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Pray 

!
Text: Acts 4:32-5:11 [Daniel F. reads] 
32Now the full number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one said that any 
of the things that belonged to him was his own, but they had everything in common. 33And with 
great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and 
great grace was upon them all. 34There was not a needy person among them, for as many as 
were owners of lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold 35and laid 
it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need. 36Thus Joseph, who was 
also called by the apostles Barnabas (which means son of encouragement), a Levite, a native of 
Cyprus, 37sold a field that belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 
!
1But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property, 2and with his wife’s 
knowledge he kept back for himself some of the proceeds and brought only a part of it and laid it 
at the apostles’ feet. 3But Peter 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? 4While it remained unsold, 
did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal? Why is it that you 
have contrived this deed in your heart? You have not lied to man but to God.” 5When Ananias 
heard these words, he fell down and breathed his last. And great fear came upon all who heard of 
it. 6The young men rose and wrapped him up and carried him out and buried him. 7After an 
interval of about three hours his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. 8And Peter said to 
her, “Tell me whether you sold the land for so much.” And she said, “Yes, for so much.” 9But Peter 
said to her, “How is it that you have agreed together to test the Spirit of the Lord? Behold, the feet 
of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out.” 
10Immediately she fell down at his feet and breathed her last. When the young men came in they 
found her dead, and they carried her out and buried her beside her husband. 11And great fear 
came upon the whole church and upon all who heard of these things. 
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Outline 

1. Intro: Controversial Story 

!
2. Confronted With Our Pride 

1. We judge God — we think he’s being too severe; harsh 

2. Postmodern secularism: “No harm done” (Mike Greenberg comment) 

3. But God looks at the heart (1 Samuels 16:7) and tests the mind (Jeremiah 17:10) 

4. God is the judge of right and wrong, not us 

What’s your bottom-line of good and evil: God or society? 

!
3. A Spirit-Formed Community; Not A Cult 

1. Warning: 

1. Not Christian hippies whose lifestyle is impractical to reproduce  

2. Not communistic: Not forced to give away their possessions 

2. Charity was supernaturally stimulated by the Holy Spirit 

3. Fulfilled Matthew 6:33: “seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and 

all these things will be added to you.” 

4. Barnabas vs. Ananias and Sapphira 

!
4. Judgment Was Rare (Contrary to popular opinion) 

1. People mistakenly think judgment like this is common in the Bible. 

2. Instances of judgment preceded by long periods of patience and explicit warnings 

1. Flood (Gen. 6): Conservatively, God waited almost 2000-yrs to judge humanity 

while they engaged in rebellious sin.  

2. Sodom & Gomorrah (Gen. 18-19): Spared if Abraham would have continued to 

advocate for them. 

3. Achan (Joshua 6-7): Achan and his family were killed and Israel lost a battle 

because he plundered Jericho after God warned the Israelites not to. 
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4. Exile (Daniel; Jeremiah; Isaiah; etc.): God warned Israel for hundreds of years to 

repent or they would be conquered by foreign nations. 

3. The Bible is a story about a holy God forming a holy people. 

!
5. The Church: A Holy People 

1. Verses on the story of God forming his people: 

1. Deuteronomy 7:6: “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The 

Lord your God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, 

out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.” 

2. Isaiah 62:12: “And they shall be called The Holy People, The Redeemed of 

the Lord; and you shall be called Sought Out, A City Not Forsaken.” 

3. Matthew 5:13-16: “13 You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its 

taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything 

except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet. 14 “You are the 

light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Nor do people 

light a lamp and put it under a basket, but on a stand, and it gives light to all 

in the house. 16In the same way, let your light shine before others, so that 

they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in 

heaven.” 

4. 1 Peter 4:17: Judgment begins “at the household of God.” 

2. God is forming a holy people whose lives will arrest the attention of the lost, 

causing them to hope in him! 

!
6. We are all Ananias & Sapphira. 

