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WELCOME: 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  

Acts 4:32-37 
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. 33 With great power the 

apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. 34 There 

was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and brought the 

proceeds of what was sold. 35 They laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had 

need. 36 There was a Levite, a native of Cyprus, Joseph, to whom the apostles gave the name Barnabas (which 

means “son of encouragement”). 37 He sold a field that belonged to him, then brought the money, and laid it at 

the apostles’ feet. 

SERMON 

• Today’s story is, well, complicated for me.  

• On the one hand, it contains a part that I really like and think we should all live into.  

• On the other hand, it contains a part that I don’t like at all and find deeply problematic. 

• The part I appreciate Karen just read.  

• But let me tell you about the other part right now—let’s just get it out-of-the-way.  

• It is the story of Ananias and Sapphira.  

• In it, we meet a married couple named Ananias, the husband, and Sapphira, the wife.  

• We learn at the beginning that the 2 of them had conspired to sell all of their property, keep 

some of the proceeds to themselves, and donate the rest to the church to be distributed as 

people had need.  

• The folks in charge of the distribution, at this point, are the apostles.  

• So Ananias comes before the apostles and tells them that this is absolutely all of the 

proceeds from their home sale.  

• He is keeping it to himself that he held back some of it.  

• Then the apostle Peter says, “Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to 

hold back some of the proceeds? The land was yours before you sold it, and after you sold it, 

the proceeds were at your disposal. How did you contrive this evil deed? You’ve not lied to 

us but to God.”  

• And then, before Ananias can answer, before he can defend himself or even repent, he is 

struck dead by God.  

• Just as some servants of the church have finished carrying his body out, Sapphira comes 

looking for him and basically repeats his lie.  

• And then she, too, is struck dead.  

• And, we are told, great fear seized the whole church. 

• Yikes. What a story! 

• It is very clear that their act of deceit is condemned and is why God kills them.  

• It also seems inferred that the act of holding back some of the funds is a contributing 

factor—though it is not the predominant reason that Peter says they are killed for.  

• He says, “you’ve not lied to us, but to God.” 

• So really, this passage gets interpreted a couple of different ways.  



• Either the only sin they committed was lying about their gift, which is the predominant view 

taken by more individualistic interpreters, or their sin is twofold, the act of deceit and also 

holding back some of the funds, which is the view taken by more community-oriented 

interpreters. 

 

• Now, can I tell you why I find this to be a deeply problematic passage?  

• This does not fit with my theology.  

• Simply put, I do not believe that God operates this way, smiting us for 1 regrettable choice 

instead of giving us the opportunity for repentance and the restoration of our relationship.  

• Where would we be if God killed us every time we lied to God? 

• Our churches would be graveyards. 

 

• So, before I start exegeting this passage and it’s gifts to us today, I want to start by 

acknowledging that it’s problematic.  

• And, I want to start us off with a question that I hope I get answers from you on.  

• What do you do when you are reading the Bible and come across problematic passages?  

• How do you deal with them?  

• Do you deal with them at all, or do you skip them?  

• Let’s hear from you. 

o (Get answers) 

• Thank you.  

• There’s no 1 “right” way for answering the question; what you do is what you do, and likely 

stems from your own theology, as well as how you view the Bible.  

• Is every word of it to be literally understood and applied?  

• Only some of it?  

• Is it all 1 cohesive book that 100% agrees with itself, or is it a library of books with 

different, sometimes conflicting, perspectives? 

 

• As long as humans have had the gift of language, we have used stories to convey meaning, 

purpose, and values. 

• These are all matters of truth—not fact. 

• And that is what I strive to understand as an interpreter of scripture—even scripture I don’t 

like.  

• What is the truth that our author is trying to communicate?  

• And to get to that, we have to look at the verses before Ananias and Sapphira.  

• Our modern-day Bibles often split the preceding verses from the story of Ananias and 

Sapphira.  

• This is unfortunate because these two stories belong together.  

• They are saying something together that is not obvious when split apart.  

• We have a comparison being made between believers whose example is to be followed, and 

those whose example is to be rejected. 

 

• So, what is the 1st part of the story telling us?  



• A few things.  

• First, after the powerful religious rulers, the Sanhedrin, orders the church to quit talking 

about Jesus, believers pray for boldness. 

• And then they continue to meet, to gather together, to be faithful in their worship of God, to 

be faithful in their love for one another.  

• And how do they show up in their care and concern for one another?  

• They share all things in common.  

• They make sure nobody goes without.  

• Now, the text says that all with land sold their property, but they are still meeting in each 

other’s homes, so obviously not everyone has sold their property. 

• Otherwise, whose homes could they meet in?  

• And later, in the story of Ananias and Sapphira, we learn that not EVERYBODY has given 

100% of their proceeds to be shared.  

• Some do hold back.  

• But Luke is declaring this generality for us.  

• And representing this incredible generosity is a man so beloved and encouraging that the 

apostles change his name to Barnabas, “Son of Encouragement.”  

• Later in Acts, he becomes a very important figure.  

• This, though, is how Luke wants us to meet him—seeing that he sold all he’s got to support 

the Jesus community.  

