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“Hypocrisy in the Church” (Acts 5:1-11) 

The end of Acts 4 culminated in verbal intimidation by the leaders of Judaism. This failed to halt 
the growth of the Church. The verbal intimidation would subsequently be replaced by an attempt 
by the devil to sow hypocrisy within the church and physical intimidation in Acts 5.  
 

 
 
But a certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a possession, And kept back part of the price, 

his wife also being privy to it, and brought a certain part, and laid it at the apostles' feet. (v1-2) 
 
The Church was experiencing a mighty move of God. The people had a wonderful unity of “one 
heart and of one soul” (Acts 4:32), which enabled them to bear a powerful testimony, “with great 
power gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all” (Acts 
4:33). They had love and care for one another, “Neither was there any among them that lacked” (Acts 
4:34).  These Christians loved to give to one another.  

The “but” in this verse connects this incident up with what preceded.  When God is 
working in blessing, the opposition of Satan soon becomes apparent. Often it begins within the 
church in an underhand manner with demonstrations of hypocrisy. The devil will have some 
rotten apples in the barrel to try to corrupt the rest. This came in the form of a married couple. 
Satan rarely comes directly into our churches but rather works through members.   

It is important to note that this first act of public sin occurred in the ranks of those who 
professed the name of Christ. Interestingly both husband and wife were caught up together in 
this conspiracy to deceive. The sin is only exposed because God exposed it. These details are not 
a coincidence. The Holy Spirit is letting us all know that it could easily happen to any one of us 
or any family among us, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall.” (1 Cor. 
10:12) Both male and female and young and old are all vulnerable to this sin.  
 
DEFINITION OF HYPOCRISY - The word that is often translated “hypocrite” is derived 
from a Greek word that was used of actors on the Greek stage who put on a mask in order to 
play the part of another. The Pharisees were a classic example of this as they put on a show of 
religious piety, which masked what they truly were on the inside. The Lord Jesus was generally 
more scathing of hypocrites than He was of those involved in more notorious public sins. We 
often expend a lot of energy creating a persona to impress others as to our spiritual state. The 
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more public ministries often have more volunteers than the more private ones. Our pride craves 
to be regarded as a pious saint before fellow believers. Hypocritical believers love to be seen to 
be holy but they do not love to be holy. 

If this hypocrisy was unchecked it would dilute the testimony of the Church before the 
world and discourage the members of the Church. The NT Church would be taken over by 
Pharisees. This sin quenches the power of the Holy Spirit in the assembly of saints (1 Thess. 
5:19). This doesn’t mean that there is a lack of power in God but rather His activity in our lives. 
Jack Arnold observes, 

 
“The greatest threat to the church is not external persecution from the unbelieving world 
but internal sin by disobedient saints.  Persecution and martyrdom have never stopped 
the progress of the church.  Criticism and slander from the non-Christian world has 
never seriously hindered the testimony of the church.  The true church has never feared 
anything that is outward.  The great fear is inward in that there would be a lack of 
spiritual life and enthusiasm because of personal sin.  When sin and the world enter the 
church, there is always a loss of spiritual power because there is a compromising of 
Biblical convictions to please men.” 

 

 
 

Materialism is never the indicator of spirituality and we should never assume we are better than 
we are simply because the providential Hand of God has been good to us. If that was the case 
then billionaires would be very spiritual men. It is vital that our possessions don’t possess us. We 
need to keep a loose grip on our possessions because they are not eternal, “for we brought nothing 
into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out” (1 Tim. 6:7). 

Ananias and Sapphira had observed Barnabas and others in Acts 4 generously sell part of 
their possessions to give to those in need. No doubt many applauded this sacrificial act publicly 
and even privately. This couple desired to be praised like this. It wasn’t enough for them to be 
accepted as fellow Christians they wanted also to be acclaimed as the more spiritual and 
sacrificial ones. The flesh loves to be exalted and applauded by other men. Pride took root in 
their hearts. Hypocrisy begins first in the inside before it shows up in our external actions. But 
along with the craving for man’s applause was the craving to keep the money. The battle raged in 
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their hearts and they devised a compromise. They would give part of what they sold the land for 
but claim that they had given all for the Lord. Peter revealed that the devil was behind the idea to 
deceive the congregation. When you want to do the wrong thing, you can expect Satan to have a 
million reasons to do it. MacArthur notes, 
 

