The User-Friendly Church?
Intro: The contemporary church is undergoing a revolution in worship styles unprecedented since the Protestant Reformation. Ministry has married marketing philosophy, and this is the monstrous offspring. It is a studied effort to change the way the world perceives the church. Church ministry is being completely revamped in an attempt to make it more appealing to unbelievers.

The experts are now telling us that pastors and church leaders who want to be successful must concentrate their energies in this new direction. 
· Provide non-Christians with an agreeable, inoffensive environment. 
· Give them freedom, tolerance, and anonymity. 
· Always be positive and benevolent. 
· If you must have a sermon, keep it brief and amusing. Don’t be preachy or authoritative. 
· Above all, keep everyone entertained. 
Churches following this pattern will see numerical growth, we’re assured; those that ignore it are doomed to decline.

The kinds of innovation being tried are extraordinary, even radical. For example, …

· Some churches now offer their largest services on Friday or Saturday night instead of Sunday morning. 
· These services are usually heavy on music and entertainment, offering people an alternative to the theater or social circuit. 
· Church members can now “get church out of the way” early, then have the rest of the weekend to use as they wish. 
· One Saturday churchgoer explained why these alternative services are so important: “If you go to Sunday school at 9:00 a.m., then to the 11 a.m. service and leave about 1 p.m., your day is pretty well shot.”2
· Judging from attendance figures, lots of church members feel spending the Lord’s Day in church is tantamount to blowing the whole day. Non-Sunday alternative services in some churches are more heavily attended than traditional Sunday worship services.
· That’s not all. Many of these services offer no preaching whatsoever. Instead they rely on music, skits, multimedia, and other means of communication to convey the message. “This is the generation that grew up on television,” one pastor told Time magazine. “You have to present religion to them in a creative and visual way.” 
· Some churches are taking that philosophy a step further, cutting out preaching on Sunday morning as well.
· Even the music and skits are carefully chosen to try to make unbelievers comfortable. Almost nothing is dismissed as inappropriate: rock ’n’ roll oldies, disco tunes, heavy metal, rap, dancing, comedy, clowns, mime artists, and stage magic have all become part of the evangelical repertoire. In fact, one of the few things judged out of place in church these days is clear and forceful preaching.
· The whole point is to make the church “user-friendly.” That is a term borrowed from the computer industry. It was first employed to describe software and hardware that is easy for the novice to operate. 
· The obvious fallout of this preoccupation with the unchurched is a corresponding de-emphasis on those who are the true church. The spiritual needs of believers are often neglected to the hurt of the body.
1. Pounding the Pulpit?
a) Not that preaching has been entirely abandoned. Some of the user-friendly churches offer at least one service a week (often a midweek service) where a spoken message is the centerpiece. But even in those meetings the style is frequently psychological and motivational rather than biblical. 
b) Above all, the emphasis is on user-friendliness. I recently read through a stack of newspaper and magazine articles about the user-friendly phenomenon, and a common thread began to emerge. 
c) Here are some quotations from clippings describing the preaching in user-friendly churches:
1. “There is no fire and brimstone here. No Bible-thumping. Just practical, witty messages.”

2. “Services at [the church featured in the article] have an informal feeling. You won’t hear people threatened with hell or referred to as sinners. The goal is to make them feel welcome, not drive them away.”
3. “As with all clergymen [this pastor’s] answer is God—but he slips Him in at the end, and even then doesn’t get heavy. No ranting, no raving. No fire, no brimstone. He doesn’t even use the H-word. Call it Light Gospel. It has the same salvation as the Old Time Religion, but with a third less guilt.”
4. “The sermons are relevant, upbeat, and best of all, short. You won’t hear a lot of preaching about sin and damnation and hell fire. Preaching here doesn’t sound like preaching. It is sophisticated, urbane, and friendly talk. It breaks all the stereotypes.”
5. “[The pastor] is preaching a very upbeat message.… It’s a salvationist message, but the idea is not so much being saved from the fires of hell. Rather, it’s being saved from meaninglessness and aimlessness in this life. It’s more of a soft-sell.”
6. “The idea, [the pastor] says, is to get people through the front doors, then disprove the stereotype of the sweating, loosened necktied, Bible-thumping preacher who yells and screams about burning in hell for eternity.”

d) So the new rules may be summed up as follows: Be clever, informal, positive, brief, and friendly. Never loosen your necktie. Never let them see you sweat. And never, never use the H-word.

