
THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson One: Introdu ction to Acts (Acts 1:1-11) 

 
The book of Acts fulfills an important purpose in the N ew Testament, as a seq uel to L uke's 
account of the gospel of J esus, and as the historical and thematic background to the N ew 
Testament epistles.  There are many important themes in Acts, and there is a good deal of 
background information significant to the book.  We shall begin our study with a look at the 
opening passage in the book, and shall use these first few verses as an introduction to the maj or 
concepts that we shall see throughout Acts. 
 
 
P reliminary O bserv ations 
 
Rather than dwelling in detail on background information now, we shall make only some brief 
preliminary observations.  As we proceed through Acts, we shall take the time to cover historical 
background and other supplemental information as it becomes significant.  This will enable us to 
move more quickly into the text and its important lessons, and it will also make sure that when 
we need the background information, it won't have been already forgotten. 
 
The book that we call Acts was written by the same author who wrote the third gospel, and was 
conceived as a follow-up to or continuation of the gospel of Luke.  Although Luke never signs 
his name, it has been understood since the earliest generations of the church that he wrote these 
two inspired books.  More recently, scholars have also confirmed Luke's authorship by a careful 
analysis of the passages in Acts and elsewhere in which Paul's traveling companions are 
mentioned. 
 
In the first century AD, when it was the general practice for the various inspired N ew Testament 
writings to circulate individually or in small sets rather than as a complete collection, the books 
that we call Luke and Acts were generally read as a two volume set, most probably entitled 
"History of Christian Origins".  Towards the end of the first century, it became the norm for 
Luke and the other three gospels to be circulated as a unit, and the second part of the "History" 
became an independent book.  Later, in the middle of the 2nd century when the N ew Testament 
began to be published in its final, collected form, this book was re-titled "Acts of the Apostles"*, 
and has been read under that name ever since.  N ote that the book is not really "the acts of the 
apostles" in any inclusive sense, but rather covers come of the activities of some of the apostles, 
chosen to fit into a thematic plan. 
 

* The new name came about in part after a division started by an influential false teacher named Marcion, who taught 
(among other errors) that Paul was only the true apostle.  The resulting controversy, which we covered in an earlier 
class on the history of Christianity, was the main catalyst that began the practice of circulating the N ew Testament only 
in complete form with all 27  books.  One minor change was that this title of "Acts of the Apostles" began to be used 
for this book, to stress the legitimacy of Peter and the other apostles along with Paul. 

 
Acts begins immediately after Jesus' resurrection, which happened in about AD 32.  It continues 
through Paul's first two years in Rome, concluding in approximately AD 62, and thus covers 
about the first 30 years of the N ew Testament church of Christ.  N ote that, while some events in 
Acts can be dated precisely, others have a certain margin of error - therefore it is not uncommon 
to see dates that vary by a year or so in either direction, even in references whose authors share 
the same basic perspective on the inspired nature of the book and its contents.  Our study plan 
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will be to cover the first 12 chapters this spring, and the last 16 chapters in the summer.  In the 
first part of Acts, most of the action takes place in a small area, with most of the converts and 
most of the opposition coming from Jews or their close relatives or neighbors.  Beginning in 
chapter 10, we see the first small-scale ministries among the Gentiles.  There is then a major 
shift of emphasis beginning in chapter 13, with organized, large-scale missions to Gentile cities 
becoming the focus. 
 
An important theme verse for Acts comes right after one of the book's most well-known verses.  
In Acts 2:39, after the familiar call to repent and be baptized, Peter tells the crowd at Pentecost 
that "the promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off - for all whom the Lord 
our God will call."  This claim is proven over and over again in Acts, as the gospel is obeyed by 
Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles, by residents of three different continents and many different 
nations and cultures, and by all types of men and women.  Another noticeable theme in Acts is 
the working of God, Jesus, and the Spirit towards the same purpose.  The book is filled with 
prominent mention of all three personalities of the Godhead, as each plays an important role in 
the story that Luke tells. 
 
We shall see more of both of these two basic themes as we now look in more detail at the 
introduction to the book. 
 
 
Acts & The G ospel of  J esus C hrist (Acts 1:1-3) 
 
Luke, the author of Acts, establishes from the beginning that the account we are going to read 
connects directly with his earlier book about Jesus Christ.  Throughout Acts, we shall see how 
Luke repeatedly emphasizes connections with the various aspects of Jesus' sacrificial ministry.  
If we are to appreciate the message of Acts, this is an important idea that we must keep in mind.  
Too often, Acts is studied in isolation from the gospel and/or is examined from a perspective that 
focuses on the qualities and achievements of the human characters, rather than focusing on Jesus, 
the gospel, and the Godhead. 
 
At the very beginning of Acts, the author makes clear the connection of this work with his 
"former book" (1:1-3).  Writing to his friend Theophilus*, he picks up immediately after the 
resurrection, and there is thus some overlap with Luke.  He briefly recounts how Jesus spent 40 
days with his apostles teaching them about the kingdom, teaching them and giving them final 
preparations for his departure.  The resurrection strengthened their faith, but they still had much 
to learn, as their question in verse 6 (see below) indicates. 
 

* It was a common practice for ancient and medieval writers to address their books to a particular individual - usually 
someone more prominent or influential than themselves - even though they fully intended the book to be read by the 
general public.  Modern authors sometimes retain a vestige of this practice with a brief dedication page before their 
text begins, but the earlier practice was to address the honorary recipient in the text itself.  N ote that because 
"Theophilus" can literally mean "God lover", some have thought that perhaps Luke is just addressing believers in 
general.  This is unlikely, because of the formal way that Theophilus is addressed in Luke 1:3, and also because if that 
were Luke's intent, there is a different word for "lover of God", used in 2 Timothy 3:4, that he would have been more 
likely to use. 

 
From the outset, then, we would expect Jesus to play a prominent role in Acts.  He himself 
appears at least twice at significant times, appearing to Stephen (Acts 7 ) and then to Paul (Acts 
9, and also recalled in chapters 22 and 26).  But beyond these kind of overt appearances by 
Jesus, his ministry is the basis for all of the apostles' teachings.  One of the key features of Acts 
is the large collection of lessons about the gospel, taught in a great variety of settings and 
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circumstances.  These are often skimmed over by readers who assume that they are already 
familiar with the gospel, but in fact they are meant to be a focal point of the book, and they 
deserve careful study.  These lessons give us an invaluable look at the way the gospel was 
proclaimed in the 1st century, and have much to teach us about our own approach to proclaiming 
the truth.  In these gospel lessons, Jesus stands out as the center of attention, rather than human 
activity.  We shall make a point of paying special attention to these lessons when they arise in 
Acts. 
 
As we study Acts, it is therefore vital to remember its connection with the gospel (the good 
news) of Jesus Christ.  Those who study Acts without keeping this in mind often end up 
emphasizing the qualities and achievements of the human characters in Acts, rather than keeping 
the focus where it should be.  Properly understood, Acts teaches a perspective on growth and 
change that centers on God, Jesus, and the Spirit, not on human will or righteousness. 
 
 
 
 
G od ' s P lans & H uman P lans (Acts 1:4-11) 
 
Before Jesus left to return to his Father, he once more had to correct his followers' 
misconceptions about his ministry and mission.  The apostles must now grasp, once and for all, 
the real mission that Jesus has given them.  For they themselves will now be the ones who must 
explain the truth to others and who must correct and refute the many worldly views that others 
have of Jesus.  God's direction of the church is a prominent theme in Acts, and it is often 
contrasted with the human pride, resistance, and misconceptions that prevent so many from 
seeing God's plans more clearly. 
 
As he teaches the Eleven, Jesus makes a promise and is then asked a question (1:4-6).  Jesus' 
promise that they will be baptized with (i.e. immersed in) the Holy Spirit is significant most 
immediately in connection with the events of Pentecost (Acts 2), and it also begins a continual 
emphasis on the Spirit in Acts.  We are shown in ways both miraculous and non-miraculous that 
the Spirit came just as promised after Jesus' death, to work and guide the church in their teaching 
and ministry.  The Spirit's work in Acts is generally presented from a purely factual viewpoint, 
while some of Paul's epistles later discuss the theology of the Spirit.  The apostles' question to 
him, asking if he was going to restore an earthly kingdom to Israel, indicates that they did not yet 
fully understand either the reason why the Spirit was coming, or the nature of what he would do.  
Much of the book of Acts illuminates the struggle that we all have in accepting God's 
perspective.  The truth of the gospel conflicts with many fleshly perspectives, and even believers 
often find that God's priorities can conflict with their own goals and desires. 
 
Jesus then explains that, rather than sending them to help rebuild some kind of earthly kingdom, 
his desire for the apostles is that they be his witnesses (1:7 -8).  They do not need to concern 
themselves with politics or with Jewish national interests, but with proclaiming to others what 
they have seen and heard while with Jesus.  He also tells them that "it is not for you to know the 
times and dates the Father has set by his own authority", that is, God himself will direct them 
according to his will.  Once again this is a significant theme in Acts.  The church grew because it 
followed God's will and direction, not because its leaders figured out a brilliant plan or 
developed innovative methodologies of evangelism.  So too, in our contemporary ministries we 
want to be able to allow God to direct the body in his way and in his time.  For the things he has 
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in mind are always more important and more genuinely rewarding than are plans conceived by 
the human mind. 
 
At the same time, there is a practical plan in Jesus' instructions to the apostles, and he reveals the 
part of it that they need to know about now.  In their role as witnesses, they will not simply 
wander aimlessly, but will tell about Jesus "in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the ends of the earth".  This design is both large-scale and logical.  On a purely historical level, 
this verse provides a summary of the story of Acts, since the book follows this outline precisely - 
first detailing the ministry in Jerusalem, then following the spread of the word into the nearby 
areas of Judea and Samaria, and then detailing some of the most significant steps as churches of 
Christ were established in many far-removed areas of the Roman Empire.  While this provides a 
sensible and easily followed story, remember always that there is also a thematic level of Acts, 
which is even more important.  It is only because the first century believers accepted the spiritual 
lessons that they were taught (and which the book of Acts emphasizes to us) that they were able 
to fulfill Jesus' plans and goals.  Those who try to imitate the outward success of the church 
without paying proper heed to the spiritual lessons either will fail miserably, or worse, may find 
themselves achieving a worldly form of success that is intoxicating but spiritually empty, and 
therefore dangerous. 
 
The introductory section of Acts closes with an account of the ascension (1:9-11), which Luke 
had also mentioned in his gospel account.  While this would have been an amazing miracle to 
see, as it is presented it is surely one of the Bible's most understated miracles.  Those observing 
it are almost rebuked for marveling over what they have seen, and the actual event is not given 
much prominence, either here or elsewhere in the Bible.  The apostles are even specifically told 
not to dwell on the ascension, but to learn from it that Jesus someday will return to the earth.  
The miraculous in Acts is rarely emphasized for its own sake, and while the book is filled with 
amazing miracles, they happen for a purpose that goes beyond the miracle itself.  So too, whether 
we study the significance of the miraculous in the Bible, or whether we want better to understand 
the ways that God acts in our lives (which are often truly miraculous, even if not so spectacular), 
we must always remember that God's highest goals are always those with spiritual purposes. 
 
 
F or F urther Stud y (I nclud es Sources & R ef erences F or Acts) 
 
If you wish to do some extra study outside of class as we go through the book of Acts, a good 
place to start would be to read through the entire book of Acts either this week or over the next 
couple of weeks.  Do not worry about the details, but rather focus on getting a broad perspective 
on the main events in the book and on the kinds of things that it emphasizes.  This will then give 
you a conceptual framework for more detailed study as we proceed through the book. 
 
If you wish to use outside reading material to supplement your study of Acts, choose carefully.  
Acts is one of the longest and most detailed books in the N ew Testament, and thus it has been 
the subject of many books and articles.  U nfortunately, a great many of these are of little value, 
either because they oversimplify the message of Acts, or because they are written to promote a 
particular agenda, or because they are written by skeptics more interested in discrediting the 
details of the book than they are in explaining its message.  Here are some good commentaries 
that are most highly recommended for personal study: 
 
H. Leo Boles, Acts (Gospel Advocate Commentaries) 
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F.F. Bruce, The B ook of the Acts (N ew International Commentary on the N ew Testament) 
 
I. Howard Marshall, Acts (Tyndale N ew Testament Commentary) 
 
J.W. McGarvey, N ew C ommentary on Acts (Restoration Commentaries) 
 
John R.W. Stott, The Message of Acts (The Bible Speaks Today) 
 
Boles and McGarvey are usually considered to be two of the very best writers in the history of 
the Churches of Christ.  Their books are older commentaries (Boles wrote his in 1940, 
McGarvey wrote the original commentary during the Civil War and the 'N ew' Commentary in 
the 1890's), but these are still readable.  The other three books listed are by denominational 
writers, but all are valuable in illuminating the message of Acts, and they are usually faithful in 
sticking to what the text of Acts teaches.  Of all five books, the Stott book might be the easiest to 
use for those who might be studying Acts for the first time. 
 
There are a few other commentaries on Acts that have some usefulness, but most of them are not 
up to the standards of the above in terms of accuracy and thematic depth.  If you want any 
assistance in selecting study materials, just let me know. 
 
An excellent supplement to a study of Acts or of any other N ew Testament book is Merrill C. 
Tenney's N ew Testament Survey, which provides extensive background and contextual material 
for N ew Testament study.  This book is highly recommended for anyone who wishes to build up 
a good Bible reference library. 
 
 
- Mark W. Garner, March 2002 
 
 
© 2002 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Two: Th e Com m u nity  of  Bel iev ers (Acts 1:12 -2 :13) 

 
The next portion of Acts describes what the community of believers was like, showing us some of 
the habits, decisions, and characteristics of this small, localiz ed group before the day of 
P entecost saw a sudden increase in its numbers.  We shall include in this study a look at the 
miraculous outpouring of the H oly Spirit that immediately preceded P eter's famous lesson in 
Acts 2. 
 
The Apostles & the Believ ers (Acts 1:12-26 ) 
 
This passage tells us some of the basic characteristics of the community of believers between the 
ascension and Pentecost, and also describes the appointment of a twelfth apostle to replace 
Judas.  While a simple account, it provides some important lessons about our perspective on 
ministry.  From the beginning, Acts shows the body of Christ working together as closely as 
possible to meet needs and to carry out the ministry that Jesus had entrusted to them. 
 
Luke briefly describes what the life of the believers was like in the short period between the 
ascension and Pentecost (1:12-14).  Jesus had left them physically once and for all, and they had 
not yet received the promised outpouring of power from the Holy Spirit, so they obediently 
remained in Jerusalem.  The Eleven remaining apostles are again listed, as Luke had done in 
Luke 6:13-16*.  The Eleven are clearly the leaders of the community, having spent so much time 
with Jesus with this responsibility in view.  K nowing that they must wait on God to direct them, 
they spend their time together in prayer, which is doubtless the best possible way that they could 
have prepared themselves for the challenges that they would soon face.  We find out below 
(verse 15) that at this time the group consisted of about 120 persons.  Their example of group 
prayer is worthy of our careful consideration, since we usually have the same need for insight 
into what God is calling us to do. 
 

* There are also lists in Matthew 10:2-4 and Mark 3:14-19, and references to several of the apostles in John's gospel 
account.  On the surface there are a few differences among these references, but they all refer to the same 12 persons 
(minus Judas Iscariot in the Acts list).  The differences are all simply accounted for by the common occurrence of 
persons using either two names, one Roman and one Jewish, or adopting a descriptive name that was used in 
alternation with their given name. 

 
Peter now announces to the group that it is time to select a twelfth apostle to replace Judas the 
betrayer (1:15-26).  Peter reminds them that what Judas did was foretold as a part of Jesus' 
ministry, and while Judas received a just punishment for his crime, the believers should not 
allow what he did to demoralize them, because in a sense he served his purpose.  The details 
about Judas' death in verses 18-19* are an aside from Luke, who wants to make sure that his 
readers know what happened to Judas. 
 

* Acts 1:18-19 and Matthew 27 :3-10 are a favorite of skeptics and liberal 'scholars', who see these two accounts of 
Judas' death as a 'contradiction'.  But they are simply one of many examples in which two authors simply give two sets 
of details that can be harmonized without great difficulty.  The most commonly understood complete summary of what 
happened to Judas is as follows: after Judas returned the 30 pieces of silver, the chief priests used the money to buy a 
field that would be used as a cemetery.  By law, this could be considered as Judas purchasing the field, accounting for 
the statement in Acts 1:18 that Judas bought it.  When Judas hanged himself, he did so in this field, either knowing that 
they had purchased it, or else simply because it was a convenient vacant site.  After hanging himself, no one took down 
his body, and eventually it and the rope it hung by rotted where they stood, with the body eventually falling to the 
ground in a decomposed state and thus splitting open. 
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Moving ahead, Peter describes the need for a replacement (1:21-22).  This was partially for 
practical reasons and partially for symbolic reasons.  Both Jews and Christians place symbolic 
significance on the number 12, connecting it with spiritual leadership and example.  There was 
also the practical matter of maintaining the size of the band of apostles.  It did not take 12 men to 
lead a group of only 120, but very soon the group would be many times that size.  Just as a 
congregation must always look to maintain its eldership at an appropriate size that allows them 
to oversee their flock, so too it was not time to allow the group of apostles to decrease at a time 
when their real work was just beginning.  (Likewise, the size should not increase beyond a 
workable number.)  The actual criteria for the replacement were simple but vital.  The new 
apostle must be someone who had followed Jesus throughout his public ministry, and who thus 
would have the same awareness as the Eleven of Jesus' life and teachings.  This new appointee 
will join the Eleven as a witness to Jesus and his resurrection.  N ote that this is one of many 
examples showing that criteria for spiritual leadership are not arbitrary, but are determined 
naturally, according to the ensuing responsibilities. 
 
N ow they are ready actually to choose the new apostle (1:23-26).  Two different men, Joseph 
and Matthias, are found who meet the criteria that Peter has outlined.  Since the believers can see 
no distinction between these two that would make the final choice clear, the final decision is 
made by a prayer and a drawing of lots, with Matthias being chosen.  This passage has attracted 
many criticisms which miss the point.  And it should be obvious that this example is not intended 
as a binding pattern for selecting spiritual leaders.  Instead, it illustrates some simple but 
important truths that counter the fleshly views we often have about leadership.  N ote that there is 
no implication that Joseph was unfit in some way, and note also that after the decision there was 
no dissent from Joseph or from the group at the seemingly random choice that was made in 
Matthias's favor.  This is because they understood that spiritual leadership is a responsibility, and 
a heavy one, not a privilege or an honor.  Accepting a position of leadership in the church of 
Christ incurs burden and sacrifice, not perks, rights, and authority.  When believers forget these 
truths, they become tempted towards envy and competitiveness, and they can even begin to 
argue about the Scriptures' criteria for elders, deacons, and the like.  But if we put spiritual 
leadership into the proper perspective, then we can humbly accept God's choices (which are 
never truly random, but which are often beyond our ability to understand) as he determines who 
shall serve in what capacity, based on his own superior wisdom and will, rather than by catering 
to human agendas and pride. 
 

For Study or Discussion: Take note of the most significant things that characterize the 
believers as a group in this passage - their attitudes, their practices, their expectations.  
Granted that their situation is different from ours in many details, how can we still learn 
from and apply the general lessons that we see in this passage? 

 
The Believ ers Are F illed  W ith the H oly Spirit (Acts 2:1-13) 
 
On the day of Pentecost, with the city filled with Jews from around the world who have gathered 
in Jerusalem for the important holy day, God now fulfills the promise that Jesus made in chapter 
one.  The Holy Spirit descends on the believers and enables them suddenly to speak about God 
in many different languages.  This miracle is not only striking but useful, and of course it gives 
Peter the opportunity to preach his famous lesson, which we shall study next time.  The 
momentous events of the day began when the Spirit's power manifested itself as tongues of fire 
that descended on the believers (2:1-4).  Since they had remained together in Jerusalem as Jesus 
had told them, when this miracle occurred all of the believers were able to witness it and to share 
in seeing how God fulfilled his promise.  By fulfilling the promise on the day of Pentecost or the 
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Feast of Weeks (or Harvest), the miraculous signs that followed were witnessed by an enormous 
crowd (see below).  The events that will follow also make the choice of the day appropriate 
symbolically, in that the Feast of Weeks was instituted by God as a harvest celebration*. 
 

* Pentecost is the Greek name for the Levitical Feast of Weeks (see Leviticus 23:15-22).  This feast celebrated and 
give thanks for the spring grain harvest.  The name Pentecost comes from the Greek word for the number fifty, since 
the Feast of Weeks took place exactly fifty days after the Passover Sabbath (and thus was always on the first day of the 
week).  Much later, the Jews decided to observe this day as a commemoration of the giving of the law to Moses, but 
this was a cultural practice, not God's design, and it is not mentioned in the Scriptures.  The earliest confirmation of 
this practice is in AD 150.  It is thus unlikely that it was celebrated this way in Peter's lifetime - and even if it were, it 
would been contrary to God's instructions.  N ote also that the giving of laws on Mount Sinai began "in the third month" 
after the Passover and Exodus (Exodus 19:1), not exactly fifty days afterwards.  The Jews may have wanted to 
celebrate their laws, but God preferred to celebrate a harvest.  And Acts 2 is indeed a harvest, not a giving of new laws 
in the same sense that laws were given to Moses on Mount Sinai. 

 
The signs accompanying the Spirit's outpouring were dramatic and visible to all.  There was the 
visual display of the tongues of fire, and also the spectacle of the many believers speaking in a 
great variety of different languages.  The crowd and its reaction (2:5-13) demonstrate that this 
was an obvious miracle, and they also help us to see God's plans at work.  The crowd that had 
gathered for the holy day had come from many different nations and from a wide variety of 
cultures.  Some, of course, were Jews by descent, while others were Jews by conversion.  Even 
those of Jewish families had been scattered throughout much of the world over the centuries.  
The passage specifically lists many of the nations that were represented, from areas far to the 
east such as Parthia, Elam, and Mesopotamia, to African regions such as Cyrene, to some who 
had come all the way from Rome. 
 
N otice that the display of speaking in other languages* was not merely an amazing miracle, but 
had a practical significance.  They used these other languages to "declare the wonders of God", 
that is, to praise God in so many languages that all of these foreign visitors could hear his or her 
own language being used.  Of course, many centuries later this Scripture has come to be used to 
justify or promote a different practice called "speaking in tongues", which as practiced today has 
no similarity with what the Spirit is doing in Acts 2**.  But we should not allow a silly abuse 
such as this to cause us to downplay the miraculous nature of the Spirit's fulfilled promise, and 
we should in no way try to explain away this passage.  It is a clear demonstration of God's 
miraculous ability and a fulfillment of Jesus' promises about the Spirit's coming.  And it 
demonstrates how the Spirit works in edifying ways to draw others to God, not simply to provide 
a show for a chosen few. 
 

* By tradition, this is translated "tongues" in this verse and elsewhere, even though the word is simply the common 
word for "(foreign) languages".  In the earliest English versions such as the K ing James, the word "tongues" was used, 
because in the 1600's tongues meant the same thing as languages - at the time there was no such thing as today's 
practice of "speaking in tongues".  It would be more accurate to translate it as "languages" now, but sometimes 
tradition is a stronger force than accuracy. 

 
** The technical term for the way that "speaking in tongues" is practiced today is "glossolalia".  Linguists have made 
studies of this practice, and have shown that it is simply a learned technique that generates random speech sounds, 
based on the sounds that a speaker already knows how to make from speaking his or her own language(s).  Any truly 
new language would be distinguished by a distinctive set of phonemes (sound elements), but studies have shown that 
practitioners of glossolalia simply learn to arrange sounds they already know into a random pattern that sounds vaguely 
like a mysterious new language, but which in reality is nonsense.  Should it arise that someone today can demonstrate 
the sudden, miraculous ability to speak clearly in a known, useful language that he or she has have never studied, 
rather than simply learning a special technique for babbling incomprehensibly (not a particularly valuable talent), then 
at that time we might take "speaking in tongues" more seriously. 

 
Before we study Peter's sermon (next time), take note of the differing reactions among the 
crowd.  The one thing they cannot do is deny that something unusual is taking place, but as 
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always there are some who want to know the truth behind what they see, and others who prefer 
to mock or harden themselves.  As we shall see, Peter shall offer only the briefest of refutations 
to those mocking the believers, and will instead address most of his remarks to those who are 
amazed at what has happened, and who will give a fair hearing to the vital message of the gospel 
that he is ready to proclaim.  As shall be the case throughout Acts, the miraculous is never an 
end in itself, and the emphasis and importance are never on the miraculous, but rather are 
focused on the gospel message to which the miracles draw attention. 
 

For Study or Discussion: Setting aside the ways that this passage can and has been 
misapplied, what positive lessons about the Spirit do we learn here?  Given that in some 
respects this situation was unique, what encouragement can it give us about God's 
promises?  From a different viewpoint, take note of the varying responses among the 
crowd, and consider what parallels there may be in our own experience, which this 
response can help us to understand. 

