
One of the things I love about living on the Gold Coast is the novelty of stormy summers.  The first week we lived here we 
experienced three spectacular January storms.  We love them.  Our dog did not.   
 
Often on summer afternoons I will watch fascinated the buildup of clouds on the horizon, wondering whether a storm is 
coming. 
 
We are at a place in the unfolding story of Acts where storm clouds are gathering.  Last week Ralph shared the story of 
Peter and John in front of the religious leaders defending themselves, and more particularly, the cause of the gospel.  Peter 
and John refuse to back down and eventually they are released.  Back with their fellow believers they share what has 
happened, particularly the threats to anyone who dares to speak the name of Jesus.  The response of the believers is telling.  
They prayed that God would empower them to preach and that God would continue to work signs and wonders through 
them.  They poured out their heart to God in passionate, heart-felt prayer. 
 
There are two brief observations I would like to make. 
 
First, the disciples did not pray for freedom from persecution, but for boldness in persecution.   
 
Those early followers of Jesus knew that the way of discipleship is they way of suffering – the way of the Cross.  As it was 
then, so to it is now.  Paul, writing to Timothy puts it bluntly: 
 
 Everyone who wants to live a Godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.  (2 Timothy 3:12) 
 
Such a direct statement begs a question.  If as a follower of Jesus we are not experiencing persecution, then why not?  In 
giving our life to Jesus we have signed our life over to another kingdom, another way of living that stands at radical odds 
with the ways of this world.  We are part of a revolutionary and subversive movement – an Uprising - that boldly declares 
counter-intuitive truths such as the meek will inherit the earth, the poor are blessed and the merciful will receive mercy; 
that to find one’s life, first it one must lose it. 
 
Second, God answered their prayer. 
 

After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken.  And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
spoke with word of God boldly.  (Acts 4:31) 

 
Weeks, perhaps months after the events of Pentecost, the disciples experience a Pentecost type visitation from God.  There 
are no tongues of fire, nor is their wind – but the house is shaken and they are all ‘filled with the Holy Spirit.’   
 
But weren’t the disciples like Peter and John filled with the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost?  Of course they were.  But in 
their time of need, and as they pour out their heart in prayer, God fills them again.  You see, spiritually speaking, they were 
leaky buckets.  And so are we.  We are fragile vessels into whom God pours his life.  But we leak.   
 
When we serve, we give away part of ourselves and we need to be replenished.    When we sin, we lose some of the life 
God has given us, and we need to be restored.  God needs to fill me, fill us again and again – just like he filled Darren in a 
radical way when he cried out to him.  Paul tells the church in Ephesus: 
 
 Be filled with the Spirit.  (Ephesians 5:18b) 
 
The tense of this language is the present imperative.  In other words, Paul is saying ‘be filled again and again and again and 
again…’  Paul is saying, God is saying, always – daily, hourly and minute by minute – seek to quench your spiritual thirst by 
being filled with the Holy Spirit.  And as we are, we will be empowered to preach boldly the word of God, even in the face of 
persecution.  We will be his witnesses. 
 
 
 
 



Luke now goes on to describe the revolutionary life of the early church. 
 
As the early church was filled again and again with the Holy Spirit, their life overflowed with words and actions that testified 
to Gods’ power and grace. 

 
As God gave them the words, the disciples preached boldly.  As we will discover again and again as we travel through Acts, 
the Spirit-filled disciples took every opportunity to give account for the hope they had through faith in Jesus Christ. 
 

With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon 
them. (Acts 4:34) 

 
The witness of the disciples was specifically focused on the resurrection of Jesus.  The historicity of the resurrection was the 
proof and power of the Good News they proclaimed.  Paul told the church in Corinth: 
 
 If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is your faith. (1 Corinthians 15:14) 
 
If Jesus was not raised from the dead I am wasting my breath preaching and you are wasting your time listening.  Everything 
in Christianity – everything – rises and falls on the truth or otherwise of the resurrection of Jesus. 
 
Second, as God changed their hearts, the disciples shared radically. 
 
