PAGE  
2

How We Fit Into God’s Plan:

Displaying God’s Grace
A Study of Acts 2:44-45
Characteristic of Completeness:  Stewardship
Big Idea:  We Cash In to Head Out.
Related Scriptures:  Acts 4:32-5:11; John 13:35; 1 John 3:17; Acts 11:27-30
Introduction:

A.
This morning we come to the end of our study of the first two chapters of the Bible book of Acts.  We’re going to study the only two verses that we have yet to cover, and these verses may make you a little uncomfortable. Let me read them to you and show you why.  The text is Acts 2:44-45.  It’s a description how the followers of Jesus Christ in the very first church handled their possessions.  Here is what it says:
NKJ Acts 2:44 Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, 45 and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need.

These verses raise some uncomfortable questions.  Are believers today supposed to do what they did back then?  Are we supposed to sell everything we own?  Should we share everything?  Are we supposed to live in some kind of commune?  Is this communism for Christians?  Or socialism for the saints?  Whatever it is, it seems to challenge our American way of life.
B.
There a number of ways we can deal with this apparent challenge to our lifestyle.

1.
For example, for years I took the popular, “that’s nice” approach to these verses.  Here’s how that goes.  I would read the verses and think to myself, “That’s nice.”  Then I would just move on.  It was for me a kind of avoidance of an apparent conflict between their lifestyle and mine.  But avoidance doesn’t deal with the challenge; it merely sidesteps it.
2.
Others have taken a more scholarly approach to sidestepping these verses.  For example, some have pointed out that, in Greek, the original language in which this was written, all the verbs are in the imperfect tense, describing a habitual action in the past.  As such, the verses could be rendered in a way that suggests things happened in the past, but not any more.  For example, the verses could be rendered this way:
“Now all who believed used to be together, and used to have all things in common, and used to sell their possessions and goods, and used to divide them among all, as anyone had need.
Some argue that the imperfect tense suggests that these things used to happen but don’t really apply to us any more.  One problem though.  Two verses earlier the author also uses the imperfect tense to say,
NKJ Acts 2:42 And they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers.

I suspect no one is prepared to say that doctrine, fellowship, communion, and prayer aren’t normative for the church today simply because they are described by the imperfect tense.  So the logic of using the imperfect tense here to suggest things don’t apply to us caves in on itself.
3.
Some have even tried to sidestep these verses by suggesting that what the first church did with their possessions was a rash mistake.  They mistakenly thought that Jesus was coming back in their lifetime, so they acted irresponsibly and ultimately brought poverty on themselves—a poverty that later required the church at Antioch to bail them out (Acts 11:27-30).  But, few Bible scholars consider this to be a viable view.  It looks more like a desperate attempt to sidestep some challenging verses.
4.
Some have pointed out that simple historical descriptions in the Bible do not necessarily constitute norms or commands for us today.  This is an important point.  We should always be very careful about turning simple biblical descriptions of what happened into norms that we should follow.  For example, later in Acts 11 we find that Paul and Barnabas have such a big argument that they part ways.  Are we, therefore, to argue with one another and part ways simply because they did?  Of course not.  We need to harmonize historical descriptions with what other parts of the Bible have to say.
It is also true that nowhere else in the Bible are we commanded to do what the early church did with their possessions.  Not exactly.

5.
So where does that leave us?  Do these verses apply to us?  If so, then how?
I’m going to argue that these verses do have something to say to us.  They have something to say about stewardship.  That’s our key characteristic for the morning.  Stewardship has to do with the management of our resources before God.  Giving money to the church as the early believers did is certainly included.
Most messages I’ve heard on the topic of stewardship or giving have to do with what to give or how to give.  For example, many of you may have heard messages on giving a certain percentage or giving sacrificially, freely, cheerfully, and expectantly.

Our text today is a little different.  I want you to see that it sheds light on why we give.  It suggests a reason, a motivation.  It ties giving to an important purpose that is commonly missed.

