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Acts 5

Ananias and Sapphira: 

Cheating God

0. Introduction. 

Passage: Acts 4:32-5:11 

Themes and topics: 

• how and why God deals with sin in the church 
• how we should respond to sin in the church 
• the effects of sin on the church 
• our motives in serving in the church  
• honesty before God 
• honesty and integrity in the church and before others 
• how Christians are to share

Here we can understand these to apply to yourselves  individually,  your  small  group,  our  fellowship,  your
particular church,  and the whole church at large.

1. Background and commentary.

From about the 3rd century BC onward, the area of Israel / Palestine and the entire Near East were under
control  of  the  Greek  empire,  and  many  Greeks  came  and  settled  in  these  areas  as  business  people  and
government workers. While this region was under Greek control and subsequently Roman occupation, some
Greeks and other Gentiles in this region under the Greek and Roman empires converted to Judaism. Thus they
were known as Hellenic or  Hellenistic Jews, a different group from the ethnically Hebraic Jews. Hellenistic
Jews often lived in the provinces outside of Judea, and were often more influenced by Hellenic (Greek) culture
and thinking than their stricter Hebraic counterparts. Most of the Gentiles who became Christians in the early
part  of  Acts  were  Hellenic  Jews  who converted  to  Christianity (later  in  Acts,  many pagan Gentiles  were
converted as Paul and Peter began to specifically target non-Jews for evangelism). There was often tension
between the more worldly, education, and cosmopolitan Hellenistic Jews and Hebraic Jews, a tension which
carried over into the church as both types of Jews came together in one Christian body. This becomes important
beginning in chapter 6 when cultural and inter-group conflicts begin to arise between Gentile Christians and
Jewish Christians, and later in the book as pagan Gentiles started to convert. This background explains why we
see believers with Greek names in ch. 5 in the church. 

Our  passage  begins  with  the  sacrificial  ministry  that  believers  were  engaged  in  –  in  the  face  of
persecution, they were so committed to the church, the advance of the gospel, and the social ministry of the
church  to  the  poor,  that  they  sold  property  and  gave  everything  sacrificially  to  the  church.  We  are  first
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introduced to Barnabas, which is important because this not only introduces an important character who figures
prominently later in the book, but also because his behavior forms a stark contrast to the behavior of Ananias
and Sapphira in ch. 5. He was a Levite, and in the Old Testament system, Levites were not to own inherited
land, as their needs were to be supplied by the tithes and contributions of Israelites to the priests and the temple.
By this time, either this rule was no longer observed, or it was not applied to Levites living outside of Israel
(Palestine),  such as Joseph Barnabas of Cyprus (some Jews had settled in Cyprus several  centuries earlier,
during the Maccabean period, when Jews in Israel were revolting against their Greek rulers). In this passage,
Barnabas serves as a positive example of giving and service. 

In contrast, Ananias and Sapphira try to lie and show off spiritually about their donation. The severe
punishment shows that God cannot be mocked (Gal. 6:7). Because God's Spirit is present in the church and the
public church gatherings, they are guilty of lying to God himself, not just the church leaders. Peter attributes this
to satanic influence in their motives (cf. Lk. 22:3, Jn. 13, 27, 1 Peter 5:8) – they are being deceived and used by
Satan, who tries to corrupt the integrity of the church however he can. They are misusing the church for their
own purposes, such as self-glorification. And Peter would know being used and deceived by the devil, since
Jesus rebuked him for something similar (Mt. 16:23), and Peter learned this lesson well.

By this time the Christian gatherings and congregations are being referred to as the church. The Greek
term is ecclesia (ekklesia), meaning 'assembly', and the original literal meaning of this term is 'called out ones,
those who are called / called out / called together' (ek 'out of' + kalew 'call'). This is appropriate for us, because
we are called by God out of the world and called to separate ourselves morally and spiritually from the world
(not social separation, of course). In contrast, Ananias and Sapphira are following the ways of the world and
bringing them into the church (like pride, selfish motives, lying, unethical financial practices). 

Many puzzle over why God's judgment was so much harsher than usual here. Of course, we read of
many examples in the Old Testament of people suffering similar fates for opposing God. But for the church this
seems unusual. But we must consider: this was the very beginning of the church as the body was in its infancy.
If God had allowed such sin to go unpunished, it would have set a bad example for others. It would have led to
more of such sin among believers, as well as a belief that one could abuse God's grace, or that one could get
away with such behavior. It would have led to corruption, hypocrisy1, and bad role models in the church from its
beginning. God imposed a harsh penalty to set a clear example for generations to come about how He views
such sin in His church, for the sake of the church's purity, witness, and ministry. Also, when the Spirit is more
powerfully present in such a body, His blessings and judgment become stronger. A lukewarm church may not
have to worry about God's judgment upon sin in its midst as much as a church that is on fire for the Lord. But
then, a lukewarm church won't receive much blessing. Blessing and closeness to God has its  price (greater
discipline for sin), but lukewarmness has a price, too (minimal or no blessing). 