 
- Mark W. Garner, March 2002 
 
© 2002 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Th ree: Procl aim ing  th e Good News (Acts 2 :14-41) 

 
At the end of the previous lesson, we saw how the H oly Spirit attracted the attention of the great 
crowd that had come to J erusalem for the P entecost holy day.  N ow we shall see how P eter takes 
this opportunity to proclaim the good news ( the gospel)  about J esus C hrist.  Acts records this 
and many other gospel lessons in detail, and they can be very useful in helping us to see how the 
first century C hristians understood and proclaimed the gospel. 
 
 
F ulf illing  J oel' s P rophecy (Acts 2:14-21) 
 
Peter begins his lesson by quoting a Scripture, a prophecy from the book of Joel that contains 
several significant features.  The prophecy helps us to appreciate more fully what God was doing 
on this great day and also helps us to understand his broader plans for the church of Jesus Christ.  
The passage from Joel is significant both in its own right, for the important themes that it 
establishes, and also as one of many instances that demonstrate the aspects of Jesus' ministry that 
were part of Old Testament prophecy. 
 
Before beginning the actual lesson, Peter offers a very brief rebuttal to those who claimed that 
the believers were drunk, in an attempt to explain the miraculous sights and sounds caused by 
the Spirit (2:14-16).  It is noteworthy that Peter does not dwell on this point, offering only one 
simple reason why their theory was unlikely, and then he just goes on to address those who 
would be willing to listen to the gospel.  Peter knew that he was there to make use of a special 
opportunity, and did not choose to waste time arguing with hardened skeptics.  His is a good 
example for us to follow. 
 
The passage that Peter quotes is known for its significant statement that "everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord will be saved" (2:17 -21;  see also Joel 2:28-32).  Joel, writing several 
centuries before Christ*, foretold that certain things would happen "in the last days", referring 
not to the 'end of the world', but rather to the era that would see the culmination, in Jesus, of 
everything that God was doing in the earlier history of Israel.  The same term is used in Hebrews 
1:2, where it is clear from the context that it refers to the time of the N ew Covenant as 
established by Jesus.  The pouring out of the Spirit that they have just witnessed is only the 
prelude to a wider promise of the Spirit to all, which Peter will make specific in verse 38. 
 

* Joel is one of the few prophetic books for which a definite date cannot be established beyond doubt.  Its main 
historical reference is a to great locust swarm, which would have been quite memorable in his era, but which no longer 
helps us to determine the date of his prophecies.  The most likely date is that it was in the same general era as Amos, 
namely the 8th century BC.  But there are other possibilities, up to as late as the early 6th century BC.  Fortunately, the 
date would not change any of the book's major themes or teachings. 

 
The passage from Joel talks about the Spirit allowing believers young and old, male and female, 
to dream, prophesy, and have visions.  While there were many believers in the N ew Testament 
church who had miraculous abilities in these kinds of areas, these words are not meant to refer 
exclusively to the 'miraculous' in the sense that it is most often understood.  The early church 
understood prophecy in a more general sense than only as the straightforward prediction of 
future events.  The early Christians considered prophecy to include those who were able to 
expound upon God's Word with insight and accuracy, considering this a vital 'spiritual gift' that 
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came from God, but that was not 'miraculous' in the sense that some of the Spirit's other actions 
were. 
 
The rest of the passage from Joel uses images of tumult to describe the spiritual upheaval that the 
church of Christ will bring into the world.  These images should not be taken literally, because 
this kind of language was a common technique of the prophets to illustrate the dramatic, and 
often traumatic, effects that God's actions have on the world.  Some of the many other examples 
include passages such as Isaiah 13:9-13, Isaiah 34:4, and Ezekiel 32:7 -10.  The point is that the 
changes in our thinking and in our lives that come when we learn the truth about Jesus are so 
great that they will make it seem as if the moon, sun, and stars are suddenly gone from their 
familiar places.  It is a figurative way of saying that following Jesus cannot be done in a casual 
way that simply makes him a part of our lives in the same way that we make room for our jobs, 
hobbies, and families.  Rather, anyone who chooses genuinely to follow Jesus will find his or her 
priorities and perspectives completely re-arranged and re-defined.  This then should be 
remembered when we come to Joel's well known promise that "everyone who calls on the name 
of the Lord will be saved."  He is by no means referring to those who verbally say "Lord, Lord", 
but means instead those who call out to God in readiness to turn their lives and souls over to him.  
These are the ones who will be saved, not those who simply make a ritual prayer and then turn 
back to their familiar worldly ways. 
 

For Study or Discussion: (i) Consider Joel's prophecy about the Spirit being poured out.  
How is it fulfilled in us?  In what ways can his promise be fulfilled without any overtly 
'miraculous' signs?  (ii) Look up the passages given above in Isaiah and Ezekiel, which 
use figurative language similar to that in Joel 2:30-31.  See how many similar passages 
you can find in the prophetic books.  Determine the contexts of these passages, and then 
what they were implying with the imagery about celestial bodies in tumult.  What 
similarities are there with Joel that help us to see what he meant in the passage that Peter 
quotes? 

 
 
The G ood  News About J esus (Acts 2:22-41) 
 
Peter next proceeds to a step-by-step discussion of who Jesus was and why he came.  Almost 
everyone there would have been thoroughly familiar with the basic facts about Jesus, but what 
Peter's lesson did was to put those facts into a new perspective that showed Jesus as the 
fulfillment of promise and prophecy, as Israel's true Lord, and as the world's Christ, or Anointed 
One.  Peter also demonstrates implicitly how the gospel calls for each person who hears it to 
make a decision in response, a point that was not lost on his hearers. 
 
Peter moves from Joel's prophecy to some basic facts about Jesus' life, calling him "a man 
accredited by God (2:22-24).  These were familiar facts about a life still well-remembered: the 
miracles, the wonders, the crowds suddenly turning against him, and finally the crucifixion.  But 
Peter adds to it a couple of very important points.  First, he explicitly assigns responsibility for 
the crucifixion, not to Pilate or the hated Romans, but to those in the crowd, many of whom had 
been present when Jesus was tried and executed.  Peter is also implying that even those who 
were not present bear some kind of responsibility - a concept that eventually will culminate in 
the noteworthy final response to Peter's lesson.  Peter also confirms to the crowd an event that 
many would only have known as a rumor or a theory, in bringing up the resurrection as the 
sequel to the crucifixion. 
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This leads to a detailed proclamation of the resurrection (2:25-35), in which Peter uses Scripture, 
history, and logic to persuade his listeners to believe that Jesus did truly raise from the dead.  He 
quotes from Psalm 16:8-11, where David confidently said that God would not "abandon him to 
the grave", and that God will not "let your Holy One see decay".  Peter suggests that these 
Scriptures could not have found their complete fulfillment in David*, because eventually he, like 
all men, died and was buried - in fact, Peter could even direct them to his tomb. 
 

* Peter is not suggesting that David was speaking only about the resurrection, and about nothing in his own lifetime.  
He certainly knew that in the context of the original Psalm, David was talking about himself.  Instead, Peter is showing 
that David's statements here found a much deeper fulfillment in Jesus, whether he may have been fully aware of it or 
whether he only dimly realized that this Psalm served a broader purpose.  N ote that we should be very careful in seeing 
explicit references to Christ in the Old Testament.  While all of the Old Testament looks ahead to Jesus, and while 
there are many specific prophecies about him, we can only be certain that a passage refers to Jesus if either (i) the Jews 
in or before Jesus' lifetime understood that a passage referred to the Messiah (e.g., Micah 5:2, which well before Christ 
was seen as a way the Messiah could be identified) or else (ii) As with this passage, the link is made in one of the N ew 
Testament books, which were inspired by the Holy Spirit.  Any other apparent reference could be true, but should not 
be considered as definitely proven if it does not fall into one of these two cases. 

 
Significantly, Peter then presents himself and the others with him as witnesses to the 
resurrection.  This was of course exactly what Jesus told them that they would do.  Most of his 
audience had not been privileged to see Jesus after his resurrection, but they could hear directly 
from those who did.  Even today, we can read the testimony of Peter and the other witnesses, 
because it has been preserved for us in the Scriptures.  Peter wants the crowd to realize that the 
resurrection changes everything they may otherwise have thought about Jesus.  It proved him to 
be the Son of God and Israel's savior (see verse 36), it provided an important step in laying the 
foundation for his church;  and further, the truth of the resurrection places a responsibility on 
everyone who hears about it, calling them to make a decision about Jesus.  In the preaching in 
Acts, the resurrection is one of the greatest points of emphasis, because it proves who Jesus 
really was, and because its incredible implications take away any excuse that humans might have 
to avoid a response to it.  It is a revealing and convicting exercise to compare this emphasis to 
the things that the contemporary church emphasizes in teaching the gospel. 
 
We now come to the spectacular conclusion of, and response to, this exposition of the gospel 
(2:36-41).  The apostle boldly says that "all Israel" can know for certain that Jesus was both Lord 
and Christ.  He was their Lord, their true master, and he showed that he had all authority to speak 
for God, but most of God's people ultimately rejected him.  He was the Christ, the Messiah, the 
Anointed One, the Savior who brought forgiveness of sins, but most of God's people missed this 
because their minds were on more worldly goals.  Therefore, those in the crowd whose minds 
were open and whose hearts were humble were "cut to the heart", and they anxiously asked what 
they could do, hoping that their mistake would not lead to irrevocable destruction. 
 
God, of course, was by no means surprised at the way that Jesus was treated.  N or was he eager 
to take revenge on the world that had killed his Son.  Rather, in the place of punishment he had 
prepared a promise, and the promise was full of grace.  U nlike the earlier promise in Acts, when 
the apostles were promised that the Spirit would descend on them with power, this promise is not 
just for the original hearers and their children, but "for all who are far off, for all whom the Lord 
our God will call."  There are, of course, conditions to the promise, but it is still a promise.   
 
Repentance was necessary for Peter's original hearers because many of them shared in the blame 
for Jesus being unjustly killed, but it is also required for all who would access God's grace, 
because all of his share in the burden of placing Jesus on the cross, because we all have sinned.  
Baptism into Christ is no arbitrary instruction, but rather follows naturally from what Peter has 
revealed to the crowd.  They, and we, are all responsible for Jesus' death, and must thus become 
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united with him in death if we wish to avoid the penalty of sin.  And just as the resurrection 
gives proof that Jesus was God's Son, so too when we are raised from the waters of baptism, we 
know that we have begun a new life in Jesus.  This was all understood by Peter's hearers, 
because he put the emphasis squarely on Jesus' death, burial, and resurrection, and thus they saw 
plainly that what he told them to do flowed directly from the truths he had taught them.  After 
some further persuasion to overcome whatever reluctance or fear they may have had (verse 40), 
there was soon a remarkable harvest that glorified God. 
 

For Study or Discussion: What are the main points that Peter makes in his speech?  Why 
did he choose to emphasize these particular points?  What we can we learn from this that 
can help us when we attempt to teach unbelievers? 

 
 
- Mark W. Garner, March 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Fou r: Fel l owsh ip ,  Heal ing ,  & Op p osition (Acts 2 :42 -4:2 2 ) 

 
The small group of believers has suddenly become a prominent presence in J erusalem.  Things 
now begin to happen q uickly, and in the next couple of chapters we learn both about the changes 
that took place in the lives of those who had accepted C hrist, and also about the ways that the 
city around them responded to their teaching and activities. 
 
 
The F ellowship of  the Believ ers (Acts 2:42-47 ) 
 
This short passage is frequently studied because of the memorable picture it gives us of the 
earliest Christians as they showed in their lives their understanding of their new identity in Jesus.  
While there are many details that are encouraging and that repay study in their own right, the 
overall picture is even more significant.  It is good for us to emulate the kinds of things that we 
see the believers doing in this passage, but it is even better if we realize that the changes in their 
lives came about because they understood their new identity in Christ. 
 
In one of the most read verses in Acts, we see several important basics of the new life we have in 
Jesus (2:42).  The newly baptized believers devoted themselves to things that both reflected who 
they now were and that also drew them closer to one another.  N otice also that Jesus is the 
foundation of each of these vital basics.  The apostles' teaching is not important or interesting or 
valuable because of who the apostles were, but because it concerned Jesus.  The biblical word 
for "fellowship" does not refer simply to spending time with one another, but rather indicates a 
recognition of a common ground, a common purpose, which these persons now had because of 
Jesus.  Likewise the breaking of bread* and prayer have no meaning unless God lives and his 
Son provides forgiveness for our sins.  While some of these actions had basic similarities to the 
things that they had done before coming to Jesus, their devotion has reached a new level because 
they now understand more clearly God and his purpose for them, and because God's Spirit now 
lives in them. 
 

* All of the most reliable commentators understand that "breaking of bread" refers here to the Lord's Supper, because 
of the way it is phrased.  "Breaking of bread" was the term usually used by the Jewish believers, while "The Lord's 
Supper", the term Paul usually uses, was the most common term among the Gentiles.  In the earliest days of the church, 
this service was commonly observed at the beginning of a fellowship meal, but it was clearly understood that the meal 
itself was not the actual Lord's Supper service. 

 
There are also some other noteworthy features of the community of believers beyond these 
basics (2:43-47 ).  We know of course that the miraculous was ever-present in the earliest era of 
the church, and it is here indicated that the apostles did many miraculous acts which are not 
recorded in the book.  There are also several ways mentioned in which they shared their lives 
and possessions with one another.  From the beginning, they realized that their relationships 
were based on more than social or cultural similarities.  It is important to realize that they were 
not doing all of these things because they found them on a checklist, but rather as a natural result 
of knowing who they were.  For us, it is important to avoid mere outward imitation of their 
encouraging example.  To achieve the level of fellowship that they had, we must begin with the 
proper foundations in our own individual relationships with God. 
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Luke also notes that, as the believers grew closer to one another in fellowship, God also blessed 
them with continuing growth.  They were no doubt a noteworthy example to those around them, 
and indeed at this time they enjoyed a good public opinion without noticeable opposition.  Like 
the actual miracles, the fellowship and relationships that the believers enjoyed were a powerful 
way to draw attention to the gospel.  In a sense, they are of even more spiritual value than 
miracles, in that Christian relationships provide a source of spiritual blessings that will last as 
long as we remain on this earth, as well as providing one of the very few blessings that we can 
take with us when we enter eternity.  It is a sign of God's wisdom that, while the miraculous has 
remained dormant in Christianity since the earliest generations, Christians of any era can still 
have the same kind of fellowship that our brothers and sisters in the earliest days of the church 
had with one another. 
 

For Study or Discussion: Of the features of Christian fellowship that we see in this 
passage, which should we most hope to emulate today?  What is the best way for us to try 
to be more like the early church in these areas?  Consider other Scriptures that might 
address these topics or related ideas. 

 
 
A H ealing  & I ts Af termath (Acts 3:1-26 ) 
 
This account of the healing of a crippled beggar is probably just one of many such examples that 
Luke could have included in the book of Acts.  Here, Peter and John perform a miraculous 
healing that leads quickly to an opportunity to proclaim the gospel to a new audience.  There are 
several significant parallels with the important themes we have noted in Acts 2, as once again we 
see an amazing miracle that, instead of being emphasized for its own sake, is described in terms 
of what it reveals about God and his plans.  This particular situation also leads to the 
introduction of a new theme - opposition - which we shall read about in the following chapter. 
 
The chapter begins with an account of the actual healing (3:1-10).  It is an interesting situation 
that has important parallels to the ways that many persons in any age come to Jesus.  The beggar 
first approached Peter and John because he hoped they would give him money, just as many 
initially approach Jesus because they want blessings other than salvation itself.  Peter allows the 
man to think that he will get something, but the apostle quickly reveals that what he has to offer 
is not money.  Instead, it is something that, understood properly, is much better than money.  
Peter's statement that "What I have I give you" is worth thinking about for its parallels in our 
own experiences with those around us.  There are many problems in the lives of those around us 
which we are powerless to solve.  But, like Peter, in the gospel we do have something to offer 
that is of extraordinary value to anyone who is seeking God. 
 
As with all biblical accounts of miracles, this one was unmistakably something so unusual that 
even the opponents of the gospel could not deny that something had happened.  The crowd reacts 
in praise, wonder, and amazement, a circumstance which Peter seizes on to address them about 
the topics that were really important to their spiritual well-being (3:11-26), just as he had done 
on the day of Pentecost.  He pulls their attention away from the miraculous healing and onto the 
source of all healing, Jesus.  He points out that, to anyone who believes in God, it really should 
be no surprise that God can heal a crippled man.  He then goes on to detail that there is a far 
more important kind of healing that God provides through Jesus.  Peter recounts the facts about 
Jesus, most particularly his death and resurrection, and issues a call to have faith in Jesus. 
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As in the previous chapter, this short lesson emphasizes the need to accept a personal 
responsibility in response to the message of the gospel.  Peter again demonstrates how Jesus' 
ministry was not an improvisation but rather the fulfillment of centuries of prophecy (this time, 
in addition to a general reference to the prophets, he quotes from Deuteronomy and Genesis).  
This means that Jesus was not just one way to God, but rather the way that God has always 
planned for, so that anyone who seeks God must respond to Jesus.  This is thus combined with 
an explicit call to repentance.  Peter indicates that salvation in Christ is coming first to the Jews 
as God's people, but this is also a chance they cannot pass up.  They must turn from their 'wicked 
ways', and if they do, they will receive 'times of refreshing' from God. 
 

For Study or Discussion: What parallels are there between this chapter and Acts 2?  What 
significance do those parallels have in our understanding of the gospel?  What practical 
significance might they have in helping us in our ministries? 

 
 
 
 
O pposition Beg ins (Acts 4:1-22) 
 
For a short while, the believers had been able to proclaim Jesus and the resurrection without any 
noticeable interference, but their very success now leads inevitably to opposition.  The priests, 
teachers of the law, and others who had opposed Jesus could not fail to notice the ways that the 
good news about Jesus was having a sudden influence in Jerusalem.  Thus, all of their old 
jealousy, fear, and hatred towards Jesus suddenly began to be directed towards his followers. 
 
All of Jesus' most determined opponents had thought that they had dealt with the annoying 
Galilean once and for all a few weeks earlier.  But now they find that Jesus is a problem that 
simply won't go away (4:1-4).  And while it is an old problem, it has a new feature that is even 
more disturbing to them.  In addition to presenting the same kinds of disturbing challenges to 
their authority that Jesus had made, his followers are even claiming that Jesus has risen from the 
dead.  This new claim will make it even more difficult for the priests and rulers to stifle the 
gospel.  They thus seize and imprison the two apostles who were involved in the healing in 
chapter 3.  For every action there is a reaction, and even as they are trying to shut down the 
apostles' teaching, the gospel continues to spread, and there are now at least 5000 members of 
the new fellowship. 
 
The only thing that the frustrated authorities can try is to interrogate Peter and John (4:5-22).  
When they ask the two apostles for the authority by which they are healing and speaking, they 
get an answer that contains more than they bargained for.  It gives the Christians the chance to 
proclaim clearly that salvation can be found only in Jesus, not through anyone else or through 
any other system.  The historical Jewish religion was always meant to find its fulfillment (and 
replacement) in Jesus, but as Peter tells them, they have rejected this capstone.  N ote that this is 
an instance of one of the running themes in Acts - it is not only the Jews who reject Jesus, but it 
is rather a general struggle that humans face in accepting God's will and God's way of salvation, 
instead of making up their own. 
 
The situation presents the authorities with a dilemma.  Everyone knows that Peter and John did 
something miraculous, and everyone was further aware that they had been two of Jesus' closest 
companions while he was alive.  It is also clear that these two fishermen are not the kind of 
persons who usually have this kind of influence or attract this kind of attention.  The authorities 
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feel obliged to make some kind of attempt to quell the threat to their control of the city, but the 
best they can do is a hollow demand not to teach in the name of Jesus, a demand that the apostles 
immediately push aside in asking whether it is right to obey God or human authorities.  This first 
confrontation with angry authorities thus ended in a relatively easy victory for the believers.  
Later they would face more difficult and dangerous situations, and this early experience would 
then prove invaluable. 
 

For Study or Discussion: Why was this confrontation so easily handled by the apostles?  
What difficult aspects might it still have held for Peter and John?  What did they need to 
do or know in order to get through it?  How do you think this experience might help them 
in the future? 

 
 
- Mark W. Garner, March 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Fiv e: Handl ing  Prob l em s (Acts 4:2 3-5 :42 ) 

 
So far, with God's protection, everything has gone perfectly for the new church.  B ut now they 
must begin to deal with more severe tests of their faith.  The very success of the believers, in 
leading so many others to follow J esus, soon led to challenges both from without and from 
within.  H ere and also in the next few chapters, we shall see how they dealt with these 
difficulties. 
 
P rayer & Sharing  (Acts 4:23-37 ) 
 
The next two short passages give us insight into some of the foundations that were laid in order 
for the new body of believers to handle the challenges they would face in the near future.  Aware 
that their earlier skirmish with the authorities (in chapter 4) would not be the last, the believers 
pray for boldness and strength.  Then, they respond to the daily needs among them by sharing the 
things that they had, establishing an atmosphere of mutual concern and support.  All of these 
things played an important role in keeping the believers strong and in preparing them for further 
ministry. 
 
The prayer of the believers (4:23-31) is worth studying both for the perspective it provides and 
for the practical nature of their requests to God.  They quote from Psalm 2, which is itself a good 
study on the conflict between God's power and worldly power.  They have the right perspective 
in realizing that the authorities' frantic attempts to shut them down comes not from strength, but 
from weakness.  Those whose treasure lies solely in this world will always find Christianity to be 
horribly threatening, and for this reason they threaten, mock, and attack.  Seen in the proper 
light, their attempts are much less threatening.  The apostles also now have a clear understanding 
that what happened to Jesus had been foretold, and was not an accident or a tragedy.  They have 
grown considerably in their realization that God is in control.  Accordingly, they ask God for 
boldness and for help.  They know that they need God to direct them towards the opportunities 
that he has prepared.  They also know that they do not have the courage or wisdom in themselves 
to capitalize on these opportunities;  they need to get these from God.  N ote that boldness really 
has little to do with aggression or volume.  True boldness consists simply of being willing to tell 
the truth to those who need to hear it, regardless of the anticipated response. 
 
In a different area, we also learn that the believers were willing to share whatever they had with 
one another (4:32-37 ).  This was briefly mentioned in chapter 2, and now we see more details.  
They were looking for needs in one another's lives, and also were also willing to meet those 
needs.  Their attitude was the key, in that they did have a possessive view of the things God had 
blessed them with.  Barnabas, who becomes more prominent later in Acts, is given as just one 
example, when he sold a field and gave the entire proceeds to the apostles for use in ministry.  
This example of sharing is naturally significant for what it teaches us about our attitudes towards 
material things, but it also goes beyond that.  They were not just sacrificing for the sake of 
sacrificing, but because they saw needs and wanted to meet them.  This is an example we can 
practice on many levels.  Those around us have not only material needs but other needs as well.  
We may not always have what a particular person might need, but as a group we can learn to 
share what we have with each other. 
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For Study or Discussion: What does the apostles' prayer reveal about their perspective 
towards worldly authorities?  How can we emulate them?  When should we also pray for 
the things they asked for?  What kinds of needs might the believers have seen that 
motivated them to share their material goods with one another?  What parallels might we 
find today? 

 
An I nternal C risis (Acts 5 :1-11) 
 
The incident with Ananias and Sapphira comes as a shocking change of tone from the 
encouraging and exciting events in the first four chapters of Acts.  That the narrative is so 
straightforward, omitting many details that might satisfy our curiosity, makes it even more 
difficult for some readers to understand.  Y et it is here for an important purpose, as a warning not 
to fall into the temptations that brought down this unfortunate couple.  The best way to 
understand this passage and its message is to avoid speculation on unknown details, and to focus 
on what we know for certain. 
 
We first learn of the mistake in judgment made by Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-2).  Wanting to 
emulate, at least outwardly, the example of those like Barnabas who had sacrificed land and 
homes for the ministry of the gospel, they sold a piece of their own property, took some of the 
proceeds for themselves, and donated the rest of it to the church.  As Peter's rebuke (below) 
indicates, the fault was not in considering the field as theirs to dispose of, but in wanting to have 
the appearance of having sacrificed all of the money from it, when in reality they were only 
willing to give part of it. 
 
Peter immediately confronts Ananias (5:3-11).  His accusation is very specific, charging that 
Ananias has "lied to the Holy Spirit", thus emphasizing that deception, not greed, is the serious 
offense here.  Peter also indicates that the couple were further guilty of trying to lie to God.  
Ananias dies immediately upon hearing the accusation.  N ext, Peter speaks to his wife Sapphira, 
giving her an opportunity to repent.  But she misses her chance, and again claims that the money 
given to the apostles represented the full price they had gotten for their property.  She too is 
rebuked by Peter and passes away.  The harshness of this punishment usually comes as a shock 
to those who read it for the first time.  The best way to appreciate what it is telling us* is to look 
at the aftermath.  When news of this became known, it had a sobering effect on the believers.  
They realized that ministry was not a game, in which we try to figure out clever tactics, but must 
be pursued reverently and honestly. 
 

