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Over 20 years ago, we attended a residential course and got into a discussion with one of the leaders. He 
recounted how he and a number of others, had a ministry of intentionally going to places, where they felt 
God leading them, and praying that God’s light would be brought to bear in those places. On one occasion, 
they spent one day, praying outside a number of the places where justice is enacted in Sydney, including 
court houses and police stations. He commented, that, in the months after that, news started hitting the 
media, about bribes being paid to police officers and the NSW Police Integrity Commission was eventually 
formed. They saw this as an answer to their prayer, in that God’s light and truth, was exposing darkness.  
Through Scripture, we read that those who are evil, make plots and schemes, which affect other people. 
However, Ps 37:7 tells us: “Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for him; do not fret when people 
succeed in their ways, when they carry out their wicked schemes.” Scripture also tells us that God sees 
what people do and will judge us all. In his prayer, David acknowledged that God desires truth / integrity 
in our innermost being. (Ps 51:6) God sees our hearts (1 Sam 16:7) and what is done in secret (Matt 6:4) 
It follows, that we should always remember, that God also sees all that is going on, inside of us.   
 
GETTING STARTED: Over the last 12 months, our regular routines around church and ministry have been 
upended. Have you found that you have re-assessed your activities and priorities over that period? What 
things were you doing, previously, out of ‘habit’ and ‘routine’? What new (healthy) habits have you created? 
What ‘bad’ habits have you developed – including things you probably should not be doing?  

 

READ: ACTS 4:32 – 5:11 
 

 What did you notice/ what things stood out, as you just read the passage?  
 

 What things did you take away from Phil’s sermon this week? 
 

 In this passage, we can see that there was a culture of generosity and sharing that had developed 
in the early church. This included the example of Barnabas, a Cypriot Levite, who sold land and 
gave the proceeds to the church. That Ananias and Sapphira contributed funds to the church was 
not a problem. The issue would appear to be that they had lied to the church leaders, by saying 
that they had contributed the whole of the proceeds of sale of the land – when, in fact, they had 
retained some of it. Peter highlighted that, at the outset, the land belonged to them and the funds 
belonged to them, so they could have done what they liked with both the land and the proceeds. 
They hadn’t just lied to the leaders, but also to the Holy Spirit.    

 When we discuss contributing to church offerings, we often broach that in terms of a ‘tithe’ or 10% 
of our income – even though that is an Old Testament concept. What does the example in Acts 
4:33-34 tell us, about how we should regard our financial resources, particularly when there are 
people in need, around us?  

  

 Scan through 2 Corinthians chapter 9. Paul wrote to the church in Corinth, telling them about the 
generosity of other churches, and the need to take up a collection for the Christians in Jerusalem.  
6 The point is this: the one who sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and the one who sows 
bountifully will also reap bountifully. 7 Each of you must give as you have made up your mind, not 
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver. 8 And God is able to provide you 
with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share 
abundantly in every good work. 9 As it is written, “He scatters abroad, he gives to the poor; his 
righteousness endures forever.”   

 What do these verses say about the attitudes that we need to have, when we give to God and 
contribute to the needs of others? What do they tell us about what God is like?  

 

 Phil cited a quote by Mark Devers: “The greatest threat to the gospel specific to today is the indirect 
challenge of pragmatism among evangelicals.” Another pastor has fleshed this out: 
“Let me define what I mean by “pragmatist.” It’s the approach that says a church can use any 
effective means to win people to Jesus, make disciples, grow the church, or build the kingdom. A 
church may adopt any structure, program, or strategy that “works” to reach people for Christ as 
long as the initiative isn’t obviously sinful. … First, pragmatism is exhausting. It takes a lot of work 
to be a pragmatist. You have to keep abreast of the latest ministry trends, read the newest how-to 
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books, and attend the conferences of the most successful churches. … Further, pragmatism is 
man-centred. I found this to be true in at least two ways. First, focusing on results inevitably means 
focusing on people’s in-the-moment status. Are they coming, staying, converting, giving, 
participating, or serving? If so, then keep doing what you’re doing because something is working. 
… the Bible actually had a lot to say about how to do church, far more than pragmatists want to 
admit. The Bible gives us more than just core doctrines or a few overarching ministry principles. It 
lays out a robust theological vision for local church ministry, centred on the gospel, with very 
practical implications. And so began a slow process of learning not to ask, “Will it work?” and 
instead asking questions like, “Does Scripture speak to this?” and “How should the gospel shape 
this decision?”  For the last seven years I’ve been reprogramming myself to think theologically 
about local church ministry.”1  