2. The Customer Is Sovereign
a) At the heart of the market-driven, user-friendly church is the goal of giving people what they want. Advocates of the philosophy are quite candid about this. 
b) One key resource on market-driven ministry says, “This is what marketing the church is all about: providing our product (relationships) as a solution to people’s felt need.”4
c) “Felt needs” thus determine the road map for the modern church marketing plan. The idea is a basic selling principle: you satisfy an existing desire rather than trying to persuade people to buy something they don’t want.
d) Accurately assessing people’s felt needs is therefore one of the keys to modern church-growth theory. Church leaders are advised to poll potential “customers” and find out what they are looking for in a church—then offer that. 
e) Demographic information, community surveys, door-to-door polls, and congregational questionnaires are the new tools. Information drawn from such sources is considered essential to building a workable marketing plan. Ministers today are told they cannot reach people effectively without it.
f) Worst of all, it seems people’s emotional “felt needs” are taken more seriously than the real but unfelt spiritual deficiencies Scripture addresses. “Felt needs” include issues like …

1. Loneliness, 
2. fear of failure,
3. codependency,

4. a poor self-image, 
5. depression, 
6. anger, 
7. resentment, 
8. And similar inward-focused inadequacies. 
g) The real problem—the root of all such troubles—is human depravity.

h) No longer are pastors trained to declare to people what God demands of them. Instead, they are counseled to find out what the people’s demands are, and then do whatever is necessary to meet them. 
i) The audience is regarded as “sovereign,” and the wise preacher will “shape his communications according to their needs in order to receive the response he [seeks].”5
j) That approach to ministry is so obviously convoluted and so grossly unbiblical that I am amazed so many pastors are influenced by it. But it has become an extremely influential philosophy. 
k) Thousands of churches have overhauled their entire ministry and are now attempting to cater to the masses.
1. Turning Church-Growth Theory Upside Down
a) Scripture says the early Christians “turned the world upside down” (Acts 17:6, kjv). In our generation the world is turning the church upside down. 
b) Biblically, God is sovereign, not “unchurched Harry.” 
c) The Bible, not a marketing plan, is supposed to be the sole blueprint and final authority for all church ministries. Ministry should meet people’s real needs, not salve their selfishness. 
d) I never hear the term “user-friendly church” without thinking of Acts 5 and Ananias and Sapphira. What happened there flies in the face of almost all contemporary church-growth theory. 
e) The Jerusalem church certainly wasn’t very user-friendly. 
(1) In fact, it was exactly the opposite; Luke tells us this episode inspired “great fear … upon the whole church, and upon all who heard of these things” (v. 11). 
(2) The church service that day was so disturbing that none of the unchurched people “dared to associate with them.” The thought of attending such a church struck terror in their hearts, even though “the people held them in high esteem” (Acts 5:13). 
(3) The church was definitely not a place for sinners to be comfortable—it was a frightening place!

f) Let’s look carefully at this passage and try to understand it in the proper context. To do that we must go back into Acts 4. Remember, the church was newborn, in all its pristine beauty and freshness and vitality. It was yet unstained by gross sin or human failure. 
g) The people were intensely studying the apostles’ doctrine. Those early days of church history were bright, happy days, full of love and real fellowship. The joy was overwhelming, and the love was deep and all-inclusive; consequently their testimony was loud and clear. 
h) The results were that some fifteen to twenty thousand had come to faith in Jesus Christ in just a few weeks’ time. 
i) Already Satan had tried by persecution to thwart the purpose of the church. It made no difference; the believers only prayed for more boldness. God answered that prayer, and even more people were saved. God was very real; Christ was very much alive; and the Holy Spirit was displayed in great power in those days.
j) But Satan was already plotting a more dangerous attack. If he couldn’t destroy the church by an external assault of persecution, he would try the more subtle internal approach. And that is exactly what happened.

