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PLEASE SEE CURRICULUM ANNOUNCEMENT BELOW  

 
Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in the “discussion.” I hope that all are doing well. Below are notes that I prepared for the 
November 22 class. As members know, in class I would convert a number of the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion. I guess 
these notes should best be understood as points that I would hope to raise in discussion. I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the 
beginning of each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?” 
 
The scripture selection is Acts 4: 32 - 5:11. The key verse is Acts 4:32: “Now the whole group of those who 
believed were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything 
they owned was  held in common.” It is the familiar, if somewhat bizarre, story of Ananias and his wife who 
died (actually were apparently struck down) for withholding a part of a large contribution that they were 
making. They were condemned more for lying to garner approbation from the congregation than for secretly 
keeping some of the funds, but both sins were considered egregious.  
 
It is early in the history of the new church as told by Luke in Acts of the Apostles. Jewish Christians in the 
early Jerusalem church are being persecuted by traditional Jews for joining the Jesus movement. Some lose 
their jobs and suffer other economic retaliation; all are excluded from the synagogue (the Second Temple had 
been destroyed by the Romans in 70 AD). The Jerusalem church asks members to contribute to help their 
fellows who suffer economic privation for their beliefs. Some members (apparently all who can afford to do 
so) make generous contributions, selling land or possessions to raise funds for the support of the financially 
deprived members. It is noteworthy that scholars believe that the early churches were not, contrary to what is 
generally believed, typically communistic societies in which all possessions were owned in common and 
shared equally. The sharing that is the subject of this week’s story was, according the the lesson writer, pretty 
much limited to the Jerusalem church and was for the purpose of helping members who were suffering 
financial privation due to opposition from traditional Jews.   
 
The lesson writer argues that the story of Ananias applies to the church today. Sharing from love for fellow 
man was vital to the early church; it continues to be vital today. “The action was not mandated by any civil 
authority. It was not the result of some economic theory.” To think that the early church mandated 
membership in a politically structured communal arrangement takes away from the message of the Ananias 
story. Ananias and his wife were not punished for failing to share (as were citizens of Bolshevik Russia). 
Members gave from the heart insofar as they were able. Rather, Ananias and Sapphira were punished for lying 
about their giving. Their lying to retain some of the funds and to gain the admiration of the congregation by 
pretending to give more than they actually gave undermined the church. The church could not survive if 
members subverted Jesus’ teachings by lying about giving, making giving not about love but about gaining 
status among the group or about being more concerned for one’s own economic status than the needs of 
others. The church’s stability would also be threatened if its recognized leader, Peter, could so easily be 
thwarted. 
 
The question of capital punishment in this story can be troublesome, but I think that it is not the focus. The 
Oxford Bible Commentary says that Luke intended the story to enhance Peter’s standing among the disciples 
— certainly not as an executioner, but as one authorized to define right behavior for members and to condemn 
persons who ignored Jesus’ teachings and persons who lied to God, putting “the Spirit of the Lord to the test.” 
It is not clear that the Spirit of the Lord took the lives of Ananias and his wife although such an idea would 
have been understood by Jews familiar with the story of Uzzah (2 Samuel 6: 2-7) who was struck down by 
God for touching the Ark — an unforgivable offense even though he was trying to keep the Ark from falling 
over. It seems likely that Luke the physician inferred that the two died from intense humiliation and shame — 
literally mortification.  
 
The lesson writer asks, “How should the Church’s funding and program be organized?  He argues that giving 
only to help members in need is not enough, saying “Christians should take care of one another, but if they 



have the means, they need to look beyond their own group.” “What’s more, “ he continues, “those who can 
should be trying to change the economic and political situations that push people into difficult straits.” This, 
he says, means helping at the level of the individual — assisting those who suffer loss of job, who are injured, 
who lose their home and possessions to natural disaster. It also means helping at the level of government — 
for example, supporting policies addressing the cost of drugs, the opioid epidemic, the availability of health 
care, etc., or supporting leaders who strive to solve such social and economic problems. 
 
The lesson writer calls for Christians to be involved in government and politics to help others —government 
being how scarce resources are divided among a nation’s people, politics being the question of who has the 
power to decide on that allocation. The question is: Who governs? We must share with our members to help 
meet their needs. But, we are also enjoined to share with those outside our immediate membership to the 
extent that we are able to do so. However, on the societal scale, decisions about helping must be made largely 
by government simply because of the scale of the problems. If we are to seek to help bring about the Kingdom 
of God on Earth, we must attempt to change policies that keep people downtrodden. We must choose leaders 
who strive to ensure justice for all regardless of their economic or social ideology. We do these things, not 
because of ideology, but because we are followers of Christ who are called to see the value of all humans, to 
do for “the least of these — my brothers.” 
 
Throughout this Quarter, the lesson writer has admonished us to look beyond ideology, to determine 
need by listening to those in need rather than defining need (or not) by our ideology, to recognize the 
presence of God in all persons and to seek commonalities with those whose ideologies oppose ours to 
solve social and economic problems. The challenge is quite radical but the approach to meeting it is 
quite pragmatic. The lesson writer, like Marcus Borg in Reading the Bible Again For the First Time, 
is saying get involved, demand change while also warning against ideologies that divide — causing 
hatred others because of their beliefs, replacing the worth of all in the sight of God with a litmus of 
worth according to beliefs. In this week’s lesson he adds that we are to expose those, including 
ourselves (know thyself), who “game the system,” who want to give as little as possible while 
claiming great amounts. He argues that we must demand justice — not accepting half measures from 
ourselves or from those in power.  
 
The lesson writer’s prayer for this week is: “Gracious God, you have shared your love for us in Jesus. 
You ask that we share that love with others. Help us to consider carefully the many ways we can 
share your love. Amen.” 
 
ANNOUNCEMENT:  For this Advent Season, we will discuss Light of the World: A Beginner’s 
Guide to Advent by noted Bible scholar Amy Jill Levine. Vanderbilt professor Levine brings a very 
interesting and important Hebrew Bible perspective to the story of Jesus’ birth as she is a Jewish 
scholar of the Christian Bible. One of the many favorable reviews of the book refers to her 
“characteristic insight, graciousness, humor, and deep respect for these biblical writings.”  
 
The class studied Light of the World last Advent Season and decided that the book was so interesting 
and insightful that it merited a second study. Any others who wish to have Light of the World for 
this discussion should let me know as soon as possible so an order can be placed.   