* Some liberal commentators who do not like this passage have either stated outright that it was wrong of God to allow 
this to happen, or else have speculated about convoluted scenarios that would provide more of a reason for such a harsh 
punishment.  N one of this is justified by the text, nor is it necessary to exonerate God.  N ote further that there is no 
way for us to determine whether this couple will go to heaven or hell.  We are not told, and we do not have enough 
information to deduce it.  Many of the critics of this passage forget that there are things far worse than physical death, 
and if these two suffer eternal punishment, it will not be only for this one mistake. 

 
This passage thus warns us as well against living for outward appearances as we serve God.  
What Peter called "lying to the Holy Spirit" is tempting, but very bad for our spiritual health.  
There is nothing wrong with admitting our many spiritual weaknesses.  If we are only able to 
make small sacrifices to God, we shall not be condemned for it, as long as we admit where we 
really are.  It is when we try to pretend that we are something we aren't that we get into spiritual 
difficulties.  In such a case, God may indeed act to correct us, probably not to this drastic degree, 
but in a way that we shall not be able to mistake. 
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For Study or Discussion: What could have motivated these two to make the mistake that 
they did?  Do we face similar temptations?  How can we strengthen ourselves against the 
temptation to, as Peter calls it, lie to the Holy Spirit? 

 
O pposition G rows Strong er (Acts 5 :12-41) 
 
As the church gets stronger, so does the opposition.  The Jewish authorities realize that this new 
group is not going to go away, and become more determined to do something about it.  God's 
hand protected the fledgling church as it grew, but from here on in we shall see their opponents' 
threats and attacks become ever more dangerous.  Jesus had warned his disciples from the 
beginning that such opposition would be ever-present as they followed him.  Opposition is not a 
sign of having done something wrong, but rather is the inevitable result of any clash between 
those with worldly values and those with a more spiritual perspective. 
 
Many in Jerusalem held positive views of the young church (5:12-16), though mixed with fear, 
and perhaps a reluctance to accept the new teachings.  The apostles were known for their 
miracles, and since their own use of their miraculous powers was sparing, many who were not 
part of the church sought them out in hopes of being healed of various illnesses.  There are some 
interesting lessons here for us to consider.  The believers were clearly known for their love for 
one another, and for other positive characteristics.  Y et they were clearly viewed as outside the 
mainstream of society.  They did not seek simply to blend in with everyone by being kind and 
giving, but rather combined a strong example of practical love with a willingness to teach the 
truth clearly and without apologies. 
 
But not everyone is willing simply to respond to the believers with passive respect.  The apostles 
are arrested and soon subjected to a more lengthy confrontation than before (5:17 -26).  It is the 
power of jealousy that we see at work here.  The reputation and the growing following of the 
young church was especially irksome to the Sadducees, who loved worldly power and 
influence*.  The craving for power over others is one of the most pathetic of human 
characteristics, and always reveals a great deal of insecurity.  Here, jealousy leads the Sadducees 
into a series of embarrassing events in which they are revealed as utterly powerless to stop the 
gospel from being proclaimed. 
 

* It is interesting to note that the Pharisees create less opposition in Acts than they did in the gospels.  They hated Jesus 
because he challenged so many of their traditions and teachings, but the ministry of the apostles apparently caused 
them less offense.  Saul of Tarsus is one of the few Pharisees who vigorously persecuted Christians, and he did it in 
concert with the priestly authorities, who would have been Sadducees.  As one more example, see below where the 
Pharisee Gamaliel has a calming effect on the Sadducee-dominated Sanhedrin. 

 
Arrested and put in jail, the apostles are released the same night by an angel.  They take 
advantage of their release not be running away, but by returning in the morning and teaching in 
the temple court itself.  This is a far more emphatic statement of the superiority of God's power 
than it would have been to hide from re-arrest.  By teaching openly, and making themselves 
available any time the authorities were looking for them, the apostles were making a decisive 
statement about their disregard of earthly power that was thoroughly embarrassing to the 
Sadducees.  The authorities do try again, re-arresting the apostles and bringing them before the 
Sanhedrin to face accusations. 
 
This confrontation before the Sanhedrin* (5:27 -42) is somewhat more involved than that in the 
previous chapter.  As the high priest, the Sadducees, and others become increasingly displeased, 
they become increasingly willing to consider physical threats and persecution to stop what they 

3 



4 

view as a threat to themselves.  Their actual charges have very little substance, and in fact they 
really consist only of the facts that the apostles are not obeying the command not to teach about 
Jesus, and that they are implicitly revealing the guilt of the Jewish leaders in allowing Jesus to be 
crucified.  In his reply, Peter re-iterates that he and the others are ready to obey God whenever 
his commands do not agree with those of human authorities, and he once again recites the basic 
facts about Jesus that he intends to continue to proclaim at every opportunity. 
 

* The Sanhedrin was the ruling council of the Jews.  It was dominated by the Sadducees, who held most of the 
positions of power in the Jewish community.  The Pharisees were in the minority in the Sanhedrin, but in the Jewish 
community as a whole, the Pharisees were much more popular.  Thus, as a practical matter, the Sadducees could not 
usually get away with making controversial decisions unless the Pharisees supported them, or were at least willing to 
tolerate what the Sadducees wanted to do. 

 
Most of the authorities are outraged, and as they lose their composure they are almost ready to 
overstep their authority by having Peter put to death at once.  The highly respected teacher 
Gamaliel, a Pharisee who counted Saul of Tarsus among his students, restores some calm by 
warning them at length about rushing into decisions when they are not certain of God's will.  The 
high priest and the other Sadducees would almost certainly not have been persuaded or 
impressed by his reasoning itself, but they probably knew that they would have to back down for 
practical reasons if such a respected Pharisee was not willing to support violent means of 
suppressing the apostles' teachings.  They follow Gamaliel's advice and release the prisoners, 
although first they indulge their spite by having the apostles flogged.  This painful but temporary 
punishment seems only to underscore another victory for the believers.  They rejoice in being 
free once again to proclaim the truth, and also in having "been counted worthy of suffering 
disgrace" for Jesus. 
 

For Study or Discussion: What reasons did the Jewish authorities have for wanting to 
persecute the believers?  Do Christians today face anything similar?  What can we learn 
from these early confrontations with authority that can help us respond to the world's 
attacks on us? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, March 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Six : More Meeting  Need s, More Op p osition (Acts 6 :1- 15 ) 

 
L ast week, we saw the church faced for the first time with difficulties both from within and from 
without.  This time, we shall see that these kinds of problems only grew in siz e as the church 
itself grew and spread.  I n addition to the specific lessons we learn from the trials of the early 
church, we should remember the general lesson that struggles are not necessarily a sign of 
having done something wrong, but very often are a natural result of living for God in a 
perishable world. 
 
S erv ing  the S a ints (Acts 6 :1-7 ) 
 
This passage, which is most remembered for the choosing of the seven servants, contains several 
significant lessons as an example of meeting needs.  While we justifiably honor the memory of 
the specific individuals involved, it is even more important to learn what it shows us about the 
way that the believers responded when they learned about a problem in their fellowship.  As with 
many examples in Acts, there are lessons we can apply even in situations when the details are 
different. 
 
The narrative tells us of a complaint coming from one part of the community of believers (6:1).  
While not a division, there was a distinction in the Jewish community that had carried over into 
the new church.  Ever since the years when the Greeks had ruled the area where the Jews lived, 
there were some Jews who had grown up following Greek cultural customs, thus called 
Hellenistic (or Grecian) Jews, and others who still adhered strictly to Hebrew cultural practices 
in addition to Jewish religious observances.  The new church of Jesus had many members from 
both groups.  Before the time of Jesus, there were sometimes tensions between the two groups, 
and this situation partially explains the cause of the Grecian Jews' feeling that their widows were 
in some way not getting their fair share when the church used its resources to help those who 
were in daily need. 
 
The Twelve are consulted, and make a proposal to the rest of the believers (6:2-4).  Two aspects 
of their response are particularly interesting.  They immediately acknowledge the need for 
fairness in the food distribution, rather than making excuses to avoid dealing with the complaint.  
Then, they indicate that they themselves should not be pulled away from their current 
responsibilities to tend to it, but that instead it should be handled by seven men chosen 
specifically for the task*.  The Twelve themselves will continue to devote themselves "to prayer 
and the ministry of the word".  The distribution of responsibility is one of the features of the 
early church that helped it to grow.  it did not have a small group of persons trying to do 
everything because they wanted all the power for themselves, nor did it have a large mass of 
members who did nothing but wait to be served.  They were aware of needs, acknowledged them 
when they existed, and did everything possible to match responsibilities with those who were 
best qualified to meet them. 
 

* This passage is, of course, often considered to be one of the models for appointing deacons.  Note that in the actual 
passage they are not referred to as deacons or with any other title.  The word in the Scriptures for "deacon" (found, for 
example, in Timothy and Titus) is simply the common word for "servant", and thus is more of a description than an 
honorific title.  While the term is not expressly used in Acts 6, the responsibilities and the criteria fit well with the 
more detailed descriptions of deacons that Paul gives in his epistles, and so we can at least apply the general principles 
that we see here in Acts 6 in this regard. 
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Also significant are the criteria that the Twelve announce for choosing these servants.  Rather 
than calling for individuals with vast food service experience, they indicate the importance of 
wisdom and spirituality.  Many of the responsibilities in the church can be learned by anyone 
with the right attitude and a good relationship with God, whereas fleshly talents are not in 
themselves of genuine help to the ministry of Christ unless they are used with the right 
perspective and a desire to glorify God rather than self.  These principles, then, were those used 
in choosing the seven (6:5-7).  Stephen and the other six men* could be confidently entrusted 
with this ministry because everyone knew that they would handle any questions with wisdom, 
love, and impartiality.  The apostles then pray and lay their hands on them as a sign of 
acceptance and sharing of purpose.  Verse 7 notes that this action was followed by another 
period of growth, as the gospel continued to spread through the city.  We should always 
remember that, if we want to see the church grow, we have to be ready to see to it that the 
members we already have are being cared for spiritually. 
 

* A minor but interesting point is that most of the men chosen have Greek names, meaning that they ought to be 
particularly satisfactory to the Grecian Jews who were worried that they were not being treated fairly. 

 
For Study or Discussion: What kinds of parallels may there be in our own experience to 
the difficulty that arose in this passage?  What can we learn about the ways the church 
dealt with it?  Make sure to think about the spiritual lessons, not merely the fact that they 
appointed some persons to deal with the situation.  Why is it necessary to deal properly 
with this kind of situation if the church is to grow? 

 
Another Atta ck  (Acts 6 :8 -15 ) 
 
The attack on Stephen is the most carefully planned attempt yet on the part of the opponents of 
the church.  Next time, we shall also see that it had a more violent end result than did the 
confrontations we have seen so far.  Those who accused Stephen did so not because of anything 
he did wrong, but rather they were simply roused to jealousy because of Stephen's Spirit-filled 
ministry.  They did give him the opportunity to proclaim some important truths from the 
Scriptures.  His speech to the Sanhedrin is important enough that we shall study it in a separate 
class next week. 
 
First there is a brief description of Stephen's ministry (6:8-10).  Although he was just chosen to 
be a servant, with important responsibilities in meeting personal needs among the believers, we 
see here that he did many other things as well.  He is described as full of both grace and power, 
that is, a man with a keen sense of mercy and love whose life also displayed God's power.  It is 
also added that he had the ability to perform miraculous works.  But his ministry also aroused 
opposition from unbelievers, whether because they did not like what they heard of him, or 
perhaps because of his activities in directly speaking to unbelievers about the gospel.  It is 
noticeable that the opposition to Stephen comes from Jews who had returned to Jerusalem after 
living elsewhere* in Asia or Africa, rather than from the Hebraic Jews native to Jerusalem.  But 
these opponents find little success arguing against Stephen, because of the wisdom that the Spirit 
gave to Stephen. 
 

* The "Synagogue of the Freedmen" consisted of Jews who had once been held as Roman slaves and then 
emancipated, or else whose parents or grandfathers had been freed from slavery.  When General Pompey conquered 
Jerusalem in 63 BC, he carried off many Jews as slaves, and they ended up throughout the Roman Empire.  It was not 
uncommon for Roman slaves to earn their freedom, and in the Empire former slaves were generally quite proud of 
having earned their freedom.  Released slaves would often pass on the title of "freed man" to their children and 
grandchildren, even if their descendants had not actually been enslaved themselves. 

 
So they try a tactic that was also used against Jesus, making false accusations that lead to 
Stephen being arrested (6:11-15).  Knowing that Stephen had committed no actual crime, they 
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produced false witnesses.  It is always disturbing to hear lies told about us, and when there is a 
concerted campaign of this nature it is also frightening.  But all this puts Stephen in good 
company, including Jesus himself.  When we preach Jesus and only Jesus, it terrifies the worldly, 
and lies are a standard tactic that they use in their desperate desire to avoid the truth.  Stephen 
responds with great calm, and those watching him see that his face is "like the face of an angel".  
He knows that this is an opportunity, and will make us of it despite the danger he is in.  Even in 
the few examples of opposition that we have seen so far, there are interesting parallels and 
contrasts.  Sometimes no harm comes to the believers, other times it does.  Sometimes they 
persuade unbelievers of the truth, other times they do not.  But at all times they commit 
themselves to the truth and trust in God, knowing that the only thing they can control is their 
own response and their own willingness to testify about Jesus, as God has called them to, 
regardless of short-term results. 
 

For Study or Discussion: What did Stephen do or not do that provoked this attack on 
him?  What tactics do his opponents use to discredit him?  What kinds of similar tactics 
might we face?  Compare this confrontation with those in Acts 4 and Acts 5 (especially 
in light of what eventually happens to Stephen).  What general lessons do we learn about 
handling opposition to our message about Jesus? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, A pril 2002 
 
© 2002 by Mark Garner 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Sev en: U nderstanding  History  Th rou g h  J esu s (Acts 7 :1-6 0 ) 

 
This chapter presents the lengthy discourse made by Stephen when he was brought before the 
Sanhedrin on the false charge of blasphemy.  While the chapter is most remembered for the 
climax - the first martyrdom of a C hristian recorded in the N ew Testament - it is even more 
significant for the lesson.  While similar in some respects to the other gospel proclamations we 
have already seen, it also establishes several deeper themes. 
 
 
H istory L esson (Acts 7 :1-43) 
 
Stephen begins his answer with a detailed historical review of the age of the patriarchs and the 
events of the Exodus.  He thus answers the charges against him (see 6:11-14) by identifying his 
ministry in Christ as the true fulfillment of Moses and the law.  He shows that, understood 
properly, there is no conflict between Jesus and Moses.  His discourse also establishes some 
important themes from Israel's history that have often defined God's relationship with his people. 
 
The speech begins with the age of the patriarchs (7 :1-16).  Stephen starts with God's appearance 
to Abraham for some very good reasons, not least of which was the Jews' view of him as the 
founder of their people.  Stephen reminds them of the inheritance that Abraham was promised, 
noting that Abraham saw the fulfillment of only a tiny fraction of the promises God made to 
him*.  The Jews had historically been fixated on the geographic aspects of their inheritance, but 
God's promises to Abraham went far beyond the Promised Land.  Looking ahead to the era of 
Joseph and his brothers, Stephen demonstrates that Israel remained God's people even when 
none of them lived in the land of "Israel".  Amongst other implications, this demonstrates that 
physical locations (such as the temple) are of lesser importance to God than are spiritual 
relationships. 
 

* Stephen's statement in verse 5 that Abraham received "no inheritance here, not even a foot of ground" may seem to 
be something of an exaggeration in one sense, in that Abraham did live much of his life in Canaan, the Promised 
Land.  Y et, as Hebrews 11:9 tells us, "he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country", 
that is, he never took permanent possession of any part of the land.  And his descendants would have to wait many 
generations before taking lasting possession of Canaan. 

 
Stephen next refers to the period of oppression in Egypt (7 :17 -29).  For many years, the Jews 
had to endure hardship and slavery.  Persecution is one of the constant themes in the history of 
God's people.  N ote that God's true people have always been the ones patiently enduring, never 
the ones doing the persecuting.  To this theme, Stephen adds the account of the birth and youth 
of Moses, against whom Stephen is charged with blaspheming.  The story of God's raising up of 
Moses to lead his people out of bondage combines several important ideas.  Those Jews who 
trusted that God would deliver them would have expected the deliverer to come from within, not 
from the royal house of Egypt.  In fact, when Moses made his first efforts to help his own 
people, he was rejected and despised.  Stephen shows that he understands Moses and his call 
better than do these Jews who claim to honor Moses.  Their reasons for rejecting Jesus would 
most likely have led them to reject Moses, had they been part of that generation.  Stephen is 
establishing an important and unpopular theme, by demonstrating how often God's people have 
rejected the leaders God has chosen for them because those leaders do not fulfill the people's 
worldly expectations. 

1 



 
Eventually, of course, Moses led the people in the Exodus from Egypt (7 :30-38), and this is the 
next topic in the speech.  Moses was not made the leader because of popular will or because of 
his own decision or his own talents, but because he was called by God.  Moses himself was most 
reluctant to accept this responsibility, but the true leaders of God's people are always those 
whom God has chosen, not those who have chosen themselves.  The leadership and legacy of 
Moses were very often thought little of in his own lifetime, but later generations of Jews revered 
his memory.  Y et they were no better, and Stephen is in fact warning his listeners that they are 
about to reject Jesus, who is worthy of even greater honor and obedience than Moses was. 
 
Even the Jews who accepted the leadership of Moses in the Exodus soon launched a rebellion in 
the desert (7 :39-43), rejecting not only Moses but God himself.  Spoiled by the very blessings 
God had given them, that generation could never enter the Promised Land. And though their 
descendants did obey and enter Canaan under Joshua, in time they would make their own 
mistakes.  Eventually the time came when God had to send his people into exile, to discipline 
them.  Since they would not accept the teachings of the prophets, instead rejecting and even 
persecuting them, God had to take more drastic steps.  This too is a theme in the history of God's 
people.  God gives us every chance to listen to his gentle whispers, but should we prove hard-
hearted, his love for us dictates that he must discipline us firmly enough to get our attention. 
 

For Discussion or Study: How does this account of Israel's history answer the charges 
against Stephen?  If any of his hearers had been truly interested in hearing the truth, what 
would they have gotten out of Stephen's lesson?  What lessons are we meant to get from 
it? 

 
 
A C all to U nd erstand  (Acts 7 :44-5 3) 
 
Stephen concludes his lesson with a ringing challenge, calling the Jewish leaders to understand 
the implications of their own history, rather then being blind and short-sighted by rejecting 
Jesus.  It was not too late for them to repent, if they could only have humbled themselves.  
Stephen's tone, though, suggests that their hearts may already be too hardened for them to 
reconsider their ways. 
 
Referring to another important theme from Israel's history, Stephen calls them to reconsider their 
perspectives on God's House (7 :44-50).  From the tabernacle in the desert to Solomon's temple, 
to the rebuilding of the temple after the exile and the renovation done shortly before Jesus' 
lifetime, much of Jewish life and worship centered on a physical place of worship.  Part of this 
was at God's command, since only there could acceptable sacrifices be made.  And yet the Jews 
had added to its function an unhealthy focus on the temple as a physical site, rather than 
emphasizing its more important function as a symbol of God's presence.  Stephen quotes from 
Isaiah 66, where God points out the folly of thinking that God is constrained to a physical site of 
human making.  God's true house is not made by human hands, but rather is found in the temple 
of the Holy Spirit, in the hearts of all those who believe and obey the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
Having answered the charges against himself, by showing that the gospel of Jesus is the true 
fulfillment of all that Moses taught and did, Stephen then makes a counter-charge against his 
accusers (7 :51-53).  They were the ones who were rebelling against God, or as Stephen refers to 
it, resisting the Holy Spirit.  Because they had allowed their emotions to cloud their judgment, 
because their traditional practices were more important to them than obeying God himself, 
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because they were jealous of their own worldly influence and position, they could not hear what 
the Spirit was saying to them.  Indeed, most of them did not even want to hear it.  This is an 
unfortunate trend in the history of God's people, both in the Bible and ever since.  Those people 
who consider themselves "religious" are often the most resistant to the Spirit's guidance, because 
it is such a temptation for them to feel that they already know everything.  These Jews clung to 
the law, not realizing that rejecting Jesus meant rejecting the law, because Jesus was the 
fulfillment of the law.  So too, we must always be ready to acknowledge that the habits and 
customs that are familiar or comfortable to us are not in themselves the essence of the gospel. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What was wrong with the Jews' focus on the temple and other 
historical places and practices?  If these things caused a problem, why did God institute 
them in the first place?  How could they have used these things in a more appropriate 
way in their relationship with God?  Consider what lessons these ideas hold for us. 

 
 
 
An I nev itable C onclusion (Acts 7 :5 4-6 0) 
 
It comes as no real surprise that Stephen's audience does not appreciate his lesson.  To accept the 
truths he is revealing, even from their own law, would mean turning from years of pretense and 
phony religion.  While this would have been spiritually healthy, their pride and insecurity made 
it impossible.  They literally refuse to listen to Stephen speak any more, and the confrontation 
ends in violence.  For the first time in the book of Acts, a believer is actually killed for teaching 
the gospel. 
 
At the end of Stephen's lesson, he sees a vision that will sustain him in what is about to happen  
(7 :54-56).  There is a remarkable contrast in this scene that bears thinking about.  The audience 
has now become restless, hostile, and angry.  Acts describes them as "gnashing their teeth", a 
graphic way of illustrating the intense agitation they are feeling.  And yet Stephen himself - 
though he is the one in grave danger, while the crowd can take safety in its numbers - is calm 
and joyful, looking into the sky and seeing the glory of God.  He quite literally sees what they 
cannot see.  His vision is clear in every respect, whereas their vision is completely faulty. 
 
The confrontation ends with Stephen's death (7 :57 -60).  The crowd's rage leads them to abandon 
all rational behavior, along with any pretense of listening to another point of view.  Luke's 
description of them would be quite amusing if it had not led to such a violent result.  Their 
insecurity is so deep that they cannot listen to another word of Stephen's convicting message, so 
they make noise and cover their ears like immature children.  Without responding to any of 
Stephen's carefully developed points, they drag him outside the town and stone him without 
further delay.  Y et, far from retaliating or demonstrating anger or even self-righteousness, 
Stephen's calm last words echo Jesus' words at his own death.  While a painful and fearful 
outcome, this is yet a victory for the believers, who have now shown their willingness to teach 
the truth regardless of the response.  They have also seen an example of truth, security, and love 
in the face of mindless hatred and violence. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What enabled Stephen to face a painful death?  What can we 
learn from him to enable us to endure our own comparatively minor trials?  What has 
happened to the crowd to cause them to lose control of themselves so badly?  What 
dangers do we learn from them, against which we should guard ourselves? 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Eig h t: New Op p ortu nities (Acts 8 :1-40 ) 

 
In Acts 8 , we see persecution and opportunity at the same time.  E ven as the authorities in 
J erusalem begin their first serious attempt to stamp out the church of J esus, the believers 
themselves are finding new places to proclaim the good news.  The accounts in this chapter show 
that, in a way, the persecutions even helped create new opportunities. 
 
P ersecution Break s O ut (Acts 8 :1-8 ) 
 
The stoning of Stephen was the spark of the first real persecution of the new church.  Even as 
Stephen was being buried, Saul of Tarsus and other fanatics were brutally repressing the 
message of Jesus, doing harm to many innocent persons.  The large, strong body of believers in 
Jerusalem suddenly split into many small groups trying to evade capture and possible death.  Y et 
even this chaos resulted in new opportunities for the believers to tell the good news about Jesus. 
 
In his narrative, Luke inserts a name to remember (8:1).  Saul of Tarsus took an active role in the 
brutal killing of Stephen, by watching the personal effects of those who actually stoned him, and 
here we are assured that Saul completely approved this action.  In light of how prominently the 
apostle Paul* figures in Acts, it is important to take note of just how blind, vicious, and hateful 
he could be before he knew Jesus.  When Paul wrote in his epistles about how little he deserved 
grace, and how bad he had been in his past life, he was not simply aiming for a rhetorical effect. 
 

* Saul is a Jewish name, Paul a Roman name.  Like many Jews, Saul/Paul had one name he used in the Jewish 
community and another in his dealings with the Romans (as we learn later in Acts, he was a Roman citizen). 

 
The death of Stephen was by no means an isolated assault, but rather a prelude to a general 
persecution that saw the believers scattered (8:2-4).  It is interesting that Acts indicates that only 
the apostles remained behind in Jerusalem.  This was surely an act of bravery, given the 
immediate danger to even non-prominent believers.  It is not certain whether they remained 
behind in order to look after those believers who could not escape the persecution, or to begin a 
new congregation, or a combination of both reasons.  Later in Acts we see that there continued to 
be a strong church in Jerusalem, and so we know that this short-term persecution was ineffective 
in eliminating the good news of Christ from the city.  Even as Stephen's memory is being 
honored, Saul and other agitators are vigorously tracking down believers and persecuting them.  
So often in Acts we see this contrast between pagans whose jealousy and insecurity leads them 
to commit barbarous acts of oppression, and the early believers, who maintain a godly focus 
despite having little control over events, and who live in devotion to God's love and truth even 
when it means they must suffer.  Later, of course, Saul himself will be on the receiving end of 
persecution, and will himself be a powerful example of faith. 
 
