
   
 

CRIME  

Before Acts 5, we encounter four cases of death in Luke and Acts: the 
widow’s son at Nain (Luke 7:11-17), Jairus’s daughter (Luke 8:49-56), Jesus 
(crucified between two criminals; Luke 23:32-43), and Judas (Acts 1:16-20). 
In the first three, death does not have the last word as God/Christ quickly 
raises the deceased to new life; and with Judas’s villainy against Jesus, his 
grisly demise fits a pattern of poetic justice. Thus, death either takes a 
happily surprising turn toward life (Jesus and others) or follows a predictably 
destructive course (Judas)—until we get to the sudden and unsettling death 
of a married couple: Ananias and Sapphira. 

After Judas’s lethal headlong fall (Acts 1:18), the early Jerusalem 
church skyrockets with Spirit-charged power (2:1-13), exponential growth 
(2:41; 4:4), and unstinting unity (2:42-47; 4:32-34). The priestly authorities 
try to put a damper on the Jesus movement’s success, but to no avail (4:1-
31). Although almost too good to be true, the progress seems untarnished 
and unstoppable. When we learn that “a man named Ananias, with the 
consent of his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property” (5:1), we expect 
another example of community generosity following immediately on the 
heels of Barnabas’s selling a field and laying the proceeds at the apostles’ 
feet (4:37). Indeed, the fact that Ananias and Sapphira also place their real 
estate profits “at the apostles’ feet” seems to clinch the parallel. A slight 
hitch in the scheme emerges with the couple’s bringing “only a part” of the 
proceeds (5:2), whereas Barnabas (presumably) contributed the entire 
amount. But since pooling community resources was voluntary, not 
mandated (cf. 4:32-35), we don’t pay much attention to the amount of 
Ananias and Sapphira’s gift. They could have done better, but at least 
they’re helping the cause in some way. 

But suddenly the bubble bursts. A rapid-fire chain of tragic events 

leaves us shell-shocked: Peter rebukes Ananias, who then promptly drops 
dead, is buried, and soon is joined in the grave (“about three hours” later) 
by his stricken wife (5:3-10). The church has two dead bodies on its hands 
and becomes “seized” by “great fear” (5:5, 11). I should think so. What’s 
happening here? What went wrong? Why such a harsh “death penalty” 
against this couple? What do we do now? How do we carry on? 

“Ordinarily a husband would not need his wife’s consent to sell a piece 
of property. Possibly it was part of Sapphira’s kethubah (a Hebrew term for 
her share of her husband’s property if the marriage was dissolved), disposal 
of which would require her consent.”  

It’s important to understand the nature of the “crime” in order to 
assess whether it fits the harsh “punishment.” Again, we should stress that 
the problem is not the couple’s unwillingness to fork over the entire sale 
price from their land to the church (“he kept back some of the proceeds” 
[5:2]). Nothing required the members to surrender all of their possessions 
(although ostensibly many did). Landowners could retain or dispose of their 
property as they wished (5:3). Even the strict portrayal of Jesus in Luke 
allowed some latitude although insisted, “None of you can become my 
disciple if you do not give up all your possessions” (Luke 14:33; cf. 18:22). 
He affirmed Zacchaeus’s commitment to giving half of his possessions to the 
poor and not “defraud[ing] anyone of anything” (Luke 19:8-9). Jesus is a 
challenging prophet, not a calculating accountant. In the case of Ananias and 
Sapphira, Peter rebukes them not for their deficient percentage, but for 
their fraudulent pretence. In a word, they lied about the sale price or how 
much of the price they actually gave to the church, apparently to make 
themselves look more generous than they were. As modern politics 
regularly confirm, the coverup is often more damaging than the crime. 

Peter ups the ante further, thundering at Ananias: “You did not lie to 
us but to God!” (5:4; cf. 5:3—“Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the 
Holy Spirit?”). Actually, Ananias did lie to “us,” that is, to the community. At 
the heart of his charade is a breach of trust, striking at the root of covenantal 
fellowship. But this violation of trust becomes all the more audacious in light 
of the congregation’s identity as God’s community and the fellowship of the 
Holy Spirit. God and God’s Spirit are not just interested observers of early 
church business; they are active participants with God’s people and take any 
threat against the community very personally. 