2. Sin in the Camp
a) This is the first recorded occasion of sin in the church. Of all the firsts in Acts, it is the saddest. Satan’s strategy of infiltrating the church began at this time, and it is still continuing today.
b) This entire account is a classic example of the Bible’s stubborn honesty. God could have given us a soft-focus picture of the church with all the imperfections hidden. But Scripture never leaves the truth out—even when it is painful and ugly. The church is not perfect and never has been. 
c) Some people use that as an excuse to stay away: “I’d go to church, but there are too many hypocrites.” I always think, Well, we have room for one more. 
d) The objection itself is hypocritical. Of course there are hypocrites in the church. That’s one of the truths we glean from this account in Acts 5. 
e) So there’s a sense in which a passage like this can be an encouragement. Not that we are encouraged by sin. But it is encouraging to know that the early church grappled with exactly the same kind of problems we have today.
3. A Sharing Community
a) The church had begun as a sharing community. Read (Acts 4:32–37) 
Acts 4:32-37  And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul: neither said any of them that ought of the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things common. 33 And with great power gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all. 34 Neither was there any among them that lacked: for as many as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the prices of the things that were sold, 35 And laid them down at the apostles’ feet: and distribution was made unto every man according as he had need. And Joses, who by the apostles was surnamed Barnabas, (which is, being interpreted, The son of consolation,) a Levite, and of the country of Cyprus, 37 Having land, sold it, and brought the money, and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 
4. THEY HAD TRUE SPIRITUAL UNITY
a) The congregation had already burgeoned and blossomed to include thousands of people, and they were continually multiplying. Nevertheless, they “were of one heart and one soul.” It was not just that they all belonged to the same organization, but that they had true spiritual unity. 
b) They believed as one. They thought as one. They were in the truest sense a body, a single organism with one heartbeat and one soul (cf Phil. 1:27). 
c) They were preoccupied with each other and with winning the world. They were too busy with those priorities to worry about their own selves. Everyone was caring for everyone else, so everyone’s needs were met. 
d) Selfishness was therefore rendered unnecessary. What a beautiful kind of preoccupation that was! How rich and sweet their fellowship must have been!

5. THEY SHARED ALL THEIR POSSESSIONS
a) Many people misunderstand this passage. “All things were common property to them” does not mean these people lived in a commune. 
b) Remember, at Pentecost, Jerusalem was filled with pilgrims who came for the feast. During religious feasts, as many as a million people would come to Jerusalem. They obviously needed housing and food, and there weren’t enough inns to accommodate everyone. 
c) So it was customary for believers to open their homes and allow people to live with them. Suddenly, at Pentecost on this particular year, hundreds of these people embraced Christ, and then began to win their friends and families to Him. Surely many of them remained in Jerusalem to sit under the apostles’ teaching.
d) The financial pressures on these people and their hosts must have been tremendous. In addition, there were many poor people in Jerusalem. And some believers’ income may have been cut off when they testified of their faith in Christ. To deal with these things, all believers were willing to share what they had.
e) This was not a commune. People did not drop out of society, quit their jobs, pool their money, and live in a common building or camp. Acts 2 describes what they were doing:

And all those who had believed were together, and had all things in common; and they began selling their property and possessions, and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. And day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God, and having favor with all the people. And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved (vv. 44–47).

f) People were selling their possessions—their land holdings and their portable goods—and sharing the proceeds when they knew others had needs. 
g) Is that any different from what we do today? Not if our churches are healthy. Christians who see a brother or sister in need should have a natural desire to supply the need (cf 1 John 3:16). 
h) That’s what these early Christians were doing. Those who sold possessions did so completely voluntarily. This becomes a crucial point when we examine the sin of Ananias and Sapphira.

6. THEY WERE NOURISHED BY POWERFUL PREACHING
a) “With great power the apostles were giving witness to the resurrection” (4:33). 
b) The preaching was bold and powerful. They were not ashamed of the gospel, though there was much persecution in those days. In fact, it specifically says they were preaching about the resurrection. That is the very truth that got them in the most trouble. 
c) At the beginning of this same chapter we learn that the priests, the captain of the temple guard, and the Sadducees, “being greatly disturbed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead” (v. 2), seized Peter and John and threw them in jail. 
d) Peter and John weren’t trying to win approval from the Sadducees and priests by preaching a message they wanted to hear! They boldly proclaimed the very thing that most offended them! They refused to tone down the great doctrines of the Word of God to eliminate the offense. They never suppressed the biblical message because someone might be offended.
e) The apostles’ preaching ministry included teaching as well as evangelism. Acts 2:42 says that those who believed “were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” This was a well-fed but voracious flock.
f) The Jerusalem church would have been a wonderful place of fellowship. They did not follow any of the contemporary user-friendly marketing techniques, but the fellowship was warm and real. 
g) They lovingly met one another’s actual needs. And they had rich and ample teaching. Acts 2:42 tells us, “They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” 
h) None of that was designed to attract unbelievers. Nevertheless, new people kept coming, because the Lord kept adding to the church day by day those who were being saved (v. 47).