As the persecution scattered the believers, they did not hide in fear, but rather saw it as an 
opportunity to proclaim the good news in new areas.  Luke tells us specifically about one such 
opportunity in Samaria (8:5-8).  Philip, whom we met in chapter 6, ends up in a town in Samaria, 
and like the other scattered believers he preaches the truth about Jesus to his new neighbors.  He 
enjoys good success among the Samaritans, and as he does, he helps to fulfill another step in the 
plan that Jesus had revealed to the Twelve.  Just as God sent the Spirit to act when it was time 
for them to begin to preach the good news in Jerusalem, so now God used the persecution to 
initiate the preaching of the gospel in Judea and Samaria.  Although the believers in Jerusalem 
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had to suffer for their faith, at the same time God was able to use them to bring joy to a new 
place. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What general lessons do these events teach us about why God 
allows persecution of believers to happen?  Are there any situations in our own 
experience that are at all similar?  If so, indicate how we can learn from the example of 
Philip and others in this early persecution. 

 
Another C onf rontation: The V alue of  the G ospel (Acts 8 :9-25 ) 
 
But once again, the very success of Philip's preaching brings challenges that must be overcome.  
This time it comes from within, in the form of Simon, who misunderstands the purpose and value 
of the spiritual gifts that were given to the newly baptized Samaritans.  While it is hard to read 
this passage without taking note of its doctrinal implications, make sure not to overlook that the 
real point of reading this account is in helping us to keep spiritual blessings in perspective, so 
that we do not fall into the traps of pride or selfish ambition. 
 
Among the many who responded to Philip's proclamation of the gospel was an interesting 
character named Simon (8:9-13).  This man was renowned both for his apparent ability to do 
magical tricks and also for his self-promotion, the combination of which had acquired for him 
quite a following, at least locally.  When this 'sorcerer' saw the genuine miracles performed by 
Philip as he spoke about Jesus, Simon was impressed to the point where he was not only 
baptized, but started to follow Philip everywhere so that he could see more.  The Acts account of 
the incidents involving Simon deliberately omits telling us exactly what Simon felt or believed at 
his conversion.  Since it says that he "believed and was baptized", there is every reason to think 
that his conversion itself was probably genuine.  There is no way of knowing whether he had any 
idea at all of the purpose of the miracles, and it is possible that his incessant following of Philip 
may be a sign of the problem shortly to come, in that he may have valued the exciting miracles 
more than the actual news of the gospel of grace and salvation.  If so, we should not condemn 
Simon, for we all struggle with the temptation to seek God first for the blessings our flesh 
desires, whatever they may be. 
 
When the news reached Jerusalem that the gospel had been successfully proclaimed in Samaria, 
the apostles took the extraordinary step of having Peter and John coming in person to Samaria 
(8:14-17 ).  This accomplished two purposes: they were able to demonstrate acceptance of the 
Samaritans as their brothers in Christ, and they were able to pass along miraculous blessings of 
the Holy Spirit.  They remembered and understood that taking the gospel to Samaria was an 
important stage in the design that Jesus had revealed to them, and by making a personal visit to 
the new converts, the two apostles showed their approval and their joy that this had been 
accomplished.  The laying on of their hands, besides being an understood sign of acceptance, in 
this case also had a practical benefit, in that it conferred some of the miraculous powers of the 
Holy Spirit*.  Giving these gifts to the Samaritans was another emphatic sign of God's 
acceptance of them, as well as a help in assisting the further spread of the gospel in Samaria. 
 

* N ote that, while never said explicitly, Philip was apparently unable to pass along the gifts himself, even though he 
himself had wide miraculous powers.  While numerous believers are seen in Acts to possess miraculous abilities 
through the Spirit, it is only the apostles who are shown as being able to grant these powers to others.  On a different 
note, observe that since the Samaritans had repented and been baptized, they would have received the 'gift of the Holy 
Spirit' because of the promise Peter had already revealed in Acts 2.  In the case of the Samaritans, "the Holy Spirit had 
not yet come upon any of them", and thus they had no miraculous ability. 
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Into this otherwise encouraging scene, a problem crops up with the former magician Simon, 
whom Peter must then confront (8:18-25).  Already excited about the miracles the believers have 
done, so obviously more genuine than his own activities, Simon now sees that the two apostles 
even have the ability to confer these powers to others.  Having now clearly lost the proper focus, 
Simon craves this same ability so strongly that he attempts to purchase it.  Peter's rebuke is swift 
and surprisingly harsh, emphasizing at length the sordid nature of what Simon wanted to do, and 
going so far as to tell Simon that he now has "no part or share in this ministry".  Simon appears 
to be humbled, at least in the short term, but we are never told what ultimately happens to him.  
The situation holds some similarities with the account of Ananias and Sapphira in chapter 5.  In 
both cases, we see seemingly "minor" sins like deception and selfish ambition severely rebuked.  
These kinds of worldly perspectives are always temptations for believers, and these biblical 
examples show us how important it is for us to avoid them.  Genuine Christianity is never a 
competition or a contest.  Each of us should be content with the blessings and gifts that God has 
chosen to give us, and should learn how God wants us to use them.  When we see what God has 
given others, and what he has called others to do, we should simply rejoice in knowing that his 
grace and perfect wisdom has blessed others as well as ourselves. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What might have led Simon into making this mistake?  Why 
was he rebuked so harshly for it?  What kinds of mistakes does this incident warn us 
against?  On a broader level, explain some of the reasons why the apostles came to 
Samaria themselves.  What did they learn from Jesus that would have motivated them to 
do this? 

 
P hilip & the E thiopian (Acts 8 :26 -40) 
 
The narrative now follows Philip as he resumes his travels.  The conversion of the Ethiopian 
eunuch is often remembered for the details of how Philip was led to him and how Philip taught 
him.  It is also noteworthy in showing the importance that even one conversion has to God.  It is 
encouraging to see the joy brought into this man's life when he learned the truth.  The conversion 
is also recounted to show some of the barriers overcome by the gospel. 
 
With his ministry in Samaria completed, Philip continues to follow the Spirit's direction (8:26-
31).  Told to follow the desert road to Gaza, he soon meets a man from Ethiopia who had taken a 
journey to Jerusalem to worship.  Ethiopia was not included in the list of areas mentioned as 
being represented in the crowd at Pentecost in Acts 2, which makes this encounter significant.  It 
is also noteworthy symbolically in that the man is a eunuch, which would have made him 
ineligible for the Levitical priesthood, but not for the N ew Testament priesthood of Jesus.  He is 
also a man of important position, and yet he shows great humility in his attitude towards the 
Word of God.  Philip soon finds that this man is as eager as anyone could be to hear the truth, 
and he takes full advantage of the opportunity.  The very passage that the Ethiopian is reading 
provides an ideal starting point for a lesson about Jesus and his ministry. 
 
Philip teaches him the good news about Jesus (8:32-40), beginning with the passage from Isaiah 
53 that the man had been studying before Philip came along.  We often see in Acts how valuable 
the Old Testament is in demonstrating the truth of the gospel and also in explaining its key 
points.  The Ethiopian is quick to learn, and wants to be baptized right away*.  Philip then 
proceeds on his way, leaving behind a new believer full of joy.  Philip is just one example of the 
ways that God used the disruption in Jerusalem to send a message of joy throughout Judea and 
Samaria. 
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* The detail in verse 37  does not appear in the earliest manuscripts, and so is generally omitted from the main text of 
most translations.  If authentic, it would indeed be a handy verse, but there is no way to demonstrate that it was part of 
the original text.  What is clearer from this passage, though, is the means of baptism, with Philip taking the Ethiopian 
down into the water to baptize him. 

 
For Discussion or Study: Philip is blessed here with an amazingly 'easy' opportunity to 
teach the gospel.  How can we find opportunities like this?  Consider also the approach 
that Philip uses in his teaching here.  What are some of the ways that we also can use the 
Old Testament in teaching about Jesus? 

 
 
- Mark W. Garner, April 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Nine: God's Power & Grace At Work (Acts 9:1-43) 

 
This chapter, best known for the account of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus, provides several 
examples of God's power and grace.  In humbling and saving Saul, God showed that his love 
was more powerful than human pride and hatred.  In healing Aeneas and raising Tabitha, God 
showed that his ability to heal is greater than any earthly ailment, greater even than death itself. 
 
Through Acts chapters 4 through 8, we were given a picture of some of the most important 
aspects of the earliest years of the church of Jesus Christ.  Most notable are the opportunities that 
God continually created for the believers, the opposition that the gospel aroused, and the ways 
that the believers met one another's needs as the church grew and spread. 
 
The next few chapters (9-12) are something of a transition period between the time when the 
church was concentrated in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samara, and the last part of Acts, when 
congregations began all over the Roman Empire.  The events of chapters 8 and 9 take place 
approximately 3-4 years after the crucifixion, resurrection, and Pentecost.  The most careful 
chronologies usually place the crucifixion in about AD 32 or 33, and the conversion of Saul in 
about AD 36.  Some other chronologies place the crucifixion in AD 30 and Saul's conversion in 
about AD 33. 
 
Saul Becomes A Disciple (Acts 9:1-19) 
 
Even as the hate-filled Saul is persecuting the church with as much determination as he can find, 
God is making other plans for him.  Since we see Saul/Paul from the perspective of what he later 
became, these developments might not seem as remarkable as they truly were.  But if we view 
these events as they would have appeared at the time, we can better appreciate this dramatic 
display of God's power and grace.  This chapter presents us with powerful examples of how 
these go together. 
 
We are first reminded of Saul's original "ministry" (9:1-2) as he followed up on the persecution 
in Jerusalem with further efforts to destroy the church of Christ.  He is graphically described as 
"breathing out murderous threats", indicating that his actions were not so much a thoughtful plan 
based on careful study of the truth as they were an outpouring of Saul's own raging emotions.  
He does not stop at persecuting the believers in Jerusalem, but also intends to track down the 
ones in other cities.  It was on his way to the city of Damascus that everything suddenly changed 
for him. 
 
Saul's conversion began with a most humbling experience (9:3-9).  First, he perceives a 
mysterious combination of sights and sounds, as Jesus himself speaks to him.  Saul is then 
brought to the shattering realization that everything he is trying so hard to do is exactly the 
opposite of God's will.  This realization is combined with the onset of a state of complete 
dependency, as Saul is blinded and must be led by the hand into the city where he had intended 
to make a much more powerful entrance.  For three days he eats and drinks nothing, and has 
nothing to do except to think about the complete shift in his perspective that has come about.  
Saul's experience is unique in that he was given a special appearance by Jesus, and was soon to 
receive a special commission.  But the same basic pattern is often used by God with those who 
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have an earnestness to seek him but who also have a stubbornness that prevents God from 
correcting them via more gentle methods. 
 
As Saul ponders what he has learned, God reveals his plans (9:10-19).  Rather than come directly 
to Saul again, God chooses a disciple named Ananias to explain to Saul the details that he must 
know now.  Ananias rather understandably finds this to be an unsettling task, knowing of the fear 
and havoc that Saul has created through his violent persecution of the disciples.  But when God 
explains that he has chosen Saul to carry out a special ministry to the Gentiles, Ananias drops his 
objections.  As a result, he was privileged to be the human means by which God achieved one of 
the most remarkable conversions in the Bible.  He accepts the task God has given him, meets 
Saul, and explains the gospel to him.  Saul has his physical sight restored, and at the same time is 
able to see spiritually for the first time, as he accepts the gospel and is baptized into the same 
Christ whom he had been persecuting until now. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What qualities would Saul have needed to have in order to 
respond so quickly to the gospel?  Would the miraculous appearance of Jesus have been 
enough, or would there have had to be other things in Saul's heart to enable him to 
respond?  Having first gotten Saul's attention through miracles, why did Jesus not 
personally tell Saul everything else - that is, why was it necessary to involve Ananias in 
Saul's conversion? 

 
A New Ministry (Acts 9:20-31) 
 
The new disciple wastes no time in replacing his old "ministry" of persecution with a new one of 
truth and grace.  The same determination and abilities that he had been using for the wrong 
purposes now can be put to use for the gospel.  Saul encounters many difficulties early in his 
ministry, but he is already being prepared by God for the vital tasks that lie ahead.  This 
eagerness to do everything possible in behalf of what he believed is a quality that Saul once 
misused, but that soon proves invaluable to the church. 
 
Saul begins to go to the synagogues in Damascus to proclaim that Jesus is the Christ (9:20-22).  
This quick turnaround causes confusion and astonishment, as those who hear of Saul's 
conversion try to reconcile it in their minds with his former activities.  He quickly proved to be a 
persuasive preacher of Jesus, since he is described as "proving" that Jesus was the Christ.  We 
could not fault any observers for not being able fully to accept that he had suddenly changed so 
much. 
 
Some time later, Saul's new ministry is interrupted by a conspiracy that compels him to make a 
quick escape (9:23-25).  Those Jews who formerly had appreciated Saul's activities now looked 
at his new ministry with growing anger, to the point that they decided to kill him.  Their plot is 
fairly organized, and they make sure to guard the gates out of the city, thinking this would 
prevent Saul from escaping*.  But he is able to get out, albeit in rather ignominious fashion, 
when some friends pack him into a basket and lower it over the wall.  Paul refers to this 
humbling experience in 2 Corinthians 11, as an example of "boasting of things that show my 
weakness". 
 

*In 2 Corinthians 11:32, Paul indicates that even the governor was in on this plot, and that it was by his orders that the 
city gates were guarded. 

 
But attacks from former friends were not Saul's only problem as a newly baptized believer in 
Jesus.  His struggle for acceptance in the church itself was also a difficult one (9:24-30).  The 
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other disciples had very understandable suspicions of this supposed convert.  Given his past 
record, they could easily conceive that he might be posing as a believer in order to collect 
information for further persecutions.  In this case, their fear and suspicion proved greater than 
their faith and love, but we probably should not criticize them too strongly, for most of us would 
have had the same struggle to accept someone who had probably harmed or even killed our 
friends and relations.  Only the intervention of Barnabas finally brings the church to accept Saul.  
Barnabas details Saul's conversion and the risks he has already taken for the name of Christ, as 
he now must endure the same kind of persecution that not long ago he himself dealt out.  Finally 
accepted by the believers, he begins a preaching ministry in Jerusalem, but soon is again the 
object of potentially violent opposition.  The still-controversial preacher is taken back home to 
Tarsus, where God can prepare him further for the fulfillment of his purpose, which was as yet a 
little while in the future. 
 
This ushered in a time of peace for the church (9:31).  God's hand is clearly seen at work, having 
brought them through a difficult time, and now giving them a period of peace so that they can 
strengthen themselves further for the many events and responsibilities that were still ahead of 
them. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Why did Saul arouse such strong hatred from unbelievers after 
his conversion?  Are there any parallels (on a lower scale, of course) in our own 
experience?  Should the believers in Jerusalem have accepted Saul more readily?  Is there 
anything in our experience that might be similar to the difficulty they had in accepting 
him as a brother? 

 
Aeneas & Tabitha (Acts 9:32-43) 
 
The narrative now returns to Peter's activities, telling of two (of what were likely many) 
occasions on which Peter used the miraculous abilities that God had given him.  These two 
miracles show us God's power and grace working together, as he displays his power over natural 
forces even as he shows his loving grace in relieving human pain and sadness.  On both 
occasions, the miracles also lead to new opportunities to proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
The first of the two short accounts tells of how Aeneas was healed in Lydda (9:32-35).  On his 
visit to that town, Peter met this man, who had been confined to his bed for several years due to 
paralysis.  Peter heals him in the name of Jesus, and Aeneas is instantly cured.  The healing 
quickly becomes known throughout the area, leading many to put their faith in Jesus. 
 
The account of Peter raising Tabitha from the dead in Joppa is somewhat more involved (9:36-
43).  This woman, who had died shortly before Peter came to visit the town, had been a caring 
and popular disciple, noted for many acts of service and kindness that shared God's love with 
others.  Even as Peter is taken to her home, he is shown examples of all that Tabitha had done for 
others.  Having pity on those who have lost a dear friend, Peter raises her from the dead in a way 
not dissimilar from some of the similar miracles done by Jesus himself.  The joyous and 
miraculous news quickly becomes known all over Joppa, and again leads to many more persons 
believing in Jesus.  It also has the practical effect of resulting in Peter staying in Joppa with 
Simon the Tanner, from whose home would soon begin a chain of events that would accomplish 
the next great step in God's purpose for the church. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What are the main lessons taught to us by these miracle 
accounts?  Is there any reason why these two persons were miraculously healed, out of 

3 



4 

the many such needs there must have been in these cities?  How does this passage fit into 
the broader design of God which the book of Acts details? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, April 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Ten: Th e G ood  News Com es to th e G entiles (Acts 10 :1-11:18 ) 

 
E ven before the ascension, Jesus had indicated that the gospel would be taken to "the ends of the 
earth", and yet in the early years of the church its membership consisted almost ex clusively of 
Jews and S amaritans.  In chapters 1 0 and 1 1  we finally see the breakthrough, as P eter is led by 
God to proclaim the gospel to a group of Gentiles, and to accept those who believe. 
 
G od M a k es Prep a ra tions (Acts 10:1-23) 
 
The two narratives in this passage show us God at work on both ends of what would be a 
momentous meeting.  God selects the centurion Cornelius to be Peter's first Gentile audience, 
and sends an angel to make sure that Cornelius is ready.  At the same time, he teaches Peter a 
vital lesson, in order to ensure that Peter is ready to take advantage of the opportunity when it 
comes. 
 
First we see God's instructions to Cornelius in Caesarea (10:1-8).  This centurion and his family 
are described as all being devout and God-fearing.  The second term is somewhat of a technical 
reference, in that it was commonly used by Jews to refer to Gentiles who believed in the living 
God.  Cornelius and his family were thus chosen for a special purpose because their beliefs and 
character would make them the ideal hearers for Peter, whom God was preparing to send to 
them.  Cornelius is visited by an angel, who assures him that he has nothing to fear, and directs 
him as to how to contact Peter and ask him to come.  Cornelius wastes no time in sending 
messengers to Peter. 
 
Meanwhile, God is working in Joppa by giving Peter a significant vision (10:9-16).  As Peter 
prayed on the rooftop while awaiting preparation of a meal, God gave him a rather peculiar sight, 
in the form of a large sheet filled with animals that appeared to descend from heaven.  Peter is 
exhorted to eat them, although he saw that they were all unclean animals.  Three times the same 
command is given, with Peter each time objecting that he has never eaten anything declared by 
the law to be impure.  The message, which became gradually clear to Peter as subsequent events 
unfolded, was both symbolic and practical.  The obvious symbolism is that the Jewish believers 
in Jesus will soon be expected by God to accept Gentiles as their brothers in Christ, despite 
formerly considering them "unclean".  Under the levitical laws, there was no ritual, sacrifice, or 
any other means by which one could make an unclean animal become clean.  Only by a 
declaration from God himself could this have happened.  The implication is that God is likewise 
declaring his readiness to cleanse the Gentiles, in order to bring them into a relationship with 
him.  Further, the specific exhortation to Peter to go ahead and eat "unclean" food will prove to 
be of great practical importance, as in practice this was the most significant social barrier 
between Jews and Gentiles*. 
 

* See also Acts 11:2-3 below, where one of the main charges against Peter is that he ate with Gentiles.  Though such 
restrictions were not part of the (divinely inspired) law of Moses, there were many such strict regulations that the 
Jewish leaders had made up themselves. 

 
These preparations set the stage for Peter and Cornelius's messengers to meet (10:17-23).  The 
messengers arrive even as Peter is still pondering the meaning of the vision.  No doubt their 
arrival helped him to begin to understand much better what God had called him to do.  This 
meeting is covered in a few short verses, but it is a significant encounter.  Peter welcomes them, 
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hears their story, and plans to come with them at once, realizing that God's hand is at work.  He 
and the other apostles have long since become used to responding to the opportunities the God 
provided them for ministry, but this one would prove to be something new and special. 
 

For Discussion or Study: As far as is possible for us to understand from a human 
perspective, what were some of the reasons why God set up this meeting the way that he 
did?  Why was it necessary for preparations to be made on both ends?  What might 
Cornelius and Peter have understood at the time, and what would they be likely to have 
understood only later, after further events clarified God's plans? 

 
The L esson At Cornel ius' s House (Acts 10:24-48 ) 
 
With everything prepared, Peter arrives at Cornelius's house and finds an eager audience.  He 
recites some of the familiar facts about Jesus and his ministry, but for a much different audience 
than he is accustomed to.  His gospel lesson is accompanied with an outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit, emphasizing God's acceptance of the Gentiles who believed.  This will also be an 
important point when Peter returns to Jerusalem and explains what has happened (see next 
section). 
 
First we have the description of Peter meeting Cornelius (10:24-33).  Whether out of 
awkwardness or misunderstanding, Cornelius begins by bowing down to Peter, but Peter gently 
corrects him with the statement that "I am only a man myself".  Peter is well aware that this is a 
big step, since simply entering a Gentile's home would be viewed by many Jews with grave 
displeasure.  He is there only because he is convinced that it is God's will for him to be there.  He 
soon also finds that the zealous Cornelius has assembled many of his relatives and friends to hear 
Peter.  Then Cornelius tells his own side of the story, making it clear to all that God has worked 
to bring this meeting about. 
 
With this in mind, Peter then begins to teach his audience about Jesus (10:34-43).  Seeing the 
crowd of eager listeners, and having heard Cornelius's account of how God initiated the contact 
with Peter, the apostle is now convinced that God does not show favoritism, but that he has 
determined that the time has come for the Gentiles to learn about Jesus.  As a witness to Jesus 
and his ministry, Peter thus tells them the gospel of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection, along 
with the promise of forgiveness that came through Jesus. 
 
Even as Peter reached the point where he spoke of the forgiveness of sins, the lesson is climaxed 
by an outpouring of the Holy Spirit (10:44-48).  As Peter will later recount (see 11:15), the event 
was very similar to the Spirit's descent on Pentecost, still vivid in Peter's memory.  Peter at once 
grasped the message that God was demonstrating his acceptance of the Gentiles on the same 
basis that he had already accepted the Jews.  Peter thus orders that Cornelius and the others be 
baptized with water into Jesus*, that they may receive the other promises made to believers, and 
that they might fully be joined to the fellowship of believers in Christ. 
 

* Notice that in Acts there are examples of the Holy Spirit descending and bestowing miraculous gifts both before 
(here) and after (e.g. Acts 8) water baptism.  This is one of the indications that this type of miraculous display is a 
different manifestation of the Spirit than that which Peter promised to all who repent and are baptized in Acts 2. 

 
For Discussion or Study: What is significant about the first interactions between Peter 
and Cornelius?  What lessons has Peter learned that have brought him this far?  What 
message was God sending by having the Holy Spirit descend with power on Cornelius 
and the other Gentiles?  Is there a significance to this message for us now? 
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Peter E x p l a ins I n J erusa l em  (Acts 11:1-18 ) 
 
As exciting as the events of chapter 10 are, there was some initial concern back in Jerusalem 
about what had happened.  The Jewish believers were critical of what Peter had done, and 
insisted on an explanation.  Peter thus tells his side of what we have just read in the previous 
chapter.  To their credit, the Jewish believers understand what God had done as soon as they hear 
all of the details, and they change their criticism of Peter into praise for God and his grace. 
 
Despite having just been part of a great victory for the gospel, Peter returns to Jerusalem to find 
himself criticized (11:1-3).  Although they had learned about the Gentiles receiving salvation, 
and the vast new opportunities now open to the good news, their chief concern was that Peter, a 
leader of the church, had gone into the home of Gentiles and might even have actually shared a 
meal with them.  Although this was not in itself contrary to God's laws, it was a serious matter in 
the eyes of the Jewish leaders, and even the Jewish Christians had not yet begun to change their 
feelings on the subject.  L est we criticize them too harshly, we should think about all the things 
that disturb or displease us despite not being contrary to any law of God or of Scripture. 
 
Peter therefore reviews what happened in Caesarea, giving an account of the reasons for going 
there, and of what happened as a result (11:4-17).  Peter's approach is worth noting and 
emulating.  He does not respond with his own criticisms of their attitude, nor does he reproach 
them for not being as active as he has been in his ministry.  He understands their concern, treats 
it as genuine, and patiently explains how he himself came to change his perspective.  He tells of 
the message that God gave him through the vision, and of meeting Cornelius and seeing his faith.  
The climax of Peter's account is his witness to the Spirit's having been poured out on the 
Gentiles.  Just as Peter realized at the time, his current audience also at once realizes that this 
was an emphatic demonstration of God's acceptance of the Gentiles. 
 
They thus raise no further objections to what Peter has done (11:18).  They join him in 
celebrating God's gift of repentance unto life, and God's grace in truly making this gift available 
to all, both Jew and Gentile.  This account is encouraging both as a recap of the great advance 
the gospel has made in reaching the Gentiles, and also in demonstrating how to overcome 
barriers in one another's thinking by faith, love, and patience. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Why were the Jews in Jerusalem so concerned about what Peter 
had done?  What might be some equivalent sources of concern for contemporary 
Christians?  What are the noteworthy features of Peter's response?  What other, less 
constructive, approaches might he have taken?  What lessons can we learn from the way 
that this discussion had such a positive result? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, May 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Eleven: Transition to a New Era (Acts 11:19-12:24) 

 
With the gospel having now been proclaimed to the Gentiles for the first time, the church is 
almost ready to begin its ministry "to the ends of the earth".  In this week's passages, we see 
some final preparations for this, as well as some other important events that took place during 
this time. 
 