“The sin is not in the selling.  The sin is not in the keeping.  The sin is in the lying.  They 
committed a secret sin and, of course, secret sin on earth in open scandal in heaven 
because you can’t hide it.  They wanted spiritual status.  They wanted to be 
elevated.  They wanted to be exalted.  They wanted to be honored and appreciated as 
others who had done this.  They sought prestige.  They wanted to be thought of as great 
and godly and generous and sacrificial, but they weren’t willing to give up 
everything.  They just wanted to appear to be giving up everything.” 

 
It should be carefully noted that they paid over part of the money, “and brought a certain 

part, and laid it at the apostles' feet.” This giving of this portion appeared to be a good action. The 
fact that it resulted in their deaths reveals that many an outwardly good deed is in reality a very 
evil act. It should also be noted that no one forced Ananias and Sapphira to sell their land. God 
never mandated that they had to sell the land. It would not have been a sin for them to keep all 
the money from the sale. If they had declared that they were keeping part of the money for 
themselves, then this would not have been a sin. It only became a sin when they determined to 
lie about what they had given. We all are constantly tempted to impress others that we have a 
higher degree of spiritual commitment than we really have. The Throne of Grace is littered with 
a lot of unpaid vows. In a moment of blessing or crisis we often speak impetuously. The Bible 
warns, “Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.” (Eccl. 5:5) 
 

 
 
GIVING IS WORSHIP 
 
When we give to the Lord’s Work, we do so unto the Lord in a sacred act of worship. That is a 
personal and a sacred action of devotion. The Apostle Paul described the giving of the Philippian 
believers as “an odour of a sweet smell, a sacrifice acceptable, wellpleasing to God” (Philp. 4:18). These 
sacrifices please the Lord. In Hebrews 13:16 we are told, “But to do good and to communicate forget not: 
for with such sacrifices God is well pleased.” Some charitable institutions publicise the donations they 
have received to give glory to the donor. That is the opposite for a church. Our giving is not to 
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draw attention to ourselves. That is in keeping with what the Lord taught us in Matthew 6:3-4. 
No flesh should glory in acts of worship. Giving is part of discipleship, as it is a denial of self and 
a following of Christ’s example.  

The crucial factor to giving in a holy manner is the attitude of the heart. The Apostle 
Paul was writing of the giving of the churches of Macedonia. Even though these saints were 
poor they abounded in their generosity to help other saints “I bear record, yea, and beyond their power 
they were willing of themselves.” (2 Cor. 8:3) The key to it was that they had hearts devoted unto the 
Lord, “And this they did, not as we hoped, but first gave their own selves to the Lord, and unto us by the will of 
God” (2 Cor. 8:5).  

 
But Peter said, Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to keep back part of the 
price of the land? Whiles it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was it not in thine own power? 

why hast thou conceived this thing in thine heart? thou hast not lied unto men, but unto God. (v3-4) 
 
It would have been easy for Peter to ignore this sin or dilute it as a “little flaw” and concentrate 
on his preaching and teaching. Doubtless, the devil whispered in his ear not to upset the 
wonderful public unity and happy atmosphere in the early church. These were clearly people of 
means and at least they were giving something. But this man of God directly challenged this sin. 
He knows the serious consequences of allowing this cancer to spread in the Church body, “A 
little leaven leaveneth the whole lump.” (Gal. 5:9) Like Achan’s sin did in the OT, the sin of this couple 
would limit the power of God in the NT church.  

Typically, Peter doesn’t waste words but speaks directly and clearly, “Ananias, why hath 
Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to keep back part of the price of the land?” Giving was an 
act of worship. By lying about what they had given they had desecrated sacred worship. They 
had lied to their fellow church members, but they also had attempted to lie to God. While they 
were praying, singing hymns, and participating in the Lord’s Supper this couple were attempting 
to deceive God and their fellow Christians. Even in our most sacred duties we can easily 
succumb to the lusts of the flesh.  