7. A Positive Role Model
a) Luke records how resources were shared among needy believers. Those with surplus property and possessions sold them, then placed the proceeds at the apostles’ feet (4:34, 35). 
b) The apostles distributed the funds to those who had needs. Through that simple system, all the needs were met (v. 34). That is essentially the same system we use today when we take an offering in the church. The money goes into a common fund, where the leaders of the church have the responsibility for stewardship of it.
c) Barnabas is the specific example Luke chose to show a spiritual role model. Barnabas was a nickname, meaning “son of encouragement.” Apparently this man, “Joseph, a Levite of Cyprian birth,” had the gift of exhortation, so he was given a nickname that fit. Barnabas later accompanied the apostle Paul on his first missionary journey.
d) Barnabas was a Levite, a member of the priestly tribe of Israel. It is unlikely that he, a priest, would have been a very wealthy man. But somehow he had acquired a piece of property. He sold it. Then he brought the money to the apostles to be distributed. He didn’t ask for recognition. He didn’t try to control how the money was used. He just turned it over. 
e) What is clear from Acts chapter 4 is that Barnabas gave from love out of a pure heart—just for the blessedness of giving. And we can assume that a whole lot of others in the Jerusalem church did the same thing.

8. A Negative Role Model
a) But not everyone. The story that follows makes a startling contrast to the tone of Acts 4. It is shocking to see sin in this church. It is appalling to see the brazen falsehood Ananias and Sapphira conspired to tell. Most of all, it is astonishing to see how severely the Lord dealt with their sin:
b) But a certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a possession, 2 And kept back part of the price, his wife also being privy to it, and brought a certain part, and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 3 But Peter said, Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to keep back part of the price of the land? 4 Whiles it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was it not in thine own power? why hast thou conceived this thing in thine heart? thou hast not lied unto men, but unto God. 5 And Ananias hearing these words fell down, and gave up the ghost: and great fear came on all them that heard these things. 6 And the young men arose, wound him up, and carried him out, and buried him. 7 And it was about the space of three hours after, when his wife, not knowing what was done, came in. 8 And Peter answered unto her, Tell me whether ye sold the land for so much? And she said, Yea, for so much. 9 Then Peter said unto her, How is it that ye have agreed together to tempt the Spirit of the Lord? behold, the feet of them which have buried thy husband are at the door, and shall carry thee out. 10 Then fell she down straightway at his feet, and yielded up the ghost: and the young men came in, and found her dead, and, carrying her forth, buried her by her husband. 11 And great fear came upon all the church, and upon as many as heard these things. 
 (Acts 5:1–11).
c) As generous and sacrificial and selfless as the saints at Jerusalem were, there was an exception. Ananias’ sin was spawned by the seeds of greed and deceit. It is to the book of Acts what Achan’s sin is to the book of Joshua. Both were deceitful, miserly, selfish acts that interrupted the victorious progress of God’s people and brought sin into the camp at the height of great triumph.
d) The saints in Jerusalem were giving out of a Spirit-filled heart. Ananias’ sin revealed a Satan-filled heart (v. 3). The contrast between the end of the fourth chapter and the beginning of the fifth could hardly be more dramatic.
e) Ananias’ name means “the Lord is gracious”; Sapphira means “beautiful.” Their deed was anything but gracious or beautiful. Seeing that others were selling property and giving the money to the apostles, they pledged to do the same. Verse 2 tells us, however, that when the time came to give, they “kept back some of the price.” It is clear that both of them were in on the plot.

