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Acts 5:1-6 

     The passage we heard read today from the book of Acts tells the story of a powerful event, some 

might even say scary, and one that was not forgotten in the history of the Church.  It came about during 

the church’s early days, as the followers of Jesus were trying to decide about how best to live in 

Christian community.  It was a powerful time in the life of the Church-the book of Acts tells us that the 

whole congregation of believers was united as one-one heart, one mind!  And as they lived their life of 

faith together, they gave generously of their financial resources to the leaders of the community of 

Jesus to help out any who were in need.  Apparently, some of the early Christians were wealthy people, 

who had land or houses that they owned, and sometimes they would sell them and take the proceeds 

and give them to the disciples of Jesus, now known as apostles, as a sign of their humility and 

submission to God, and as a way of helping the needy among them. 

   This was done during a set time of the week, when the apostles would come together and receive the 

gifts of the people, and I think a lot of people came, and I think there was a real celebration during those 

times!  And so we’re told in the chapter before this one that during one of those special congregational 

times a man named Barnabus, sold land that he owned, and brought the money and gave it as an 

offering to the apostles.  I’m sure that Peter and the other apostles praised Barnabus for his generosity, 

and the rest of the body of Christ all had a big celebration too!  Barnabus shortly afterwards was chosen 

to go with Paul on many of the missionary journeys that brought the gospel to whole new areas of Asia 

and Europe, and he became one of the great early leaders of the church. 

     And then we’re told that there was a man named Ananias who, with his wife Sapphira, sold some 

property, and said that he was doing it for the sake of the Christian community.  He brought part of the 

money to the apostles, but he claimed it was the full amount, and his wife had agreed to this deception.  

Now why do you think he would do that?  Why would he tell the church he was giving them the full 

proceeds from the sale, while really keeping back some for himself?  Was he trying to con the early 

church into making him a leader like Barnabus?  Well, on that day he came and gave his gift to the 

apostles, and I’m sure if you or I were in the congregation that day, we would have celebrated his gift 

just like we celebrated Barnabus’.   I mean, after all, here is someone who sold a field and is giving the 

proceeds to help out those in need-what could be more praiseworthy than that?   

      But imagine Ananias’ surprise and the surprise of everyone else gathered there that day when Peter 

said to him, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart?  You lied to the Holy Spirit, and you kept some of 

the money for yourself.  How could you do a thing like this?  You weren’t lying to us but to God.”   

Everyone froze, and you could have heard a pin drop in the room, and I am sure Ananias was wondering 

to himself, how did he know?.  You see, Peter had been given the spiritual gift of discernment, as we 

continue our sermon series this morning on spiritual gifts, or the biblical argument that every believer in 

Jesus Christ is given certain spiritual gifts that are to be used for the benefit of the whole body of Christ.  

We have now been talking about this for several weeks, and starting today, we want to give you the 

opportunity to find out what your spiritual gifts are-you can check that out in your bulletin. 



      Now the spiritual gift of discernment is the Spirit-given ability to tell a lie from the truth, to tell good 

from evil.  Peter used this gift to discern that Ananias was a person of the lie.  This was a term that was 

actually coined by Christian psychologist M. Scott Peck, who wrote the best selling book “The Road Less 

Traveled” back in the 1980’s.  Later on, he wrote the book “The People of the Lie”, in which he said that 

there are some really twisted, even, dare we say it, evil people out there who are sometimes drawn to 

the church, the body of Christ, because they know that they can do great mischief here.  Sometimes, we 

can think to ourselves that the Church is supposed to be the one place in the world where nothing bad 

ever happens, where people are always kind and loving to one another and where there is always 

healing and restoration.  That is the kind of place the Church is called to be, and the kind of place the 

early church was, but it needs people with the spiritual gift of discernment to keep it that way, because 

people of the lie can tear it apart.   

     And Ananias’ sin before God was not that he held money back from the sale of his property to the 

church.  He could have given none of the money from the sale of this property to the church, and it 

would not have been a sin.  Ananias’ sin was that he lied to the Church about how much he was giving 

them, so that he could look holy and spiritual-he and his wife decided to con the people of the church of 

Jesus Christ.  Probably this was so that he might be asked to be a leader in the community, someone 

that others looked up to and praised and followed.  He was being dishonest in order to gain power, 

because anyone could see that the early Christian community was destined to be a powerful force in the 

world.  And if he had gotten away with this con, if he had been asked to become one of the leaders of 

the early church, imagine how the early church’s authenticity and ability to be a real Christian 

community, a community built on honesty and truth and trust, how it would have been affected, 

because a lie would have entered into their midst, into their very leadership. 