C.
Last Sunday, we studied the context of Verses 44 and 45.  Using the analogy of a football team in Verses 42-43 and Verses 46-47, we discovered that the first church did a number of things to huddle up.  They huddled up by devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching together.  They huddled up by devoting themselves to fellowship together.  They huddled up by observing the Lord’s Supper together.  They huddled up by praying together.

We learned that the various ways in which they huddled are very important.  And they can be very enjoyable.  But, like a football team, our ultimate goal is not to enjoy the huddle.  Huddling is an important means to a more important end.  We huddle up for higher purpose.  We huddle up to head out.
To head out means to be a witness for Jesus Christ.  To head out means to engage our world.  To head out means to tell other people about the great things Jesus has done.  To head out means to go and make disciples.  To head out means to reach another generation with the simple, life-changing good news that by His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus offers us the free gift of eternal life, if only we will believe Him for it.
D.
In keeping with the context, I submit to you that what the disciples did with their possessions in Verses 44-45 was simply another form of huddling up.  They huddled up by cashing in some of their property and sharing the proceeds with their fellow believers.  But the goal of this kind of huddling up was not just to meet the needs of believers.  They did it with a view to heading out.
As such, the big idea for us is this:  We cash in to head out.  That’s another way of saying our wallets are a way to witness.  That’s another way of saying our purses propel our purpose.  Why should we give?  To be a witness.  Why cash in?  We give to obey God’s command to share the good news of Jesus Christ.
How does this work?  There are at least two ways that cashing in is linked to heading out.  There are at least two ways that giving actually empowers us to be witnesses.
I.
First, cashing in empowers the messengers.  And every believer is a messenger of Jesus Christ.  Cashing in meets needs that are created when we commit ourselves to heading out.  Whenever God’s people commit themselves to being witnesses for Jesus, needs arise that must be met.
In the analogy of football, if we stayed in the huddle, we’d save a lot of money.  We wouldn’t need coaches because we’re not running any plays.  We wouldn’t need trainers because nobody’s getting hurt.  We wouldn’t need managers because our uniforms aren’t getting dirty.  It’s when we play that needs are created.
Our text indicates that some of the believers in the early church had needs, and that the giving was intended to meet these needs.  Notice the last phrase of our text:
NKJ Acts 2:44 Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common, 45 and sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need. [Emphasis mine]
What needs did they have?  We’re not told explicitly in our text, but we have some clues.

A.
The need was not to have every believer at the same socio-economic level in some kind of communistic system.  Upon first reading of our text it can almost sound like everybody sold everything they had at one time, pooled the proceeds, and divided them up evenly.  That’s not what happened.
I mentioned earlier that the verbs in our text are in the imperfect tense.  More specifically they are iteratively imperfect, suggesting that this was an ongoing process.  As the disciples headed out, needs would arise.  As needs arose, some believers would voluntarily (cf. Acts 5:4) step up by cashing in their property, and giving the proceeds to meet the needs.  The term, “possessions” in our text generally refers to real estate.  The term, “goods” refers to personal belongings.
We know that our text does not describe a one-time mass liquidation of absolutely everything owned because we are told that believers continued to own houses.  In fact, the very next verse, Verse 46, says they were . . .
NKJ Acts 2:46 . . . breaking bread from house to house . . .
And when Verse 44 says they, “had all things in common,” it does not indicate joint ownership.  Rather, it is describing a prevailing attitude that whatever each person possessed was available to meet the needs of others as they all pursued their mission together.  A very useful parallel passage comes in Acts 4:32-35.  It describes the same basic patterns in more detail.  For example, Acts 4:32 says,

NKJ Acts 4:32 Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common.