9. The Leaven of the Pharisees
a) What was their motive? They wanted a little spiritual prestige. They wanted to appear to be giving sacrificially, yet keep some of the money for themselves. 
b) That suggests they loved money. And “the love of money is a root of all evil,” 
c) Paul wrote Timothy. “Some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with many a pang” (1 Tim. 6:10). 
d) That was certainly true of Ananias and Sapphira. The book of Hebrews says “Let your character be free from the love of money, being content with what you have; for He Himself has said, ‘I will never desert you, nor will I ever forsake you’” (13:5).
e) Here were two characters so tainted with the love of money that they were willing to conspire together to commit public hypocrisy. They sold their land, but rather than giving all the proceeds to the Lord as they had promised, they gave only a portion to the Lord under the pretense that it was the whole price. They must have thought they could gain spiritual esteem and some cash through the charade.
f) Their sin was not that they did not give everything. There was no divine requirement that they give everything. They had a perfect right to keep or give whatever they desired. They didn’t even have to sell their property. It was all voluntary, as is all giving spoken of in the New Testament.
g) The sin was their lie. They had evidently made a vow to the Holy Spirit publicly in front of the congregation. They lied to the entire congregation, but worse still, they lied to God (Acts 5:4). Perhaps they thought of this as a secret sin, but it didn’t stay secret long. God Himself exposed it to the entire congregation.
h) Now let’s be honest. This kind of hypocrisy is not a particularly uncommon sin. Nor is it the kind of evil we tend to think of as heinous. Lots of people give money under false pretenses. 
i) This is the moral equivalent of the man who rolls up a few dollar bills so it will look like he’s putting a large wad into the collection plate. Or the woman who makes a great show of depositing an offering envelope, when there’s only a quarter inside. It’s like the Pharisees who had someone blow a trumpet in the synagogues and streets when they gave alms, so that everyone would notice (Matt. 6:2).
j) Jesus says of such people, “they have their reward in full” (Matt. 6:2, 5, 16). They want people to see their show of good works; people notice. That’s their reward. They seek glory from people, not from God, so the human recognition is the only reward they will ever get. 
k) “But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing that your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you” (6:3, 4). This sin may seem petty to us, but not to God. God hates hypocrisy and feigned holiness. Jesus called it “the leaven of the Pharisees” (Luke 12:1).
l) Now this leaven was threatening to infect the infant church. God would deal with it harshly and abruptly, sending signals to everyone about the seriousness of life in the church.

10. Peter’s Response
a) Peter, under the inspiration of the Spirit of God, saw through their hypocrisy. Imagine the shock that hit Ananias! He came before the apostles, laid his money at their feet, and smugly told them it was all the money he got from selling his property. 
b) He probably stood there a moment, basking in what he thought was their approval. He must have assumed that they were looking at him as a spiritual example, a generous and godly man.
c) Suddenly Peter said to him, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit, and to keep back some of the price of the land?” (Acts 5:3)—a rather confrontive thing to say in a church service.
d) A pragmatic church leader might reason, After all, this is a substantial sum of money. OK, his motives aren’t pure, but, hey, he’s not a bad guy, and we can use the money. We can’t embarrass him in front of all the people. If we do that, we’ll never get another dime from him.
e) Not Peter. He confronted the sin directly. “Why has Satan filled your heart?” Notice that Peter was putting the blame on Ananias, not Satan. “Why?” he asked. Then again in verse 4: “Why is it that you have conceived this deed in your heart?”
f) Peter made clear that the sin was Ananias’ hypocrisy, not his keeping half the money: “While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not under your control?” (v. 4). He could have done whatever he wanted with the money. He could have kept his land. There was no requirement for him to do otherwise. 
g) It would not have been sinful if Ananias had said, “I sold my property, and here is part of the money.” He had every right to give as much or as little as he wanted. But he sinned by claiming he was giving everything when he had actually kept some for himself.
h) And he lied to God, not just to men. More specifically, this was a blatant lie to the Holy Spirit.11 How had he lied to the Holy Spirit? He had vowed to give the full value of his property and failed to follow through. 
i) The Old Testament sage wrote, “When you make a vow to God, do not be late in paying it, for He takes no delight in fools. Pay what you vow! It is better that you should not vow than that you should vow and not pay” (Eccl. 5:4, 5). 
j) Moses’ law contained a similar warning: “When you make a vow to the Lord your God, you shall not delay to pay it, for it would be sin in you, and the Lord your God will surely require it of you. However, if you refrain from vowing, it would not be sin in you. You shall be careful to perform what goes out from your lips, just as you have voluntarily vowed to the Lord your God, what you have promised” (Deut. 23:21–23).
11. God’s Judgment
a) God’s response to the situation was immediate, severe, and final. He struck Ananias dead on the spot. “As he heard these words, Ananias fell down and breathed his last” (Acts 5:5). This was a judicial act of the Most Holy God. Perhaps Ananias’ heart simply stopped out of sheer terror. Right in front of the entire church.
b) User-friendly? Hardly. In fact, the effect was that “great fear came upon all who heard of it” (v. 5). God had made Ananias an example to others who might be tempted to trifle with Him and taint the purity of the church.
c) Does God always judge sin this way? Obviously not, but like Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10), Korah (Num. 16), Achan (Josh. 7), Herod (Acts 12), and others throughout Scripture, Ananias was immediately judged for his sin and paid with his life. 
d) God sovereignly chose to strike him dead summarily. He thus became an example to all. The truth is, God could judge every sin this way. “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). 
e) It is only because of the Lord’s infinite mercy that we are not all consumed (Lam. 3:22, kjv). 
f) Sometimes God does judge sin with physical death. Paul wrote to the Corinthians who were disrupting and defiling the Lord’s table, “He who eats and drinks, eats and drinks judgment to himself, if he does not judge the body rightly. For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a number sleep” (1 Cor. 11:29, 30). “Sleep” in that verse refers to physical death. God was actually judging those irreverent Corinthians by making them physically ill, and some were even dying.
g) With Ananias, however, there was no illness, no time lapse. He dropped dead on the spot. God’s judgment was swift and terrifying.