1. We lie, cheat, manipulate, tolerate bitterness, mean, uncharitable, rage, etc. 

2. This is what makes is hard for our friends and family to believe in the goodness of 

Jesus. The transformation they seek they can’t locate in us. 
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3. This was the shot across the bow of the early church to keep them honest. To keep 

them walking in the fear of God 

4. That shot is still heard around the world today. Ananias and Sapphira's judgment 

should be ours.  

5. Fear of God. 

!
7. Conclusion: What About Grace? 

1. Grace is only compatible with a broken heart - one that really believes in its need 

for God. 

2. The Ananias and Sapphira incident is intended to remind us that on our best day, 

we are sinners who need God’s grace. 

3. His grace is waiting for you… 

!
Manuscript 

1. A CONTROVERSIAL STORY 

We’re going to talk about one of the more controversial and unsettling passages of 

Scripture in the Bible this morning. This is one of those passages that most preachers try 

to avoid. It’s the story of Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, who both lied to the apostles and, 

consequently, God killed them on the spot. What’s even more unsettling about this story is 

all they did was sell their property, keep part of the proceeds, and gave the rest to the 

apostles. It was a lie, but not about anything of great consequence, right? The implication 

in the text seems pretty clear that they presented their offering as though they were giving 

all the proceeds of the sale to the apostles. But still, it’s not like they murdered someone, 

right? It’s not like they were a party to some sort of mutiny, leading to a church split. They 

let on that they were giving more money to the apostles than was the case. Something we 

would call a fib or white lie today.  

!
2. Confronted With Our Pride 
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Right off the bat, this text confronts us with our own pride. The very fact that almost all of 

you - if not every one of you - are sympathetic to my opening comments shows us the 

depth of our opposition to God, even amongst believers. “Why  would God kill someone 

for only lying?”  How different our view of good and evil is compared to God’s. By reacting 

so incredulously to the way God dealt with Ananias and Sapphira, we may not realize it, 

but we are judging God. We are, in essence, saying that God’s opinion is incorrect. Off-

base. Skewed. Oppressive. Severe. We are impugning God’s judgment, we are implicitly 

calling God to give an account for his actions. We are saying that his ways don’t square 

with what is “normal” and that he owes us an explanation. He must give us an account for 

his behavior. We are God’s judges.  

!
We’re almost irresistibly compelled to say, “It was just a lie. No harm done.”  Let’s consider 

that. This seems to have become the fundamental basis of how to determine good and 

evil in our culture. Just this last week, a high-profile college football player was disciplined 

for the compensation he received for signing autographs. This player, a Heisman Trophy 

candidate - the award for college’s most valuable player -  is now sidelined indefinitely. No 

one knows if he will play again this year. On a sports radio show I was listening to this 

week, the host asked the question, “What harm was done? Who was hurt by this?”  Many 

of us in the church sympathize with this line of reasoning. At this point, I’m not talking 

about the particular issue with the football player, but, rather, the idea which has taken root 

in our society that what determines right and wrong is whether or not someone has been 

injured. If not one has been hurt, then no wrong has been committed. 

!
My friends, this is entirely unbiblical. The scriptures teach us that “the Lord looks at the 

heart” (1 Samuel 16:7). It teaches us that God searches the heart and tests the mind 

(Jeremiah 17:10). He exposes the motives of the heart (1 Corinthians 4:5). In God’s eyes, 

the basis of right and wrong doesn’t end with behavior or whomever is wounded by our 

transgressions. The bottom line is the condition of our hearts. If God never judges the 

heart, imagine the sin that would never go addressed: lust, anger, bitterness, jealousy, 
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unbelief, and the like. I’m certainly no expert, but I’ve seen enough anecdotal evidence 

over the years to become thoroughly convinced that when this stuff goes unaddressed in 

our hearts, it does tremendous damage to us.  

!
God is the one who determines good and evil, right from wrong. And regardless of the 

practical implications in our lives of what harm a little white lie can do, the question has 

always been and will always be this: Is God in charge? If he is, then he gets to decide right 

and wrong. And us, well, we’re the ones with the strange point-of-view. We’re the ones 

who need to explain why we tolerate views on right and wrong that are contrary to God’s. 

