
Sermon on Acts 5:1-16 prepared by Jonathan Shradar  

 

 

Self-derived superiority leads to destruction and self-realized desperation leads to 

freedom.  

 

Acts 5:1-16 “But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property, [2] and 

with his wife's knowledge he kept back for himself some of the proceeds and brought only a part 

of it and laid it at the apostles' feet. [3] But Peter said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart 

to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back for yourself part of the proceeds of the land? [4] While 

it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your 

disposal? Why is it that you have contrived this deed in your heart? You have not lied to man but 

to God.” [5] When Ananias heard these words, he fell down and breathed his last. And great fear 

came upon all who heard of it. [6] The young men rose and wrapped him up and carried him out 

and buried him. 

 

[7] After an interval of about three hours his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. [8] 

And Peter said to her, “Tell me whether you sold the land for so much.” And she said, “Yes, for 

so much.” [9] But Peter said to her, “How is it that you have agreed together to test the Spirit of 

the Lord? Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will 

carry you out.” [10] Immediately she fell down at his feet and breathed her last. When the young 

men came in they found her dead, and they carried her out and buried her beside her husband. 

[11] And great fear came upon the whole church and upon all who heard of these things. 

 

[12] Now many signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands of the 

apostles. And they were all together in Solomon's Portico. [13] None of the rest dared join them, 

but the people held them in high esteem. [14] And more than ever believers were added to the 

Lord, multitudes of both men and women, [15] so that they even carried out the sick into the 

streets and laid them on cots and mats, that as Peter came by at least his shadow might fall on 

some of them. [16] The people also gathered from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing the sick 

and those afflicted with unclean spirits, and they were all healed.” (ESV) 

 

Dramatic deaths… intrigue, awe, and a shadow falling on the sick and possessed and they are 

healed. This is an appropriate text for this time of year… as people all around us scheme of how 

to spook each other and binge the latest dark thriller, we come to this text and witness a fear 

coming upon the whole church.  

 

Yet another attempt to destroy the church in its infancy fails in the light of the message and 

power that the church proclaim and experience.  

 

Satan, the enemy of God and accuser of God’s people, named here as the source of lies, having 

been defeated at Christ’s resurrection, has been trying to ruin the church before it really gets 

going. And in Acts his tactics have unfolded along with the story of the work of the Holy Spirit to 



birth and expand the family of believers in Jesus. The first attack is the persecution against the 

apostles for preaching - what is to come will turn violent. Later Satan’s strategy will shift to 

distraction - getting the church to miss the mission because of busyness or focusing on the 

wrong things.  

 

Here in our text, the weapon, the scheme of Satan is to ruin the church with internal evil. Luring 

believers into the trap of hypocrisy in an attempt to rob Christ of his glory. It won’t work… none 

of these schemes ultimately work. The Church keeps on, battered perhaps but still advancing on 

the defenses of hell which cannot prevail against it.  
 

In the history of the church, this is what happens. Satan comes against it, the Spirit works and 

awakens the church, the scheme defeated, and the church stronger as it reclaims faith in Christ 

and the power of the Spirit for life.  

 

This story is not unlike the reformation that began in earnest 500 years ago this week. Satan’s 

attack on the church - to internally convince the religious of false teaching and that God hates 

them… going on for generations - and it is shattered when a desperate theologian in Germany 

asks questions that cut deep and remove the dragon from the church.  

 

In our text, on purpose broader than just the story of attack, are two movements, scenes, with 

two starkly different outcomes. Meant to warn us and give us hope, that we too can live as a 

church in the power of God.  

 

Self-derived superiority leads to destruction and self-realized desperation leads to 

freedom.  

 

1) “Superiority” 

 

We have just come from an account of unity in the church - gospel-formed unity that is 

experienced in great generosity. The ideal, needs met, sharing, seeing one another, Mega power 

and Mega grace upon the church. Then Barnabas is introduced, honored as an example of what 

is beautiful and good in the church, an encourager, sacrificing what he has for the good of 

others.  

 

Then in the next stroke of the pen comes this account of immediate death… “But a man named 

Ananias, with his wife Sapphira…” It is here for our good, not merely history but a caution that 

hopefully we will heed.  

 

Art Azurdia “A dangerous holiness is God’s response to a determined hypocrisy.”  

 

We don’t have much in way of the internal thinking of Ananias and Sapphira - other than when 

Peter says that they let Satan filled their hearts to lie. And that is what they have done. They 



have sold property and kept a portion for themselves. Totally fine. But their error is in scheming, 

to act as if they are giving the whole amount and lie to God about it.  
 

