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THE PROMISE OF PURITY
(Acts 5:12-16)

TEXT:  
SUBJECT:  Holiness
F.C.F:  Why should I live a holy life?
PROPOSITION:  Since God blesses church purity, we must be pure.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  We should be clear about something.  This hypocrisy on the part of Ananias and Sapphira was the devil’s attack upon the church.  When Peter rebuked Ananias for his duplicity he said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land?”  So we should clearly understand that this hypocrisy was the evil one’s assault upon the people of God.  Undoubtedly Satan, to his dismay, saw the explosive growth of the church.  After having gotten his way for thousands of years, he finds, after the resurrection of Christ and the giving of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, that his days were literally numbered and his influence was waning.  He faced the reality of the thousands he had lost to Christ, and thought, “This thing is getting out of hand! I’ve got to do something quick.”  So how does the devil seek to shut this thing down?


B.  The account in 5:1-11 was only one aspect of his three-pronged campaign to neuter the church.  It was to interject impurity—hypocrisy.  And notice that he didn’t need to corrupt the leaders.  Ananias and Sapphira were not Apostles but regular church members.  Yet Satan knew that if he could corrupt a few, he could remove God’s favor and separate the whole church from its source of strength.  And that’s why God moved so swiftly to eliminate the offenders.  That’s why he warns us over and over in his Word that we, the church, must exercise discipline to maintain our humble purity before Him.  

C.  Several of the Bible commentaries consider our text for this morning to be little more that a literary bridge between Satan’s first attack on the church and his second in the latter part of chapter five.  But it is much more.  It demonstrates the aftermath of God’s purifying his church through that graphic display of church discipline—putting to death the hypocrites Ananias and Sapphira.  God’s Word is filled with warnings and wooings, alarms and assurances, bane and blessing.  Here in our text we find them side to side.  In the account of Ananias and Sapphira God shows the serious consequences of sin in the body of Christ.  In our text for this morning God reveals the great promise of purity.  

What we find is that… 
I. PURITY BRINGS GOD’S POWER.


A.  What do we mean by purity? Certainly it cannot mean “perfection,” for no Christian and no church can attain perfection.  Rather purity refers to a church whose members are continually in right standing with God.  Its members are, of course, Christians, believers, but even more, its members practice obedience and continual repentance in those times of sin.  In his first letter John describes this continual purity among the people of God.  I invite you to open your Bible to 1 John 1 so that you can see it for yourself:  


“5  This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all. (Purity is walking in the light in right standing with this holy God.  But we cannot walk with God except by way of truth.)  6  If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth. 7  But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.  (That’s a wonderful description of church purity—walking in obedience to God in fellowship with his people, and Jesus’ blood continually cleansing us from remaining sin.)
    
(Now, to be sure…)  “8  If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 9  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. 10  If we say we have not sinned, we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.”  (So you see that purity clearly does not mean perfection, for the claim of personal perfection is a great sin itself.  Rather, it is walking in humble obedience with the full knowledge that our obedience is very imperfect and the continual repentance from and receiving forgiveness.  

The pattern of our worship service should be our personal pattern for each day.  Praise, adoration, worship to God, humble confession of sin, repentance and receiving God’s forgiveness and restoring love, and then responding to him each day, empowered and instructed by the renewing of our minds.  That’s what we mean by purity.  And church purity means that all of God’s people are practicing this personal purity together.  Satan saw this purity as so dangerous to his cause that he sought to spoil it as his first strategy (and he still does).  God saw impurity as so debilitating to his people that he immediately moved to correct it.  


B.  Purity brings God’s power! And we see this so marvelously displayed in this summary text.  Look with me at verse 12:  “12 Now many signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands of the apostles.”  This is further expanded in verses 15-16:  “15 so that they even carried out the sick into the streets and laid them on cots and mats, that as Peter came by at least his shadow might fall on some of them. 16 The people also gathered from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing the sick and those afflicted with unclean spirits, and they were all healed.”

This obviously hearkens back to the public ministry of our Lord Jesus and his glorious healings of all the sick who came to him, casting out demonic spirits and even raising the dead.  God’s power is on display in his purified church.  