What’s your bottom-line of good and evil: God or society? 

!
3. A SPIRIT-FORMED COMMUNITY 

One warning as we move forward in this text: Let us not approach this as so many often 

do, either viewing these people as a bunch of Christian hippies that practiced radical 

communal living, sitting around campfires singing “Kumbaya” - the kind of community that 

is impossibly reproducible in our commuter culture. The other mistake would be to assume 

that these people were part of a communist sort of society in which the apostles forced 

them to share their assets for the common good. This is simply not true. Nowhere in the 

text does it say that this is the case. Even as we get down to the story of Ananias and 

Sapphira, the issue wasn’t that they held back proceeds from the sale of their property. 

The issue was that they misrepresented themselves, lying to the apostles, telling them that 

the money they were contributing was the total sale amount of their property.  

!
Keep in mind that all these people had were each other. They were a religious minority. 

They were a threatened, ostracized community that drew strength from each others’ 

support and friendship. In a world that used to be so familiar - a world they called “home,” 

they were now strangers in a strange land. It seems pretty evident to me that their uncanny 

intimacy and shared lives were promoted by the Holy Spirit, who was forming their 

community. (This is the story that we see playing out through the first five chapters of Acts 
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- a Spirit-formed community.)  Notice the verbiage used here in verses 33-34: “And with 

great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, 

and great grace was upon them all. 34There was not a needy person among them…”   

!
Their unity of the Spirit was just that - unity created by, birthed by the Spirit. God provided 

for them! Look again at the beginning of verse 34: “There was not a needy person among 

them.”  They had no needs. Thousands of people. All provided for by the Spirit. But notice 

that the way the Spirit provided for them was by the means of the church.  

!
Money wasn’t mysteriously deposited in their bank accounts at First Jerusalem Bank. 

Fluffy white sheep didn’t gently descend from the heavens into their pastures. Fish didn’t 

begin jumping into their nets. New crops didn’t materialize overnight. God provided for 

them through the corporate generosity of the church. The Spirit stimulated faith. The Spirit 

stimulated the new believers to immerse themselves in the body of Christ. The Spirit 

stimulated compassion amongst the new believers for each other. The Spirit stimulated a 

selfless generosity. God was caring for the body through the body. This brings me back to 

Matthew 6. It was Jesus’ first recorded sermon. He was ministering to a crowd of 

peasants on a hill overlooking the Sea of Galilee. He was telling them what it was like to 

live in God’s kingdom, under God’s reign. He warns them to avoid becoming prey to the 

worldview that the sweet-spot of life is the accumulation of earthly riches. He warns them 

that any compromise in this area opens disastrous floodgates from which our loyalty to 

Christ will be swept away. “No one can serve two masters,” he says (6:24). You will end up 

hating one of them - Jesus or money. And to be crystal clear, Jesus isn’t tacitly admitting 

that money and material possessions are superior to him. He’s not threatened! He's saying 

that the love of money deadens our spiritual senses, deceiving us, causing us to believe 

the lie that money is better than Jesus. Then he addresses the root of this idolatry: Anxiety. 

Jesus says to intentionally reject the compulsion to worry about food, drink, clothing, and 

how long we will live. Rather, Jesus teaches, “seek first the kingdom of God and his 

righteousness, and all these things will be added to you” (6:33). And here are the gathered 
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believers, only several years later experiencing God’s provision for them. (This is another 

reason we believe so much in Missional Communities and want you so badly to be a 

committed part of one. We want you to experience both the miracle of God’s provision to 

you from the body and the miracle of God’s provision through you to the body. 

