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Sermon Title: Why did God kill Ananias and Sapphira?
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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Why did God kill Ananias and Sapphira? Acts 4:32 – 5:11

Prayer is answered - all filled with H/S (again, but not same as before) and as a result the ignored the Sanhedrin’s ban and continue to boldly proclaim the resurrection of Jesus. 
As we come to the end of ch4 and on into ch5 (the two really belong together) we have a passage that describes to us the effects of the gospel. It starts in 4:32 with the phrase ‘All the believers’. That’s important to note – ‘all the believers’, because what comes after that comes as a result of them believing in Jesus and Luke shows us two specific results of their faith in Jesus: a) they cared deeply for each other & b) they cared little for material goods. Or we could put it like this - devotion to Him created a bond of love to people, and correspondingly cut the bond of love to things. This is how Jesus wants us to be - FREE from the love of things and FIRM in our love for people. 
And Luke picks out two people as examples of what it means to live as a Christian – the first is Barnabas and the second is Ananias, people in sharp contrast.
Barnabas: not so much is said about him – but it’s clear that he is a shining example of the way things worked in that early church. Barnabas is actually a nickname, means ‘encourager’ – this was what everyone knew him by. Sort of guy every church needs, everyone loves. He shines out as a mature, lovable, gentle, thoughtful person. I wonder what your nickname would be!

He sold a field and willingly, gladly, feely gave the money to the leaders for them to give to others they knew in need. Here was a practical working out of his faith.
Ananias: well, sadly although the signs are that he was a professing believer, baptised and part of the church, he stands as just the opposite to Barnabas. He too sold a piece of property and brought some of the proceeds to the apostles. So far so good – except that he lied about the percentage he was giving, claiming that this was the total amount from the sale when in fact it was only part of what he’d received. The rest he’d kept for himself. 
Nothing wrong in that; there was no law saying everything had to be given. He was totally at liberty to give a small part, a large part or all. No one would have thought any the less of him if he’d come and said ‘Guys, I sold something on ebay and here’s 50% of the proceeds’. Yet for some reason he said he was giving it all. He lied, a simple, barefaced lie – not just to Peter but also to God (v4). The consequence of this was drastic and instant – death! 

Why would he and Sapphira do such a thing? Why bother to lie about it? It must be because they we hoping to impress others; they wanted to create an impression of being something whilst actually they were being something else. So their sin wasn’t simply lying, the worse thing about what they did was the sheer hypocrisy of it, saying one thing but doing another. They clearly wanted to give the impression to others that they were giving more than they did. Perhaps they’d seen the response to Barnabas and others giving and wanted a bit of the gratitude and recognition themselves. But whatever reason it’s clear that this giving wasn’t really about others but themselves – it was for what they could get out of it. They were play acting and right at the start of the church this could not be allowed by God – he had to set a marker, which is why he dealt with them so severely. Similar kind of thing to Achan – right at the start of the Canaan conquest. 
An example needed to be shown in both cases, people needed to know that with God integrity and honesty is important. God means business, and yes they had every right to fear him. He wasn’t a pussy cat God to be played with and mocked. He was the sovereign Lord whom they needed to respect above all else. They could not, any of them, even start to think they could treat him with contempt. Imagine in both Achan’s case and Ananias that God had turned a blind eye and people had got to hear about it later! What would the consequences have been? It would have ruined the fellowship, it would have given everyone licence to copy and the whole kingdom would have been ruined from the start.

It’s not though as if this was a new thing. God has always hated play acting, religion without the heart, people doing things for what they look like to others. In the OT he said that he hated the offering of imperfect animals, people offering the minimal they could get away with, and sacrifices simply to keep God on side with no heart of worship in the offering. He once said. ‘Oh that one of you would shut the doors of the temple.’ [Malachi 1:10] This was also Jesus greatest beef with the religious leaders when he was here on earth - ‘Woe to you hypocrites’; ‘whitewashed tombs’. 

So God hates hypocrisy! Yet it’s one of the easiest sins any of us fall into. We don’t do it as brazenly as Ananias or Achan (I hope!) but in truth it’s exactly what we do if ever we try to get away with the least we need to and hope people don’t notice; it’s what we do when we consistently say/pretend that everything is alright when our lives are actually falling apart; it’s what we do when we come along to church simply out of habit with no heart for worship at all, or when we show up simply because we fear what others will think! 

So hypocrisy is bad and can incur serious consequences. We get that – so what can we do about it? Is there anything we can do or put in place to minimise the risk of us falling into this sin? Yes, a couple of important things:
1. Accept that you’re still a sinner and that no one expects you to be perfect! 

Let us all keep in our minds that church is a hospital not a rest home! It’s a lifeboat station not a yacht club! We’re broken people being fixed, all of us, so there’s no real reason why we should ever pretend otherwise! We’re here to help each other not to impress each other. Let’s not expect more of others than is reasonable, and let’s constantly maintain the culture says that it’s OK to not have everything sorted! It’s really about being honest with ourselves and each other. It’s OK to struggle! Hear me – it’s OK to struggle, it’s to not have everything sorted; it’s OK to have questions and doubts; it’s OK even to fail, that’s normal. It’s not to excuse it, but it is to accept that we’re not yet completely saved! 
2. Have two or three close friends/trusted supporters that you can be really honest with. In what I’ve just said I’m not suggesting we give details of our struggles to everyone, though it’s good to say to all who ask that you’re struggling if you are. But I am saying that one of the great preventions to hypocrisy is to have a few people that we actually let into our lives and let them know the details of your struggle. Being honest about yourself, your struggles, your fears, your temptations, your besetting sins, etc, etc.
People might say ‘Well we have you, pastor’! Yes you do, but best will in world I cannot give everyone the time and support they need, and besides, I’m not always around. I’m not a priest either where confessing to me will somehow make everything alright! And nor is Ray! 
No, the honesty which we’re talking about requires more than confession – it means accepting help over the long term. It means having people to pray with you, to listen to you, to bring the Bible to you, encourage you and dare I say even pull you up sometimes!
This isn’t new stuff, this is Bible principles. Listen - "Two people are better off than one, for they can help each other succeed.  If one person falls, the other can reach out and help. But someone who falls alone is in real trouble. Likewise, two people lying close together can keep each other warm. But how can one be warm alone?  A person standing alone can be attacked and defeated, but two can stand back-to-back and conquer. Three are even better, for a triple-braided cord is not easily broken." Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 [NLT]. Or Proverbs 27:17 which says "Iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another." This is interesting, because to get iron sharp it needs filing, and filing needs abrasion and sometimes sparks fly when iron is sharpened! You don’t sharpen a knife with a feather, caressing it. So sometimes we need people honest enough to say the truth to us, not always to sit and sympathise. And of course – we need to be brave enough to listen and not take offence! Hebrews 3:13: "But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called 'today,' that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin." 
Note this isn’t all the minister, elders of deacons – it’s each other! And for this to happen we actually have to allow others into our lives so they can exhort and encourage us in an appropriate way! They can’t do it as long as we pretend everything is OK. Others can only do it when we say ‘I’m struggling with such and such, I need some help’ etc. 
So, let us be like Barnabas, free, liberal, honest and not like Ananias who trued to impress others but in doing so was actually lying to both God and the people they tried to impress and paid a high price! Let’s try to take of the masks, lets be real with each other, understanding we are not perfect and loving each other anyway. 
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