Peter warned them that right up to their final presentation of the money they had 
complete power to give it or keep it, “Whiles it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was 
it not in thine own power?” But they wanted the praise of men and they wanted money and they 
came up with a scheme to get both. They evidently sought to profess by their act of devoting all 
to God. Man may be fooled by hypocrisy but God never is. One of the great sins of this couple 
was that they had a low view of the Sovereignty of God and especially His knowledge and His 
holiness. They had forgotten that “our God is a consuming fire.” 

 
And Ananias hearing these words fell down, and gave up the ghost: and great fear came on all them that heard 

these things. And the young men arose, wound him up, and carried him out, and buried him. (v5-6) 
 
Although the devil had tempted both Ananias and his wife to commit this sin, “why hath Satan 
filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost” they were both guilty of surrendering to the temptation, 
“There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you 
to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able 
to bear it.” (1 Cor. 10:13) As Peter explained, they had time before and after the sale of the land to 
tell the truth. They deliberately planned the deception and carried it out.  
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 The premeditated lie was suddenly and comprehensively punished, “And Ananias hearing 
these words fell down, and gave up the ghost.” As was customary in the Middle East, his remains were 
taken away and buried the same day. The shock must have been so great that no one thought to 
inform his wife that he wasn’t just dead but that he also was buried.  
 

 
 
On the 1st day of the Tabernacle, God struck down Nadab and Abihu. On the first deliverance 
into the Holy Land He struck down Achan. Now at the beginning of the Church He did the 
same with this couple. Therefore, we see God at the beginning of a great work establishing the 
principle that you cannot be reckless with strange fire, accursed thing or your vows. God did this 
to demonstrate His standards of purity for the church.  

 
And it was about the space of three hours after, when his wife, not knowing what was done, came in. And Peter 
answered unto her, Tell me whether ye sold the land for so much? And she said, Yea, for so much. Then Peter 

said unto her, How is it that ye have agreed together to tempt the Spirit of the Lord? behold, the feet of them which 
have buried thy husband are at the door, and shall carry thee out. (v7-9) 

 
Sapphira’s name means “sapphire, beautiful, jewel.” Sadly, her character here was anything but 
that. It is amazing Sapphira missed her husband’s funeral and never even heard about it for 3 
hours. She comes into the church anticipating a day of praise and exaltation for their sacrificial 
gift. But she will get the shock of her life.  

Peter doesn’t offer any sympathy. He directly checked out whether she was in 
collaboration with her husband, “Tell me whether ye sold the land for so much?” Here was an 
opportunity for her to repent and be truthful. Without hesitation, she confirmed the lie that she 
had agreed with Ananias. The judgment upon her reveals they were both co-conspirators in this 
sin. Sapphira will discover that God is no respecter of persons – male or female. All will be justly 
dealt with.  
 

Then fell she down straightway at his feet, and yielded up the ghost: and the young men came in, and found her 
dead, and, carrying her forth, buried her by her husband. (v10) 



For 11 February 2018                                                                          Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 6 

 
The judgment of God that came on her husband now strikes her down. Any attempt to deceive 
the God who knows all things is futile, “Neither is there any creature that is not manifest in his sight: but 
all things are naked and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have to do.” (Hebrews 4:13) This couple 
had tested God’s ability to see and judge their sin and they had paid the ultimate price.  

The tragedy of the NT church is that the first graves were not those of martyrs but that 
of a pair of hypocrites. There is no mourning over the passing of these two individuals. The 
language here is cold and stark. Their corpses were taken out and simply buried. Hypocrites 
seldom leave much, if anything, of a testimony for others to miss.  
 

 
 

And great fear came upon all the church, and upon as many as heard these things. And by the hands of the 
apostles were many signs and wonders wrought among the people; (and they were all with one accord in Solomon's 
porch. And of the rest durst no man join himself to them: but the people magnified them. And believers were the 

more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women.) (v11-14) 
 
In this judgment God showed His care and protection of His Church. There was an immediate 
impact of the finger of God touching the lives of these two hypocrites, “And great fear came upon 
all the church, and upon as many as heard these things.” There was a reverence for God both inside and 
outside the church. Those two graves became a catalyst for purifying the early church. God used 
this act of church discipline to rebound for His glory in many ways.  