• Our original audience would hear this story and know THIS is how we’re supposed to be. 

• Following the example of Barnabas.  

• But our author doesn’t JUST leave us with the story of Barnabas and some unnamed givers.  

• He strengthens their example by providing the contrasting story of Ananias and Sapphira.  

• They are not just a cautionary tale—they are also the counter-example to Barnabas.  

• Do this, don’t do that. 

 

• Now, I mentioned earlier my discomfort around the slaying of Ananias and Sapphira.  

• But I am aware that, for many, the most offensive thing about this passage is not that God 

strikes this couple down and does not give them the opportunity to repent.  

• No, the most offensive thing about this passage is Barnabas and the believers he represents, 

selling all that they have.  

• Just like Jesus asked his disciples to do when he invited them to follow him.  

• For there to be this general norm of selling property and then pooling resources together for 

community sharing—that’s uncomfortable. 

• Our author, though, really seems to value this as a standard for the Jesus movement.  

• This generosity and communal care.  

• I’m not going to say that we need to, I’m not telling you that you need to, but I do urge that 

we see what is in the text before we accept, reject, or try to explain it away.  

• Maybe this is irrelevant for today—that could be a position you take.  

• Our author certainly did not think it was irrelevant to his own day.  

• Whatever your position, I hope we can find some nuggets worth chewing on. 



 

• Moreover, given the greater context of this passage, we ought to remember that this type of 

living together is the product of them praying together and living out their prayers.  

• They pray for boldness, and then they live boldly with one another.  

• They live out what the Spirit of God was leading them to do back in Pentecost.  

• It is the Spirit of God leading them into shared communal life with one another.  

• Leading them to “share one heart and soul” together, as the original language states.  

• It is the Spirit of God working with them that saves this community from hunger and need 

through the miracle of shared resources.  

• They love God by loving each other. 

 

• Some letters in the New Testament indicate that other folks also saw fit to sell all they have.  

• 1 of the most famous passages in the Bible, 1st Corinthians 13, what many of us called the 

“love chapter,” refers to this. 

• It gives the example of someone selling everything for the sake of those in need. 

• But it also says if that person doesn’t care about others, it doesn’t do them any good.  

• For actions like this to matter to the giver, they must care about who they are giving to—

otherwise, what’s the point? 

 

• I don’t think this is just a throwaway line. 

• Here in Acts, with the example of Ananias and Sapphira, we have this example of people 

selling everything they have and their offering being deemed inadequate.  

• Why? Maybe because they held some back.  

• But definitely because they lied about how much they were giving.  

• Which begs the question, why would anybody lie about that?  

• Whatever their reason, it certainly involves self-interest.  

• The lie serves them somehow, and shows that they care more about themselves than they do 

their giving. 

• I’m inclined to believe that the act of holding back some of the funds and the lie must make 

them more comfortable. 

• If the lie was believed, they’d look more generous to the church and their neighbors than 

they actually were, and would still have the security of their secret stash to fall back on. 

• The lie serves their comfort. 

 

• Why did our author think a story like this was necessary for the church?  

• My opinion is that, as dangerous as their situation was, as persecuted as they were, they 

lived on the knife’s edge.  

• And if believers were not all in, then the Jesus movement wasn’t going to work.  

• Their church was going to cease to exist.  

• The teachings of Jesus would fade into obscurity.  

• The people who were a part of this community were going to be irreparably damaged.  

• So Luke is showing us what the stakes were. 



• We, the church in the US, are not persecuted today. 

• But we are, indeed, on the knife’s edge. 

• Our biggest threats happen to be ourselves. 

• Our compromised values for the sake of our own comfort. 

• Valuing our comfort over God’s mission of love and care for us and the world.  

• Just like in Acts, if we listen to God, if we allow the Spirit of God to lead us in caring for 

one another and our neighbors, then we will make it.  

• Now, unlike we see in our passage, I believe that God’s grace is new every morning, and 

that we get daily chances to follow God’s Spirit anew.  

• But I do agree with our passage that our failures to follow God still have real-world 

consequences. 

• If we act selfishly, if we hold back, if we prioritize our comfort over loving one another, then 

we are staring right at a sort of death.  

• We are abdicating our responsibility as believers to live into the world God desires. 

 

• So where is the Spirit of God leading us?  

• I believe the witness we see throughout the stories of Jesus and the bulk of Scripture, that 

God is leading us towards love, grace, peace, and justice. 

• The Spirit is leading us to do God’s will on earth as it is in heaven. 

• The Spirit of God is leading us away from being a church of Ananias and Sapphiras; self-

centered and compromised. 

• Instead, the Spirit is leading us to be a church of Barnabases. 

• We are to be “children of encouragement,” Barnabases.  

• As long as we are a church of Barnabases, we will move forward, following God’s Spirit, 

living into love for God, others, and ourselves.  

• Please pray with me, church. 

• God, help us to be like Barnabas, follow You and listen to our Rabbi Jesus.  

• Help us to follow your Spirit wherever She leads us.  

• And empower us to choose love and care for You and others over our own comfort and 

reputation. Amen.  