In the Spirit’s power, there was such a unity of heart and purpose that it spilled over into every part of life, including the use 
of money, property and possessions.   
 
In the power of the Holy Spirit a radical attitude emerged regarding property and possessions.  Personally held wealth was 
seen to be available to the community and its needs.  Members of the early church understood they did now own land, or 
property or money; they were the stewards.   
 
 No one claimed that any of his possessions was their own. (Acts 4:32) 
 
Disciples of Jesus do not own property or shares or superannuation or investment accounts or even stamp collections.  As 
disciples of Jesus we steward all these things; that is we ask ourselves the question as to how we can use what God has 
blessed us with to bless others and to play our part in seeing God’s kingdom come. 
 
And so of this radical attitude emerged sacrificial action. 
 

From time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought money from the sales and put it at the 
apostle’s feet, and it was distributed to anyone as they had need. (Acts 4:34b) 

 
It is really important to note what is said and what is not said here.  Individual Christians still had title to property; otherwise 
they would not have been in the position to sell it.  Nowhere does the Bible forbid having title to property or in having 
money; what the Bible warns against again and again is putting our trust in money rather than God. 
 
Second, the sale of land and the distribution of proceeds was completely voluntary and in accordance with the needs of the 
community.  This action did not happen in an instant, but over weeks, months, years as the Holy Spirit compelled people to 
use what God had blessed them with to bless others. 
 
In the end, Luke paints a beautiful picture of a community in which: 
 
 There was no needy person among them. (Acts 4:34a) 

 
This all sounds too good to be true - like a utopian dream.  Centuries before the Greek philosopher Plato dreamed of a 
Utopian republic in which there was only common property and no rich or poor.  Millennia later, Marx and Engels proposed 
a new economic system of common ownership – a system we know as communism. 



 
So is Luke’s picture of the church a biblical forerunner and justification of socialism or communism?  In no way! 
 
Luke’s description is a forerunner to no political system or ideology.  But it does describe a church that was both a 
fulfillment and a foretaste, just as signs and wonders or miracles were a fulfillment and a foretaste. 
 
God’s vision for the earth that He created has a human community is which there are no rich or poor.  God said to His 
people: 
 
 There should be no poor among you.  (Deuteronomy 15:4) 
 
The early church was a fulfillment of that vision and of the prophetic statement that the gospel of Jesus Christ is good news 
to the poor.   
 
And the early church also provided a foretaste – a taste of things to come – of a day when people are no longer defined by 
their wealth or lack of it – the day when Jesus returns and heaven and earth are reunited in a glorious new creation.   
 
A day when there will be no such thing as hunger or starvation, for the tree of life will provide an abundant crop.   
 
A day when there will be no homeless one – because the dwelling of God is with men.   
 
A day when there will be no refugee or asylum seeker or stateless person because the gates of the heavenly city – the New 
Jerusalem – will, unlike our borders, never be shut. 
 
A time when day after day after day there will never ever be needy person among them. 
 
The Holy Spirit fuelled church is a foretaste of that day.  The church is a community that is a taste of what is to come for 
those who love Jesus.  Archbishop Rowan Williams puts it far better than me.  He says: 
 
 The role of the church is to reveal to the world its horizon. (Archbishop Rowan Williams) 
 
So when, by the Spirit’s prompting, you give to the poor through Newlife Care you are fulfilling God vision that the gospel is 
Good News to the poor and you are providing a prophetic foretaste of a better day to come.  Could I be so bold to suggest 
that perhaps the Holy Spirit might prompt some here to close down a dormant bank account, to sell a parcel of shares to 
divest some other asset in order that the proceeds may be a blessing to others?  Now wouldn’t that be cool! 
 
Let’s move on, because now Luke really juices up the story by giving us two contrasting examples.   
 
He introduces a Cypriot man called Joseph, who the apostles nickname Barnabas, who sells some land and brings all the 
proceeds to the church leaders for them to distribute.  Barnabas will appear later in the story of Acts. 
 