     So to prevent people of the lie from doing their evil work, God does give certain people in the church 

the spiritual gift of discernment.  Now here are some signs of this gift-if these things are true of you, you 

probably have this spiritual gift.  If you just have the ability to sense deception in others with accuracy 

and appropriateness, or recognize inconsistencies in what someone else is saying when they are 

teaching, or if you have the gift of determining whether a word attributed to God is really authentic, 

then the whole body of Christ needs your insight.  Now obviously, the danger of this gift is that 

sometimes people who don’t have it pretend that they do, and they falsely accuse others of lying, and 

so the body of Christ needs to be aware of that possibility, but those who do truly have this gift are a 

real blessing to the whole community, as Peter was to the community of the early church.  

      Now as to how Peter knew that Ananias was lying, we don’t really know, but we just know that he 

did, and as soon as Peter said those words to him about his deception, Ananias fell to the floor and died, 

and after a little bit, some young men who were there wrapped him in a sheet and took him out and 

buried him.  And the same thing happens to his wife Sapphira when she comes in a little later, and she 

also lies to Peter and then to the church, and dies before everyone gathered there.  Can you imagine 

being present as a member of the church during this?  Maybe you come regularly to these gatherings of 

the apostles, and you witness Peter confronting Ananias and Sapphira, and then both of them dying.  

What would your reaction be?  You can see why there was great fear in the church, and yet also a new 

understanding that the Church of Jesus Christ is not just another organization in the world-it is not the 

Lions Club or the Flower Society or any other worthy secular group, but it is the living body of Christ, the 

community that is to share with the world Jesus, and to be His hands and feet and so it is critical that it 



be a place where lies and deceit and evil are cast out of its midst so that the Holy Spirit can reign in its 

life. 

     Obviously, we in the Boston area wish that more people in the church had had the spiritual gift of 

discernment during the clergy sex abuse scandal several years ago that was recently highlighted in the 

movie Spotlight.  We wish that people had been willing to stand up to the evil taking place around them, 

no matter what the cost.  So many children and their families might have been spared so much anguish 

if leaders of the church had taken action when they were first discerned the presence of this evil. 

     And we live in a time of discernment now, as Muslims around us are routinely treated with contempt 

and have an increasing number of hate crimes committed against them.  Christians, followers of Jesus, 

should be very concerned about people of other faiths being mistreated or ostracized, for we have 

experienced that in many different places in the world at many different points in history.  We need to  

to speak out and for our Muslim sisters and brothers, as we would wish others to speak out for us if the 

situation was reversed. 

     As some of you know, I spent a year in Egypt after college as a teacher.  While I was there, I quickly 

learned that the population was made up of something like 90% Muslim and 10% Christian, making 

Christians a small minority in the country.  And as a minority, Christians faced harassment and 

discrimination in the workplace, which occasionally erupted in violence.  Sadly, there were some Muslim 

groups in the country who would egg this on, and speak negatively about Christians and their role in the 

nation.  But fortunately, there were other Muslims who spoke up for the Christians, who put their own 

reputations on the line to make it clear that Egypt should not be a place of violence or discrimination, 

and that God would not want it to be so.  Their witness was so appreciated by the Christians, and was a 

powerful testimony to their faith in God.  May we as Christians be looked at in the same way whenever 

we confront those who would persecute Muslims, and may we have the spiritual gift of discernment 

about when those moments arise. 

     This morning, we together come to this Communion table, and it is a place where we can get real and 

honest with God and with one another.  Because there is one last place that the spirit of discernment 

can see that there is something that is not right, and it is in our own lives.  Usually, we try to hide what is 

going on from God, but please know today that God knows everything about you, the good and the bad, 

and yet still loves you and desires to set you free.  God desires from each of us the truth in our lives, so 

that we can build joyful, hopeful Christian communities that are beacons of light in our world.  Our 

preparation song for Communion today is called “How can it Be?”, and the words of the chorus in your 

bulletin are speaking to Jesus, “You plead my case.  You right my wrongs.  You broke my chains, You 

overcome.  You gave your life to give me mine.  You say that I am free-how can it be?”  We give so much 

thanks to You today Lord Jesus, that You do all that for us, as we celebrate at this table today, Amen. 


