THE MINISTRY OF THE WORD OF GOD

Acts 5:1-6:7

We learn in today’s passage how and so what it is to be devoted to the ministry of the word of God.
I. Lying to the Spirit of the Lord (5:1-11)

Look at 5:1, 2. “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.” Why did Ananias and Sapphira offer the money from selling their property? Obviously, the couple followed others’ example since that kind of offering was not uncommon in the Christian Church. “All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shard everything they had… There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned the 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” (4:32, 34, 35). Among all those who offered generously, Joseph was praised by the apostles. They called him Barnabas, which means, Son of Encouragement. Perhaps the couple expected a favorable commendation as well with their generous offering. 
But Peter rebuked Ananias. Why did Peter rebuke Annias? He rebuked the man for lying. The offering was not mandatory. There was no requirement for believers to offer everything from their sales. Ananias and Sapphira could have kept some portion of the sale and offer as much as they wanted. Actually, they would have been fine if they didn’t offer at all. But they intended on lying to the apostles. Perhaps they thought that they could fool the apostles with the lie hidden in the generous offering. Peter rebuked Ananais because the cheating was the work of Satan against God, the Holy Spirit.  
To lie means to make an untrue statement with intent to deceive. The second meaning is to create a false or misleading impression. In his act, Ananias uttered an untruth. He attempted to deceive by creating a false or misleading impression. By attempting to fool the leadership, he lied to God, the Spirit, who founded the Christian Church. What happened to Ananias when Peter rebuked him? Verse 5 says, “When Ananias heard this, he fell down and died.” The word “died” is the translation of the Greek word of giving up one’s breath, the breath of God. When he lied to God, the Spirit, he separated himself from the Spirit who is the breath of God (John 20:22; Gen 2:7). What was the problem of lying to God, the Holy Spirit? The coming down of God, the Spirit, was the beginning of the Christian Church. He is the foundation of us. To lie to God is, therefore, taking away the foundation of oneself and of other fellow Christians. To lie to God the Spirit means, therefore, to attempt to murder both God and the Church including oneself. There is no forgiveness of sin against the Spirit for prior to this comes self destruction. 
What influence did the death of Ananias have on others? “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.” Sapphira wasn’t there when he died. Verses 7-10 tell us what happened to her who did not learn to fear God.  “About three hours later his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. Peter asked her, ‘Tell me, is this the price you and Ananias got for the land?’ ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that is the price.’” About what did Peter rebuke her? 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. Why is their attitude testing the Spirit of the Lord? To test means to tempt. They tempted God with their lie. Why is lying to God the Spirit, testing the Spirit of the Lord, a matter of death? God is the Spirit. A worshiper must worship him in spirit and truth. The couple came before God’s presence with a lie filled with the spirit of Satan.
What was the immediate effect of this event? Verse 11 says, “Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.” We should learn to fear God who is the foundation of the Church of which each of us is a living stone. What is to fear God? The definition doesn’t help us. Only when we recognize God as God and give thanks to him can we begin to fear God. How can we recognize God as God? We do when we remember that the gospel is the foundation of each of our being, of our relationship with one another, of the Church which is built on Jesus the Living Stone. We fail to fear God when we ignore this invisible but obvious reality and are carried away with the visible relationships with one another. Fear of God is the beginning of wisdom (cf Pr. 9:10, 1:7). This is not a religious catchphrase. This is a matter of either eternal life or eternal condemnation. What do I mean to fear God? I realized that we should walk our daily lives before the presence of the living God who sustains our every breath and relationship, who carries us under his wings in his work of the redemption of all creation from sin and death. I learned in the attitude of the apostles in the next verse that that is how we will prepare for the summer conference. 
II. What Jesus’ name means (5:12-42)

Jesus was delivered over to death for the forgiveness of our sins and was raised to life for our justification. Thus, he became the foundation of the new life. We learn in 5:12-42 what Jesus’ name means to us in the example of those who were exposed to the name.