The Church in Antioch (Acts 11:19-30) 
 
This passage tells us about the church in Antioch, which would soon become the base from 
which Barnabas and Saul would begin the first of the great missionary journeys.  From its 
beginning, the congregation at Antioch was unique and was characterized by a commitment to 
truth and ministry.  We can see in this passage the plans that God was already making through 
them. 
 
The Antioch church had begun with the scattering that occurred when persecution broke out after 
Stephen's death (11:19-21).  We already saw in Acts 8 how the believers turned this persecution 
into a blessing, as they proclaimed the gospel wherever they wound up.  Now we learn that even 
the great church in Antioch* owed its beginnings to this scattering.  The attempt by the Jewish 
leaders to stamp out the church by force had indeed backfired completely.  Here in Antioch, after 
a Jewish church was first established, some of the believers from Cyprus and Cyrene (areas 
where they would have been used to contact with Gentiles) began to speak to Gentiles, resulting 
in a new harvest that strengthened the Antioch church and also prepared it for what lay ahead. 
 

* Antioch was an important city, the third largest in the Roman Empire after Rome itself and Alexandria.  It was the 
largest of the many towns that had been named for the Seleucid king Antiochus the Great, who had ruled over much of 
the area about two centuries earlier. 

 
The church at Antioch continued to grow with the arrival of Barnabas and Saul (11:22-26).  The 
church in Jerusalem sent the popular and compassionate Barnabas to Antioch when they learned 
how quickly the church there was growing, and his leadership and example helped the Antioch 
church to become even stronger numerically and spiritually.  Barnabas also made a decision of 
great future significance, when he made a trip to Tarsus to find Saul, bringing him to Antioch 
where a new ministry awaited him.  Hated and feared by the Jews, Saul would find vast new 
opportunities in the quickly developing ministry to the Gentiles.  This passage also contains a 
note of historical importance.  Up to this time, the word "Christian" did not exist.  We know 
learn that the word was coined by observers at Antioch, who saw the life of Christ displayed in 
the young church there. 
 
We also see an example of how the church in Antioch responded to a need (11:27-30).  An 
opportunity to give arose from a prediction from Agabus, a member of the church at Jerusalem 
who had been blessed with prophetic abilities.  When Agabus accurately predicted the famine 
that would occur in the reign of Emperor Claudius, the thoughts of the Christians in Antioch 
turned quickly to the believers in Judea, since they knew that the famine would take a more 
devastating toll there than it would in a Gentile city such as Antioch that had economic and 
strategic importance.  The Antioch Christians accordingly raised a gift for the Judean churches, 
and had Barnabas and Saul take it there personally, as an added expression of concern. 
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For Discussion or Study: What features of the church at Antioch stand out from this 
passage?  Consider how we can emulate their strengths.  What opportunities might we 
have that could be roughly parallel to Barnabas sending for Saul, or to the gift sent to 
Judea? 

 
Peter & Herod (Acts 12:1-24) 
 
The Acts narrative now returns one more time to Peter, telling of his miraculous escape from 
Herod Agrippa I, who had intended to have Peter executed.  The incident is a memorable 
example of the kind of power that God can exert when it is within his will, and it even has its 
humorous aspects.  Not long afterwards, it is Herod himself who dies an ignoble death, forming 
an appropriate (if grim) contrast with Peter's experience, and serving as a reminder of the 
temporary nature of fleshly power. 
 
We first read of Herod sentencing Peter to death (12:1-5).  The apostle James was in fact actually 
executed at this time by Herod* (in AD 44), as an act of random persecution.  The soulless but 
clever Herod, always on the lookout for ways to increase his popularity at the expense of others, 
saw that the execution pleased the Jews, and this motivated him to look for further innocent 
targets.  When Peter too was sentenced to execution, it no doubt caused fear and despair amongst 
many faithful Christians.  But the church's response was exactly what it should have been, as 
they realized that worldly weapons would be useless, and committed the entire situation to 
prayer. 
 

* There are several Herods in the Bible.  Herod "the Great" was king when Jesus was born, and died shortly afterwards 
in 4 BC.  His son Herod Antipas, who executed John the Baptist and whom Jesus called 'that fox', was one of several 
heirs who divided up Herod the Great's territory after his death.  The king in Acts 12 is Herod Agrippa I, a grandson of 
Herod the Great and both a nephew and a brother-in-law of Herod Antipas.  (This oddity occurred because Herod 
Antipas divorced his first wife to marry his niece Herodias.)  Herod Agrippa I ruled over a kingdom that reunited most 
of the territories once ruled by Herod the Great.  Note that the Agrippa whom Paul meets in Acts 26 is known to 
history as King Herod Agrippa II. 

 
It does not take long for their prayers to be answered, as Peter escapes with the help of an angel 
(12:6-11).  The account of his escape reveals that there were many obstacles on the way out, 
through which only an angel could have passed.  Peter was only dimly aware of what was taking 
place, as first his chains fell off and then he was led past the guards and out of the prison.  Only 
when he was outside did he 'come to himself' and realize that God had miraculously rescued him. 
 
The news of Peter's escape elicited some interesting reactions (12:12-19).  Upon realizing that he 
was free, Peter went to Mary's home where, as it happened, many of the believers were praying 
for him, hoping against hope that God would deliverance him.  The scene of Peter's arrival is 
amusing, and also holds an instructive irony.  First, the servant girl who answers the door is so 
excited to hear Peter's voice that she runs back to tell everyone without letting him in, leaving 
Peter knocking frantically outside.  Then, although she reports that God has done exactly what 
they were in the act of praying for, the Christians cannot believe that it has really come to pass.  
This is an interesting example of the limited confidence in prayer that even the most faithful 
believers sometimes have.  Meanwhile, there was nothing humorous about Herod's response 
when he heard the news.  Holding the guards to the Roman standard of taking the punishment 
due to an escaped prisoner, he has them executed as soon as he finds that he can get no 
worthwhile information from them. 
 
But Herod's own time was not long in coming (12:20-23).  Herod enjoyed a position of no little 
power in his corner of the world, and even his enemies sometimes found it necessary to seek his 
help.  This passage tells us that emissaries from Tyre and Sidon came seeking Herod's aid, and 
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that in response Herod planned a public address.  His audience, eager to flatter him, praised him 
in practically blasphemous terms, calling him a God.  As Herod reveled in the glory, rather than 
making even a cursory attempt to decline this inappropriate adoration, he was suddenly struck 
with a severe illness.  The historian Flavius Josephus verifies the essential details of this 
incident, detailing how Herod became seriously ill while speaking, and how he passed away 
several days later* of a terribly painful stomach ailment.  This episode must have been quite 
thought-provoking to those who witnessed it, and it is still a memorable warning to all who, like 
Herod, would flaunt the pitiful amount of power that God in his grace has allowed them to 
possess for a short time. 
 

* See Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews, book 19, chapter 8.  Note that this is not inconsistent with Acts, which 
does not say that he died immediately, only that he was stricken immediately. 

 
But the church continued to grow larger and stronger (12:24).  The Herods of the world have 
their day when they can exercise their power over us, but the church of Jesus Christ will last 
forever. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What do we learn from the account of Peter's rescue?  Was 
there a reason why God allowed Herod to execute James but not Peter?  Is there any 
lesson for us in this?  What message(s) should we take from the account of Herod's 
death?  How do these events fit in with the larger purpose of the book of Acts? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, May 2002 
 
© 2002 by Mark Garner 
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group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twel v e: The First Missionary Journey, Part One (Acts 12 :2 5 - 13 :5 2 ) 

 
The church at A ntioch soon became the center from which the great missionary journeys of A cts 
originated.  A s the first journey begins, we can see God' s hand at work, and we get a detailed 
look at the way the gospel was presented.  We can also see further indications of the kinds of 
opposition that the missionaries would encounter as they took the gospel to the ends of the earth. 
 
In recent chapters, we have seen several preparatory steps that God took as part of his plan for 
the gospel to be taken "to the ends of the earth".  First, with the conversion of the formerly 
notorious Saul of Tarsus, God prepared one of the primary human instruments that he would use.  
Then, as Saul patiently learned and grew in his hometown of Tarsus, God used Peter to open the 
door of ministry to the Gentiles, and then to explain and defend this ministry to the Jewish 
believers in the Jerusalem church.  Meanwhile, a church had started up in Antioch as one of the 
many results of the scattering of the Jerusalem church as described in Acts 8.  This congregation 
soon began a ministry among the Gentiles which, thanks to Peter's earlier work, was 
enthusiastically received by the Jerusalem church leaders, who sent Barnabas to Antioch.  
Barnabas in turn brought Saul to join the growing work in Antioch, and now all the pieces were 
in place for the great missionary journeys to begin.  The first one, described in Acts 13 and 14, 
took place in approximately AD 46-48. 
 
The Spirit Initiates the Mission (Acts 12:25 -13 :3 ) 
 
After concluding the account of Peter's escape and Herod Agrippa's death, the narrative returns 
to Antioch as Barnabas and Saul are coming back from their trip to Jerusalem.  The Antioch 
church was blessed with many spiritual leaders and other resources, and the Spirit now reveals 
that God's design is to have Saul and Barnabas begin a new mission work.  From the beginning, 
it is clear that what will take place came not as a result of human initiative, but as a result of 
God's will. 
 
The account begins with the return of Barnabas and Saul from Jerusalem (12:25), where they had 
taken the contribution raised by the disciples in Antioch.  With them came John, also called 
Mark* , whose home had been used for prayer when Peter was in prison.  John would shortly be 
part of the first missionary journey, although he would later on become an unfortunate source of 
disagreement between Barnabas and Saul. 
 

*  As did many other Jews of the times, this young man had two names, a Jewish name (John) and a Roman name 
(Mark or Marcus), which would generally be used according to whose company he was in.  Saul, also called Paul, is 
the most well-known biblical example of this.  Note that it is technically inaccurate to refer to this person by the name 
"John Mark", which does not appear in the original text of the Bible.  Some of the most modern translations, and many 
Bible study resources, refer to him by this name for the purpose of readability, but it should not be considered as one 
name, as if it were a "first" name and a "last" name. 

 
Luke now tells us how the Holy Spirit called Barnabas and Saul for their first mission (13:1-3).  
The congregation at Antioch was especially blessed with notable spiritual leaders, and as they 
were worshipping and fasting, the Spirit guided them to set apart the two future missionaries.  
The specifics as to how exactly the Spirit communicated this information are not given, nor are 
they important.  It is instead significant to note the commitment to prayer and to seeking God's 
will, which allowed them to discern without difficulty what the Spirit told them to do.  Even 
these devoted spiritual believers knew that they needed a constant focus on God to be able to 
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hear him when he called.  Even the send-off for Barnabas and Saul reflects this perspective, as 
they are committed to their mission with further fasting and prayer. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What lessons can we learn from all of the preparatory steps God 
took before initiating the first great mission tour?  What parallels might we be able to 
find in our own experience?  What characteristics or habits of the Antioch Christians 
enabled them to understand God's will so clearly?  How can we emulate them in this? 

 
The Mission on C yprus (Acts 13 :4-12) 
 
The first of many stops for Barnabas and Saul was Cyprus, an island in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea, not far from Antioch.  Beginning in the synagogues and then in the island's 
capital, they spoke about the gospel of Jesus.  The results were quite encouraging, but they also 
had to deal with some hostility to their message.  This contrast would prove to be a regular 
theme throughout this journey and also those to come. 
 
Their ministry in Cyprus began (13:4-5) with a visit to the synagogues.  The institution of the 
synagogue had originated during the era when the Jews lived under foreign rule, and had for 
some time been the center of worship for the Jews, as well as the focus of much of their social 
life.  Due to the relatively informal nature of synagogue worship, Jewish visitors were often 
welcome to share a message of encouragement or edification with the congregation.  Barnabas 
and Saul made extensive use of this kind of opportunity, from the very outset of their mission 
work. 
 
Moving across the island, they came to Paphos, which was then the capital, and had an 
interesting encounter with the proconsul (a Roman official) and his attendant (13:6-12).  The 
proconsul Sergius Paulus was eager to hear what they had to say, but his assistant Elymas took a 
dislike to the apostles and their message.  Elymas is described as a 'sorcerer', which most likely 
means that he was, like Simon in Samaria, skilled in creating illusions and in presenting himself 
as a possessor of special powers.  His obstinate resistance to the gospel may well have come 
from simple jealousy, or it could have been a more considered opposition, since he was Jewish 
and may well have already been familiar with the gospel.  In either case, his attitude was so 
inappropriate that Saul not only rebuked him in strong terms, but also proclaimed that God 
would blind him for a time because of his hardness.  This came to pass at once, to the amazement 
of the proconsul as he watched. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What general lessons do we learn from the account of this first 
stop on the mission tour?  Are there any examples here that we can emulate? 

 
 
Ministry in P isidian Antioch (Acts 13 :13 -5 2) 
 
The ministry of Barnabas and Saul in Pisidian Antioch is described in great detail.  It was here 
that Saul of Tarsus first began to be better known as Paul, and it was here that a great shift in the 
mission's emphasis occurred after a confrontation in the Jewish synagogue.  The Acts account 
also includes a detailed summary of Paul's speech in the synagogue, as he gives a comprehensive 
presentation of God's plans. 
 
Two personal notes accompany the account of their arrival in Antioch of Pisidia*  (13:13-15).  
Just before coming to this town, their helper John turned back and went home to Jerusalem.  This 
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simple incident is mentioned because of the serious disagreement that it would cause some time 
later (in Acts 15).  A different note is introduced with the reference to Barnabas's associate as 
Paul.  The first mention of this Roman name had been in verse 9, where both of his names were 
used;  from now on Acts will always refer to him by his Roman name Paul.  He understood that 
his primary calling was to the Gentiles, and indeed events in Pisidian Antioch would make this 
even clearer. 
 

*  O r Pisidian Antioch - either name is used, in order to distinguish it from the many other towns named Antioch in the 
region.  The large city of Antioch, from which this mission was launched, was usually referred to simply as Antioch.  
The others generally had some regional name added, in order to make the reference clear. 

 
Paul again opened the mission in Antioch by speaking in the synagogue there (13:16-41).  His 
lesson is a significant historical and apologetic description of God's purpose and plan for Christ.  
Like many of the lessons in Acts, the portion recorded here is probably a summary of what was 
originally a more detailed lesson.  He talks first of Israel's history and the Savior that it produced 
(verses 16-25).  The nation of Israel, and its great king David, were celebrated by the Jews but 
were only stepping stones towards the real goal, Jesus, who had been heralded by John the 
Baptist.  Paul then recounts the familiar facts about Jesus (verses 26-31), telling of how salvation 
came through his death and resurrection.  Finally, he provides some proofs of the gospel (verses 
32-41), focusing on Scriptural prophecy and on - as so many of the speakers do in the book of 
Acts - the resurrection.  He also appeals to his audience to choose between faith and skepticism, 
not to scoff and wonder, but to believe and to accept the forgiveness they are being offered. 
 
As so often happens, the response to their message includes both eagerness and jealousy (13:42-
52).  Rarely is the genuine gospel preached to a large crowd without finding a divided response.  
In this case, many of the hearers are eager to hear more, and ask the missionaries to return on the 
following Sabbath.  Yet others, perhaps including the leaders, became filled with jealousy over 
the attention that these new teachers were getting.  When they returned the following week, 
those who opposed them were ready with a campaign of abuse that soon led Paul and Barnabas 
to make a significant decision.  K nowing that the gospel was for the Jews first, but ultimately for 
the Gentiles as well, they declare their intention to concentrate now on the latter.  Even as the 
Jews plotted successfully to drive Barnabas and Paul out of the city, many Gentiles were brought 
to the truth, and by the time the apostles had no choice but to leave town, they were able to leave 
behind a great many joyful Gentiles who had responded to the good news. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What was Paul's intent in presenting the gospel as he did?  How 
does his lesson compare with others we have seen in Acts so far?  (Compare it in 
particular with Stephen's lesson in Acts 7 - note both similarities and differences.)  What 
produced such differing reactions from the audience? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, May 2002 
 
© 2002 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 



THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Thirteen: The First Missionary Journey, Part Two (Acts 14) 

 
The first missionary journey continues with a series of eventful stops that illustrate both the 
power of the gospel and also the determined nature of the opposition to the church.  This chapter 
also gives us a glimpse, as the mission concludes, of the kinds of steps that the missionaries took 
to ensure the spiritual foundations of the new congregations that they had helped to begin. 
 
Barnabas and Saul (Paul) began their first great mission tour with stops on the island of Cyprus 
(which, as Acts 4:36 tells us, was where Barnabas was originally from) and in Pisidian Antioch 
back on the mainland.  Their tour now continues in three more cities not far from Pisidian 
Antioch.  This region also is not far from Paul's home town of Tarsus. 
 
Iconium - Ministry & Upheaval (Acts 14:1-7) 
 
The stop in Iconium proved particularly eventful, though in many respects it was typical of the 
responses to the message of the gospel.  The ministry in the town proved quite fruitful, but its 
success once more aroused opposition, and the apostles were fortunate to escape safely.  Not 
only is the mixed result similar to that in many of their other mission stops, but even the methods 
used by those who oppose the gospel are frequently similar. 
 
The ministry in Iconium (14:1-7) quickly produced positive results.  Acts tells us that "a great 
number" of both Jews and Gentiles accepted the gospel.  The apostles stayed a while in the town, 
while God confirmed their message through miraculous demonstrations.  None of this prevented 
opposition, however, as their enemies began a campaign of slander against them.  It is never 
pleasant to be the object of slanderous statements, which do great damage even when they are 
false.  Yet it is a frequent tactic of those who oppose the gospel to poison others' minds against 
those who teach the truth.  In Iconium, they also formed a plan to stone Barnabas and Saul.  
Fortunately, the apostles were alerted to the plot and left the town, leaving behind a measure of 
controversy but also a new church full of persons who had gladly received forgiveness of their 
sins through the gospel. 
 

For Discussion or Study: We have already seen several examples of the kinds of methods 
that hardened unbelievers used against Barnabas and Saul.  What parallels might we find 
today?  How can the apostles' responses to these attacks help us as we face similar, 
though less dramatic, forms of opposition? 

 
Tumult in Lystra (Acts 14:8-20) 
 
The missionaries' next stop proved, if anything, even more eventful.  In the town of Lystra, the 
apostles used the Spirit's power to heal a lame man, and the resulting enthusiasm went far 
beyond what Paul and Barnabas expected or wanted.  The crowd wants to worship them, and 
thus the missionaries must first prevent this before they can proclaim the gospel of truth.  This 
over-zealous response is a new problem, and an interesting contrast to the usual difficulties. 
 
As Paul began their ministry in Lystra, he noticed a lame man listening to his talk, and 
performed a healing that soon had tumultuous consequences (14:8-13).  Although Paul knew that 
the man was healed because he himself had the faith, and because God had the power, the crowd 

1 



credits the power to the two human missionaries whom they can see.  They go so far as to call 
them "Zeus" and "Hermes", which were the Greek names for the king of the gods and the 
messenger of the Gods, respectively.  They also prepare to offer sacrifices to Barnabas and Paul, 
as a sincere but clearly misguided demonstration of respect. 
 
This response can in large part be explained by an episode in Greek mythology that involved 
Lystra.  According to myth, Lystra was once selected by the 'gods' Zeus and Hermes for a 
visitation, but all of the citizens of Lystra failed to recognize them, except for one elderly couple, 
Philemon and Baucis.  The gods accordingly blessed this couple and severely punished the rest 
of the town.  Many residents of Lystra would have had this story in mind, and in fact, these two 
'gods' whom they now associated with Barnabas and Paul had been given special attention in the 
town's worship, in hopes of being able to make up for the city's earlier 'mistake'.  Lest this seem 
quaint and silly to us, let us first consider all of the ridiculous worldly teachings and principles 
that we gullibly accept, and carry over into Christianity.  Many believers in the living God cling 
to worldly expectations of blessing, worldly definitions of justice and truth, worldly styles of 
leadership, or worldly attitudes and behavior patterns, which they then try to reconcile with 
Christianity, to their own frustration. 
 
So the two missionaries must combating this blasphemous worship of themselves (14:14-18).  
They try earnestly to present themselves only as humans who bring good news, not the good 
news itself.  Contrary to the crude gods that the Greeks and Romans worshipped, whose 
interactions with humans were brutish and manipulative, the living God leaves his testimony 
quietly and lovingly, hoping that a few of us will open our eyes and see the things he has done to 
prove his love and concern.  Persuading others of such principles is an extremely difficult task.  
Humans tend to worship human bodies, human activity, and human cleverness, and it involves a 
great adjustment of perspective to help them look beyond the obvious in order to see God's hand 
at work. 
 
With a little help from the Jews who had already opposed the gospel in Pisidian Antioch and 
Iconium, the crowd soon turns against the Christians (14:19-20).  The enemies of the truth 
maintained a continuing campaign of hatred against the two apostles, and it succeeded most of 
the time.  It is always much easier to arouse fleshly passions than it is to appeal to an audience 
with spiritual truths.  In using spiritual weapons rather than fleshly means, Paul and Barnabas 
were accepting a disadvantage in worldly terms, but they did so because they knew it was right. 
 

For Discussion or Study: How does the problem in Lystra differ from the other 
difficulties the apostles encountered?  In what respects might it come from the same basic 
problem(s)?  What spiritual disorders might we see that could be similar to this 
inappropriate worship? 

 
Strengthening the Foundations (Acts 14:21-28) 
 
After one more brief stop, Paul and Barnabas begin their return trip to Antioch.  But before they 
go back, they make an extensive detour, revisiting the cities where new congregations have just 
begun.  They take several steps to make sure that these churches build solid spiritual roots, so 
that they will be dependent on God, not on the humans whom God had used to begin them. 
 
The last phase of this first missionary journey (14:21-25) included first a brief stop in the town 
of Derbe, which seems to have been one of the least eventful stops on their tour, and which 
brought a successful harvest for the gospel.  After that, Paul and Barnabas returned to most of 
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their past mission sites, to teach and encourage the new believers.  It is worthwhile to take note 
of this emphasis on building a solid foundation.  Further, the apostles do not return in order to 
flaunt their own authority, but rather they help these new congregations to establish their own 
spiritual leadership from within.  They also set the example of prayer and fasting in connection 
with these new leaders, which encouraged the new Christians to keep their focus on their true 
leader, God. 
 
After a trip lasting from a year and a half to two years, the missionaries finally return to Antioch 
(14:26-28).  Even Luke's brief description of the return emphasizes the mission's focus on God's 
will.  Their enterprise had been committed to God from the beginning, and now they told of all 
that God had done, stressing his power and will, not their own.  They then stayed in Antioch "a 
long time" before the controversy detailed in chapter 15 would again call them away. 
 

For Discussion or Study: In what ways can we emulate the simple but important steps 
that Paul and Barnabas took to build foundations for the new congregations that God 
began through them?  Make sure to take note not only of their outward actions, but also 
of the spiritual principles that these actions illustrate. 

 
- Mark W. Garner, May 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Fourteen: Ha ndl ing  Controv ersy (Acts 1 5 :1 -3 5 ) 

 
The many Gentile conversions brought glory to God and joy to the church, but it also created a 
measure of disagreement and controversy.  As the number of Gentile believers grew, so too did 
the feeling of some of the J ewish C hristians that the new converts needed to follow more closely 
the law of Moses in order to be saved.  I t soon became necessary for a face-to-face discussion to 
head off a large-scale division in the church. 
 
 
Meeting in Jerusalem (Acts 15 :1-4 ) 
 
Some time after returning to Antioch, Paul and Barnabas ran into some teachers from Judea who 
had undertaken to visit Gentile churches with the goal of persuading them to adopt circumcision 
and other Mosaic laws as a necessary and inherent part of Christianity.  U nable to persuade these 
teachers in direct discussions, the Antioch Christians initiated a discussion in Jerusalem.  Besides 
the significance of the issues themselves, this example also illustrates some useful general 
principles in resolving difficulties. 
 
The dispute in Antioch (15 :1-2) arose because of a rather inevitable question brought on by the 
growing number of conversions amongst Gentiles.  Following the Mosaic law, and especially the 
rite of circumcision, was ingrained in the minds of the Jews as the only way one could live in 
order to follow God.  Nor should they be criticized for this perspective in its own right, as no one 
should ever abandon something instituted by God unless God himself says to do so.  There is no 
indication that God opposed the Jewish Christians continuing many of these practices after 
following Jesus.  The problem arose when the Jewish believers desired to extend such practices 
to the Gentile converts, who had never followed such practices and who had never been directed 
to do so by God.  With two very different perspectives represented, it is no surprise that the 
direct discussions between Paul and Barnabas and the Judean Christians were not able to resolve 
the issue.  The decision to travel to Jerusalem in order fully to discuss the issue was a good one, 
as the apostles quickly realized the importance of the issue. 
 