The judgment of God can be a very good thing. It weeds out the hypocrites and makes 
others think twice about indulging in such behaviour. No doubt dishonest people would now 
think twice before associating themselves with the disciples. Within the church, members would 
also have been impressed with the truth and holiness of God. Not many rushed foolishly 
forward with gifts without thinking now. Today many churches design their services to attract 
sinners. They boast they are “seeker sensitive.” The early church was designed by the Holy Spirit 
to make sinners fear God.  

This manifestation of God’s holiness resulted in further manifestations of His power, 
true unity (as unbelievers dare not join themselves to them), and further glorious examples of 
great numbers of people being converted, “And believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes 
both of men and women.” God’s blessing comes from purity. Campbell Morgan said, “The church 
pure is the church powerful.”  
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This incident shows that God is very serious about the sins of the saints. No Christian 
ever sins and gets away with that sin! God loves us too much to ignore it. There are 
consequences for our choices. We are warned by the Holy Spirit that He still chastises the sins of 
the saints with sickness and even death, “For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many 
sleep.” (1 Cor. 11:30; cf. 1 John 5:16-18)  

It is self-evident that not all hypocrisy is immediately judged this way in the lives of those 
who profess Christianity (or else almost every church would be empty on Sunday!). However, all 
sin will eventually be judged by God. Just because He does not put us to death every time we sin 
today, should not lead us to conclude that heaven’s silence means heaven’s consent. We might be 
just as great a hypocrite as Ananias and Sapphira and live to a ripe old age. Spurgeon warned his 
church members, 

 
“That story of Ananias and Sapphira — it is often used most properly to illustrate the 
danger of lying; but that is not the point of the narrative. Ananias and Sapphira were 
members of the church at Jerusalem, and they lied not unto men, which would have been 
sin enough, but in lying to the church officers they lied unto God, and the result was 
their sudden death. Now, you are not to suppose that this was a solitary case. Wherever 
there is a true church of God, the judgments of God are always going on in it. I speak 
now not only what I have read, but what I have known and seen with mine eyes; what I 
am as sure of as I am sure of any fact in history. The apostle Paul, speaking of the same 
in his day, said that in a certain church there was so much sin that many were weak and 
sickly among them, and many slept; that is to say, there was great sickness in the church, 
and many died. Judgments are begun in the house of God and are always going on there. 
I have seen men in the church who have walked at a distance from God, who have been 
visited with severe chastisements; others who have been of hot and proud spirit, have 
been terribly humbled; and some who have arrogantly touched God’s ark, and the doom 
of Uzzah has befallen them. I have seen it and do know it. And so it always will be. The 
Lord Jesus Christ looking around his church, if he sees anything evil in it, will do one of 
two things; either he will go right away from his church because the evil is tolerated 
there, and he will leave that church to be like Laodicea, to go on from bad to worse, till it 
becomes no church at all; or else he will come and he will trim the lamp, or to use the 
figure of the fifteenth of John, he will prune the vine-branch and with his knife will cut 
off this member, and the other, and cast them into the fire; while, as for the rest, he will 
cut them till they bleed again, because they are fruit-bearing members, but they have too 
much wood, and he wants them to bring forth more fruit. It is not a trifling matter to be 
in the church of God.” 

 
 There have been hypocrites in the church from the very beginning. The Lord Jesus had a 
Judas Iscariot in the group of His disciples. Paul co-laboured with the hypocritical Demas for 
many years. Expect to find many hypocrites today seated in the church, especially with the 
general decline in the quality of Christian living. But remember that this story reveals that God 
hates it.  

We shouldn’t let the presence of hypocrites discourage us from Christian service. The 
hypocrisy of Judas didn’t stop Jesus Christ living the life of a servant. Paul didn’t resign from 
ministry because hypocrites like Demas betrayed him. Ultimately, we only give an account for 
our own life, “So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God.” (Romans 14:12)  
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Hypocrisy is a particularly heinous sin. George MacDonald rightly said, “Half the misery 
in the world is caused by people trying to look rather than trying to be.” Hypocrisy not only 
damages us but many others who observe it. This reality should drive us to our knees seeking 
God’s grace so that we won’t become an Ananias or a Sapphira.  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 