Then he introduces a married couple called Ananias and Sapphira. 
 
Like Barnabas, they sell some property but secretly collude to give only a percentage of the proceeds to the apostles while 
pretending to give it all.  Peter, a man filled with the Holy Spirit, sees through their deception.  Peter challenges Ananias 
with these words: 
 

Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself 
some of the money for the land? (Acts 5:3) 

 
He reinforces his accusation with these words: 
 
 You have not lied to men but to God.  (Acts 5:4b) 
 



As soon as Peter says this, to everyone’s shock, Ananias falls down dead.  He is wrapped up, and his body still warm, is 
carried outside.  Three hours later his wife Sapphira comes into the same home and Peter checks with her whether the 
money Ananias had given him was the full proceeds of the sale.  She flat out lies and says that it is.  Luke, with an economy 
of words tells us what happened next: 
 

Peter said to her, ‘How could you agree to test the Spirit of the Lord? Look! The feet of the men who buried your 
husband are at the door, and they will carry you out also.’  At that moment she fell down at his feet and died.   
(Acts 5:9-10a) 

 
This strange and terrible story finishes with Luke stating: 
 
 Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.  (Acts 5:11) 
 
What do we do with this strange, unnerving story?  It’s like a little bit of the Old Testament has popped up in the New 
Testament.  What possible relevance can it have for us?  I want to make a couple of observations – first about Ananias and 
Sapphira’s sin and then about the Holy Spirit to whom they lied. 
 
Ananias and Sapphira’s sold a property with the clear indication and promise that all the proceeds were going to support 
the church’s ministry.  But they secretly held back some of the proceeds.  We do not know how much – it could have been 
10%, 20% or a larger figure – it doesn’t matter.  Their sin was twofold: 
 
They lacked honesty: they held back part of money promised.  They were guilty of embezzlement. 
 
They lacked integrity: they pretended they were bringing all the proceeds 
 
Being blunt they stole and they lied about it.  They lied to the Church and more ominously, they lied to God. 
 
Ananias and Sapphira’s sin is not unusual for two reasons.  First, their sin is done in secret.  They conspire to steals and to lie 
about it.  This attempt to keep sin secret is as old as Adam and Eve, who attempted to hide from God after they ate the fruit 
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.   
 
Second, their sin involved money, more particularly the love of money.  Judas betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver.  Paul 
told Timothy that ‘the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil.’  (1Timothy 6:10) 
 
The sin of Ananias and Sapphira’s sin was not unusual, but the price the paid of it by falling down dead was.   
 
Why did they die? 
 
In holding back some money Ananias and Sapphira didn’t just lie to Peter and the apostles, they were attempting to deceive 
God.  God was actively and powerfully present in the early Christian community in and through the person of the Holy 
Spirit.  Peter tells Ananias that he has lied not only the men, but in lying to the Holy Spirit, he has lied to God.  In the passage 
Luke is clearly saying two things: 
 
First, the Holy Spirit is God.  It is from this story and others that the early church came to understand that God is known as 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit – three inter-relational co-equals that together reveal the fullness of God’s character. 

 
Second, the Holy Spirit is a Person.  The Holy Spirit is not a ghost or a force or a power – although the Holy Spirit is 
experienced powerfully.  The Holy Spirit is a Person who can be grieved and lied to, who together with the Father and the 
Son can be worshipped and adored. 
 
In lying to God in the person of the Holy Spirit, Ananias and Sapphira have brought judgment on themselves.  The 
consequences of their sin, as it is for all who sin, is death.  The terrible and strange and confronting reality is that they pay 
for their sin immediately. 
 



Let’s shift into another gear for a moment. 
 
The fastest growing religion in the Western world is not Islam or Buddhism or biblical Christianity.  It is a religion of sorts 
with the wonderful title Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.  This title was coined by two American sociologists who interviewed 
3000 teenagers about their religious beliefs.  They uncovered some amazingly common beliefs about God.  In Moralistic 
Therapeutic Deism: 
 

1. There is a God who created and watches over the world.  
2. God wants people to be good, nice, and fair to each other.  
3. The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself.  
4. God does not need to be particularly involved in your life except to resolve a problem.  
5. Good people go to heaven when they die.  