We must also consider this passage within the context of what was happening in the early church. In the
context of  the persecution the church was suffering, their  sin becomes more serious.  But especially in  the
context of ch. 4, how others were giving so sacrificially, and how the Spirit was working so powerfully in the
church, what they did becomes especially shocking and outrageous. 

This is  not recorded to scare us senseless or irrationally fear about God. Of course we know from
Scripture how deeply loving God is, yet we must not forget that He is a God of holiness and judgment, too. This
story is here for a practical reason: to provide us lessons and warnings – as a warning for us about our motives
in serving God, how our sins affect the church, and how God purges His church. After all, God disciplines his
children whom he loves (Heb. 12), and judgment begins with the house of God (1 Peter 4:17, Amos 3:2). In this
vein, we can remind ourselves of the Old Testament language about “fearing” God – a serious awe and respect,
which is one crucial aspect of worship; the other counterbalancing aspect of worship is of course love2.

Note the progression of sin and violation of God's commandments:  from pride,  self-exaltation, and
greed, to lying and deceit, to seriously grieving the Spirit and lying to God. We all have tendencies in the
direction that Ananias and Sapphira went. We all are sinners, so we all operate out of mixed motives. When we

1 'Hypocrisy' comes from hypokrinesthai 'to pretend, act (on the stage)', from hypo 'under'+ krinein 'to decide, judge'; thus,
pretending to be something that you're not,  showing off,  being pretentious, trying to look better than you really are
spiritually, etc., as well as “not practicing what you preach”. 

2 Martin  Luther  translated this  OT term (I  believe  in  his  theological  writings)  as  Achtungsfurcht or  “respectf-fear”  as
opposed to Furcht or natural human fear. 
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worship and serve, we generally do so because we want to serve and worship God. But at the same time our
sinful nature contains evil desires, so at the same time we may want to do so to find affirmation or approval
from others, to show off, to look spiritual, to look good before others, out of hollow ritual or obligation, etc. –
whether engaged in public worship, prayer, serving in the church/fellowship, sharing in a Bible study, etc. If we
don't confront and deal with these sinful tendencies, these wrong motives may take over, causing us to serve and
walk "in the flesh". 

We may grieve or quench the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:30), e.g., thru on-going sinful behavior or attitudes –
deliberately,  or  even while  we may think we are godly and spiritual  and don't  recognize that  we have sin
problems. Constantly engaging in sinful  attitudes or behaviors without dealing with them, or willful  sin, or
unrepentance, would grieve God's heart and prevent his Spirit from working fully in our lives. Even just the way
we live our  lives  without  fully depending on  God and not  faithfully walking closely with him constitutes
grieving the Holy Spirit. To help understand what Paul means by this phrase, think of a romantic or marital
relationship. Would it be much of a relationship if one person did not spend much time with his/her partner, if
s/he was too busy or had other priorities ahead of the relationship, and the other person felt neglected? Now
imagine how it is between us and God. See Ephesians 4:30, Eph. 5:18, Psalm 51:11, 1 John 1:9, Isaiah 63. 

This passage raises the issue of divine discipline and church discipline. Note that Jesus has given a clear
set of protocols in  Mt. 18:15-20 for dealing with a brother / sister who sins. He also instructs us to rebuke
brothers / sisters when they sin (Luke 17:3), and to reconcile with a brother / sister whom we've offended (Mt.
5:24). Paul prescribes church discipline for those committing serious sin in 1 Cor. 5., and calls on leaders to
warn those who are lazy (1 Thess. 5:14), disobedient (2 Thess. 3:14-15), quarrelsome (2 Tim. 2:14), or divisive
(Titus 3:10); he also strongly warns against causing the weaker to stumble by our poor witness or behavior (1
Cor. 8:12). Church discipline is one means that God has given to spiritual leaders to handle serious outward
misbehavior  that  affects  the life  of  the church. But  the church isn't  necessarily in charge of assessing and
correcting people's inner spiritual lives thru disciplinary means – that is something that God reserves for himself
(though it is appropriate for one believer to admonish another when s/he notices problems in his/her spiritual
life, in accordance with New Testament commands to admonish and encourage each other in the faith). Hebrews
12 describes divine discipline as something that is good because it is brings us back into a right relationship
with God – it is for our benefit, for our own good. Acts 5 and the aforementioned passages on church discipline
also show that  divine discipline and church discipline have a two-fold purpose:  it  is  designed to restore  a
believer to a right relationship with God, but it is also important for the spiritual health and purity of the whole
church. If a church fails to do so when it needs to, problems fester, people's spiritual lives are affected, and the
church's witness is compromised. Note what James 3:1-2 says about us leaders and teachers: We are held to a
higher standard. That means of course that we must lead well and teach properly. But it also means that we have
to be good spiritual examples to others. 

