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The Church – the people who love one another 
 

Acts 4:32-37 
All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was 
his own, but they shared everything they had. 33 With great power the apostles continued to 
testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus and much grace was upon them all. 34 There were 
no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned land or houses sold 
them, brought the money from the sales 35 and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was 
distributed to anyone who had need. 36 Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles 
called Barnabas (which means “son of encouragement”), 37 sold a field he owned and brought 
the money and put it at the apostles’ feet. 
 
1 John 3:16-24 
This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay 
down our lives for our brothers. 17 If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in 
need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? 18 Dear children, let us not 
love with words or speech but with actions and in truth. 
19 This then is how we know that we belong to the truth and how we set our hearts at rest in 
his presence 20 whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he 
knows everything. 21 Dear friends, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before 
God 22 and receive from him anything we ask, because we obey his commands and do what 
pleases him. 23 And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ, and 
to love one another as he commanded us. 24 Those who obey God’s commands lives in him, 
and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us: We know it by the Spirit he gave 
us. 
 
The Church is people. We said that last week. This is the most important thing we can say 
about the Church; it is clearly the Bible’s picture of the church – the church is people. We are 
a people who belong to God and who belong together, not a building, not an institution, not 
the “clergy”. The church is the wondrous variety of people who believe in Jesus and who 
belong to Him. Is that how we see ourselves? We’re going to repeat this idea over and over 
again for the next few weeks, and then look at the qualities of the church. What does this 
people look like? What should this people look like? Today, the church is a people who love 
one another. 
 
“See how these Christians love one another”. This saying is attributed to the early church 
theologian Tertullian; he is imagining how the pagans would react to the church in his city. He 
imagined that these pagans would be impressed by the quality of love that the Christians 
demonstrated in their dealings with one another. A more cynical view comes from a more 
contemporary theologian, Ian Henderson: “one suspects that the heathen who marvelled at 
the way Christians loved one another didn’t know them very well.” I can see both sides: we 
know that Christians are capable of the most extraordinary acts of self-sacrifice in love for 
one another, but we also know that churches have the greatest capacity for falling apart 
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because an astonishing lack of love for one another. The cameo of the church in the book of 
Acts shows us a people who love one another! 
 
“All the believers were one in heart and mind.” (Acts 4:32) This is Luke’s way of describing the 
life of the church; the believers were completely one together; they loved and supported one 
another; their attitude put into practice the new command that Jesus gave them, words with 
which we started this service. “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved 
you, so you must love one another.” (John 13:34) That love would be tested in the days to 
come in the story of Acts, but it would stand the test! The Christians loved one another in a 
supportive way, strengthening and encouraging one another. It was the way they thought; it 
was their deep-down attitude to one another. There was a deep oneness and unity in the 
hearts and minds of the Christians in the early church. They loved one another. 
 
That attitude of love was seen in one quite particular way in today’s reading: “No-one claimed 
that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had...There were no 
needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold 
them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet and it was distributed 
to anyone as he had need.” (Acts 4:32,34,35) This was their way of demonstrating their love 
for one another; they sold their possessions and gave the money to the apostles to share 
around the others who were in need; it was a practical demonstration of love – it helped 
people who were poor; it was a visible demonstration of love – people could see what you 
did! It was no stunt, but a genuine concern for people in need; people who had the means 
sold their property so that the poor could be helped. 
 
We’re introduced to Barnabas for the first time. He comes from Cyprus and Barnabas is his 
nickname, “son of Encouragement”. He certainly lives up to that name when we see him later: 
he is the disciple who brings Paul out to begin being a preacher of the gospel; they travelled 
together, visiting lots of places, introducing lots of people to Jesus, until in chapter 15 they go 
their separate ways. Here, Barnabas is introduced as the man who sells a field and brings the 
proceeds to the apostles for them to use to help someone in need. He shows his love for 
others by selling his property for the sake of someone who is poor. His “generosity and 
openness” really embody the ideal of love that is described here. If you want to see what love 
is, then look at Barnabas, giving his property to be sold so that nobody is in need. This is love 
in the most practical way; for the church, love is not some grand declaration of love, but is 
the most practical action of togetherness, making sure that everyone is cared for and nobody 
is suffering. 
 
This is the church as a people who love one another. This is surely what we aspire to be, the 
church a people who love one another. I don’t know what you make of this description of 
community life in the early church, but I find it profoundly moving. Here is a group of people 
so inspired by God that nothing is too much for them to do for one another. One imagines 
that people like Barnabas might be reasonably wealthy, but it is just possible that this is 
Barnabas’ only field and he is willing to give up his field for the sake of others. I’m also moved 
to contrast what I see here with what I see in the world around us today: it is a selfish and 
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self-centred world, where “me” comes first almost all of the time. Power, ego, wealth – these 
are the moving forces in our society, in our world; in our world, people will do what satisfies 
power, ego and wealth. The danger is that the church becomes infected with the love of 
power, ego and wealth too; that will kill any spirit of love for one another. 
 
We are challenged to love one another. It starts with the way that we think. “All the believers 
were one in heart and mind.” Can we say that about ourselves? I don’t think that means we 
have to agree on absolutely everything and that we can’t disagree, but I do think that it means 
being ready to humble ourselves for the sake of others and ready to give ourselves to care for 
people in need. That same attitude should be in all of us, ready to care for the interests of 
others and make sure that nobody is in need. We could list the ways in which we care for one 
another within the life of the congregation; we could list the ways in which we care for poor 
and needy people in the city and beyond. What we need to ensure is that everything on that 
list is inspired by a spirit of love for others, a genuine care for people in need. That love can 
even inspire us to add to do more, to give even sacrificially of our time, talents and money for 
the love of others. 
 
That spirit of love for one another goes against the grain of our ego-centred world. The people 
who love one another is a counter-cultural people. In our world, the poor more often feel 
forgotten and neglected, left to struggle along on their own, whether that is material poverty 
or spiritual and emotional poverty. People walk past on the other side of the street! To be a 
people who love one another is to be different, to walk to a different rhythm of life, to walk 
to Jesus’ rhythm. Is that a challenge we can rise to? Maybe you’re sitting thinking, “But we do 
all of that in this church!” So don’t be complacent. Is there anyone being left out, neglected, 
in need but unnoticed? Churches fall apart most often because of a lack of love for one 
another. Are we prepared to walk to Jesus’ rhythm of life and love one another more? 
 
The apostle John writes to a group of churches. He writes about lots of basic elements of the 
Christian faith, what Christians believe and how Christians live. In a few places in his first 
letter, he reflects on the quality of love. “God is love” is his basic notion and love is defined by 
Jesus giving His life. Then he writes this about our love: “If anyone has material possessions 
and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him? Dear 
children, let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.” (1 John 3:17,18) 
Don’t say that we are a loving church; show it! Put it into practice! Demonstrate love in the 
most practical ways by which we can care for people in need. We don’t boast or brag about 
how loving we are, but be inspired by the endless love that God has for us in Jesus and love 
one another more and more. That is this week’s challenge. 
 