 
While no one would ever put this on the census form as their religion, this has become the dominant religious ideology in 
countries like Australia.  The researchers summarize the picture of God that many, if not most, people in the western world 
have: 
 

(God is)something like a combination Divine Butler and Cosmic Therapist: he's always on call, takes care of any 
problems that arise, professionally helps his people to feel better about themselves, and does not become too 
personally involved in the process. 
 

The researchers go on to state their belief that this is the image of God that is often preached from church pulpits. 
 
In the end, many of us have a view and attitude towards God that is not too dissimilar to the view and attitude teenagers 
can have towards their parents.  Teenagers see parents as handy to have around, but as a general rule they don’t want 
them too involved in their life.  I was recently listening to a John Ortberg sermon where he referenced a book on parenting 
teenagers whose title speaks eloquently about this: 
 
 Get out my Life! 
 (But first can you drive me and Cheryl to the mall?) 
 
We have created God in our own image.   
 
The God who created the universe, who formed the galaxies and supernovas and stars has become our buddy. 
 
The God who formed us from the dust, who knitted us together in our mother’s womb, has become our servant, not the 
one whom we serve. 
 
The God who through Jesus Christ will judge the living and the dead, the God to whom every person who has lived will one 
day give an account, the God from whom nothing in all creation is hidden, has become a cosmic butler and divine therapist 
who we willfully ignore except when we need help. 
 
The story of Ananias and Sapphira graphically illustrates the reality that judgment rests on all of us.  Like them we are guilty 
according the many and varied sins we have committed.  It is only by God’s grace that the judgment that rests on us does 
not fall on us as it did them.   
 
But one day we will give an account.  And I know the story I have to tell God is not a good one.  It is a story of willful 
disobedience and lukewarm faith.  This is the bad and terrifying news – there is no way that I, an unholy sinner, can stand in 
the presence of a Holy God for more than a moment.  Like the prophet Isaiah I cry out, woe is me for I am a man of unclean 
lips! 
 
But there is Good News.  It is this. 
 



While my sin condemns me, there is one who stands for me.  Through his humble incarnation, through his sacrificial death 
and by his victorious resurrection, Jesus has made a way for me to be judged not us unrighteous, but as righteous. 
 

Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior. But now he has 
reconciled you by Christ's physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free 
from accusation.  (Colossians 1:21-22) 

 
When at the end of my earthly life I stand before God to give an account, through my faith in Jesus, God will not see clothed 
with my many imperfections.  God will see me clothed with Jesus’ perfection!  Hallelujah!   
 
If God stands for me, who can stand against me?  
 
Some of us, like Ananias and Sapphira, have deluded ourselves into believing that we can hide things from God; that we can 
sin in secret.  But nothing is hidden from God.  Some of us have fallen for the lie that as long as we are ‘good’, then God will 
look after us.  After all, good people go to heaven, don’t they? 
 
But none are good but God, and if we are judged according to our own works alone, without exception our sin will condemn 
us. 
 
But God gives us the chance to put on new set of clothes.  Through confessing our sins and placing our faith in Jesus 
sacrificial death, we are clothed with his righteousness and we will stand before God with blameless.   
 
Darren came to a point where he could hide no longer, where he could run no longer, where he gave in to the God who 
never gives up on us.  And perhaps some of us this morning need to do the same.   Some of us have been living a secret life 
with an addiction or habit.  Some of us have being living with the illusion we can keep God at arm’s length, that with a little 
bit of church and a ‘good’ life we have our ticket to heaven.  And still others may be weighed down by guilt and shame that 
follows us like a cloud.  Whatever our circumstance, God’s grace is for all of us.   
 
The Good News of the gospel is this; we are more sinful that we thought possible, but we are more loved than we ever dare 
hope. 
 
 
   
 
   
 

 
 