!
Barnabas 

Interestingly, Acts 4 concludes with a comment about a man named Joseph - also known 

as Barnabas - who stepped out of the shadows of obscurity and laid everything that he 

had at the apostles feet to distribute to the poor. This man, Barnabas, would one day be 

an apostle. A travel companion of Paul’s. One day down the road (in Acts 12), unbelieving, 

pagan Greeks in a town called Lystra will refer to him as Zeus. But what first sets apart 

Barnabas before he ever becomes an apostle is not his teaching ability. It’s not his ability to 

hold a crowd in the palm of his hand. It’s not his savvy organizational leadership skills. It’s 

his self-emptying generosity. But more than that, it was likely a love for the Lord Jesus 

Christ and his church that motivated him. Luke almost certainly brings up Barnabas as the 

antithesis of Ananias and Sapphira to laud and promote the virtue of rooting ourselves in 

our church community and living in such a way that we holistically care for one another. 

!
4. Judgment In The Bible 

Now to the unsettling judgment of Ananias and Sapphira - which happened, incidentally, 

before they had any chance to even repent. There is this notion that events such as this 

are normal in the Bible times. Miracles of various sorts, including judgments like this were 

not only random, but ordinary. But this is simply not true. What we most often see in the 

Bible are instances of judgment preceded by long periods of God’s relenting patience and 

when God does judge, he first warns those who are sinful to repent. 

• Genesis 6 (Flood): Leading up to the Great Flood, no one really knows how long God 

waited to judge humanity for its exponentially increasing rebellion. But even the most 
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conservative estimates put it just under 1700 years!   God waited almost 2,000-years 1

to judge the earth for its sin! The message? God will judge sin, but, in his mercy, is 

willing to wait millennia to do it.  

• Genesis 18-19 (Sodom & Gomorrah): The destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah 

could have been averted entirely, despite the debauchery of their sin, if Abraham 

didn’t become squeamish in advocating for them before God. In Genesis 18, God 

declared to Abraham his intent to destroy Sodom. Abraham asked if God would 

spare it if he could find 50 righteous men there. But Abraham knew that there 

probably weren’t that many, so he asked for  45, then talked God down to 40, then 

30, then 20, but he stopped at 10! The implication is that God wanted Abraham to 

keep going and would even spare the city if just one righteous person was found 

there, but Abraham gave up. The message? God hates sin and wants his people to 

advocate for their redemption. 

• Joshua 6-7 (Achan): In Joshua 6-7, at last, Israel crosses the Jordan River to take 

possession of the Promised Land, the land flowing with milk and honey. Their first 

battle will set the tone: the mighty Jericho, seemingly impenetrable because of its 

massive walls. But God tells them to march around the city in silence and after 

seven-days, to blow their trumpets and watch God. But God gave them a warning. 

Because this will be their first conquest, nothing may be plundered. It all belongs to 

God. To take anything will bring on great trouble upon all the nation of Israel. So 

conquered the city they did. Upon their shout, the walls collapsed and the armies of 

Israel streamed into the city, destroying it. But there was one presumptuous warrior, 

Achan. He selfishly kept valuables for himself. The Israelites then attacked another 

city called Ai, a far less threatening city, which only required that they send a portion 

of their troops. But they were defeated. Joshua was devastated. He fell on his face, 

pleading with God as to why this would happen. God responded to him that Israel 

has no chance in any future military conflicts until Achan’s sin is addressed. And 
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addressed it was as Achan and his whole family were stoned. The message? 

Disobedience, no matter how harmless, to live fully in opposition to God.  

• Daniel, Jeremiah, etc. (Exile): Daniel, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and other Old Testament 

prophets speak of Israel’s most defeating, humiliating experience: the Babylonian 

Exile. For hundreds of years, God had warned his people that they were to 

authentically worship him, dedicating their hearts to him, not just go through the 

motions of the Temple liturgy. Worship was more than holy convocations and 

gatherings. It was about refusing to worship idols, avoiding military treaties with 

pagan nations, it was about making sure that they cultivated a just society in which 

the poor, the widow, the orphan, and the alien were cared for and treated with 

dignity. These are relentlessly recurring ideas throughout the entire Old Testament. 