 Phil talked about the problem of making the focus of ‘church’ being on creating programs that 
provide entertainment, in order to bring in people, or on focussing on ‘numbers’ (or, more crudely, 
counting ‘bums on seats’). He turned the question around, from ‘What is it, that works?’ to ‘What is 
it, that God really wants?’ Is it about crowds or is it about discipleship? What is your response to 
the above quote(s)? What do you believe that God wants and demands of HIS church? 
 

  What things should we see happening, both in our church, and in the lives of people in our church, 
if we are seeking to be a church that honours God in all we do? 
 

 When J-L was speaking, a couple of weeks ago, he talked about ‘consecration’. In Rom 12, Paul 
talks about it in terms of offering ourselves as ‘living sacrifices’ to God. We are to give ourselves 
totally to God and not hold anything back. Similarly, this week, Phil challenged us with the comment 
that we often try to fit God to / into our lives, when – in reality - it is us, who need to fit / conform to 
what God requires of us. The perspective is stark: If we are at the centre, then we expect God to 
our bidding, while, if God is at the centre, we seek to honour him as our first priority.   

 If you consider your own routines and the amount of time you devote to personal prayer, what does 
it say about the priority of God in your life? If you consider your own devotional life and study of the 
Word (versus, say, time spent on the internet or watching tv or Netflix), what does it say about how 
much you prioritise what God has to say and what he requires of you? 

 

 One of the major contradictions in Scripture is found in John 15. In Jesus’ teaching about the Vine, 
he talks about us being the branches. We are expected to bear much fruit. Yet, the requirement for 
fruitfulness is not connected to how much ministry we do, but rather, by us ‘abiding’ in Christ. If we 
don’t ‘abide’ in Christ, we are as good as dead branches – which do not have any nourishment. 
Similarly, if we do not listen to his voice, we cannot be obedient to him, but rather, will just do what 
we think we need to do, rather than what God wants us to do. Doing any form of ministry – in the 
power of our own strength – and based on our own wisdom, rather than listening to the Spirit and 
reading the Word – is a very dangerous form of pragmatism.  

 One way to measure the effectiveness of ministries in our church, is to look at “fruitfulness”. This 
is a similar question, to those I have raised previously in this study … but, what “fruit” should we 
be seeing in our church, if we are faithful to the Great Commission in Matt 28?  
18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

 

REFLECTION: Pragmatism affects every part of our lives. In the case of Ananias and Sapphira, it affected 
their giving, by them devising a scheme where they would receive kudos from being generous, but also 
so that they could keep some funds for themselves. It can affect how we engage with ethics, including 
justifying behaviour that is unacceptable, by arguing that there is a ‘greater good’ to be gained from an 
action. In this passage of Scripture, two people who – on the face of it, were believers – thought that they 
could get away with not being completely truthful and by leading others to believe certain things about their 
actions, which were not in fact, true. There was one ‘reality’ which was visible to people and a different 
‘reality’, behind their actions and motivations. What they didn’t count on, was that God was able to and 
would reveal their duplicity and deception. At the end of the day, God will hold us to account. It is not just 
what we have said and done, but also our motives and thoughts that will be laid bare. God will shine a light 
into the dark places in our lives. Take time to search your heart and confess things that God shows you. 

 
1 https://www.9marks.org/article/pragmaticpastor/  
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