We are left to think of their possible motivation - do they want the acclaim of Barnabas yet want 

to stay comfortable? Are they giving to the church simply above and beyond their greed?  

 

“This was pious pretense - religious sham - simulated holiness - Christian fraud… Perhaps they 

genuinely wanted to follow the example of Barnabas. But their motivations were mixed and 

when the money was in hand, they could not live up to their avowed intention. They were 

undoubtedly new Christians, and the habits of the old life were only a breath away. They 

overestimated themselves…” Hughes 

 

“They were not so much misers as thieves and - above all - liars. They wanted the credit and the 

prestige for sacrificial generosity, without the inconvenience of it. So, in order to gain a 

reputation to which they had no right, they told a brazen lie. Their motive in giving was not to 

relieve the poor, but to fatten their own ego.” Stott 

 

Saying one thing, doing another. Their hypocrisy is their downfall. They place self at the center 

of their experience - attempting to improve their standing and keep their pockets fat at the same 

time.  

 

And they didn’t even need to do it! In his questioning Peter states that the property was theirs to 

do with as they pleased, there was no requirement to give it up, many were doing so, motivated 

by care for one another, but this couple contrived this deed in their hearts - to deceive - and it 
was not man they were lying to, it was God. This isn’t really about giving, it is about hypocrisy.  

 

If only this lie can hold, “we will be seen as superior, as better Christians, as loving, as caring, as 

benevolent…We can prove that we are earning this salvation.” 

 

This is what they are convinced must happen to get ahead, to establish a self-constructed 

identity.  

 

And it leads to destruction. “When Ananias heard these words, he fell down and breathed his 

last.” Later Sapphira, not knowing her husband was dead, continues the lie and meets the same 

fate. The young men come and bury them… and a “great fear came upon the whole church.”  

 

A reverence comes on the church, as a grace toward us, a warning to avoid this hypocrisy and 

testing the Spirit of the Lord. The holiness of God on display, minimizing sin to get ahead. You 

don’t trifle with the power of God, with his power, his glory.  

 

Proverbs teaches us that the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom (Prov. 1:7). If you don’t 

stand in awe of God, you are unwise. Destruction will come eventually… 



“They feigned a deeper spiritual commitment than they had. We share Ananias’ sin not when 

others think we are more spiritual than we are, but when we try to make others think we are 

more spiritual than we are…” Hughes  

 

When we give to be noticed in it, or to curry favor.  

When we fake it to seem like we know God’s word.  

When we rely on our self to get ahead.  

 

It all ends in the same place, lifelessness. God in his grace may not strike you down but you 

won’t breath with passion for the One who saved you… who took on the cross for liars.  

 

Notice, no one was saved because of this scene. No one is added to the church. Because this is 

not what the gospel is meant to produce. Recognizing humanity’s need for help - that no giving 

will get us there, that no amount of time in purgatory will make us perfect - we need to be made 

right with our creator. And hearing of Christ, God himself living for us, then taking on the curse 

of sin upon his own shoulders, dying in our place on the cross. Sharing victory over death with 

all who believe in him and giving them the power to live.  

 

It is meant, as it does, to create generous, united, passionate people for the fame of Jesus. That 

they would live from his grace for them, outward for the benefit of others to meet and know this 

Savior.  

 

“Sapphira and Ananias needed the application of the gospel. They either didn’t understand the 

gospel or had not allowed it to work down deep in their hearts. The gospel frees us from wanting 

praise from people. It frees us from wanting to lie, steal, and deceive. It makes us honest and 

generous. It sets our minds on the glory that is to be revealed. Let this story remind you of how 

badly you need to understand the gospel of grace and your identity in Christ.”  

 

“God purified his church for the good of others who would believe, offering even more grace 

along the way.”  

 

Self-derived superiority leads to destruction and self-realized desperation leads to 

freedom.  

 

There is a second act in our text… reveals the posture of those coming to Christ.  

 

2) Desperation  

 

Many signs and wonders were regularly done among the people by the hands of the apostles… 

There is powerful preaching, with boldness. The church meets in the Temple facility, Solomon’s 

Portico, to tell of Jesus and people are healed - God is moving in power among them.  

 



The religious elite that challenged them to not preach didn’t dare hang around them, but the 

people in Jerusalem held them in high esteem.  

 

More than ever believers were added to the Lord - kingdom identity as people believed in Jesus. 

Luke doesn’t give us a number but it is more than ever… rapid expansion. Satan’s scheme to kill 

the church failed. And in reverence, it actually grows.  

 

Notice though who it is experiencing this outpouring of grace and power. Multitudes of men and 

women… so much so that they even carried the sick into the streets with hope that even Peter’s 

shadow might fall on them, that their proximity to the Spirit’s power would heal them. Like 

touching Jesus’ robe…  

 

From towns around Jerusalem, they were bringing the sick and those afflicted with unclean 

spirits. And they were ALL healed.  