On the way to Jerusalem (15 :3-4), Paul and Barnabas take advantage of every opportunity to 
share the good news of God's ministry among the Gentiles.  While it is true that some Jewish 
believers took a good while to appreciate this development, many more of them rejoiced in 
knowing that the gospel was not for one small corner of the world only, but was being taken to 
the ends of the earth.  Even in Jerusalem itself, and amongst the most tradition-oriented of 
Jewish Christians, there was rejoicing that the Gentiles were being saved.  It was only over how 
these new believers should live that there was any question. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What kinds of issues might arise among us that would be 
similar in nature to the circumcision question?  Note that this is not as easy a question as 
it might seem, since we all have difficulty at times distinguishing our own practice from 
God's commands.  What kinds of difficulties do we often have in making such 
distinctions?  How can this example help us better to make such distinctions? 

 
 
D iscussion in Jerusalem (Acts 15 :5 -21) 
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The discussion in Jerusalem about the circumcision issue is now recounted in its essentials.  The 
actual issues involved are few, and are not really that complicated, but it was important for 
everyone involved in the discussion to consider everything that God was doing.  The account of 
this discussion suggests that those who sought to impose circumcision and also those who felt it 
was unnecessary were both convinced that they were correct, but that they both were willing to 
accept God's will.  There is certainly an indication of a fundamental difference of perspective, 
but not of any threat to initiate a break in fellowship.  But what was a real danger was that the 
teachings of the Judaizers could well have led to continued and widespread confusion and 
discouragement amongst both Jewish and Gentile believers.  The events of Acts 15 * took place 
in approximately AD 5 0, a year or two after the completion of the first missionary journey. 
 

* Notes: (i) While this chapter is popularly known as "The Council of (or at) Jerusalem", the Scriptures do not use the 
actual word 'council' to describe it.  This is more than just a technical point, because this meeting is never represented 
as a human decision-making body, but rather as a group of sincere Christians hoping that through honest debate and 
discussion God's will might become clear to them all.  It is therefore not a proper model to justify a council of human 
leaders who decide church policy by human will or authority.  (ii) Many commentators consider this meeting to be the 
one that Paul mentions in Galatians 2, but many others point out that the details seem to differ.  It is not possible to 
give a definitive answer to this question, but it does not really matter to the interpretation of the book of Acts, and is 
only of minor importance in the interpretation of Galatians. 

 
After listening to Paul and Barnabas describe the Gentile churches that had been started, the 
group who felt that circumcision was a necessary part of Christianity made their claim to that 
effect (15 :5 ).  Acts tells us that the impetus for this came from the Pharisees, which is not 
unexpected, given their role at the time as protectors of the Jewish way of life.  But it is 
important to note that these were Christian Pharisees, not those who had rejected the Messiah.  
Although now part of a church that was not meant to have such party distinctions, they found it 
hard to get past the many strong habits and preconceptions that they had acquired over the years.  
But their perspective should not be criticized without qualification, for they were certainly taking 
the less popular position, and thus were probably quite sincere in their concerns. 
 
Peter's address is the first detailed part of the discussion that Luke records (15 :6-11).  Luke does 
say that this came after much previous discussion, as the apostles and elders of the church met to 
consider everything involved in the circumcision issue and related matters.  This is important to 
note, since it means that the Pharisees and other tradition-oriented believers had the opportunity 
to explain their position.  When it is Peter's turn, he stresses the lesson that he had learned first 
and had then explained to the church in Acts 11: that God no longer made any distinction 
between Jew and Gentile.  The purpose of the law was to keep the Jews separate, to make them a 
distinct people kept clean and holy for God.  But, as events at Cornelius's house dramatically 
implied, it was now the Spirit who cleansed those whom God called.  No longer does a person 
who wants to follow God need to observe the old Mosaic laws to be clean, because the Spirit 
comes into each believer's heart and cleanses him or her.  Further, Peter reminds them that law is 
essentially a yoke too heavy for anyone to bear.  Justification by works is at best only temporary, 
and - as Peter know by practical experience as well as by the lessons God had taught him - even 
the best of intentions still do not make it possible for anyone to be justified through perfect 
obedience to God's commands. 
 
Paul and Barnabas, who seem to have said little for much of the discussion, now speak up simply 
to support what Peter had said, by reporting the miracles of God that had accompanied their 
missions amongst the Gentiles (15 :12).  Hearing all this, the widely respected James* indicates 
what he has concluded (15 :13-21).  Q uoting from the prophet Amos, James realizes that God had 
always stated that, when the time came to rebuild the ruins of Israel, the Gentiles would be 
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joined to those who bore God's name.  This sudden outreach to the Gentiles should not have been 
unexpected or unwelcome to anyone who understood the (Old Testament) Scriptures.  Since this 
was clearly from God, James suggests that it makes no sense to make it difficult for the Gentiles 
who wish to become Christians.  He thus makes the very reasonable suggestion that they be 
asked to follow only a few essential teachings of the law (the specifics of which are discussed in 
the next section of these notes), and that otherwise they should be welcomed without further 
constraints. 
 

* The early church universally understood this to be the James who was the physical brother of Jesus.  Most current 
commentators also accept this conclusion. 

 
For Discussion or Study: Outline the reasons why some of the Christians would have 
thought that circumcision was a necessary part of becoming a Christian, and then outline 
the reasons that Peter and others give against this being a necessity.  What common 
assumptions do both groups share?  How did this help in reaching a satisfactory result? 

 
T he C irculating L etter (Acts 15 :22-35 ) 
 
It was important not only to reach a good decision in accordance with God's will, but also to 
make sure that this conclusion was shared with those who had been exposed to the conflicting 
teachings about circumcision.  Accordingly, the apostles and elders draft a circulating letter, to 
be distributed by carefully chosen Christians, in order to head off any further controversy or 
confusion. 
 
In order to communicate the Spirit's decision (15 :22-23), the apostles and elders chose 
messengers who would inspire confidence in all of the Christians, regardless of their own 
perspectives.  Two of them were Paul and Barnabas, and they were joined by two Jerusalem 
Christians, Silas and Judas (or Barsabbas).  The letter that they carried was specifically 
addressed to the Gentile believers, and it addressed them openly as brothers. 
 
The contents of the letter reflect much of what had been discussed in Jerusalem (15 :24-29).  The 
leaders shared their desire to calm the disturbance caused by the Judaizing teachers, and assured 
the Gentiles that any such teachings were mere personal opinions, not representative of the 
church as a whole.  The letter also indicates that the perspectives it will share represent the 
unanimous* feelings of the apostles and elders who had met - that is, they are not the result of a 
mere majority vote or of a particular faction that dominated the discussion, but rather are the 
truths that the Spirit revealed to everyone involved in the discussion.  The decision was reached 
not because one side out-argued the other, but because their honesty and sincerity made it 
possible for the Spirit to make clear to all of them what he wanted them to realize. 
 

* The NIV  simply uses the word "all", which is inadequate in conveying the sense of unanimity.  The Greek word 
means "of one mind", and most other versions translate this rather better than does the NIV . 

 
The actual conclusions are the ones first proposed by James, namely, that the Gentiles would be 
asked to accept and follow only four particular teachings of the Mosaic law.  These did not 
include circumcision or many other practices that the ancient Jews considered to be integral parts 
of their law.  Further, these conditions were not presented as conditions of salvation, or even as 
tests of fellowship.  Rather, the Gentile Christians were told that they "will do well to avoid these 
things".  In fact, only one of the four directives, the prohibition on sexual intercourse, involves 
actual sin.  In a sense, it may seem unnecessary to have included this one in the letter, since 
immorality was regularly prohibited in the apostles' teachings and writings.  But because the 
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tolerance of all forms of immorality was so deeply ingrained in the Gentile cultures of the era, it 
bore mentioning prominently.  Not only was immorality a sin in its own right, it also stood in the 
way of the Jewish and Gentile believers drawing closer to each other.  The remaining three 
directives are primarily for the purpose of eliminating barriers, and all had to do with food.  If 
the Gentiles would abstain from eating the meat of strangled animals, from eating blood, and 
from eating meat that had been offered in sacrifice to an idol, this would then eliminate the 
greatest social barriers between Jew and Gentile.  Jewish Christians would then be able to eat 
and visit freely with Gentile believers, without either burdening their own consciences or placing 
unreasonable burdens on the Gentile Christians. 
 
The message was received in Antioch with joy (15 :30-35 ).  The brothers delivered the 
encouraging message, and all of them stayed for a time in Antioch to enjoy the fellowship 
amongst believers.  While some of the questions regarding these issues would arise later from 
time-to-time, the main issues had now been resolved, and the way in which it occurred both does 
credit to the believers and their humility, and also reflects glory to God for his wisdom. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What was gained by having Silas and Judas join Paul and 
Barnabas in delivering the letter?  Describe in your own words the purpose of the 
conditions contained in the letter, and the reasons why these were accepted joyfully.  
What overall lessons do we learn from the way that this difficulty over the law was 
resolved? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, J une 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Fif teen: Th e Second Missiona ry Journey - Pa rt One (Acts 1 5 :3 6 -1 6 :4 0 ) 

 
After reaching a satisfactory way of dealing with the circumcision issue and related difficulties, 
Paul and B arnabas began to plan for their nex t mission tour.  At the beginning, there were 
several ups and downs, but eventually the mission got underway, and would lead to many 
significant developments.  This week's lesson will cover the first part of this new mission journey. 
 
Rough B eginnings of the N ew  Mission (Acts 15 :36-16:10) 
 
Things did not always go smoothly even for the apostle Paul.  Before the new mission even 
began, a dispute with his long-time associate Barnabas led to them splitting up.  Then, after 
finding other companions for his trip, he encountered a series of difficulties in discerning God's 
will before it finally became clear what God had in mind for the mission.  Eventually, though, 
this trip (which took place in approximately AD 5 0-5 2) would lead to many encouraging 
developments. 
 
A disagreement between Paul and Barnabas almost disrupted the next planned mission tour 
before it began (15 :36-41).  Some time after fulfilling their commission to deliver the news from 
Jerusalem, the two missionaries decided to re-visit the towns where they had seen churches 
begun on their previous journey.  After doing so, Paul and his associates would then make a tour 
of several new areas, as we shall see later.  But before they could begin, Paul expressed 
disapproval of Barnabas's desire to again bring with them John (Mark).  On the first missionary 
journey, John had turned back in the middle of the journey, for reasons that Paul, at least, found 
unacceptable.  Given the kinds of tense and often dangerous situations which they expected to 
encounter, one can understand Paul's concern about relying on someone who might well turn 
back again if things got difficult.  Yet Barnabas is also right in wanting to give the young man 
(who was also his cousin - see Colossians 4:10) a second chance.  While both had their reasons, 
they were not able to come to an agreement, so Barnabas chose to take Mark with him and visit 
Cyprus, while Paul joined up instead with Silas, and headed out* to the inland cities where there 
were new churches. 
 

* Note that the rest of the church takes no position as to who was 'right', since there was nothing to be gained by so 
doing.  "Commended" in the NIV  does not mean 'praised', but rather that they 'committed' Paul to God's grace. 

 
It is somewhat remarkable that such spiritual leaders were not able to reach an agreement on a 
fairly minor matter, not long after being part of a large-scale compromise in such a difficult and 
important matter.  But God can work despite our stubbornness.  Paul's successful ministry is of 
course described in the rest of Acts.  While Barnabas's further work - like that of so many other 
faithful believers in the era - is not detailed in the Bible itself, we do see glimpses of his 
influence.  Paul would later find John (or Mark) to be of great value, as suggested by passages 
such as Colossians 4:10, 2 Timothy 4:11, and Philemon 1:24. 
 
While visiting the inland cities from the first mission tour, Paul made another important decision 
in adding Timothy to his traveling party (16:1-5 ).  Timothy lived in Lystra, where such a tumult 
had occurred on Paul's previous visit, and he was highly regarded by the Christians in the area.  
Since Timothy was of mixed parentage, he had never been circumcised, and so Paul faced this 
issue once again.  He decided to stay on the safe side and have Timothy circumcised.  This was 
not, of course, because he believed it was necessary for Timothy's own sake, but to prevent it 
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from becoming an obstacle in ministering to Jews.  (Luke's account suggests that Timothy and 
his family history were relatively well-known.)  While this was most probably a decision made 
for the right reasons, the Scriptures do not actually indicate one way or another whether God 
wanted Paul to do this.  After this, Timothy joined Paul and Silas as they traveled through the 
area to encourage the Christians and to communicate the decisions about the Mosaic law that had 
been reached in Jerusalem. 
 
Having taken these preliminary steps, it was now time to move on to new areas, and a question 
of direction arose (16:6-10).  For reasons upon which we can only speculate, Paul had great 
difficulty perceiving where God wanted him to go.  He led his group through Galatia and 
Phrygia, intending to go into Asia*, but Acts tells us that the Holy Spirit would not allow him to 
fulfill this plan.  Likewise, when he then chose to go to Bithynia instead, the Spirit again 
prevented him.  At last Paul had his famous dream of a man from Macedonia calling for help, 
and finally he understood where God wanted him to go.  The trip to Macedonia meant Paul's first 
trip to Europe, and would lead to the gospel being proclaimed in many new areas.  This little 
paragraph is worthy of careful thought.  We are never given the details of how God prevented 
Paul from going where he was not meant to go, nor are those details important, because God has 
many ways of accomplishing such ends.  What we do know is that even Paul went through a 
period when he had trouble determining where God was leading him, and we also see that he 
continued to seek God's will without complaint or impatience until things finally became clear. 
 

* Asia, in the Bible, does not mean the continent that we refer to today as Asia.  In ancient geography, Asia referred 
only to one particular region, consisting of what is now western Turkey.  Bithynia is one of the regions along the south 
shore of the Black Sea, in what today is northern Turkey. 

 
For Discussion or Study: List the kinds of difficulties and decisions that Paul encountered 
during the first part of his second mission journey.  Can we tell how some of these arose?  
What do we learn from the ways in which Paul and his companions dealt with them? 

 
E v entful Ministry in Philip p i (Acts 16:11-4 0) 
 
Once Paul understood where God was sending him, positive results soon followed.  His ministry 
in Philippi proved both eventful and fruitful.  The Acts account contains two well-known 
conversion stories, that of Lydia and that of the jailer.  Although the missionaries had to endure 
some hardships in Philippi, their time there also had some very encouraging results. 
 
Having determined to go to Macedonia, Paul made Philippi his first major stop there, and his 
first mission stop anywhere in Europe (16:11-12).  Philippi was one of the most important cities 
in Greece, as the Acts account suggests.  It was an ancient town that had been renamed for Philip 
of Macedon (the father of Alexander the Great) in the fourth century BC.  Octavian, the future 
Roman emperor Augustus, won an important battle there in 42 BC, and later made it a Roman 
colony, meaning that it became a settlement for retired Roman soldiers who received tax 
exemptions and other privileges.  One of the interesting aspects of Acts is its accounts of the 
gospel coming to cities such as Philippi that had such illustrious human histories of their own. 
 
The first success in Philippi was the conversion of Lydia (16:13-15 ).  Paul and the others* met 
her by the river where they had gone to pray, and she proved an eager audience.  She is 
described as a dealer in purple cloth, which would mean she was a prosperous and likely 
independent merchant, since purple dye was quite a luxury item at the time.  She responds 
quickly to the gospel and is baptized, becoming a faithful believer and also, as we shall see 
below (verse 40) quickly became a valuable part of the church's ministry. 
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* Note that beginning in verse 10 Luke has been using "we" to describe the group, suggesting that he joined them for 
this part of the journey. 

 
After this initial encouraging development, Paul and Silas had a more unsettling experience that 
resulted in them becoming imprisoned (16:16-24).  It began with an encounter with a slave girl 
who is described as having a kind of fortune-telling skill that was profitable for her 'masters".  
Recognizing that the girl had an evil spirit, Paul healed her, but this made her 'owners' angry, 
because she no longer could make money for them.  They take revenge on Paul by making false 
charges about his teachings, claiming that he was promoting customs that violated Roman law.  
As a result, the innocent missionaries are severely punished: stripped, beaten, flogged, jailed, and 
placed in the stocks.  It is quite an unfair recompense for an act of kindness to a troubled girl. 
 
Once they are in the jail, some interesting events occur (16:25 -34).  The well-remembered 
description of Paul and Silas singing in the jail is a testimony to the deep joy they felt in serving 
God despite their painful ordeal.  Then, as the other prisoners listened to them, a sudden 
earthquake shook the prison, opened all of the doors, and broke off the chains of the prisoners.  
Evidently the prisoners were too stunned to escape, because when the terrified jailer came in, 
expecting to see his charges gone, Paul assured him that no one had escaped.  The upheaval 
makes such an impression on the jailer that he makes an earnest plea to the missionaries, asking 
how he can be saved.  He thus hears the gospel, and believes it along with his family, who are all 
baptized and share in the joy of salvation.  Thus we see yet another kind of situation that God 
can use. 
 
After all this, Paul and Silas were freed and asked to leave the city (16:35 -40).  It is rather 
interesting that at this point Paul objects to the way they have been treated, now claiming the 
rights of a Roman citizen, which (among other things) should have exempted him from arbitrary 
flogging.  In one sense, they have endured a beating for nothing, but on the other hand, if Paul 
had asserted his rights earlier, the jailer and his family may not have heard the gospel, or at least 
would not have seen such strong reasons to believe.  In any case, the authorities now turn 
friendly, and do what they can to send them away on positive terms.  Before leaving, Paul and 
Silas spend some time with the new Christians in Philippi, meeting them at Lydia's home, which 
had likely become their first meeting place. 
 

For Discussion or Study: In what ways do we see God's hand at work in Philippi?  What 
general lessons can we learn from the events in this city? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, J une 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Six teen: The Second Missionary Journey - Part Tw o (Acts 17 ) 

 
After a difficult beginning, Paul's second missionary journey led him to Philippi, where some 
memorable conversions took place.  N ow, he continues to several other cities in Greece, 
preaching the gospel in places that had long secular histories of their own. 
 
 
Ministry in Thessa l onica  - A Fa m il ia r P a ttern (Acts 17:1-9 ) 
 
Paul now moves on to a new city, as part of a tour that will take him across Greece.  His stop in 
Thessalonica featured several now-familiar kinds of developments.  These accounts from various 
cities help us to see a pattern that so often accompanies the preaching of the gospel.  The details 
will certainly differ with time and place, but the general themes so often are similar, whether in 
Paul's day or in our own experience. 
 
Before opposition to their message arose, the missionaries were able to have a fruitful ministry in 
Thessalonica (17:1-4).  This town, less than 100 miles west of Philippi, was a logical stop, after 
they had passed through a couple of smaller towns*.  Thessalonica had a synagogue, and thus 
Paul and the others began their ministry there.  While some of the Jews in the synagogue 
accepted the gospel, they had far more success here among the Gentiles, and Luke also records 
that many of the prominent women of the town accepted the gospel. 
 

* Philippi (Paul's previous stop) was connected with all of the towns mentioned in verse 1 - Amphipolis, Apollonia, 
and Thessalonica - by the V ia Egnatia, one of the main highways across the Roman Empire. 

 
Whether because of the enthusiastic Gentile response, or because of the message itself, a group 
of Jews who had rejected the gospel decided to stir up trouble (17:5-9).  The Acts narrative states 
that jealousy was their primary motive, and not for the first time in the New Testament do we see 
the powerful effect that jealousy can have, as these reprobates quickly cause a violent 
commotion, using physical force and intimidation as well as false legal charges against the 
Christians.  It is ironic that they accuse the believers of 'causing trouble' when in fact it is the 
unbelievers who are causing an entirely unnecessary disturbance.  The same is so often true 
today.  At times when Christian values are out-of-synch with contemporary worldly values, 
Christians are often accused of being divisive or other such things, but most of the time 
Christians simply speak the truth in love (and in fact often do so more timidly than is necessary).  
Just as was the case in Thessalonica, when unbelievers react to the gospel with aggression or 
hostility, this much more to do with their own insecurity than with any deficiency of the church. 
 

For Discussion or Study: To some extent, the events in Thessalonica follow a familiar 
pattern.  What general lessons can we learn from this stop on the missionary journey? 

 
 
Ministry in B erea  - B el iev ers of  N ob l e Cha ra cter (Acts 17:10 -15 ) 
 
After the turmoil in Thessalonica*, Paul and Silas moved farther west to the town of Berea.  In a 
well-known description, Luke's narrative praises the Bereans for their response to the gospel.  
Yet here too, it is not long before Paul's ministry is disrupted by trouble-makers.  The 
combination of enthusiastic response from some listeners, along with hostility and opposition 
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from others, is a running theme throughout Acts and particularly the accounts of the missionary 
journeys. 
 

* Shortly after the hurried departure from Thessalonica, Paul sent them the epistle we know as 1 Thessalonians, 
followed later by a second epistle to the same group.  Thus 1 Thessalonians became the first of the many epistles sent 
by the apostle Paul, being written in approximately AD 51. 

 
The ministry to the Bereans (17:10-12) is the source of one of the most well-remembered verses 
in Acts.  Beginning once again with a ministry in the synagogue, which had led only to marginal 
success in their previous stop in Thessalonica, Paul finds here a praiseworthy response.  It is 
interesting that in this, one of the few times when Luke gives praise to an audience, the praise is 
not for a quick acceptance of the gospel but rather for their commitment to seeking the truth 
according to God himself.  Many of the Jews in Berea realized that the Scriptures had foretold a 
Christ (Messiah), and now eagerly studied to see if he had indeed come as Paul was claiming.  
Not only did this led to a successful ministry in Berea, but it seems certain that it also helped 
them to build a strong foundation for their spiritual future. 
 
But before long, agitators arrive from Thessalonica (17:13-15).  This is not the first time in Acts 
(see 14:19) that the opponents of the gospel were not content with chasing Paul out of their own 
city, but went out of the way to follow him to a new town.  This kind of pattern again reveals the 
insecurity and other problems in the minds of the more stubborn unbelievers.  This type of 
hardened, determined hostility to the gospel comes from weakness, not strength.  Yet this crude 
form of opposition can still be very effective, and these agitators create enough turmoil that the 
believers decide to have Paul leave town, leaving Silas and Timothy to minister in Berea. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What should we learn from the praise given to the Bereans for 
their approach to the truth?  What can we learn from the opposition that the gospel once 
again faced in Berea?  Are there any lessons for us, as opposed merely to critiquing those 
who refuse to obey the gospel? 

 
 
Ministry in Athens - G reek  Cul ture Meets the G ospel  (Acts 17:16 -3 4 ) 
 
Paul's next stop was in one of the ancient world's most important and illustrious cities, Athens.  
Paul found himself alone for a time in this city, after his sudden departure from Berea, and chose 
- as we would expect - to use his time as best he could to teach about Christ.  Here in the seat of 
Greek culture he taught the gospel, and while the ministry here was not one of the most 
successful mission stops in terms of mere numbers, the Acts account is interesting, and Paul's 
lesson here is significant in several respects. 
 
The setting alone, with the illustrious apostle in such a renowned city, is quite interesting (17:16-
21).  The city of Athens by this time was past its era of greatest glory, but its citizens were at all 
times conscious of its great cultural and historical past.  While there were still many signs of the 
classical Greek religion and its pantheon of 'gods', these were not as important to most Greeks as 
were their philosophers*.  As is quite evident from the Acts account alone, the Athenians were 
passionate about philosophical debate and discussion.  At the same time, they maintained the 
worship of a wider array of gods, often with great fervor and always with a keen awareness of 
the many myths and legends that Greek culture had produced.  In speaking to this audience, Paul 
was thus contending with a far more sophisticated (in worldly terms, that is) and certainly more 
well-educated group of listeners than any he had encountered elsewhere in the Gentile world, 
while at the same time he had to contend with many odd preconceptions.  They were accustomed 
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to discussing even the most important issues in a detached, intellectual manner, and so they treat 
Paul's exposition of the gospel in the same way.  While mildly dismissive of what he is saying, 
there is enough of interest for them to invite him to speak in the assembly at the Areopagus**. 
 

* Acts specifically mentions philosophers from two of the leading schools, the Epicureans and the Stoics.  The 
Epicureans were skeptical of all forms of religion, and believed in maximizing one's satisfaction in the present.  Some 
Epicureans believed in atomism, a rudimentary form of what today is called the Theory of Evolution.  The Stoics 
emphasized reason and logic, and usually believed in a "world soul", that is, a naturalistic or pantheistic form of deity.  
Like their founder, Z eno, they believed in self-sufficiency and a strong sense of responsibility. 
 
** The Areopagus (literally the "hill of Ares", or "Mars Hill"), used to be the site of an ancient Greek judicial and 
legislative assembly.  By the time of Acts, it was still used for public assemblies, but of a more informal nature. 

 
Conscious of his audience, Paul adapts his approach without changing the heart of his message.  
Paul's speech to the Areopagus (17:22-31) begins with his well-remembered proclamation of the 
unknown God.  The Athenians had a practice of erecting an altar "to the unknown god", along 
with their many altars and temples to their own various 'gods', because they were afraid they may 
have overlooked a god somewhere.  Paul uses this irony to describe the living God whom, in 
fact, the Athenians have not known until now.  His message stresses several major distinctions 
between their concept of God and the truth about the living God.  There are, of course, many 
differences between Christianity and human-made religion.  But there are three especially 
important basic distinctions that separate the living God not just from the Greeks' concept of 
gods, but from any human attempt to define God with our own reason and will.  If you compare 
any human-made religion with genuine Christianity, it will differ in at least one, and usually 
more than one, of these respects*. 
 

