many ways that we can help the body of Christ locally as a way of spreading the gospel.  Pray about your involvement beyond the four walls of this building.
Before we move on I want you to see something else in this section.  The responsibility for distribution fell on the shoulders of the church leadership, in this case the apostles, to distribute to those with need.  Maybe this was their way of demonstrating accountability by ensuring that those with legitimate needs were taken care of.  Even in the ranks of Christians there are those who will abuse someone’s generosity by taking advantage of what is to be a demonstration of love.  

Let’s not just talk about loving one another, let’s do it, let’s practice it.  A demonstration of genuine love for others helps eliminate the notion of those who would otherwise be skeptical of Christianity.  Skepticism leads to cynicism.  Cynicism leads to distrust.  Distrust leads to disdain.  We want people to know Christ.  
H.A. Ironside remarks that “when we are concerned about our own welfare rather than that of other people, it is because we know so little of the controlling love of Christ.”

Keep in mind that this capacity to love others that leads to our meeting needs only comes as we allow the Holy Spirit to develop the fruit of God’s character in us.  It can be developed in no other way.  The world cannot know or demonstrate agape love because it can only be produced by the Spirit.  This love acts.

Jesus told us that we should let our light shine before others so that they will see our good works and give glory to God.  (Matthew 5:16)

There was a common practice of seeing a need, selling a possession or property to ensure the need was met.  Others saw the generous spirit and came to know Christ.  Be alert to opportunities around us to demonstrate the love of God and exhibit unity.  
There was also a continuous proclamation.

II. THERE WAS A CONTINUOUS PROCLAMATION – v. 33

Think about it for a moment.  Would you believe someone who said one thing and did another?  Wouldn’t you rather want to trust someone whose words and actions matched?

Paul would encourage the Galatians not to grow  tired in doing good works for at the right time there would be a harvest for the effort.  As we have opportunity, do good to everyone especially those in the household of faith.  (Galatians 6:9-10)

People will see what you do and are more likely to listen to what you have to say.  That’s the message Paul gave the Galatians.  Keep working.  Don’t give up.  People will notice your labor of love and respond in faith to the salvation message of Christ.  

Verse 33 is an answer to the prayer of the believers found in verse 29 when they asked for boldness to proclaim the gospel.  In the Greek, the tense of the wording indicates that this was a continuous proclamation.  It didn’t just happen once.  They boldly spoke of Christ time after time and they did it with power.  Isn’t that what Jesus promised in Acts 1:8 “but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you, and you will be witnesses…”

Because of their strong witness and loving care for one another, we see that the grace of God rested on them.  It speaks of God’s favor being on them.  
Unity and demonstration of love through serving others become a powerful witness to a watching world as they proclaimed the resurrection.  Are we different from them?  If so, why? They want to know.  Let’s erase the skepticism.  Let’s loudly and proudly proclaim the gospel of Christ and His resurrection.  Emboldened to witness they didn’t sugar coat the gospel or make apologies for it.  They never backed away from it or stated it in a politically correct way.  
Matthew gave me a prayer request last week.  On his trip out west he witnessed to one of the chaperones.  She told him she didn’t like that he called her a sinner and needed Christ.  Folks, it doesn’t matter.  Without Christ that’s what we are.  Don’t dance around, state it like it is.  Powerfully proclaim it.  They did it continuously.

There’s one last point I want to draw your attention to.  It’s in verses 36-37.  There was a Christian pattern.

III. THERE WAS A CHRISTIAN PATTERN – v. 36-37

Luke has a way of introducing a character in a minor role before he brings them into a major scene.  He does it with Steven chosen in chapter 6 as a deacon, then we see him preaching before being stoned.  At that time he introduces a man by the name of Saul.  A few chapters later he would take a prominent role through the rest of Acts.
Here’s Joseph.  We don’t know much about him.  The passage notes that he was a Levite.  So he was both a Jew and was part of the priestly family.  We know that he was from the Island of Cyprus off the coast out in the Mediterranean Sea.  We don’t know anything about when he was saved but we make an assumption about his character, the kind of person he was based on the next statement.  “the apostles called him Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement)…”
How’d you like to have that kind of reputation?  He seems to be an ordinary guy with an extraordinary gift of encouraging others.  We aren’t told what he did to earn that kind of reputation, but it was noticeable to all around.  It had even caught the eye of the apostles so they gave him a nickname – Barnabas.  Everywhere he went it was a reminder to him of his character.  I’m an encourager he would say to himself.  Everyone he was introduced to would know the kind of person he was.

“What’s your name?”

“Barnabas.”

“Oh, you’re an encourager.”

We’ll see him later on when he meets up with Paul and encourages him to keep his chin up when the apostles didn’t want to have anything to do with him because of his past murderous escapades against Christians.  We can certainly understand their skepticism about Paul.  But it’s Barnabas who puts his arm around him and tells him to hang in there, we’ll get through this.  They’ll see.
We all need a Barnabas in our life.  Maybe you’re a Barnabas.  Live up to your name and be an encourager.  Incidentally it’s the same word in the Greek used of the Holy Spirit in John 14:26 who is described as our comforter.

In a world that wants to knock people down and drag them around, we need encouragers.  That’s the kind of character Barnabas had. 

His encouragement is demonstrated for us in a most visible way.  The passage indicates that he owned a piece of land.  Somewhere along the way the Law about Levites owning property going back to the days of Moses had been relaxed.  They could have a house but not property.   Luke though, isn’t concerned why or where he had property, but rather with what he did with it.  Our passage tells us that he sold it and brought the money to the apostles to distribute among the needy.  He is an example giving us a name and a pattern of what they did with their contributions.
Why were these believers in a right relationship with others?  They were in a right relationship with God.  The result is seen in their contributing to the needs of those around them and in the powerful witness of proclaiming the good news of Christ.  How we serve one another and those around us not part of the family of God becomes a strong witness about our faith in Christ.  It tells others what we really believe.
This is the only church that demonstrated love in this way, selling what they had to help others.  It’s not mandatory church practice, but it was common for this church, at least in the early days.  It provides a good example for both our work and our witness.  Let’s pray.

Maybe you are here today and have seen the evidence of God’s work through the love others have shown in their efforts to help others and you are ready to make a commitment to know and follow Christ.  Would you raise your hand and tell the Lord you’re ready to trust Him by faith for salvation?  Let me know on the way out if you’d like to talk further about trusting Christ.
Maybe today you would tell the Lord that you want to go out and share Christ with others or you want to get involved in some service projects where you can demonstrate your faith.  Would you be willing to come forward and offer yourself as Christ’s servant to be a bold witness or to use your skills, talents, spiritual gift for Him?
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