Here we see the prevailing attitude more clearly.  Although the believers did own their own things from a legal point of view, from a spiritual point of view they did not claim personal ownership.  Rather, they considered their possessions to be God’s possessions available for God’s people at God’s discretion for God’s work—the work of being His witnesses.  In this sense, “they had all things in common.”  They were, “of one heart and one soul” in the sense that everything they had was surrendered to God’s plan for them—the plan to be His witnesses.
B.
It is reasonable to expect that being witnesses actually created some of the needs mentioned in Acts 2:45.
1.
You may recall that the apostles were Galileans.  In fact, some of the people in Jerusalem recognized them as such in Acts 2:7.  As Galileans, many of the apostles were fishermen by trade.  Only one problem.  There was no place to fish in Jerusalem.  And their boats were back home by the Sea of Galilee.  And it is reasonable to expect that these fishermen apostles were spending a good deal of time not only witnessing themselves, but also teaching and equipping the thousands of new believers to be witnesses.  How were the financial needs of these apostles met?  We’re not told, but I think it’s reasonable to expect that they were aided by the sharing of resources.
2.
Also, consider the cultural consequences of a Jew trusting Jesus and becoming His witness in Jerusalem.  Believing Jews were ostracized by unbelieving Jews.  The believers became social outcasts.  Some may have lost their jobs.  The businesses of others may have suffered because they were boycotted by unbelieving Jews.  So becoming witnesses created financial needs (Longenecker, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, pp. 290, 310).
C.
So, cashing in and giving the proceeds to the early church came in large measure as a result of the needs created from witnessing.  The giving not only met needs, but it more importantly allowed effective witnessing to continue unfettered by financial burdens.  Cashing in empowered the messengers.  The disciples cashed in to head out.
D.
Does being a witness create needs within the church today?  Yes it does.  Our mission is to love God in a way that reaches another generation.  Reaching another generation involves being witnesses.  Our church family is organized around that purpose.
Today we don’t face the same kind of ostracism that the Jews in the first church faced, so few of us have lost our jobs or been boycotted for our faith.  But we still have needs.  In one way or another, every expense we incur as a church is tied to our purpose of being a witness.  You pay me and other pastors to equip you to be witnesses.  That’s our primary job as pastors: to equip and mobilize you to be witnesses.  You pay administrative and support staff to facilitate our witness to the community.  You pay the costs of maintaining these facilities because they provide a way for us to meet and become better equipped to be witnesses.
Our needs are quantified and presented every week in the bulletin on Sunday morning.  When actual giving meets or exceeds the budgeted amount, all of us as messengers are empowered.  When actual giving falls short of the budgeted amount, our power to be witnesses is diminished.

How so?  How can our power be diminished when we don’t cash in?  Let me give you an example. Like the early church, the vast majority of our financial needs are tied directly to people.  Yes, we have a large property, but by the grace of God, we own it free and clear.  When we fail to cash in to meet our budget, the pastors and elders of the church must step back from the work of equipping you to be witnesses.  We have to step back and figure out how to deal with the financial shortfall, and it often involves figuring out who is not going to get paid.

Here’s how that goes.  We never want to fail to pay our creditors because that would be a poor witness.  Also, we never want to fail to pay our non-pastoral staff because we figure they aren’t the primary financial decision-makers in our church, so they should not bear the primary financial consequences of our situation.  So, that means the pastors bear the burden.  When we have no money, the pastors get no paycheck.  And when the pastors get no paycheck, they in turn, must spend time and energy figuring out how to make ends meet at home—it’s time and energy they would otherwise spend on equipping you to be witnesses.  So to the extent the pastors, who are the catalysts for witnessing, become distracted and discouraged, we all suffer diminished power as messengers.
This is not a sob story or a manipulation.  It’s just an example of the relationship between cashing in and our power as messengers.  Cashing in empowers us.  Failure to cash in weakens us.

II.
There is a second way in which cashing in is linked to heading out.  Cashing in not only empowers the messengers.  Cashing in also empowers the message.  That is, cashing in authenticates the good news of Jesus Christ in the eyes of an unbelieving world.  That’s another way of saying cashing in legitimizes Christianity.
A.
The parallel passage in Acts 4 is again very helpful in revealing this.  Acts 4:33 says,
NKJ Acts 4:33 And with great power the apostles gave witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And great grace was upon them all.