So should a purified church expect to see this same marvelous display of wonders today?  There are indications that we should not.  Notice how careful Luke is in his description.  “12 Now many signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands of the apostles.”  Since the New Testament requirement for the office of apostle was that the man be an eyewitness of the risen Christ, there can be no apostles today.  These wonders were “signs.”  They were an authorization and authentication of the message of the apostles.  Their message has been authenticated and enscripturated in the New Testament, so the purpose for these signs has ceased.  They also demonstrated that kindness and grace of the Lord Jesus, in whose name they were performed, since Jesus did not come to condemn the world (which stood condemned already) but to save the world.  And these wonders also serve as a picture, an anticipation of the perfect glory of the age to come, when “He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” (Rev. 21:4)

C.  But we should be interested not so much in God’s power displayed in these wonders, but in God’s power displayed in their WITNESS.  Notice verse 14:  “And more than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women….”  Do you see what Luke is saying here? In chapter 2 he reported that there were 3,000 believers.  In chapter 4 the tally was up to 5,000.  And here he admits that he has lost count, so rapid and so numerous was the expansion of the church, the gathering of God’s elect by the preaching of the Gospel.  This is the true glory of the power of God.  Far greater than the wonders is the effective witness by which men and women are regenerated and reconciled to God, prepared for eternity in the age to come.  


D.  Two important points:  1.  This witness is only made effective by the power of God.  You recall that we saw this very clearly back in Acts 2:47 where Luke told us that “the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.”  The Lord seeks and saves the lost through the witness of the church.  The Lord gives new hearts and minds and creates faith in the elect in response to the Gospel.  So we are absolutely dependent on the Lord’s power for the salvation of those we seek to reach for Christ.  And this power is granted in purity.  An impure church will be ineffective.  If Ananias and Sapphira had been allowed to infect the church with the impurity of their hypocrisy, the church would have been stripped of God’s power.  


2.  The second point is related to this.  It’s not so much a matter of “can’t” but “won’t.”  It is not as though God has his hands tied by the church’s impurity so that he cannot pour out his power on an impure church.  God is not dependent on us.  Jesus said on the first Palm Sunday if the people didn’t praise him, God would raise up the rocks to praise him.  Rather, it is a matter of “will not.”  God will not honor a church that dishonors him.  He will not pour out his power on a church that is polluted, mixed, impure, a church with covenant breakers who make solemn vows and then refuse to keep them.  Please understand that God may withhold his power because of a single covenant breaker among the ranks of his people.   

E.  Now let’s put this in practical terms, though I need to do this gently, for the implications are so sad and troubling they might crush us.  This kind of impurity, this hypocrisy, speaking from a purely natural standpoint, simply turns people off, and pushes people away.  People naturally look at hypocritical church members and immediately conclude, “There’s nothing here, no power, no real help.  The members don’t even live it out.”  But if unbelievers look to a church and see reality, see true humility and love and forgiveness and obedience to Christ, well, that’s pretty hard to argue with.  

Some of your loved ones may have drifted away from the church because they saw this kind of hypocrisy in you or in the members of the church, and, quite frankly, it wanted to make them vomit—and it should have.  And they fled.  In the past, my glib response to those who refused to join a church because there were too many hypocrites in it, was, “Just join us, one more hypocrite won’t hurt too much.”  Now I realize I should have been on my face before God repenting on behalf of the church and pleading with him for the purity of the church.  I think of St. Paul’s stinging indictment in 1 Corinthians 15:4:  “Wake up from your drunken stupor, as is right, and do not go on sinning. For some have no knowledge of God. I say this to your shame.”  Who is it that has no knowledge of God because of the example you gave?  

Do you see why God had to remove these two phonies? Do you see why God will not pour out his power on a church with covenant breakers? Do you see how essential is the purity of the church of Jesus Christ to the watching world? 

What’s more….

II. PURITY BRINGS MORE PURITY.


A.  And this is the implication of verse 13:  “13 None of the rest dared join them, but the people held them in high esteem.”  A careless reading of this text would become quite confusing, especially when combined with verse 14, for it would seem that Luke is saying that no one dared join them and many more than ever joined them.  But Luke must be referring to different sorts of people.  