What did the apostles continue to do after the tragedy? Look at verse 12. “The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon's Colonnade.” What do you learn in the attitudes of the believers here? They were not shaken; their stability was founded on their reverend trust in Jesus’ name. But there was a negative effect because of the fear of God.  Verse 13 says, “No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people.” Why were people afraid to join them? They avoided the risk of becoming like Ananias and Sapphira. Then the number of believers should not grow. However, verse 14 tells us of a quite different outcome. “Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.” How could their numbers grow according to verse 14? Those who believed joined them while those who were afraid didn’t.
The mention in verse 14 of the continual growth of the Christian Church in Jerusalem makes me self-conscious because we have never exceeded an average of 35 people during the last 25 years. This has made many to be self-examining in our ministry. Out of desperation, I often attempted to ease the tension and pressure on our co-workers by imitating those who throw out lighthearted jokes. But that attempt made people rather more uncomfortable because I just don’t know how to be lighthearted. I still don’t know the difference between being serious and being sincere. They go together in me. It seems that the apostles also did not change the hard line tactic which Peter showed in his dealing with Ananias and Sapphira. What was the truth of the mystery that they grew in numbers while that didn’t happen here? The word “believed” in verse 14 gives me an understanding that I should believe. The apostles were not stubborn about their hard line tactics. Peter was not a hard liner. He believed God. That was what he meant to fear God; so did the other apostles. I was in danger of becoming clever like the couple when I was doing this and that being pre-occupied with the desire to grow in numbers. We did not grow because I didn’t come back to believe. I should rather thank God for his protection from being tempted to deceive, being deceived myself. Lord, help me to come back to believe. That will be sufficient grace.
The mystery of the Church’s growth is well explained in verses 15-16. “As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter's shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by. Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick and those tormented by evil spirits, and all of them were healed.” What result is indicated in verse 15? It indicates the result of believers joining the practice of faith with the apostles. Should we say birds of a feather flock together?
We learn the answer in verses 17-20. The continual growth of the Church in numbers provoked the high priest clan. “Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.” What did the Lord do? Verses 19-20 say, “But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. Go, stand in the temple courts,’ he said, ‘and tell the people the full message of this new life.’” Who is the Lord? The author means Jesus Christ our Lord. What is “this new life”? It means the life which is carried away by the Holy Spirit. What is the Lord’s commission for his Church? It is to preach the word (cf. v. 21; 2 Ti. 4:2; 1 Pet.1:24, 25), which means the challenge to those who belong to the world and invitation to those who believe. The commission is to suffer for that cause. The growth of the Church in numbers indicates the great war which Christ has engaged (1 Cor 15:24). It indicates the creation of the sons and daughters of God by the gospel in the Holy Spirit, the beginning of bringing the new heavens and the new earth, the redemption of all creation (Rom 8: 21). The growth happened not because of the adage “birds of a feather flock together”.
What did the apostles do when they were released by the angels of the Lord? Look at verse 21. “At daybreak they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to teach the people.” What happened in the meanwhile? The high priests didn’t know what was happening. “When the high priest and his associates arrived, they called together the Sanhedrin-the full assembly of the elders of Israel-and sent to the jail for the apostles. But on arriving at the jail, the officers did not find them there. So they went back and reported, “We found the jail securely locked, with the guards standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” On hearing this report, the captain of the temple guard and the chief priests were puzzled, wondering what would come of this. Then someone came and said, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts teaching the people.” At that, the captain went with his officers and brought the apostles. They did not use force, because they feared that the people would stone them.” What is revealed in the development of the situation? The Lord declared himself to be living while the high priests and their associates still feared the people.
Why did the high priest oppose the teaching in Jesus’ name? Why did they resist the obvious truth that the Lord Jesus is living and that he was active? They couldn’t deny Jesus was living and yet, they fought against the verdict that they were responsible for the crucifixion of Jesus. The apostles proclaimed Jesus’ name that people may believe in his name and be saved. But the high priests took the preaching as an active accusation of their guilt. How could they be so confused? It is an eternal mystery for that always happens. What we can gather is that the gospel is both the message of salvation for those who believe and of the wrath of God for those who do not believe (Ro 1:17, 18).
The gospel is an offense against us as St. Paul said somewhere in his epistles. Jesus’ name is an offense. That is why the good news of the kingdom of God which comes in his name requires repentance prior to believe. This truth is burdensome to all Christians. To deal with this pressure, those who are kind in their hearts are reluctant to speak of the offensive side of the gospel. They agonize over their intention to serve God and not to hurt others. Some simply become blunt, thinking that is the way to be true with the gospel. We learn in the next verses that those from either side should learn to obey God. Why did the apostles do what offended the high priests according to verse 29? Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather than men!” Did they mean they disregarded men? What did the apostles mean to obey God according to verses 30-32? “The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead-whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” The apostles did not defend their cause. They testified to what God meant to exalt Jesus’ name. God meant to give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. The apostles simply declared Jesus’ name. They would be hated by the high priests. They would be an encouragement to believers. They obeyed God in the way Jesus obeyed his Father when they were faithful to Jesus’ name. They might have appeared to be disregarding men. The truth was that they regarded Jesus’ name.    
Look at 5:29-32 again. How is Jesus related to the God of Israel? He was the Prince of God, the Savior of the God of Israel. That doesn’t mean Jesus was a deputy. He is God who has come to us. How could the revelation of Jesus’ glory mean the message of repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel? God was there and Israel was here until Jesus came. Now God is here and Israel is brought before God. Who are “those who obey” God in verse 32? Those who believe Jesus is the Prince and Savior are by the help of the Spirit against their own spirits.
What was the response of the high priests to the testimony of the apostles? Verse 33 says that they were furious and wanted to put them to death. What did Gamaliel suggest the leadership of the nation to do? He advised them to watch by reminding them of the examples of the false messiahs in the past. His speech persuaded the Sanhedrin. They called the apostles in and had them flogged. Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus and let them go. What do we learn from Gamaliel? We learn human wisdom. Was he right? He was. Was he saved? I doubt it. He was just watchful of the advancement of the coming kingdom. Was he safe in his cautious attitude? He was. Was he delivered? He wasn’t. Jesus’ name meant for him caution, the red signal to watch out. There are quite a few Gamaliels in our time and they are considered wise. Should we follow them? I hope not. We learn in the next verses a different example to follow.
What did the apostles do after they were flogged and released? Look at verses 41-42. “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name. Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.” They were not sadists or masochists. What, then, is that they rejoiced in suffering disgrace? What do you learn in their joy of suffering disgrace for the Name? Through suffering which they did not particularly like or enjoy, they saw that perseverance was given to them. They saw the growth of Jesus-like character in them which was quite different from their own nature. Out of nowhere they saw the hope in them. They saw that the hope would endure even if they would die, and so they would live in what they hoped for. That was the secret of their joy. Jesus’ name meant salvation (cf 1 Pet. 2:20). 

