
INTEGRITY 
Acts 4:36-5:11 

 
 All of us have heard the expression “Character Counts” and how important that concept 
is with regard to what should be taught as part of the education process for young people.  There 
was some emphasis on that several years ago, but we don’t hear much of anything about that 
now.  Before hiring a person, those who are making the decision to hire or not to hire will 
usually do a background check on the candidate for the job.  That check would include such 
things as credit scores, arrest records, traffic fines, and has the person spent time in prison or jail.  
Failure to carry out such a check can result in a lot of grief for the organization doing the hiring.  
An interesting aside is that some “advocacy” organizations would like to prohibit potential 
employers from being able to find such information because it does not give people with bad 
behavior records a chance to be considered for a job.  This is like saying “character does not 
count.” 
 There are a lot of different traits that we think about when we hear the word “character.”  
Probably, the one word that captures most of the concerns people would like to know about is 
“integrity.”  There are two main ideas that this word references.  The usual meaning that we 
think of is related to synonyms such as honesty, morality, honor, virtue, and truthfulness.  The 
other concept is more related to the root origins of the word that implies being whole and 
undivided.  We have a number of synonyms for this side of the meaning that would include 
words such as unity, coherence, soundness, and solidarity.  This is the attribute that Moses used 
in Deuteronomy 6:4 to describe God when he wrote “Jehovah is one.”  He is the same yesterday, 
today, and forever.  He is the same in every situation.  He is the same in every expression of His 
being as Father, Son, or Holy Spirit.  He is One or totally unified in Himself.  
 As Christians we have embraced and endorsed such things as honesty, morality, being 
honorable, virtuous, and truthful.  We could summarize these as Paul did in the list that we 
commonly call the fruit of the Spirit.  Who could possibly disagree with those characteristics 
being desirable?  We would like to believe that this is the way we think, how we speak and what 
we do.  The reality of the situation, however, is that many times, this is not what actually 
happens.   
 What would cause us to think, speak and act in a manner that is not in harmony with what 
we say we believe?  The simple answer is that we don’t really know what we believe.  In other 
words we are conflicted in our beliefs.  How does that happen?  Our “world view” or system of 
beliefs has many ideas and various principles and these are not always compatible with each 
other.  Some ideas will be based on truth and others will be based on false information.    
 There are other complicating factors: we, as Christians, may truly believe in any number 
of absolute truths and yet fail in the performance or outworking of those truths in our lives 
simply because we have been conditioned to do certain things or respond in certain ways by our 
pre-Christian “experience, environment, or belief system.”  This is why we are admonished by 
Paul in Romans 12 to be transformed by renewing our minds, etc.  This is also why Paul had to 
admonish the Christians in various churches to walk according to what they had been taught and 
why he thought it necessary to point out to the church at Philippi that they had not learned Christ 
in a certain way.   
 We all encounter situations in which we do things that are “out of character” of who we 
are because we are still imperfect and we sometime don’t always think things through in a clear 
manner.  In spite of our best efforts we fail.  It is one thing to fail when we are trying to do what 



is right; it is something else when we deliberately do things we know to be wrong because we are 
selfishly motivated.  Not only is such behavior harmful to our own personal spiritual growth, it 
can be harmful to whatever group with which we are associated.  Our lack of personal integrity 
affects the integrity of the group in that it can be a source of distrust and suspicion that introduce 
disunity.   
 The early church in Jerusalem had just encountered an external attack from the Jewish 
officials because of the healing of the lame man at the Temple and because of Peter and John 
telling the people about Jesus.  Their response was to come together in prayer and ask God to 
give them courage to face and deal with what the world and the devil might bring against the 
church.   
 Following that prayer and God’s response to them – the place was shaken – Luke wrote 
about the ongoing faith, fellowship, mutual care and unity of those who were the church. In Acts 
4:32-36 we learned about the willingness of people at various times to help each other even to 
the point of selling their possessions and giving the proceeds to the apostles to help meet the 
needs of those who were part of the church.  Since it was done from “time to time,” there was not 
a general action of everyone selling everything they had and donating the money, but it was done 
in response to needs as they arose.  Luke then documented a couple of examples of people taking 
such action.   
 