 

“It was a remarkable demonstration of the power of God to heal and free human beings, as the 

Ananias and Sapphira episode had been of his power to judge them.” Stott 

 

“Who receives the blessings of gospel ministry? Those who know they need it...So who received 

the benefit of Jesus’s grace and power? Those who were humble, poor, and desperate.”  

 

Last Sunday, Bill opened our call to worship with Jesus’ words from the Sermon on the Mount. 

Matthew 5:3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (ESV) 

Another translation says “God blesses those who are poor and realize their need for him, for the 

Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.” This sermon preached by Jesus was not meant for sentimentality, 

oh isn’t that sweet, it was meant to paint the picture of our need for him.  

 

There is something here, in our story. Something of our posture and how we come to faith in 

Christ and how we live with faith in Christ. The attempt to get ahead, to publicize yourself, to 

seem superior, leads to destruction. The humble, the lowly, the desperate experience freedom. 

They don’t need a front row seat, they just want the shadow of a Spirit-filled person to fall on 

them! Hope is realized for them in Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 

They don’t hang around until their theology is perfect. They don’t have the acclaim of the culture 

to boost the popularity of the church. They don’t even have property that can be sold and shared. 

All they have is their need. For forgiveness. For salvation. For wholeness. For something 

different than all the failed attempts.  

 

This is the better way. Realizing our need, our desperation. That we are always in need and that 

he always provides.  

 

That Jesus brings forgiveness, no purgatory, no making up for the mistakes as if we could, no 

earning a place with God. Invited in by the work of Jesus on the cross. Jesus brings salvation - 



eternity secured in him. Jesus gives wholeness, new identity, new life, new purpose. Jesus gives 

power, the Spirit to live this new life fully relying on him.  

 

Jesus approving of you, loving you unconditionally, in the midst of your desperation.  

 

“Do you approach Christ as one poor in spirit? That’s an important question because we must 

come to Jesus helpless and in need of grace. We can’t approach Jesus in a “middle class spirit,” 

as if we could take care of ourselves without him but are nonetheless hoping to ensure his 

assistance as a backup plan.”  

 

This was what the posture that the church maintains and grows with. This is the posture they 

have when they experience works of God’s power.  The gospel enriches the poor in spirit. The 

weak, the sick, the anxious, the depressed - given hope, given the provision of Christ’s body and 

blood for them. Empowered to embrace and live in the grace he gives.  

 

This is the posture of the church when it reclaims the truths of the gospel and wrenches 

Christianity from the grips of “self” and returns it to Jesus as the prize, the purpose, and the 

power.  

 

Luther’s first statement in the 95 Theses is that of humility, of our desperation - that all of life is 

that of repentance… realizing our need and turning to Jesus.  

 

This is the posture of Reservoir Church… desperate for Jesus… for the power of the Holy Spirit 

to work among us… for more than ever to meet this Savior to experience freedom in Christ.  

 

Self-derived superiority leads to destruction and self-realized desperation leads to 

freedom.  

 

Get in on it - by getting low!  

 

Reframing Peter’s question… “Do you really want to remain your own?” Or do you want to come 

with your need and belong to Jesus. To be owned by the king of the universe, to be healed, 

whole, free and forgiven.  

 

Give up trifling with the holiness of God - set aside the sin that holds you back. Set aside 

attempts to be “good enough” and cling to Jesus alone for salvation, for life, for identity. Ask for 

God’s help to do so.  

 

Give up the attempts at self-superiority. The appearance of being more spiritual, more mature, 

more generous… Live desperate, and don’t hide it. Bring your need and cling to Christ alone, for 

transformation, for the power to live this life and to experience his grace and to bring him to the 

poor in spirit across the globe.  

 



Martin Luther - the monk who God used to fan the flames of the Reformation into a blazing fire, 

was a man in need. Desperate to know Jesus, to understand his grace. Praying on his face for 

forgiveness… and this is who the Spirit empowers to wage spiritual war, for the glory of Jesus.  

 

How might the Spirit use a band of desperate people, hungry for Jesus, hungry for freedom, in 

our day?  

 

Matthew 5:1-12 “Seeing the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, his 

disciples came to him. 

 

[2] And he opened his mouth and taught them, saying: 

 

[3] “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 

[4] “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

 

[5] “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

 

[6] “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

 

[7] “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

 

[8] “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 

 

[9] “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 

 

[10] “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven. 

 

[11] “Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against 

you falsely on my account. [12] Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” (ESV) 

 


