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This morning’s New Testament lesson is one of the most difficult pieces of scripture found anywhere in the Bible.  It is not included among any of the lectionary texts, nor can it be found among the many sermons in two of most popular magazines dedicated to the art of preaching- The Expository Times and Pulpit Digest.  I could not even locate a single sermon on this topic among the hundreds of books of sermons I have in my own library.  Why is this story so assiduously avoided by so many pastors?


To begin with, it defies the conventional conception we have of God as a patient, loving, gracious Being who bestows life- not TAKES it; who heals people- not DESTROYS them.  But we’re also stunned by the severity of the judgment.  This husband and wife were not a couple of axe murderers but two active, responsible members of the local church in Jerusalem.  They could be found in worship every Sunday and afterwards breaking bread at the weekly potluck dinners.  They doubtless served when asked to on the various church boards, visited their share of the sick, and probably attended Sunday School regularly.




Their mistake, however, lay in what we might call a simple indiscretion- certainly nothing that you or I haven't committed in our OWN lives.  They had made a pledge to the church's treasury which consisted of the proceeds of a plot of land- certainly a decision based on the best of intentions.  This was land they COULD have held on to as a real estate investment or even passed down to their children for an inheritance.  INSTEAD, they made the generous decision to sell the land and give the money to the church.  However, at the last minute they experienced a change of heart- not about the sale itself but about the amount that was promised.  For whatever reason, instead of donating the FULL amount of the sale, Ananias and Sapphira retained a small portion of it, an amount they were sure no one would ever miss.  What this text shows us is that what WE might overlook as a small and trivial matter, GOD considers a treacherous and blasphemous sin.  By not giving the full value of the land to the church as promised, God regarded this act as a breach of faith, as a vile form of deception and thievery against himself and his people, the Church.


Of course, there is great irony here in that SIMON PETER is the one who confronts them about their treachery- the same individual who deserted his Lord and then lied about ever knowing him, not once but THREE times.  Yet where he is completely forgiven and eventually restored as head of the disciples, Ananias and Sapphira are struck down dead with no opportunity for grace or forgiveness and for no other reason than withholding a small portion of what was still a very generous offering to the church.  Now do you see why this is such a difficult text to preach on?


Let me say up front that this is NOT a stewardship sermon intended in any way to coerce you into fulfilling your pledge or paying your per capita.  Rather, this account is a sobering reminder that one can never play fast and loose with either God OR God’s people; that the vows and commitments we make to his Church are ultimately vows that we make to GOD HIMSELF, and to do otherwise is to incur God's harshest judgment.  There is no more important group in all the world than the fellowship of God's people- his Church; and there is no more serious business in the world than our participation in it.  The Church is the Body of Christ, God's unique medium for accomplishing his work and his will.  We become, in essence, God's hands and his feet.  It is the place where we pray together, sing together, express our common joys and concerns, listen to God's Word, and celebrate the sacraments; it is where transformation and discipleship take place in our lives.  Through baptism in the Church, we enter God’s kingdom and discover its nature, we learn its responsibilities and enjoy its benefits.  The Church, as the visible embodiment of that kingdom, offers a foretaste of what heaven is all about.  


Of course, part of the problem lies in our misunderstanding of what the church is SUPPOSED to be.  It is easy to assume that the church is just another social club or service organization, like the Rotary except with organ music.  In reality, the church is unlike any other body, group, or organization in existence.  It is foremost a FAMILY- an organic and spiritual body made up of persons of different ages, sexes, occupations, languages, and races.  It has been created by God and his son, Jesus, is its head.  By God’s gracious decision alone, he has called us to become a part of it, bound us together by his Holy Spirit, and equipped us with a common message.  We have been adopted into God's family and possess all the rights and privileges that every OTHER son or daughter enjoys.  


The church is thus the physical embodiment of God's kingdom and its values in the world; we have been summoned to be the visible people of God.  The church is comprised of people who are faithful to their promises, who love their enemies, who tell the truth, who honor the poor, who suffer for righteousness, and thereby testify to the amazing community-creating power of God.  If we conduct ourselves fraudulently or unfaithfully as members of his church, we ultimately break trust with and attempt to deceive the very one whose church this is- God.  This story of Ananias and Sapphira warns us that our commitments to God's church, or lack thereof, reveals at heart our basic commitment or lack of commitment to God himself.  This text is a very serious call to Christian responsibility and accountability.