Example 1: Barnabas – 4:36-37 
36 Now Joseph, a Levite of Cyprian birth, who was also called Barnabas by the apostles (which translated means Son 
of Encouragement), 37 and who owned a tract of land, sold it and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet.  
Acts 4:36-37 (NASB95) 
 We have already started seeing a pattern in Luke’s documentation of what happened in 
the early church.  He had written about signs wonders and miracle and chose an example of Peter 
and John healing a lame man at the temple.  He related the communion, care and sharing of the 
church and we see here an example of what one person did that helped meet needs of the people.  
Sometimes we glibly say that all we have belongs to God.  The test of the reality of our belief in 
this truth is seen in the actions we take.   
 In this example we learn that Joseph was of the tribe of Levi.  We don’t know if he was 
involved in any priestly duties that were done by Levites.  We do see that he owned land which 
was not in the original scheme of things when the Israelites first occupied the Promised Land in 
that the Levites were not landowners.  Apparently, that practice had been abandoned centuries 
before this time since Jeremiah (who also was a Levite) had bought a tract of land before the 
Jews were exiled to Babylon.   
 He was nicknamed Barnabas which was taken to mean that he encouraged people.  
Although the literal meaning of Barnabas from the Aramaic was “son of prophecy,” that name 
was generally used to describe an encourager.  From the action that he took in helping the church 
with financial needs and what we know about him in later times when he helped Paul be 
accepted by the church, we can appreciate that he was well deserving of that description. I guess 
it goes without saying that each of us should be like a prophet who would use God’s words to 
encourage others in their lives.  After all, would we rather be around someone who encourages 
us or discourages us?   
 As we go about being encouragers, it is very important that we encourage people to do 
things according to what Christ taught rather than encouraging people to do things the way of the 
world.  It is not enough to just be an encourager, we need to encourage as a spokesperson for 
God (a prophet) would do it.  There are more than enough people around who encourage us to do 



the wrong thing or do the right thing the wrong way or even to do the right thing in the right way 
but for the wrong motive.   
 
Example 2: Ananias – 5:1-6 
1 But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold a piece of property, 2 and kept back some of the price for 
himself, with his wife’s full knowledge, and bringing a portion of it, he 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 some of the price of the land? 4 

“While it remained unsold, did it not remain your own? And after it was sold, was it not under your control? Why is 
it that you have conceived this deed in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God.” 5 And as he heard these 
words, Ananias fell down and breathed his last; and great fear came over all who heard of it. 6 The young men got up 
and covered him up, and after carrying him out, they buried him.  Acts 5:1-6 (NASB95) 
 Luke had reported a good example of a person in the church doing something that was 
good and doing it in the right way and for the right reasons.  The thing that Barnabas did was 
excellent.  We do not know if he followed the teaching of Jesus who told us to not let even the 
left hand know what the right hand was doing when we “give alms.”  We do not want to question 
Barnabas’ motive for giving.  We can assume that he gave the money to the apostles without 
other church members being present.   
 In hindsight, it may have been better for the apostles to have kept the gift in the 
“anonymous giver” category.  Apparently, the apostles shared the information about the gift with 
others in the church.  The best possible intent of sharing that information would be to encourage 
others to help by doing something similar.  By revealing the name of the person who gave the 
money, the outcome results were mixed.  At least one other family was motivated to do 
something similar.  The fact that Barnabas was recognized and credited with making a generous 
gift could have created a desire on the part of others to be recognized in the same manner.  It 
appears that the way it was handled was not really in keeping with the spirit of what Jesus had 
said about giving to help others.   
 We are not told what was going on in the minds and hearts of Ananias and Sapphira.  We 
are not told if they gave their gift in private to the apostles.  We are not told if they made a 
statement that what they gave was the entire amount of what they had received for the property 
they sold.  There are a lot of “facts” left out of the account.  Based on the way Luke described 
the conversation between Ananias and Peter we attempt to put together a set of conditions that 
would make sense of what happened.  We do have some help in understanding what was going 
on from the statements and questions that Peter made after the gift was presented to the apostles.   
 The first question he asked was with regard to the influence of Satan on a person who 
was a believer.  The assertion was that Satan had filled the heart of Ananias to such an extent that 
he had been deceitful regarding the gift he was giving.  From this, we could reasonably conclude 
that Ananias had either told them that he had sold property and was giving all the money to help 
those in need or the apostles had assumed that was the case and Ananias had failed to set the 
record straight.   
 The Greek word translated as “filled” in the case of Satan’s influence on Ananias is the 
same word used in other places in the New Testament about a believer being filled with the Holy 
Spirit.  It would seem that Peter’s question “how is it that this happened?” implied that Ananias 
had allowed it to occur.  Alexander Maclearn (a Baptist ministry in the second half of the 1800s) 
observed that the picture in Revelation of Christ standing at the door of the heart of a Christian 
could also apply to Satan would like to come in.  The responsibility of opening the door rests 
with us as to whom we will allow to enter.  The lesson we need to learn is that we are vulnerable 
to being influenced by Satan in our daily lives and especially as we get involved in things related 
to the kingdom of God.  