* For more detailed notes on these ideas, see the handouts from past classes on evidences for Christianity. 
 
First, the true God is not "served by human hands";  he was not invented by humans, nor is he 
limited to our physical universe (as were the Greek gods, who lived a life of luxury and intrigue 
on Mount Olympus), or to our time and space.  He is a transcendent God.  Second, he wants us 
to seek him, unlike the Greek gods for whom humans were generally considered a nuisance.  
Paul's description of this aspect of God's nature is almost poignant, when he says that God does 
everything so that we will seek him and "perhaps" find him.  Finally, the living God gives life, 
both spiritually and physically, and also gives many other blessings as a result of his grace.  We 
do not and cannot earn anything from God.  While Paul doesn't go into much detail in this talk 
about God's grace, this is one of the most vital of all distinctions between God as he actually is, 
versus human conceptions of him.  The impulse to justify ourselves by our own works or 
wisdom is so deeply ingrained in us that almost every philosopher or religious leader who tries to 
design his or her own system of salvation inevitably relies on some form of self-justification.  
Note finally that Paul mentions one particular proof of all this: the resurrection.  Even among the 
philosophical, sneering Athenians, the resurrection is proclaimed as a key part of the gospel 
message. 
 
The reaction to all this is mixed, as Paul probably expected (17:32-34).  The Athenians were a 
tough crowd, and many took a condescending attitude towards this "foreign god".  Even those 
who invited Paul to speak again may well have done so out of curiosity or out of a desire to be 
entertained.  But it is also encouraging that even here there were a few hearts who wanted to 
known the truth, and even one of the members of the Areopagus was persuaded to believe in 
Jesus. 
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For Discussion or Study: What preconceptions would have been especially strong in this 
audience?  How does Paul adapt his approach without compromising the truth?  Consider 
the distinctions he draws between the Greeks' religion and the truth about God and Jesus.  
What are some of the ways that these distinctions also apply to the forms of religion that 
we encounter in our own experience? 

 
 
- Mark W. Garner, June 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Seventeen: The Second Missionary Journey - Concluded (Acts 18:1-22) 

 
We now come to the end of the second of Paul's missionary journeys, with his eventful stop in 
Corinth and his trip back to Antioch.  This second trip saw him go to several of the most well-
known cities of the ancient world, and his experiences in proclaiming the gospel provide us with 
numerous examples to encourage us, teach us, and challenge us. 
 
Ministry in Corinth - Friends & Opposition (Acts 18:1-17) 
 
After his fascinating but only mildly successful ministry in Athens, Paul moved on to Corinth, 
another of the leading cities of ancient Greece.  Here he met two believers with whom he was to 
become close, and was also re-united with some of his traveling party whom he had left behind 
in his hasty exit from Berea.  In Corinth, he also faced more of the kinds of determined 
opposition to which he was now accustomed.  His experiences in Corinth remind us that, while 
there will always be enemies of the gospel, faithful believers are never truly alone in their 
ministries. 
 
The city of Corinth was located on the narrow isthmus that connects the Peloponnesus with the 
rest of Greece, and was a commercial center both for overland trade and as a connection between 
the seaports on the opposite sides of the isthmus.  Its strategic location made it both prosperous 
and politically important in the ancient world.  The Corinth of the New Testament is not the 
same city as the Corinth that is significant much earlier ancient history, but rather is a rebuilt city 
on the same site.  The original Corinth* had been destroyed by the Romans in 146 BC**, and a 
new city had been built by command of Julius Caesar about a hundred years later. 
 

* Many commentaries err in their descriptions of New Testament Corinth by quoting descriptions of the original city 
that are not always applicable in the same way to the rebuilt city. 
 
** Corinth had become one of the focal points of resistance to Roman rule.  The Romans destroyed it and also 
destroyed the North African city of Carthage, their arch-rival, in the same year. 

 
In Corinth, Paul met some new friends who become relatively prominent in the New Testament 
(18:1-4).  The married couple Aquila and Prisca (or Priscilla) turned out to be tent-makers, and 
thus practiced the same trade Paul performed when he needed to support himself.  This couple 
had travelled to Corinth as a result of an edict of the Emperor Claudius in AD 49 or 50 (about the 
time of Acts 15) that forced many Jews to leave Rome*.  This edict was not strictly enforced, 
and Rome maintained a large Jewish population, but apparently this couple had been among 
those driven out.  In them, Paul found faithful friends and also practical help, staying with them 
and working with them in his early days at Corinth, as he used the Sabbaths to teach the gospel 
in the synagogue. 
 

* The Roman historian Suetonius says that the edict came as a result of a disturbance that had been "instigated by 
Chrestus", suggesting that it might have been as a result of Christian preaching.  The Romans did not distinguish 
between Jews and Christians until later in the 1st century.  It is also possible. though, that 'Chrestus' is the name of a 
contemporary Jew whose activities displeased the Romans in some way.  The Romans were generally tolerant of other 
religions as long as their practitioners accepted Roman political rule, but the Jews with their stronger and more genuine 
faith, and well-established beliefs, were often a test to the Romans' flexibility. 

 
Paul's ministry in Corinth began in earnest when the other missionaries arrived (18:5-11).  He 
was re-united with Silas and Timothy, who had stayed in Macedonia for a while after Paul left 
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Berea.  Since the last half of Acts follows Paul's travels, it is easy to overlook the activities of the 
many other Christians who devoted their lives to taking the gospel wherever God directed them.  
Such faithful believers as Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Luke, and many others were also travelling 
from town-to-town, sometimes in company with Paul, sometimes with others.  It is helpful for us 
to take notice of all these comings and goings so that we realize how many different Christians - 
many not mentioned in the Bible at all - were a part of teaching the gospel throughout the ancient 
world. 
 
Now able to devote all of his time to preaching and teaching, Paul stepped up his ministry in the 
synagogue.  But many of his listeners wearied of the truth, and hardened their hearts against both 
Paul and the message, causing Paul to make the decision to preach to the Gentiles.  Still, the 
synagogue leader Crispus was one of the few there who accepted the gospel, and in addition, 
Paul's ministry amongst the Gentile Corinthians proved quite successful.  God also assured Paul 
that it was his will that Paul remain in Corinth for a time, and promised his protection in the 
memorable phrase, "I have many people in this city".  As a result, Paul stayed in Corinth much 
longer than had previously been his custom in his mission tours. 
 
Paul's ministry was so influential that his enemies eventually launched a concerted attack against 
him (18:12-17).  The proconsul who heard their charges was Gallio, one of the most well-known 
secular figures to appear in the Bible, being the brother of the famous philosopher and writer 
Seneca, and a prominent and popular man in his own right.  He was approached by a contingent 
of Paul's enemies who accused Paul of the vague, pointless charge of "persuading the people to 
worship ...  in ways contrary to law".  Before Paul even makes a defense, Gallio reproaches the 
accusers for their baseless charge and for wasting his time.  Prevented from achieving its goal, 
the crowd suddenly turns on Sosthenes, who had apparently succeeded Crispus as synagogue 
ruler, and takes out its hostility and frustration by beating him.  It is not possible to tell whether 
this is because Sosthenes also supported Paul (it could be he who is mentioned in 1 Corinthians 
1:1), or whether Sosthenes had instigated the accusation of Paul, making the others angry with 
him for disappointing them.  Gallio's attitude is indifferent, even cynical, because at this time the 
Roman leaders were still unconcerned about Christianity and as yet had no policy or law against 
Christians.  The practical Romans also had little interest in settling personal or religious disputes 
in their courts. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What features of Paul's ministry in Corinth were similar to 
things we have seen in other cities?  What aspects were different? 

 
The Return to Antioch (Acts 18:18-22) 
 
Luke's brief description of Paul's departure from Corinth and return to Antioch is not without 
interest.  Besides providing a couple of brief looks at Paul's personal life, it mentions his first 
contact with Ephesus, a city to which he would return on his next mission tour.  Thus ended his 
second missionary journey, which contained many memorable events and which also saw the 
gospel preached in many new cities. 
 
After a lengthy stay in Corinth, Paul decides finally to return to Antioch (18:18).  For the first leg 
of the long trip, he takes his friends Priscilla and Aquila, whom he then leaves in Ephesus (see 
18:19 and also 18:24-26).  This verse also contains an interesting but inconclusive detail, in 
relating that Paul shaved his head as a result of a vow he had taken.  While there are many 
possible scenarios as to exactly what could have been involved, the only definite conclusion we 
can draw is that this example should caution us against imitating or binding every minor detail of 
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the book of Acts, especially when, as here, it is a case of a one-time decision with the reasons for 
it left unexplained. 
 
On the way back, Paul makes a stop in Ephesus (18:19-21), a city that will soon take on more 
significance for him.  He has a brief and apparently successful ministry in the synagogue there, 
for they ask him to stay.  Yet Paul perceives that it is not yet God's will for him to remain, 
promising only to return "if it is God's will".  We have no way of knowing why Paul felt that it 
was time for him to move on, but his reply is still instructive, demonstrating as it does that even 
an open opportunity was not always a conclusive indication to Paul of where God wanted him to 
go.  Finally Paul returns to Antioch (18:22).  It is the end of another journey, one that took about 
two years, and that saw many significant developments.  His second missionary tour also 
provides us with many instructive and encouraging examples of God and his servants at work. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Looking back on this journey as a whole, what significant 
lessons are repeated throughout it?  What do these tell us about God's broader plans? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, June 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Eig hteen: The Third  Missionary Journey Beg ins (Acts 18 :23 -19 :4 1) 

 
After his stop in Antioch, Paul soon set out again for a third time.  As before, he began his 
journey with visits to previously established churches, and then made a lengthy stop in Ephesus, 
where several interesting events took place.  I n this passage we also meet the z ealous Apollos. 
 
 
The Third M issionary Journey Beg ins (Acts 18:23-19 :7 ) 
 
The third missionary journey would prove to be the longest of Paul's trips, lasting from 
approximately AD 54 through AD 58, and ending with his arrest in Jerusalem.  Paul began his 
third mission tour as he did the second, by re-visiting some previously established churches and 
strengthening the believers there.  As Paul then made his way to Ephesus, in that city his friends 
Priscilla and Aquila were making an important acquaintance.  Paul himself would have a long 
and productive ministry in Ephesus, and he begins as soon as he arrives. 
 
Paul started his third journey after a stay in Antioch of probably a year or two (18:23).  This new 
trip begins with him going through Galatia and Phrygia, where there were now numerous 
Christians, to strengthen and encourage them before moving on.  It is always good to take note of 
the example that Paul and the others set in continually making efforts to strengthen the saved.  
They do not simply convert as many persons as possible and then leave them on their own in 
order to continue racking up more numbers - rather, they have a strong commitment to making 
sure that they have what they need to remain faithful for a lifetime. 
 
As Paul is on this stage of his journey, things are happening back in Ephesus, where he had left 
his friends Priscilla and Aquila (18:24-28).  There they met the learned and eloquent Apollos of 
Alexandria, who was well acquainted with Christianity, but who apparently did not know or 
understand all of the important aspects of the gospel*.  Priscilla and Aquila** took the 
opportunity to teach him and make this learned man wiser, and also more useful to God.  Soon 
Apollos goes to Achaia (specifically Corinth, according to 19 :1), where he finds a fruitful 
ministry.  His learning, his speaking ability, and his knowledge of the Jewish Scriptures quickly 
proved invaluable there in helping to build up the congregation that had begun in that city a few 
years earlier. 
 

* Commentators have many differing views as to exactly what Apollos needed to learn, and whether he needed to be 
baptized or merely needed to be taught by Priscilla and Aquila.  It is of course impossible to be certain about some of 
the details in this instance, although it is clear that the Acts text makes a point of revealing that Apollos was not 
familiar with, or at the very least misunderstood, baptism into Christ.  Apollos's native city of Alexandria produced 
many highly-educated Jews, but at this time there was likely not a church of Jesus Christ there, and it is possible that 
Apollos believed in Jesus but knew only snippets of information he had picked up in the course of his travels.  In any 
event, while some of the details must remain inconclusive, one definite point of this passage lies in providing us with a 
strong example of humility and teachability, by a man who had every reason, from a worldly perspective, not to want 
to be taught by a couple of tent-makers. 
 
** These two are always mentioned together, making them a good example of a married couple pursuing a ministry 
together.  We know little else about them except their profession and their names.  As mentioned in last week's class, 
"Priscilla" means "Little Prisca", and is actually a nickname or pet name derived from the name "Prisca".  "Aquila" is 
the Latin word for 'eagle', so this man, like Paul and many others, was a Jew who used a Roman name since he lived 
among Gentiles. 
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At this same time, Paul had been traveling to Ephesus to begin a ministry there, and his ministry 
there quickly saw its first fruits (19 :1-7).  He met a group, who are referred to as disciples, who 
had been baptized by John the Baptist.  In the course of conversation, Paul learned that they had 
not received the Holy Spirit or even known of his existence, and he thus baptizes them into 
Jesus.  This account is a little clearer in its details than was the previous passage about Apollos, 
since here it is clear that those whom John had baptized still needed to be baptized into Christ.  
While this specific application may have little immediate relevance to us now, the account still 
has the point of backing up the statement made in Ephesians 4:5 that there is but one baptism, 
and it is also another example, although not quite as striking as that of Apollos, of teachability 
and humility. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Select at least one of the events in this passage to answer the 
following: (i) what specific points or lessons would the first-century church have gotten 
out of it?;  (ii) what general spiritual lessons can we get from it that would apply at any 
time? 

 
 
Ev entful M inistry in Ephesus (Acts 19 :8-4 1) 
 
In contrast to his earlier very brief stay, this time Paul made a lengthy and eventful stop in 
Ephesus.  He stayed there for over two years and won numerous converts to Jesus.  His time 
there also saw a number of tumultuous developments, along with an important decision.  The 
descriptions of Paul's time in Ephesus are among the most vivid and memorable in the book of 
Acts. 
 
Ephesus, which Paul had already visited briefly towards the end of his second missionary 
journey, is another city that had a prominent place in the ancient world.  It was the most 
prominent city and the main commercial center of the Roman province of Asia, situated on a 
river mouth along a key trade route.  At the time it was a free city that apparently had its own 
legislative assembly, and it also had a large Jewish population that by most accounts seems to 
have enjoyed a more comfortable position than was usually the case in the large cities of the 
empire.  Ephesus was also the site of the Temple of Diana or Artemis, considered one of the 
"Seven Wonders of the Ancient World".  Ephesus no longer exists, although its former location 
is the site of some impressive ruins. 
 
As usual, Paul began his ministry there in the synagogue, but later was forced to move elsewhere 
(19 :8-10).  Paul was able to use the synagogue for his teaching for three months before 
increasing resistance to the gospel made it necessary for him to look elsewhere.  He found an 
apparently ideal place in a lecture hall* where he was able to hold daily discussions about the 
gospel for two years, suggesting that his ministry in Ephesus was a particularly successful one.  
During this time, at least two especially noteworthy events took place, which are described in 
detail in Luke's narrative. 
 

* It is generally understood that this was a location normally used as a part of a school, and that Tyrannus was either 
the building's owner or a prominent teacher, who in either case allowed Paul to use the hall when its regular classes or 
meetings were not in progress.  The name 'Tyrannus' means 'tyrant', and it is often thought that it was a nickname given 
to an effective but imposing teacher or lecturer. 

 
One interesting chain of events during Paul's time in Ephesus dramatically revealed some 
rampant hidden sin (19 :11-20).  Paul's miraculous ability had been especially evident in Ephesus, 
and during his long stay there the word of his healing ability had gotten around, so that the 
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residents of the town viewed him in much the same way that the populace of Jerusalem had 
viewed Peter in the first few years after Pentecost.  Luke tells us that they even sought out things 
Paul had touched, hoping that they contained healing power.  Because of this, it was no surprise 
that imitators of Paul arose, trying to control evil spirits by using sayings similar to what they 
had heard Paul use.  But these copy-cats soon find out that playing games with spiritual forces is 
a dangerous business, and their beating at the hands of a man infected by an evil spirit had a 
dramatic effect on those who heard about it.  The practice of amateur sorcery and witchcraft was 
very popular in the ancient world (for that matter, it has been popular in many eras, and still is 
today in slightly different forms), and many persons who had collected spiritualist literature, 
charms, and the like brought them forward for destruction, having now seen firsthand the 
dangers of toying with such things when they should have been worshipping the living God.  
Their mass repentance is impressive, and yet it is also remarkable how entrenched this sin was 
even amongst those who believed in God. 
 
Some time after this, Paul made an important decision (19 :21-22).  He planned out a detailed 
itinerary for his future, deciding to leave Asia soon and then make several important stops.  He 
decided to go back through Macedonia and Greece, which would be in keeping with his practice 
of making return visits to congregations he had previously helped to establish, and then he felt it 
would time to go to Jerusalem.  This fateful decision would have many implications for Paul's 
future, as we shall see in the later parts of the book of Acts.  Further, he decided that after going 
to Jerusalem he would go to Rome itself.  He did indeed end up going to Rome, although not at 
all in the manner he must have anticipated when he made these plans. 
 
Paul's time in Ephesus ended in memorable fashion with the great riot (19 :23-41).  The gospel 
had made such an impression on the people of Ephesus that the craftsmen who made idols for a 
living had begun to fear for the future of their trade, as both residents and tourists to the city 
became exposed to the teaching that the traditional Greek gods were fake and irrelevant.  The 
silversmith Demetrius exploits this anxiety to lead a demonstration against Paul and the other 
Christians.  Demetrius uses a tactic that has been used effectively by trouble-makers for 
centuries: since he could hardly have attracted followers with an honest statement that he was 
protecting his self-interest, he shifted to an emotional appeal to the people's loyalty to Ephesus 
and its main God, Diana or Artemis, whose temple was such a part of the city's culture. 
 
With cries of "Great is Artemis of the Ephesians" filling the city, a full-scale riot soon breaks 
out.  The power of emotional appeal and the hazards of mob mentality are both well-illustrated in 
this episode.  Note also the rather humorous description of the crowd in verses 32-34, as many of 
the demonstrators had gotten caught up in the uproar without even knowing what it was about.  
Since they had no knowledge of what the actual facts were, they contented themselves with 
repetitive chanting about Artemis for two whole hours.  Far from this being just a quaint 
phenomenon of the ancient world, it is common in any era for a group, a community, or even a 
nation to be whipped into a frenzy by its leaders, by its opinion-makers, or simply by trouble-
makers, and to become filled with passion without any rational awareness of what the real issues 
are.  At last a city official calms the crowd with some tactfully and cleverly chosen words, 
preventing any worse developments from happening.  The next morning, when they all woke up 
hoarse from screaming, you have to wonder what these Ephesians thought about their actions.  
This account is not at all without its amusing aspects, but it is still a cautionary example of how 
much damage can be done by those who would manipulate and distort the truth in order to 
further their own selfish agendas. 
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For Discussion or Study: How could Paul's tumultuous experiences in Ephesus be 
similar, at least in some respects, to events we might encounter today?  What should 
Christians learn from the mass repentance described in 19 :11-20?  How should believers 
respond to events such as the riot that happened in Ephesus? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, June 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Nineteen: On the Way to Jerusalem (Acts 20:1-21:16) 

 
As Paul's latest missionary journey continued, he had already decided to head to Jerusalem.  
Before reaching Jerusalem, though, he made several more stops, and had some interesting 
experiences.  The most well-known event of this part of his journey is probably his farewell to 
the elders of the church of Ephesus, who met him at Miletus as he was on his way to Judea. 
 
 
To Greece & Back (Acts 20:1-12) 
 
After the great riot in Ephesus, Paul decided to conclude his lengthy visit there, and to head back 
through Greece and Macedonia.  Once again we see Paul's emphasis on strengthening the 
churches he had previously helped to establish.  After traveling through Macedonia and Greece, 
he came back through Macedonia, and then sailed to Troas in Asia, where he had an interesting 
experience that is not without a touch of humor. 
 
After leaving Ephesus, Paul went back through many of the regions he had visited on his 
previous tour (20:1-6).  The Acts account does not list the specific cities where he stayed this 
time, mentioning only that he went though Macedonia (which included Philippi, Thessalonica, 
and Berea) and Greece proper (or Achaia, which included Athens and Corinth).  He apparently 
spent several months making this circuit, and then planned to sail east to Syria (where Antioch 
was located).  It is usually assumed that his last stop before turning around was in Corinth, and 
we know from other evidence that it was in Corinth around this time that he wrote the epistle to 
the Romans.  Before leaving for Antioch, yet another plot against Paul came to light, which 
caused him to change his plans, heading overland with a group of companions.  Luke mentions 
Timothy and several of the other friends traveling with Paul, some of whom were from 
Macedonia and others from Asia.  Several of these other persons are also mentioned in one or 
more of Paul's epistles.  They split up for a time, and then eventually they reached the port of 
Troas in Asia. 
 
In Troas, an interesting and somewhat amusing episode took place (20:7-12).  When the 
Christians met on the first day of the week*, Paul spoke at such great length that a young man 
named Eutychus fell asleep.  In itself, there may be nothing unusual in this, but Eutychus had 
made a tactically flawed choice in selecting a window-frame as his napping place.  Suddenly the 
meeting was broken up by the shocking sight of the young man falling through the open window 
to his death below.  Fortunately, Paul was able to use his gift of healing to raise the unfortunate 
believer, giving the story a happy ending.  After this the Christians broke bread** and celebrated 
the lucky escape of Eutychus. 
 

* While all available information tells us that meeting 'on the first day of the week' was a universal practice in the early 
church, there were two different methods used, depending on whether one reckoned time by the Jewish clock or the 
Roman clock.  The Jewish clock started the day at sundown, and hence the first day of the week would start on what 
we would call Saturday evening.  Early Jewish congregations of the church often chose this time for their Lord's Day 
assemblies.  The Roman clock, like our own, started the day at midnight, and Gentile churches usually worshipped 
either in the morning or evening of what we would call Sunday.  Often they would meet early on Sunday morning, go 
to work, and re-assemble in the evening.  Because Troas was a Gentile city, many commentators think that Acts 20:7-
12 takes place late Sunday evening and early Monday morning, but this is uncertain.  Note that throughout the Roman 
Empire, the first day of the week was a work day except for the idle upper classes.  The Jews had their weekly holiday 
on the seventh day, the Sabbath day, but there was no 'weekend' of even one day on the Roman calendar.  Thus both 
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Jewish and Gentile congregations had to work around this in observing worship on the first day.  Not until the 4th 
century AD was the first day of the week a day off from work. 
 
** This expression was generally used to refer to the observance of the Lord's Supper.  But it could also be used to 
refer to taking meals together, making it somewhat ambiguous.  In this context, it is generally understood that here it 
refers to the Lord's Supper. 

 
For Discussion or Study: Make a partial list of all the other believers whom we have seen 
traveling with Paul or sharing in his ministry.  Why are so many of them mentioned?  
What does this suggest about the first century church and its ministries? 

 
 
Farewell to the Elders of the Ephesian Church (Acts 20:13-38) 
 
In one of the most well-known passages of the book of Acts, Paul made a stop in Miletus in 
order to have a last chance to meet with the elders of the church in Ephesus, where he had spent 
so much time.  This was the only way in which he could be sure to see them once more, 
regardless of what was going to happen in Jerusalem.  His message to them is personal, 
instructive, and memorable. 
 
Having apparently avoided the plot that was discovered in Greece, Paul is now back on track for 
his visit to Jerusalem.  But he decides to make this one special stop along the way (20:13-17).  
Paul's plan called for him to sail past Ephesus and most of the rest of Asia without stopping.  But 
in his long stay at Ephesus, he had apparently developed a special fondness for the congregation 
there, and could not bear the thought of passing by so closely without having any contact with 
them.  Accordingly, he hit on the plan of making a stop at the port city of Miletus. farther down 
the Aegean coast from Ephesus, and having the elders of the Ephesian church meet him there. 
 
Therefore Paul was able to have a last personal meeting with the elders from Ephesus (20:18-
24).  Many of the details recorded by Luke show us the mutual affection and esteem between 
Paul and these brothers, whom he probably had come to know quite well.  Paul begins with a 
personal statement, in which he reminds them of his devotion to the gospel, the risks he was 
willing to take, and the hardships he was willing to undergo.  He leaves them with this pattern of 
life as an example.  Paul is keenly aware of the uncertainty in his future - he is convinced that it 
is God's will for him to go to Jerusalem, but he does not know what will happen there - and there 
is no false confidence that he is invulnerable to attack.  He wants them also to appreciate the 
importance of using everything in their lives to further "the task of testifying to the gospel of 
God's grace". 
 
Paul then delivers some parting thoughts, both of a personal and a practical nature (20:25-38).  
He emphasizes the need for the elders to be on their guard, to keep watch over their flock, and he 
details the dangers of false teachers that he knew would always be a potential problem.  He even 
warns them that false teachers could arise from within their own number, and as a counter-
balance he shares his own perspective on ministry, his refusal to turn a profit on the gospel or to 
claim any other special rights.  If they too can keep this attitude, it will guard their hearts against 
the temptations that can plague spiritual leaders.  Finally, it was time to say good-bye.  The 
moving scene that occurs, when they realize that this may be their last meeting, made an obvious 
impression on Luke*.  It is a vivid example of the kind of close fellowship that can be built on 
the foundation of the gospel of grace. 
 