12. Sapphira’s Sin
a) Scripture says, “The young men arose and covered him up, and after carrying him out, they buried him” (Acts 5:6). 
b) Sapphira was not present when her husband died. “There elapsed an interval of about three hours, and his wife came in, not knowing what had happened” (v. 7). Sapphira was oblivious to her husband’s fate, perhaps thinking she would make a grand entrance, with everyone admiring her for the great act of generosity she and Ananias had done.
c) Peter immediately confronted her: “Tell me whether you sold the land for such and such a price?” And she said, “Yes, that was the price” (v. 8). This was a deliberate lie, proving that she and her husband had conspired together to commit a premeditated act of hypocrisy.
d) Peter was as direct as he had been with Ananias: “Why is it that you have agreed together to put the Spirit of the Lord to the test? Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they shall carry you out as well” (v. 9). 
e) She never even had the opportunity to respond. “She fell immediately at his feet, and breathed her last; and the young men came in and found her dead, and they carried her out and buried her beside her husband” (v. 10).

13. Judgment Must Begin at the House of God
a) God is serious about the purity of the church. This was an early and unforgettable lesson about how God views sin among the fellowship of believers. In essence, God was saying, “I am not playing church. I will not trifle with sinners. I am not interested in user-friendliness. I desire righteousness, truth, and sincere hearts.” He thus served notice that He is deadly serious. The church is no social gig.
b) What was the result of this episode? Again, “Great fear came upon the whole church” (5:11). 
c) You can be certain there was a lot of careful self-examination going on in the Jerusalem church that day. And that was the point. God was purifying His church. He wanted His people to take sin seriously. He wanted to discourage shallow commitment. He wanted the people to fear Him. 
d) The church meets to worship God, and that demands the confrontation of sin. Here the Lord gives us the very basic model for the church’s meeting—sin is dealt with fiercely. The issue is not what unbelievers think about such severity; it is what God thinks about such iniquity.
e) Surely in first-century Jerusalem there were a lot more contemptible sinners than Ananias and Sapphira. What about Herod, for example? Why didn’t God strike him dead? As a matter of fact, He ultimately did (cf Acts 12:18–23). 
f) But as Peter wrote, “It is time for judgment to begin with the household of God” (1 Peter 4:17). God judges His own people before He turns His wrath on pagans.
g) Can the church avoid God’s judgment? Yes, but only by purifying herself. After warning the Corinthians that God was already judging sinning church members with sickness and deatGentile and a taxgathererh, Paul told them, “If we judged ourselves rightly, we should not be judged” (1 Cor. 11:31). 
h) In other words, it is the job of faithful church members to maintain the church’s purity. Frankly, this is a far more powerful word to unbelievers about reality than some bland and light-hearted talk intended to make them feel welcome and accepted. 
i) This lets the unbeliever know that the church is a holy people and is not for unrepentant sinners, but for the redeemed ones who love righteousness.
j) We maintain purity by following the process Jesus outlined in the eighteenth chapter of Matthew: “If your brother sins, go and reprove him in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother. But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed. And if he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer” (vv. 15–17). 
k) We refer to this process as “church discipline.” It may not seem like a very user-friendly concept, but it is what God commands. His design is to purify the church and thus to bless and protect His people from His judgment. 
l) Paul wrote, “When we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord in order that we may not be condemned along with the world” (1 Cor. 11:32).
m) Jesus went on to say, “Truly I say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven. For where two or three have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst” (Matt. 18:18–20). 
n) Remember, in this context our Lord was describing how to deal with sin in the fellowship. The point is that Christ carries out His own will in the church through the discipline process. “I am in their midst” means He personally works in and through believers to purify His church as they follow the steps He outlined. The effect is that repentant believers are restored (their sin is “loosed” from them), and hardhearted sinners are exposed and ousted from the fellowship (their sin is “bound” to them). If we don’t follow this process and keep the church pure, He will intervene in judgment (1 Cor. 11:30).