Ananias’s dishonesty with the early church at Jerusalem evokes 
memories of Achan’s “breaking faith” with the early Israelite community at 
Jericho. Achan “kept back for himself” some of the spoils of war “devoted to 
the Lord for destruction” and acted deceitfully by hiding the contraband 
under his tent (Joshua 6:17-21; 7:1-21). Until this matter was settled, the 
community could not move forward. Israel’s leader, Joshua, eventually 
exposed Achan’s scheme and expunged the problem by having Achan and 
his entire household stoned to death and burned to a crisp in the Valley of 
Trouble (Achor) (Joshua 7:22-26). Modern readers naturally wince at such a 
sweeping and violent execution of justice. Although lacking the rocky and 
fiery drama of the Old Testament account, Ananias’s story comes to a no 
less disturbing end with his and his wife’s sudden death. Pressing questions 
regarding the cruelty and finality of such punishment do not die so quickly. 

PUNISHMENT 

We may ease some of the strain by first questioning whether Ananias 
and Sapphira receive “punishment” as such. More than semantics is at stake 
here; deciding whether God or God’s agent directly strikes people dead for 
misconduct is no minor issue. While Peter’s language suggests God’s deep 
displeasure at Ananias’s deception, the text does not say that God 
sentenced him to die, still less that God personally meted out the death 
penalty. We’re simply told, “Now when Ananias heard these words [of 
indictment], he fell down and died” (5:5). Acts provides ample grammatical 
space for imagining that the publicly exposed Ananias is seized with such 
shame or fear (scared to death?) or some other overwhelming emotion that 
it kills him. In other words, he brings this on himself. 

Sapphira’s case is more slippery, however. The oddness of “not 
knowing what had happened” (5:7) to her husband three hours earlier 
defies explanation (how could she not know?); but it is painfully clear that 
Peter officially announces, if not authorizes, her death (5:9). We’re still shy 
of a divine execution, but we’re closer. We may find some redemption in the 
fact that this story at least takes a woman seriously as both a responsible 
individual and marital business partner. But such redemption comes at a 
steep price. Sapphira is the first woman to speak in Acts, but she offers no 
prophetic word, as anticipated (cf. 2:17-18). Instead, sadly, her words are a 
lie (about the sale price) and prove to be her last words (5:8-10).  

 

AFTERSHOCK 

The narrator’s last word stresses the intense fear gripping “the whole 
church” (5:11) in the wake of Ananias’s and Sapphira’s deaths. The church is 
in shock. How does it, and the story, go on from here?  

We may take some comfort in knowing that no one else in Acts 
abruptly drops dead—except for arrogant Herod Agrippa I, struck down by 
the Lord’s angel for not glorifying God (12:20-23) and sleepy Eutychus who 
falls to his death out a third-story window during Paul’s midnight sermon 
(20:7-12). But Herod is a sworn enemy of the church (who recently executed 
the apostle James [12:2]), and Eutychus is brought back to life.  

The Ananias/Sapphira incident marks a unique aberration in Acts, but 
one that cannot be easily forgotten. It stands, or falls, as a sober reminder 
of the vital importance for Christian fellowship of honesty and integrity, 
truthfulness and transparency. Without these virtues, the church will die. 

REFLECTIONS 

HONESTY 

1. Among various virtues we might applaud, what makes honesty so 
critical in the life of a community or congregation? 

2. In what specific ways do we commonly deceive one another apart 
from outright lying? 

3. What might have been the primary motive(s) behind Ananias and 
Sapphira’s cover-up? Why didn’t they come clean when confronted by 
Peter? 

  

  
 

FEAR 

1. What does “fearing God” 
mean to you?  

2. What are some causes of 
“great fear” in churches today? 

3. What do you think of fear 
as a factor in motivating godly 
behaviour? 
  