The account concludes with this postlude: "And great fear came upon the whole church, and upon all who heard of these things."  This is the very first time that the word "church" appears anywhere in the Bible and for good reason.  It was not until they were "filled with fear," that is, until they recognized the awesome and sober responsibility God had called them to, that they in fact BECAME the "church," the "body of Christ," the visible people of God.  Prior to that time, what had passed for the "church" had functioned more like a great carnival.  People were converted in growing numbers, the sick were being healed, and large crowds followed the Apostles everywhere they went.  Being a Christian follower during those days was very heady stuff and they were so sure the adventure and the excitement would never end.  Unfortunately, it took this single chilling event putting such terrible fear into them before they could actually BE the church.  With the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira, they discovered that God was not a magician and neither were they part of some crazy circus.  Rather, they had been called out of the world to be an alternative community, the visible people of God transformed and disciplined by the Holy Spirit.  God was saying to them that there is no greater, but also no more HOLY AND SERIOUS business than to follow him, to serve him, and that can only be done in concert with the rest of his people.  It was inconceivable to the early Apostles that one could be part of God's kingdom otherwise!


Generally speaking, there has been a weakening of the church in America.  Among most people, commitment to the church appears to be at an all-time low although more and more people are claiming to be Christians.  Many Christians seem to feel less and less attached to the church, even at the congregational level.  A growing number are unwilling to commit themselves to any particular congregation feeling that their personal relationship with God is all that matters.  Religion is thus becoming increasingly individualistic, devoid of responsibility or accountability to a larger body of believers.  They have become ecclesiastical consumers, hopping from church to church looking for the best spiritual 'deal' in town.  This baby boomer generation rarely submits themselves to the authority of any one church, choosing instead to attend a handful of different congregations, circulating among them as their needs and moods change.  Sometimes referred to as the "McChristian mentality," these church nomads attend a church with good preaching on Sunday mornings, show up at a second church with a vibrant youth program for the kids on Sunday evenings, and participate in a small group from a third church during the week.


This is a fearful account and it should provoke some genuine fear in our OWN hearts as we meditate upon these verses.  Through them, God reminds us that we are Christians on HIS terms, not our own, and that he has a very definite strategy for his people for revealing his kingdom and getting his message out to the world.  We can only be effective to the extent that we show ourselves a faithful and disciplined body who are serious about the great task before us.  


Some years ago, during the heat of ANOTHER Presidential election, I got into an impassioned debate about the importance of voting.  It turned out that only one of the entire group had ever bothered to cast a ballot in any kind of public election- that the overwhelming majority seemed ignorant of the issues and generally unconcerned about who might become our next President.  Some said they hadn’t had time to vote, or it didn’t matter who was elected because they’re all crooks anyway, or they said that they had other more important things to do than to march down to the local school or firehouse and wait on line for an hour to sign a register and flip a stupid lever.  


Well, I was disturbed by what I heard.  I may be naive but I have always believed that voting was never just a civic duty but almost a SACRED RITE.  It is the only thing that can prevent an open and free democracy from degenerating into a fascist tyranny and compromising whatever rights we presently have.  I find it hard to be a proud American- to profess the great ideals of this country, to enjoy its many benefits, to contribute our share of taxes, and yet not feel obligated to exercise the most solemn duty we can have as U.S. citizens- the right to participate in free and fair elections.  It is incumbent upon EVERY citizen to study up on the issues, to question our elected leaders, and to make as informed and responsible a decision we can make upon entering that voting booth.  Without an educated and informed citizenry that takes its political rights seriously, ESPECIALLY the right to openly and freely elect our own leaders and representatives, democracy cannot survive for long.


Well, it is no different with the CHURCH.  The greatest honor, the highest privilege, the noblest responsibility you or I could ever possibly enjoy is the honor to serve our Lord, Jesus Christ, as we serve his “body,” the Church.  We operate as his eyes, his ears, his arms, his legs, his tongue.  As Christians, we literally become “little Christs”- the incarnation of Christ in the world.  As members of his Church, each of us is personally summoned to faithfully perform his will, to honestly and courageously speak his truth, and to serve one another with humility and love.  In this way, we participate in the enlargement of his kingdom and discover that in whatever task we undertake, great or small, it will be the most rewarding, the most meaningful work we will ever render.  This text warns us of the danger of becoming lax and apathetic and lazy about our participation.  God forbid should we ever view the church as something more or less optional, or as just another club or service organization among so many others that vie for our attention.  Rather, may it inspire us to become a more HOLY, SERIOUS, COMMITTED, AND DISCIPLINED body and thus BECOME the Church, God's chosen people, even as those early Christians did.  Let us pray...

Gracious God, may the fires of your Holy Spirit burn so strongly within us that we may never lose our ardor to serve you; and may the light of that Spirit shine brightly before us so that we may never have the excuse of not knowing what we should do or where we should go.  In Christ’s name we pray.  Amen.  
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