III. To give attention to the ministry of the word (6:l-7)

Growing in numbers was accompanied by headaches. What problem arose as the number of disciples increased? “In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.” How did the Twelve resolve this problem? Look at verses 2-6. “So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ‘It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. Brothers, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word.’ This proposal pleased the whole group. They chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit; also Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. They presented these men to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them.” 

What was the result? “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” What do we learn from them? Do we learn to avoid the monetary matter or the typical female agenda? Should we learn the wisdom of delegating responsibility for a more efficient management of a church? As a result of such wisdom derived from this passage, we have all kinds of practice today. Presbyterians adapted a more democratic system while the Methodist church is hierarchical. Roman Catholicism went to the extent of using the Roman imperial system. Charismatic movements often show dictatorship-like management. These systems may manage the complaints of the monetary matter or the female agenda but the conflict over the territorial dispute of the rights of the officials replaces those complaints. Should we learn to develop a better system? I think we should learn the apostles’ devotion to the word. In my opinion, their devotion which is the stewardship over the ministry of the word is the answer. In fact, the seven deacons were equally gifted to the teaching of the word as were the Twelve. The Twelve were not exempt from the management of the Church as prayer servants and ministers of the word. The distinction between their roles was nominal. Both the Twelve and the seven deacons, as well as the believers, all together were devoted to the ministry of the word. That is why I think the answer to every present human conflict regarding privileges and benefits is stewardship. Look at verse 7 again. “So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith.” The preparation of the 2005 regional summer conference is a good opportunity for us to learn the devotion to the word. When shepherd Justin began to find a bus service, shepherd Jonas told me that he would assist Justin rather than looking for a bus company himself. Whatever we may do, we should do so that the word of God may spread. We should learn to be obedient to the faith. We are not Presbyterians, Methodists, a Charismatic movement, Roman Catholics, or fundamentalists. We are a group of people who pray that all may come back to the Bible. I hope we can have 120 who are devoted to the Bible through the preparation of this summer conference.