This speaks of the apostles having great power and grace in witnessing to people about Jesus.  Which raises a question:  Where did the power and grace come from?  A Sunday-school trained mind might be quick to say that power comes from “God” or the “Holy Spirit,” and that’s certainly true.  Some might even say that power came from the miraculous healing God enabled the apostles to perform, and that’s also true.  But the immediate context suggests that Acts 4:33 has something different in view.  Let’s look at Verse 32 immediately preceding.  It talks about the disciples’ attitude toward cashing in.  It says,
NKJ Acts 4:32 Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common.
Now let’s look at the two verses immediately following.  They also talk about cashing in.  They say,
NKJ Acts 4:34 Nor was there anyone among them who lacked; for all who were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the proceeds of the things that were sold, 35 and laid them at the apostles' feet; and they distributed to each as anyone had need.

Why would Verse 33—which talks of the great power and grace of the apostles in witnessing—why would it be sandwiched between verses that talk about cashing in?  Here’s my theory:  It’s because the power of which Verse 33 speaks comes from believers cashing in.  I think the unselfish and sacrificial giving of the disciples was so extraordinary that, in itself, it was a testimony to God’s grace to the unbelievers in Jerusalem.  And the cashing in was such a remarkable demonstration of love that it gave unbelievers pause to listen to the good news.  In that way, cashing in actually gave power to the apostles’ words (Longenecker, 311).  It’s the kind of power Jesus was talking about in John 13:35 when He said,

NKJ John 13:35 “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Our giving demonstrates God’s love.  Our giving demonstrates God’s grace.  And so, our giving puts power behind our words as we tell people about the love and grace of Jesus Christ.

B.
Let me illustrate how giving in the early church could have empowered both the messengers and their message.  A middle-aged man living in Jerusalem hears a simple message from some fellow Jews at Solomon’s Porch within the temple.  They say Jesus—the One who was just crucified—they say He is the Christ.  They say that by His death and resurrection for our sins, Jesus alone promises us the free gift of eternal life, if only we will believe Him for it.  The man believes.  The Holy Spirit comes upon the man.  He is a new creature.
Shortly after, the new man tells his employer about the good news of Jesus the Christ.  His employer is also a Jew, and he is offended.  His employer argues that Jesus was crucified because He was a blasphemer, not because He was a Savior.  The employer values the new man as a good worker.  The employer knows that new man has a family that needs to be fed.  The employer knows that the economy in Jerusalem is not great because of increasing famine and political unrest (Longenecker, 310).  But the offense of preaching Jesus is just too great, and he might lose business if it gets around that he is employing a follower of Jesus.  So the employer fires the man.
As the weeks go by, the employer watches his former employee.  They live in the same neighborhood.  They both still go to the temple.  The employer sees the new community of believers come along side the new man and his family to take care of them financially in their hour of need.  Their love for one another is extraordinary.  They so graciously support one another.  The new man seems joyful in the midst of hardship, and he continues to speak of Jesus.  And the employer thinks to himself, “Maybe there is something to this Jesus.”

The next time at the temple, he doesn’t know why, but the employer is strangely drawn to Solomon’s Porch.  He hears once again the good news of Jesus.  This time, the words seem to have more power—power to penetrate his hardened heart.

You see, that’s how giving can empower both the messengers and the message.  We cash in to head out.

C.
Make no mistake.  Our community sees the fruit of our giving.  When we give to meet needs, it empowers our message.  When we don’t, it diminishes our message.
1.
When one of us falls on hard times, people notice.  People in our sphere of influence, many of whom may be unbelievers, they notice.  And they notice when the church steps in to help.
One of the most satisfying things that happens to me as a pastor is to hear an unbeliever say, “Your church has been so good to my friend in her time of need.”  When that happens, it means the power meter on our message is showing, “full.”  Our extraordinary love for one another gives the world a reason to listen, it gives them pause to hang on every word of our message.
But if we aren’t cashing in, our message peters out.  If we aren’t loving one another in demonstrable and tangible ways, our message is thrown on the trash heap with the messages of all the other special interest groups in our culture that have some self-serving agenda.

2.
And like it or not, our facilities even say something about us.  If we are cashing in so that our facilities can be clean and attractive, it says to the community, “We care.”  And the power of our message is multiplied.