 The responsibility of the deceptive action was not shifted to Satan but belonged to 
Ananias.  Notice the words of Peter “you have conceived this deed in your heart.”  It is only 
when we accept and follow the leading of Satan that the “conception” happens.  The suggestion 
to “do something wrong” is what Satan provides, it cannot harm us unless we allow ourselves to 
be tempted by it.  The temptation is an indication that we still have areas in our lives that can be 
fertile soil for sin to take root and grow.  The transformation process that happens by renewing 
our minds is to eliminate those pockets of the old nature where Satan can gain a foothold.     
 Satan was at work attacking the church.  He had used the Sanhedrin as an external means 
of trying to hinder what God was doing through His church and with Ananias and his wife, he 
was attempting an internal attack by which he hoped to weaken the church through suspicion and 
disloyalty and mistrust.  These things can result in any organization that fails to maintain 
integrity in the group.   
 It is clear from the statements that Peter made that giving was voluntary and how people 
gave was voluntary.  This was not a Christian version of Communism but was an example of 
Christian Community in action.  The difference in communism and community action is that one 
is government imposed and required and the other is that it is motivated by love and genuine 
concern for others.   
 The essence of a lie is that the perpetrator of the lie knows that it is not the truth and 
decides to create the deception for an ulterior purpose such as making himself appear to be 
something other than what he is.  This could easily be what happens when we are motivated by 
pride.  Pride was the sin of Lucifer, it was the appeal that the serpent made to Eve, and it was 
likely what motivated Ananias and his wife.  Warren Wiersbe noted the following in his Bible 
Exposition Commentary.  

George MacDonald wrote, “Half of the misery in the world comes from trying to look, instead of trying to 
be, what one is not.” The name that Jesus gave to this practice is “hypocrisy,” which simply means 
“wearing a mask, playing the actor.” We must not think that failure to reach our ideals is hypocrisy, 
because no believer lives up to all that he or she knows or has in the Lord. Hypocrisy is deliberate 
deception, trying to make people think we are more spiritual than we really are. 

 
 Ananias apparently thought he was going to simply deceive the apostles and the rest of 
church and that did not seem to be a big deal.  The reasoning he used was probably somewhat 
like we use today when we are less than totally honest: “It is not going to harm anybody for them 
to believe that we gave all we got from the sale to the church.  No harm, no foul.”  What he and 
Sapphira failed to realize is that the top priority of our responsibility as a Christian is to our 
Heavenly Father.  We think that it is really not of a lot of consequence of we fool people and 
they are not directly harmed.  Such deception, however, will result in a broken and unworkable 
relationship with God through His Holy Spirit.  When that relationship is broken, then that 
causes a loss of “integrity” in the body of the church. 
 If we are like “living stones” being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood on 
the foundation of Christ Jesus, then we would not want to have building components that are not 
solid.  It would be like trying to build a brick wall with some of the brick not being properly 
fired.  The result would be that these bricks would crumble and there would be holes in the wall 
or it might even collapse.   
 It is somewhat ironic that the name “Ananias” means “God has graciously given.”   God 
gives and He doesn’t hold anything back but as we see in the sacrifice of Christ, He gave His all. 
It would have been good if Ananias had known the words of Jesus to His disciples “Freely you 
have received, freely give.”  Sapphira’s name means “beautiful” but the beauty that might have 



been was distorted by the deceit in which she was involved.  Psalm 96:9 reminds us “O worship 
the LORD in the beauty of holiness.”  That same holiness of God would not allow the lie to go 
without judgment.   
Example 3: Sapphira – 5:7-11 
7 Now there elapsed an interval of about three hours, and his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. 8 And 
Peter responded to her, “Tell me whether you sold the land for such and such a price?” And she said, “Yes, that was 
the price.” 9 Then Peter said to her, “Why is it that you have agreed together to put the Spirit of the Lord to the test? 
Behold, the feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out as well.” 10 And 
immediately she fell at his feet and breathed her last, and the young men came in and found her dead, and they 
carried her out and buried her beside her husband. 11 And great fear came over the whole church, and over all who 
heard of these things.  Acts 5:7-11 (NASB95) 
 We tend to be shocked when we read that God took the life of two people because they 
lied about an interaction with His church.  It is helpful in understanding this to remember that the 
Lord judges sin severely.  Historically, at the beginning of a new period in salvation history, 
those judgments will happen immediately after the commission of the sin.  For example, just 
after the tabernacle was erected, God took the life of Nadab and Abihu for trying to present 
“false fire” to the Lord as seen in the tenth chapter of Leviticus.   We also remember the account 
of Achan who was sentenced to die for disobeying orders after Israel had entered the Promised 
Land as seen in the seventh chapter of Joshua.  
 The first two hypocrites in the church were dealt with very severely.  Many other 
hypocrites have been in the church but have not had the same judgment in history (time) as did 
these two.  These examples warn of how serious God is about sin and how sure the judgment 
will be.  We can be thankful that by the grace of God we who sin do not receive an instantaneous 
sentence of judgment.  However, we should not presume upon the grace of God as Ananias and 
Sapphira did by “testing” Him in an apparent attempt to determine how far they could go in 
being dishonest.  As we can see from their example, there is no room for deliberate sin in the life 
of a believer.  When we see that we are missing the mark upon realizing the presence of sin in 
our lives, then we need to confess it, repent from it and (if appropriate) restore things to their 
proper order. 
 We would expect what had just happened would have gotten the attention of the church.  
As Warren Wiersbe noted   

The result was a wave of godly fear that swept over the church and over all those who heard the story.  We 
have moved from “great power” and “great grace” to “great fear,” and all of these ought to be present in the 
church.  “Let us have grace, whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence and godly fear: for our 
God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 12:28–29). 

 