2. Application. 

In your Bible study, you'll want to get people to understand the context and circumstances that make the
sins  of  Ananias  and Sapphira so serious,  and why God justifiably punish them so harshly (but don't  have
unrealistic expectations about figuring out the mysteries of divine judgment). Discuss what spiritual honesty and
integrity are, what they are to look like in our lives and the life of the church, and why God is especially
concerned about this and divine discipline of believers. Discuss how such divine discipline happens today in the
church and in our lives, and why it is helpful and necessary. 

You may want to get group members in the study and/or prayer time to reflect on how they/we all cheat
God, or are dishonest toward God, are dishonest or lack integrity before others, serve God out of wrong motives,
or even how we've harmed others in the church. We all have something in this department – some form of
hypocrisy, dishonesty, or lack of integrity to confess to God. This passage is given to us not just to avoid major
scandalous sins, but such sins at any level – and we're all guilty in some way.  

It would be a good idea to discuss what “fear of God” is and how this is to be balanced with the love of
God (i.e., us loving God, God loving us). These are not contradictory, but in fact are both necessary components

3



of worship – and under the concept of worship is how we reconcile love and fear together. In our daily lives, we
worship God in that we love and “fear” him. Both of these are the necessary foundation of obedience to God.
Obedience cannot work if it is only out of love or only out of fear – such leads to serious spiritual imbalance. To
me, realizing this and putting this into practice would be the most important point of the study. 

Finally,  less  mature  Christians  or  non-Christians  may  worry  that  they  have  committed  "the
unpardonable sin". However, that is a guilt trip from Satan, not a valid concern, and you may need to reassure
young believers who are confused about this. In the context that Jesus describes that sin (Mt.  12:30-32), it
involves attributing to Satan the works of the Spirit (the miracles Jesus was performing, which the Pharisees
claimed were the work of the devil). But we don't know precisely in detail what all that sin entails, except that it
is serious and involves a spiritually very hardened heart. So it's best to avoid rabbit-trails down this path in a
Bible study. If a person were guilty of such a sin, they wouldn't be morally capable of being concerned about it,
and they probably wouldn't be at such a Bible study to begin with. 

3. Study questions. 

Zap! 
1. Why did Ananias and Sapphira die? Was it for not donating the full amount of proceeds from their

sale?
According to Peter [v3], what kind of motives was Ananias operating from? 

2. Why was God's judgment so harsh here? Why was it so harsh only here and not later? 

3. What circumstances or context makes their sin so serious?  Or makes such a serious response from
God necessary?

4. Is there a relationship between the spiritual power or presence of the Spirit manifested in a church ,
and the degree of divine discipline for sins in such a church (or fellowship)? For example, would a
lukewarm church encounter this much divine discipline for members' sins, or a spiritually on-fire
church? Why? 

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of being in lukewarm or on-fire churches? Which kind
of church would you prefer to be in, if you knew there was something in your life that was very
displeasing to God?  Explain. 

6. Look at this story and describe the progression of sin. How does it go from bad to worse? Do we see
a similar progression in our lives? Why?

7. What is the main sin problem, attitude problem, or behavioral problem in your spiritual life – i.e.,
what is the greatest spiritual hindrance between you and God? Do you try to overcome it? How? Or
have you given up? (And why?) 

8. How can you overcome such sin or attitude problems? Can you do it by willpower or effort? How
might  that  be  self-defeating?  Might  it  be  too  self-focused  or  not  God-centered?  How can  you
approach the problem in a way that is more God-focused?      

Compare.

1. What kind of contrast is Luke making between Barnabas and Ananias & Sapphira? How does Peter
know what they did? How does he have spiritual insight into their sin? How does he have authority
to pronounce judgment? 