B.  The pretenders stayed away.  They had seen in Ananias and Sapphira’s hasty funerals what happened to phonies and fakers.  So the hypocrites, the insincere, mere curiosity-seekers thought twice before joining the people of God.  Hypocrisy tends to attract hypocrisy.  Some churches display the attitude, “We’re nice people, you’re a nice person, come and join us—join our country club.”  And phonies tend to join phony churches.  But when such pretenders encounter the real thing, a church of broken sinners freely admitting their guilt and wickedness, but even more joyfully proclaiming and living for the Christ who saved them, then those pretenders stay away.  Their hypocrisy is exposed as empty and as ugly as a wax apple in an orchard.  “None of the rest dared join them.”  

C.  “But the people held them in high esteem.”  This must refer to another group, sinners who were growing sick of their sin, sick of themselves and were attracted to the sheer reality and vitality of the people of God.  And some in this second group undoubtedly became a part of the third group of people mentioned in verse 14:  “14  And more than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women….”

I have seen it happen over the years at this church.  Someone will visit the church and be a bit taken aback because they find that we really believe these things.  Many of them will be used to the “country-club church” mindset that “we’re all good people,” and be unsettled and unnerved when they encounter sinners who know they’re sinners and who know the Savior.  Some of those people, quite honestly, have walked away (“None of the rest dared join them.”)  But others have been attracted and have stayed and you are sitting here today (“But the people held them in high esteem.” And “more than ever believers were added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women….”)

I.  PURITY BRINGS GOD’S POWER

II. PURITY BRINGS MORE PURITY. And…

III. PURITY BRINGS PERSECUTION.

Purity exposes the sheer ugliness of impurity, and impurity will often react violently:  “17 But the high priest rose up, and all who were with him (that is, the party of the Sadducees), and filled with jealousy 18  they arrested the apostles and put them in the public prison.”  Impurity hates purity.  Once again the Jewish leaders, especially the Sadducees, are “greatly annoyed” (4:2) by the believers, and their hateful response is graphic and swift.  But that is trespassing into our text for next time, and we will leave it for then.      
CONCLUSION

Purity brings God’s power.  God regularly refuses to bless an impure church with a powerful witness.  By way of analogy:  if you had to give your dear children up for adoption, to place them into another family to be raised by them, would you entrust your dear children to a rebellious and messed up adoptive family? Do you think they would fare very well in that environment? And do you think that God would want to place his dear children into an impure church? Purity brings God’s power in witness, and purity brings more purity.  


And now the Gospel compels me to make one more comment.  You may be thinking that you can never be pure and that your impurity is threatening the well-being of the church.  You may know that you have made terrible mistakes in the past, committed terrible sins, and you may think that your presence would always pollute a pure church.  But of course you are completely mistaken.  


The lead apostle, the spokesman for the twelve, Peter sinned terribly by denying Christ.  He did so only a few hours after he had been solemnly warned by the Lord Jesus.  I would argue that he sinned more greatly than any of us could sin today.  Yet he was not banished from the church, but by God’s grace was made the lead apostle of the church.  
Purity is not perfection.  It cannot be perfection, for no one can be perfect in this life.  Purity is continual, humble repentance from sin, faith in Jesus Christ, and obedience to his will.  That kind of purity brings God’s great power and brings even greater purity.  That kind of purity is the great need of the church today.  

A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.  A church is only as pure as its least pure member.  A church with unchallenged covenant breakers is a covenant breaking church.  It did not take the defection and hypocrisy of the apostles to destroy the purity of the early church, only the little lie of a couple of members, only two out of five thousand members.  And in the defection of those two covenant breakers lay the root of the decline and eventual demise of the church.  


Church member, you have promised:  “in humble reliance upon the grace of the Holy Spirit, that you will endeavor to live as becomes the followers of Christ.”  You have also promised “to support the Church in its worship and work to the best of your ability.”  And you have promised to submit yourself “to the government and discipline of the Church, and to study its purity and peace.”  

Are you a covenant keeper or a covenant breaker? And what must you do to become a covenant keeper? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________