But they didn’t. So after hundreds of years of merciful patience, God allowed the 

northern kingdom, Israel, to fall to the Assyrians (this was about 700+ years before 

Christ). A hundred years later, God allowed the Babylonians to invade and destroy 

Judah, carrying away much of the remaining population into exile. The message? 

God intends that his followers take his commands seriously.  

!
These stories all seem severe and unsettling. But they all have a common thread. The 

Bible is a story about a holy God forming a holy people.  

!
5. The Church: A Holy People 

What seems to be happening with Ananias and Sapphira is precisely this very thing: The 

church has just launched. The New Covenant has just been inaugurated. A new kind of 

people are emerging in a way that is totally unprecedented in human history in that the 

Spirit commonly dwells in the hearts of his people. God is forming his people, the people 

of God. This is what the Scriptures had been anticipating for millennia: 

• Deuteronomy 7:6: “For you are a people holy to the Lord your God. The Lord your 

God has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the 
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peoples who are on the face of the earth.”  But they failed, so they were eventually 

punished with exile, but… 

• Isaiah 62:12: “And they shall be called The Holy People, The Redeemed of the Lord; 

and you shall be called Sought Out, A City Not Forsaken.”  Isaiah foresees a day 

when Israel will be restored… 

• Matthew 5:13-16: “13 You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how 

shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown 

out and trampled under people’s feet. 14 “You are the light of the world. A city set on 

a hill cannot be hidden. 15 Nor do people light a lamp and put it under a basket, but 

on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house. 16In the same way, let your light 

shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your 

Father who is in heaven.”  This is why… 

• 1 Peter 4:17: Judgment begins “at the household of God.”   

!
God is forming a holy people, a city not forsaken, set on a hill that cannot be hidden 

because of the light of its holiness. Why? God is forming a holy people whose lives will 

arrest the attention of the lost, causing them to hope in him!  

!
6. We are all Ananias & Sapphira. 

But herein lies the problem for many of us, especially in our town like ours filled with so 

many who affiliate with Christianity. We are more like Ananias and Sapphira than we realize. 

So many who claim to follow Jesus lie, cheat, manipulate, rage, medicate with addiction, 

are uncharitable, mean-spirited, vengeful and hateful, withholders of forgiveness, pursuers 

of greed, harsh, and you know the rest of it…It’s this that alienates unbelieving people from 

the church and, thus, from God. It’s this that keeps people who lack hope from turning to 

God because the transformation they seek they don’t see in us.  

!
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The notorious legacy of Ananias and Sapphira screams at us from beyond the grave. I 

think about the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16. I imagine them, like the 

rich man, begging God from deep in the fires of judgment, pleading with God to send 

someone to us, the church, to remind us to fear God. Avoid dropping our guards. Don’t 

slip into the mold of society, becoming less and less like the great God who has redeemed 

us. 

!
The judgment of Ananias and Sapphira is the only one like it recorded in the New 

Testament in which people immediately drop dead because of their sin. But just because 

this isn’t common doesn’t meant that God doesn’t care anymore; that he’s softened his 

stance toward sin. Just because this happened so long ago doesn’t mean that it doesn’t 

speak to us now, calling us to the walk closely with God in the fear of God. This story will 

always serve as a shot across the bow of the church on every continent and in every 

generation. Fear God. 

!
7. We Deserve Their Fate —> Grace 

The truth is that all of us - every one of us without exception - deserve the same fate as 

Ananias and Sapphira. Let him who has no sin cast the first stone. We share their guilt for 

sins “that don’t hurt anyone.”  “But, Chris, what about grace?”  My friend, Grace is only 

compatible with a broken heart - one that really believes in its need for God.  And some of 

us just don’t think we need grace all that much. The story of Ananias and Sapphira 

reminds us that no matter the gravity of our sin, we have all committed high treason 

against the Living God. We are all broken - deeply broken. If you believe that, then grace is 

waiting for you. Grace is pursuing you. Grace will save and transform you.  

!
Prayer 

!
The Lord’s Supper
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