2. To what extent has such sinful behavior and attitudes occurred in church history? To what extent
does it occur today? Name some specific examples. 
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3. As Christians today, how should we share our possessions or money? Have you thought about how
you will do so when you graduate and get a job? What else are we to share?   [e.g., our time and talents,
for others' benefit, as a witness, as service to others] 

Heart motives.

1. Discuss: what are our motives whenever we engage in religious activities such as: public prayer,
serving  as  a  coworker,  public  worship,  sharing  in  small  group  discussion,  serving  in  church,
attending church/fellowship, private prayer, etc. 
To what extent are our motives pure, and to what extent are they worldly, or out of pride or selfish
motives? 

2. What should our motives be like in serving? What should be our primary motivation(s), and why? 

3. Do you ever try to show off in serving? How? What happens as a result?

4. What does it mean to deceive the Spirit? To grieve the Spirit? In what ways do our lives grieve the
Holy Spirit? 

5. Discuss: What areas of your lives are most vulnerable to spiritual problems like those above?  What
aspects of our fellowship / church are most vulnerable? 

6. In what ways are you / we not fully honest with God? In what ways do you lack integrity or honesty
before others?

7. How would you define “cheating God”? Does it involve just serious sins like here in Acts 5? In what
ways do we cheat God? 

Church discipline and divine discipline.

1. Discuss the verse, “Judgment begins with the house of God”. What does this mean? How does God
normally handle judgment and discipline of people within the church who misbehave? 

2. How does God handle those who serve out of wrong motives? Are they subject to any kind of
discipline?

3. Discuss: what are symptoms of wrong motives or hypocrisy? What are the underlying sources? Give
specific, real-life examples, and how we should treat them. 

4. Who is responsible for publicly revealing such sins – Satan or God? Lay people in the church,
spiritual leaders, pastors...? Why?

5. To  what  extent  is  it  right,  even  obligatory,  that  we  speak  out  against  sins,  problems,  errors,
hypocrisy, or hypocrites in the church? 

6. To what extent do we engage in such behavior or attitudes? What specific sins (behavioral and
attitudinal) do we commit that are comparable to Ananias & Sapphira? 

7. How does God discipline us today? Does he ever discipline believers harshly as in Acts 5? 

Love + fear = worship.

1. What is our motivation for obeying God? 
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2. What does it mean to “fear God” as the Old Testament says?  [reverential fear]

3. How can we reconcile that with what the Bible teaches about loving God and God's love for us? 

4. Can you think of a concept that includes both love and fear? 

5. What is worship?  How does it include reverential fear and love? How can we live lives of worship?
When and how often do we worship? 

6. How do we love God with all our hearts? As living sacrifices? Out of fear and obedience? How can
we practice worship – love and fear – all the time in our daily lives? 

4. Further study and discussion.  [optional]

Read James 4:1-10. What problems in the church does this passage address? Where do these
problems come from? Why are they called worldly, adulterous, and inimical to God? How well do they
describe our problems?  Why is God jealous? [v5]  What are the antidotes for these sin problems?
Explain and discuss.

Think of the negative characteristics illustrated in this story, and/or their opposites (spiritual
qualities). Now list specific ways to practice them in your lives, and make commitments to do so. Focus
on a few that you can and will actually commit to, and be as specific as possible. For example:

spiritual problems spiritual qualities applications 

self-love, selfishness, pride

concerned with what others think 

not admitting to or confessing one's
sins and errors

lack of spiritual accountability

self-concern outweighs love of
fellow believers; individualism
outweighs group responsibility to
the body of Christ 

love of God
self-sacrificial love
devoted to hearing the word taught and
learning the word (thru apostolic teaching) 
devoted to worshiping together (not just
alone) 
filled with Holy Spirit 
devoted to prayer 
putting kingdom values and concerns above
their own personal concerns and desires 
concern for the poor and social ministry 
spiritual unity 
devoted to serving in the church 

 

5. Sharing and prayer

Share frankly about what areas of your lives are most vulnerable such spiritual problems, or
other weaknesses. Share about where you most need to repent. Confess wrong motives in serving God,
lack of diligence and faithfulness in our walks with God, etc. Pray to apply all the lessons of this study.
Pray for God to teach you how to live a life of worship, built on love and fear of God. Spend 15+
minutes praying for each other in these areas, as well as for personal requests and for the fellowship. 

I suggest a few minutes of silent or personal prayer for people to reflect on their major or most
significant sin or attitude problems that come between them and God. Have them cry out to God for
help and deliverance, and for a more God-centered attitude. Also have them express worship to God
with an attitude of “respect-fear” and love. Then engage in verbal group prayer along these lines, and to
uphold specific personal requests. 
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