14. Knowing the Terror of the Lord, We Persuade Men
a) God’s judgment against Ananias and Sapphira had an effect beyond the fellowship of believers: “Great fear came upon … all who heard of these things” (Acts 5:11). 
b) Verse 13 says unbelievers did not dare associate with them! This is precisely the opposite of the user-friendly philosophy that is so popular today. Instead of luring people to church by making them feel comfortable and secure, God used fear to keep unbelievers away.
c) The fear of God was a central doctrine in the early church, as in the Old Testament. Unbelievers and believers alike were taught to fear Him. None but a rank fool would deal frivolously with God. It was that very fear that drew people for salvation and kept them obedient. Salvation doesn’t come from wanting to join the fun and end emotional pain—it comes when the heart cries out for deliverance from sin!
d) The contemporary user-friendly movement aims for just the opposite. Rather than arousing fear of God, it attempts to portray Him as fun, jovial, easygoing, lenient, and even permissive. 
e) Haughty sinners who ought to approach God in terror (cf Luke 18:13) are emboldened to presume on His grace. Sinners hear nothing of divine wrath. This is as wrong as preaching rank heresy.
f) As we learn from the account of Ananias and Sapphira, God’s wrath is not to be taken lightly. Peter wrote, “If [judgment] begins with us first, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?” (1Pet. 4:17). 
g) Paul spoke of divine wrath as one of the primary motivations for evangelism: “Therefore knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11).
15. Where Is User-Friendliness Taking the Church?
a) Too many who have embraced the user-friendly trend have not carefully pondered how user-friendliness is incompatible with true biblical theology. 
b) It is, at its heart, a pragmatic, not a biblical, outlook. It is based on precisely the kind of thinking that is eating away at the heart of orthodox doctrine. It is leading evangelicalism into neo-modernism and putting churches in the fast lane on the down-grade.
c) The answer, of course, is not an unfriendly church, but a vibrant, loving, honest, committed, worshiping fellowship of believers who minister to one another like the church in Acts chapter 4—but who eschew sin, keep one another accountable, and boldly proclaim the full truth of Scripture. 
d) People who have no love for the things of God may not find such a place very user-friendly. But God’s blessing will be on the fellowship of true believers, because that is what He ordained the church to be like. And He will add to the church, as He promised.
2 2     Cited in John Dart, “Protestant Churches Join the Fold, Fill Pews with Saturday Services,” Los Angeles Times (15 September 1991), B3. 
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11 11     This passage is one of the proofs for the deity and personality of the Holy Spirit. In verse 3 Peter said Ananias had lied to the Holy Spirit. In verse 4 he tells Ananias, “You have not lied to men, but to God.” The Holy Spirit is God. By lying to the apostles about what he was doing, Ananias had committed an even greater offense against the Holy Spirit. 
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