On the other hand, if we’re not cashing in, and as a result, our facilities are unsightly and unkempt, it says, “We don’t care.”  And the power of our message is diminished.
D.
For the past couple of weeks, we’ve been asking God to give us the opportunity and the boldness to reach people you have identified with the good news of Jesus Christ.  We continue to pray, and stories are beginning to emerge about how God is answering.
1.
One person in our church family, Tommy, says he has been inspired “to be more of a witness and ‘show off Jesus.’”  We’ve been praying for the people where he works.  Recently, as he left his car with a parking lot attendant at work, he decided to leave his worship CD cranked up in the car in the hope that it might start a conversation with the parking lot attendant upon his return.  It worked.  They talked at length about Jesus.  One thing led to another.  Tommy is now starting a Bible study at his work.
2.
Another person, our youth guy Adam, was sitting in the hot tub at LA Fitness last week.  He had prayed for boldness in being a witness.  And he seized the opportunity to talk to another person about Jesus right there in the hot tub.  I guess he figured if the guy believed in Jesus for eternal life, he could be baptized right there. (
3.
Another person in our church family, Mary, submitted the names of her sisters for prayer, one of whom she has not heard from in two years.  Just last week, as we were praying, Mary got an email from both sisters posing questions on a topic that had been previously off limits:  faith and religion.  Mary shared the simple message of Jesus Christ.
4.
Last Wednesday, Pastor Jeff Merry and I had just finished playing racquetball.  In the locker room, I struck up a conversation with an eastern Indian guy.  He told me he managed the database at his work and then he asked me what I did for a living.  I told him I was a pastor.  He looked surprised and said, “I thought pastors didn’t have fun.”  I laughed and pointed to Jeff, indicating there’s at least two of us.  Then the man said he was organizing a social support group for eastern Indian immigrants, and he asked if maybe Jeff and I could come to talk with the group.  We will.
5.
Another person, Susan, submitted the name of her brother Anthony for prayer.  Susan had the privilege and thrill of seeing her brother Anthony trust Christ for eternal life just last week.

6.
Another person, Amy, has been praying with us for opportunities to be a witness.  She says God has brought her “story upon story,” and says, “I mean, wow, God is amazing!”

Stories like these are our motivation for cashing in.  We want to empower the messengers and the message.  We cash in to head out.

Application:

A.
Now, I want to give you an opportunity to cash in.  In a moment, the Worship Team is going to come and sing a song.  After the song, we’re going to pass the plate.
1.
Some of you may be thinking, “Hey, we never pass the plate.  Are you trying to squeeze more money out of us?  Are we going to pass the plate from now on?”

The answer is, “no.”  We’re not trying to manipulatively squeeze more money out of you.  And we’re not planning to pass the plate from now on.  The emphasis of the biblical text this morning has been on giving.  You’ve heard the point.  You’ve seen the point.  Now, we simply want to fortify the point by giving you a fresh and memorable opportunity touch the point—to participate in cashing in.
2.
Some of you may be thinking, “I’m feeling pressured to give.  If the plate comes by and I don’t put something in, it’s going to look bad.”

Relax.  Let me take the pressure off.  Way off.  Feel free not to give.  Remember we cash in to head out.  Not for any other reason.  Not to look good.  Not to conform.  Not to succumb to pressure.  Not because we feel guilty.  In fact, Acts 5 recounts the story of two types of people who cashed in.  On the one hand, we are told that Barnabas sold some of his property and gave the proceeds to the church.  On the other hand, Ananias and Sapphira sold some of their property and gave the proceeds to the church.  Barnabas is described as a good guy.  Ananias and Sapphira dropped dead.  What was the difference?  It was a matter of motivation.  Barnabas cashed in to head out.  Ananias and Sapphira cashed in to look good.
So, if you feel anything other than a free, cheerful, eager desire to cash in so that we can head out, please don’t give.  We don’t want any dead bodies in the auditorium. (
3.
This is going to be an absolutely free and purely voluntary act of worship.  Even if you’re not prepared to give, you can worship right along with us by asking God to multiply this offering to give us the power to be His witnesses.
B.
Let’s pray.
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