* Note that since Acts 20:5, Luke has resumed using "we" and "us" in describing Paul's traveling party.  It is likely that 
Luke had been left in Philippi after the events of Acts 16, and then rejoined Paul as he passed through. 
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For Discussion or Study: What does this episode reveal about Paul's relationship with the 
church at Ephesus?  What examples does it set that we can constructively follow? 

 
 
The Last Part of the Journey (Acts 21:1-16) 
 
Paul still had several more stops to make before he would arrive in Jerusalem.  The closer that he 
got to Judea, the more concern he encountered from those who cared about him.  The other 
believers knew the kind of opposition that awaited him, and begged him not to go, setting an 
increasingly ominous tone as he nears his destination.  Yet Paul continues, having been 
persuaded that it was God's will for him to go there. 
 
From Miletus, Paul continued on his way to Judea in stages (21:1-6).  Paul's itinerary is a series 
of short trips, sailing from Miletus to the island of Cos, and then to the island Rhodes off the 
south coast of Asia (and the site of the Colossus, another of the 'Wonders of the Ancient World'), 
and then to the mainland port of Patara, on the south coast of present-day Turkey.  From there 
they sailed to Phoenicia (the region just north of Judea) and landed at Tyre, barely 100 miles 
from Jerusalem.  Here Paul and his companions stayed for a week, enjoying the company of the 
Christians there.  Knowing Paul's intentions, the believers at Tyre pleaded with him not to go to 
Jerusalem.  When it was clear that he would proceed anyway, they offered their prayers for him.  
In a memorable picture, they joined together in prayer right on the beach as Paul prepared to sail 
away. 
 
From Tyre, Paul sailed to Caesarea, about 50 miles down the coast from Tyre, making the trip in 
two days with a stop in Ptolemais (21:7-16).  During his stay in Caesarea, he stayed at the home 
of Philip, who was one of the Seven and whose earlier activities were detailed in Acts 6 and Acts 
8.  Now, some 20 years later, Philip is known primarily as an evangelist, and has four daughters 
who have a prophetic ministry of their own*.  The prophet Agabus, seen before in Acts 11, came 
at this time to Caesarea and predicted, using the kind of acted-out image that some of the Old 
Testament prophets used to employ, that when Paul went to Jerusalem he would be bound and 
arrested. 
 

* This does not necessarily mean that they predicted the future, although they could have.  In the New Testament, 
prophecy was also used to refer to inspired teaching from or about God's Word, an ability that in most cases is even 
more valuable spiritually than that of predicting the future. 

 
After Agabus made his prediction, the Christians with Paul began yet another attempt to 
dissuade him from heading to Jerusalem, where such danger obviously awaited him.  But Paul 
expresses in no unclear terms his determination to continue.  Convinced that it is God's will, he 
is ready to go there even if he dies as a result.  Once the other Christians realize the depth of his 
resolve, some of them accompany him on the overland trip to Jerusalem, the last leg of the 
journey, and the last trip that Paul would make as a free man for some time to come. 
 

For Discussion or Study: (i) Why does the Acts account include so much detail about 
Paul's travel itinerary?  What should we get out of reading it?  (ii) Why was Paul so 
determined to go to Jerusalem?  Did he really understand the risk he was taking?  Could 
there be any situations for us that might hold basic parallels at some level? 

 
 
- Mark W. Garner, July 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty: Tu rm oil In J eru salem  (Acts 21 :1 7 -22:3 0 ) 

 
A t last Paul reaches Jerusalem and the end of his j ourney.  B ut it does not take long for trouble 
to develop.  B efore Paul can even finish the traditional days of purification after arriving, his 
presence provokes all kinds of accusations that soon lead to an uproar.  I t all ends with Paul 
beginning what would become a lengthy period of imprisonment. 
 
Paul in J erusalem  (Acts 21:17-3 6 ) 
 
Jerusalem was a city very different from the Gentile cities that Paul had long been in the habit of 
visiting.  And so Paul's reception and his decisions reflect this.  Rather than begin immediately 
with a preaching ministry of any kind, he goes well out of his way to assure everyone in the town 
that he is still a practicing Jew and that he honors the customs and practices he was brought up 
with.  But none of this prevents Paul from soon becoming the focal point of hostility and attack. 
 
As Paul arrives in the city for the first time in several years, he also reports on the latest news 
from the Gentile churches (21:17-19).  He is received with joy by the Christians, and is also 
welcomed by James and the other elders.  Paul certainly had much news to pass along, and Luke 
says that Paul "reported in detail" on his ministry, which must have occupied no little time. 
 
But Paul is also made aware that he is no longer in E phesus or Philippi or Corinth (21:20-26 ).  
He thus puts into practice a principle that he described elsewhere as 'becoming a Jew to the 
Jews'.  The church in Jerusalem was strong and large, but their view of religion was very 
different from that of the Gentiles, and was even different from that of the Jewish believers in 
cities outside of Judea.  E ven the Christians in Jerusalem were still zealously following the 
Mosaic law insofar as it did not conflict with Christianity, and they had difficulty in trusting any 
other worshipper of God who did not do likewise.  Accordingly, the elders appeal to Paul to do 
everything he can to assuage the fears of the Jerusalem Christians, by joining in the traditional 
purification rites.  Paul thus agrees, planning to go through a complete seven-day period of 
purification. 
 
But none of this prevents Paul from being arrested (21:27-36 ).  The trouble arose not from local 
residents, but from a group of visitors from Asia who had heard about Paul there, and who now 
spread bad reports of him throughout the city.  They combined their resistance to the gospel with 
an unwarranted assumption about Paul's Gentile friend Trophimus.  Their accusation that Paul 
"teaches ... against our people and our law" got everyone's attention, and their further suggestion 
that Paul had taken Trophimus into the temple area was erroneous, but emotionally effective.  It 
all resulted in a sudden disturbance that would deprive Paul of his liberty for quite some time to 
come.  As had happened in E phesus, a vague emotional appeal was all it took to get the whole 
city in an uproar that endangered not only Paul's life but also the peace and safety of the entire 
city.  As soon as the Roman garrison commander found out what was happening, he acted at 
once.  To the Romans, there were few things worse than civil disorders, and as soon as they 
realized that Paul was the focus of the trouble, they arrested him.  It is something of an irony that 
only their arrival as Paul was being savagely beaten prevented the hate-crazed crown from 
killing him on the spot. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What reasons did Paul have for agreeing to try so hard to please 
the Jews in Jerusalem?  Why did it not work anyway?  Did the fact that he was arrested 
anyway mean that he should not have tried to 'become like a Jew'? 
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Ad d ress to the C row d  (Acts 21:3 7-22:21) 
 
In the hope of quieting the tumult, and perhaps opening a door to ministry, Paul takes the chance 
of speaking himself to the angry and unstable crowd.  In his well-known speech, he recounts his 
conversion and also tries to set forth some of the reasons why he follows Jesus.  In reading it, we 
know that there is not much chance of this working, but to Paul there was never a bad 
opportunity to explain about faith in Jesus. 
 
Being now a prisoner, Paul must first ask for permission to speak (21:37-40).  The Roman 
commander had little familiarity with Paul or with Christianity or any of the details of the 
controversy, and thus a question of identity arose.  To the commander, Paul sounded 
suspiciously like a certain E gyptian rebel who had, shortly before this, led a revolt in the desert.  
Paul has to assure him that he is someone else, but then is allowed to speak. 
 
Paul first tells the crowd of his past life (22:1-5).  He speaks in Aramaic*, as a sign of his 
heritage, and recounts how he himself was thoroughly trained in the law.  In the hope of 
emphasizing even further his Jewish credentials, he talks about his former attitude towards Jesus, 
and his rampant persecutions of those who had believed in Jesus.  Although the crowd chooses 
not to accept this, Paul's change of heart from his previous position is quite remarkable, and was 
an event that should have caused them to reflect.  Only something remarkable could have 
produced such a change. 
 

* A sister language to Hebrew.  In the 1st century AD, it was more universally understood than was Hebrew itself. 
 
In fact, it was something remarkable that turned Paul around, as he indicates when he recounts 
his conversion (22:6 -21).  He tells of meeting Jesus even as he was on the way to Damascus, 
intending to persecute the believers there.  As a result of Jesus' appearance to him, he learned 
God's real purpose for his life, which was not to persecute Christians but rather to be one, and 
indeed to persuade the Gentiles also to accept Christ.  Paul's mission in life, then, contained an 
inherent conflict between old and new.  Not only did he have to accept the limitations of the old 
law, to which he had devoted so much of his life, but he also had to adjust his thinking to take 
the good news to the Gentiles, most of whom did not even know the law.  Paul does, then, 
understand the reasons for the violent opposition to his message from those who were devoted to 
traditional Judaism.  But he also knew that they, no less than anyone else, needed to hear the 
truth, and he knew that he was God's chosen instrument to teach them the truth, whether they 
chose to listen to it or not. 
 

For Discussion or Study: So far, Paul's ministry in Jerusalem has produced little of a 
positive nature.  Are there any reasons we can see yet why God may have sent him there?  
How does Paul seem to feel about his experiences in Jerusalem? 

 
Decid ing W hat To Do W ith Paul (Acts 22:22-3 0) 
 
When Paul's speech succeeded only in making the situation more volatile, the Roman 
commander was faced with the difficult decision of how best to handle this controversial man.  
He has even fewer choices when he discovers that Paul is a Roman citizen.  This assured Paul of 
his legal rights, and led to the first step in a chain of events that would eventually take him all the 
way to Rome. 
 
The reaction to Paul's speech was, unfortunately, entirely negative (22:22-29).  The frenzied 
crowd screamed for his death and, unable to vent all of their hatred for him through shouts alone, 
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flung dust in the air and performed other rather bizarre actions in a desperate attempt to convey 
the depth of their emotions.  Now from a Roman perspective, it was not very important whether 
Paul himself was actually guilty of anything.  What mattered was that he was responsible for a 
civil disturbance, which was something that Rome did not tolerate.  Accordingly, the commander 
decided to flog Paul in order to force him to talk.  Y et this plan is suddenly thwarted when Paul 
reveals his Roman citizenship to the centurion who was preparing to supervise the flogging.  Not 
only did Paul's rights as a citizen prevent them from flogging him until found guilty of a crime, 
they also forced the Romans to deal with the problem exclusively through the court system. 
 
Thus began the long legal process in the case of Paul the apostle, which would eventually take 
him all the way to Rome.  As the first step (22:27-30), the Roman commander ordered the 
Jewish Sanhedrin to assemble, giving them the responsibility to formulate some specific charges 
against Paul.  So, for the first of what would be many times over the next couple of years, Paul 
prepared to defend himself and to proclaim Christ at the same time. 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-One: In Ch ains For th e G osp el (Acts 23 ) 

 
With Paul' s arrest in Jerusalem, a lengthy series of hearings, trials, and other events now 
begins, which will eventually result in Paul being taken to Rome as a prisoner.  Throughout this 
drawn-out process, Paul continues to look for opportunities to proclaim Jesus, whether to those 
who are seeking him or those who aren' t, whether to large groups or to single individuals. 
 
Dispute in the S anhed rin (Acts 23 :1-11) 
 
Before taking further steps with an obviously unusual prisoner, the Roman commander hoped to 
get a clearer view of the reasons why Paul was arousing such passionate hatred.  Having little 
familiarity himself with the Jewish laws and customs, he thought that by making Paul appear 
before the Sanhedrin he could get a better grasp of the situation.  Instead, this simply led to more 
commotion, as the Sanhedrin itself was divided in its attitude towards Paul. 
 
The hearing was contentious right from the beginning (23:1-5).  After Paul made a brief, honest 
opening statement of his innocence, the high priest Ananias ordered the guards to slap Paul on 
the mouth, as a demonstration of contempt for him.  Paul and the high priest then engaged in a 
harsh exchange of words, with Paul bluntly criticizing the high priest's lack of dignity and 
integrity.  When Paul was challenged for making such criticism of the high priest, he replied in 
rather ambiguous fashion.  It is not entirely clear whether Paul knew full well who the high priest 
was, and was ironically pointing out how his behavior was hardly worthy of such a position, or 
whether he had not actually realized that the high priest himself had given the order to slap the 
prisoner.  In either case, the unfriendly dialogue underscores the blind hatred for Paul amongst 
the priests and Sadducees who held most of the power in the Sanhedrin*. 
 

* For more on the Sanhedrin, see the notes to Acts 4 and Acts 5. 
 
Paul then makes a statement to the council that was calculated to provoke the response he 
wanted (23:6 -10).  Stressing his heritage as a Pharisee, he takes the focus off of both himself and 
the gospel per se, indicating that one fundamental difference between him and the priests was his 
hope in a resurrection.  This sharpened the conflict with the worldly, ambitious Sadducees, who 
refused to believe in any form of spiritual reality, whether resurrection, angels, spirits, or 
anything else.  But it gave him instant credibility with the Pharisees, who as the minority in the 
council must surely have appreciated and respected someone who could stand before the 
intimidating religious rulers and so boldly claim a belief in the resurrection.  The Pharisees 
therefore defend Paul vigorously, to the point where the confrontation threatens to turn violent.  
Seeing this, the Roman commander realizes that the hearing will not produce any worthwhile 
information, and indeed that if prolonged it will simply cause new disturbances.  He therefore 
once again orders that Paul be taken away and placed in the custody of Roman troops, for his 
own safety and to prevent further disorder. 
 
After this, which would only be the first stage in a long ordeal, God exhorted Paul to take 
courage (23:11).  The final destination of this dispute would be Rome, where Paul would also 
need to testify about God.  Throughout the battle ahead, Paul never lost sight of his opportunities 
to proclaim the truth of the gospel even as he defended himself legally. 
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For Discussion or Study: Why did Paul deliberately provoke a dissension in the 
Sanhedrin?  In emphasizing his belief in a resurrection alone, and not mentioning the rest 
of the gospel, was he acting appropriately?  How do you think God is going to use the 
outcome of this hearing before the Sanhedrin? 

 
 
 
 
Another Plot (Acts 23 :12-22) 
 
Right after the fruitless debate in the Sanhedrin, Paul faced yet another plot on his life.  This one, 
though, was probably more organized and cold-blooded than some of the spontaneous 
persecutions that had arisen on his various mission circuits.  Y et, as always, God was in control, 
and this plot became the catalyst for moving Paul to the next stage of the trip that eventually 
would lead to Rome. 
 
The very next morning after the fracas in the Sanhedrin, there occurs an organized plot to kill 
Paul (23:12-15).  Paul's enemies simply won't give up, and here in Jerusalem we see the same 
kind of determination that we saw in some of his mission tour stops.  Paul's unrelenting teaching 
of the full truth of the gospel was received with great joy by those who just wanted to know the 
truth, but to those who were set in their own stubborn self-will, the gospel was a terrible threat, 
and hearing it provoked a fanatical opposition to anyone who, like Paul, spoke the full truth of 
God.  This time, his enemies are also using deception - they suborn the religious leaders of 
Jerusalem, persuading them to ask the Romans to send Paul for another informational hearing, 
while the organizers of the conspiracy wait to ambush and kill him when he comes.  This 
willingness to use lies and deceit, on the part of men who were supposedly so zealous for the 
law, shows how badly their vision had been blinded and distorted by their insecurity and their 
hatred of Paul. 
 
But the Roman commander is alerted of the plot, so that it does not come off (23:16 -22).  Paul's 
own nephew was the first to hear of it, and through him, Paul is able to send word to the Romans 
about the plan.  The centurion and the commander both accept it as their duty to protect a Roman 
citizen, regardless of what offenses he may have committed against the public peace, and they 
immediately set about the task of making plans to protect their prisoner. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Consider again the fanatic zeal of Paul's enemies.  What does it 
reveal about them?  What parallels might we possibly find in our own experience?  What 
can we learn from Paul's dealings with his enemies? 

 
O n to C aesarea (Acts 23 :23 -3 5 ) 
 
Responsible for protecting the safety and rights of a Roman citizen, the Roman commander 
decides that the safest thing to do would be to transfer his controversial prisoner to Caesarea, the 
Roman provincial capital, where the Roman presence and the distance from Jerusalem offered 
hope that things could be settled more quietly.  This sudden exit from Jerusalem will be just one 
of many adventures that Paul will face over the next couple of years as he makes his way to 
Rome. 
 
It does not take the experienced Roman commander very long to come up with a plan for such a 
situation (23:23-30).  When the Romans knew their duty, they generally performed it promptly 
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and efficiently.  Here, the commander assigns an impressive guard to protect Paul, and has them 
leave at night for Caesarea, before even the first step of the planned conspiracy can be carried 
out.  The prisoner is accompanied by nearly 500 men for the first part of the journey, and the 
soldiers also carry a letter from the commander to Governor Felix.  The letter is slightly amusing 
in exaggerating the commander's credit in protecting a Roman citizen, but it also shows his 
respect for the Roman legal process, turning over to the governor the responsibility for deciding 
Paul's guilt or innocence. 
 
Paul is brought safely and without incident to Caesarea, a trip of approximately 6 0 miles 
overland (about 50 miles by air) from Jerusalem (23:31-35).  Once they are safely clear of 
Jerusalem, a little more than halfway to Caesarea, most of the troops return to Jerusalem, leaving 
the seventy cavalrymen to guard Paul the rest of the way.  On arrival, the governor questions 
Paul briefly as to his residency, and orders him to be kept in custody until arrangements can be 
made for his trial. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What ways can we see God at work so far in Paul's ordeal of 
imprisonment?  What lessons can we get from events so far? 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-Two: On Trial (Acts 24) 

 
Having been rushed out of Jerusalem to escape the mob who wanted his life, Paul is now in 
Caesarea, where he begins a lengthy series of trials and hearings before Roman officials and 
other authorities.  This drawn-out experience must have been unpleasant for Paul in many 
respects, but he was also able to view it as a series of opportunities to speak about Jesus to 
persons who otherwise would not have accorded him an audience. 
 
The Accusations Against Paul (Acts 24:1-9) 
 
Paul is placed on trial before Felix, the Roman governor, in Caesarea.  His accusers, including 
the high priest Ananias himself, come from Jerusalem along with a lawyer they have hired.  
Their hired gun wastes no time in ingratiating himself with the governor, and then in outlining 
some vague but sinister-sounding charges against Paul.  His approach is worth noting because of 
how closely it parallels many of the basic tactics that the world still uses to oppose the truth of 
the gospel. 
 
The lawyer Tertullus, who could have come from one of our own courtrooms, begins by laying 
on the flattery (24:1-4).  Tertullus speaks as if he were Jewish, but it is also possible that he is a 
Gentile and only does so because of his clients' perspective*.  In any event, his flatteries of Felix, 
though certainly welcomed by the governor, are silly.  Felix was not an especially capable 
governor, and his term was characterized by frequent disturbances and other problems (not that 
most governors of Judea were much better).  As experienced lawyers will do, he is simply 
aiming for his judge's good side, using a dishonest but standard technique. 
 

* It would not have been too difficult, though, to find a Jewish lawyer who was also familiar with Roman law. 
 
In presenting the accusations against Paul (24:5-9), Tertullus again uses standard but dishonest 
techniques.  Since the actual criminal charges are negligible at best, the lawyer resorts first to 
rhetoric, calling Paul a "troublemaker" and a "ringleader", words calculated to strike fear in the 
heart of a loyal Roman official, just as other emotionally charged words are used today when 
someone wants to turn opinion against someone else.  The prosecutor then makes some false and 
unsubstantiated charges about Paul's alleged desecration of the temple.  These were probably for 
the sake of his clients, since a Roman official would not be likely to see them as a big problem 
even if Paul had actually done it.  Finally, since there is no actual evidence against Paul, the anti-
Christian Jews who had come to Caesarea try to prove their case by numbers alone, as they all 
chime in to support Tertullus's case.  There is little substance to any of it, and in fact there are 
many parallels with the standard techniques that unbelievers use to combat the gospel: the 
flattering lies, the buzzwords, the fabricated stories, and the appeal to numbers are all convenient 
ways of drawing attention away from facts and truths that would point the way to God, and that 
would refute the world's perspective and values, if they were allowed to speak for themselves. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Give examples of the ways that Tertullus's methods parallel the 
ways that unbelievers often use to try to fight against the truth of the gospel.  Why do 
they use such tactics?  Why are they so often effective? 

 
Paul's Defense (Acts 24:10-21) 
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After the heavy dose of lawyer's tricks in Tertullus's statement, Paul gets his own chance.  He 
discusses the reasons why the charges against him are baseless, and he also makes several 
significant points about the gospel itself.  In contrast to the flattery and vagueness of Tertullus, 
Paul relies on honesty and truth, appealing to Felix's integrity rather than to his vanity. 
 
Paul's speech honestly and efficiently combines a personal defense with some truths about the 
gospel (24:10-21).  Paul rejects the use of flattery, emotion, or falsehood, relying on the truth 
alone and commending his fate to God.  He does not even attempt to build good-will with Felix, 
and his terse and ambiguous greeting (verse 10) even risked alienating the governor.  Paul 
truthfully claims that he had no intention of causing disorder, pointing out that he kept himself 
ceremonially clean whenever he was in the temple court, did not initiate any arguments or 
confrontations, and, until the riot began, did not seek to address any crowd or assembly.  Indeed, 
all of his time in Jerusalem had been spent on purely private matters before the turmoil started.  
Paul openly confesses his belief in God and in "The Way"*, and once again he stresses his hope 
in the resurrection of the dead.  Paul also shows that he has not overlooked the technical points 
of the hearing, as he points out that the Jews visiting from Asia, who were his actual accusers, 
are nowhere to be seen now that there is a legal hearing.  Paul's statement thus puts forth the 
truth of the gospel in a direct and honest fashion, at the same time accurately and convincingly 
meets the charges against him, and incidentally stressing the aspects of the case that mattered 
most from the Roman perspective. 
 

* The reference to Christianity as "The Way" is found several times in Acts - see also 9:2, 19:9, 19:23, 22:4, and 24:22.  
It was just one of many terms used to refer to Christianity in the early years of the church.  The term "the way" was 
also used by several other religious groups in the ancient world.  Luke's use of it presupposes an interpretation of "the 
way of salvation" or "the way of life" or some other similar idea. 

 
For Discussion or Study: What contrasts do we see between Paul's approach and that of 
the lawyer Tertullus?  What things does Paul emphasize in his statement?  In what kinds 
of situations can we benefit from a study of Paul's defense here? 

 
The Governor's Response (Acts 24:22-27) 
 
For a Roman governor, this was certainly a new kind of case to handle.  Paul's disarming honesty 
and the lack of any substantiation whatsoever of the charges against him surely counted in his 
favor, and indeed Paul seems to have been well-treated during the imprisonment in Caesarea.  
But it turned out to be a lengthy and inconclusive stay there, as Felix made one pretext after 
another for deferring any decision in the case. 
 
Governor Felix decided that little had been determined by the two opposing cases, and thus 
declared an adjournment (24:22-23).  Luke tells us that the governor was relatively familiar with 
Christianity, and thus would have a better basis than most Romans for understanding the 
religious issues involved.  He justifiably points out that an important witness, the Roman 
commander Claudius Lysias, is not present, and thus that further proceedings should await his 
arrival.  Meanwhile, Paul is treated quite well for a prisoner, being given limited freedom and 
permitted frequent visitors. 
 
Things thus look relatively favorable for Paul at first, but soon the situation becomes static 
(24:24-27).  Felix's correct decision to wait for the commander's testimony was soon replaced by 
the desire for a bribe, and rather than resume the actual trial, the governor repeatedly sends for a 
private audience with Paul.  Paul, however, declines to take the hint, and instead uses each 
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opportunity to tell Felix about the gospel.  Luke says that Paul specifically emphasized the 
themes of righteousness, self-control, and judgment.  None of this is what the governor hoped to 
hear, and he began to fear the things Paul talked about, finding himself convicted by the truth.  
For Paul has managed to turn the tables completely.  He is the prisoner, but through God's truth, 
and his own faithful willingness to speak boldly, he is really no longer the one who is on trial.  It 
is rather his judges and his accusers who will find their minds and hearts exposed by the way that 
they respond to Paul's teachings.  But Felix, not wanting to admit his fear or his sin, glosses 
things over by suddenly discovering that it is an inconvenient occasion for further discussion.  
As it turns out, the governor is increasingly reluctant to pursue the matter, and Paul languishes in 
jail for two years.  Only when Felix is replaced by Porcius Festus is there again hope that the 
trial may proceed. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What differences can you see in Paul's perspective and Felix's 
perspective?  Are these typical of motivations we might encounter in those to whom we 
try to present the gospel?  What should we learn from Paul's private discussions with 
Felix? 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-Th ree: Bef ore th e G enti les & Th ei r Ki ng s (Acts 25 ) 

 
When God first called Paul, he had said that Paul would one day testify to the gospel before the 
kings of the Gentiles ( Acts 9 : 1 5 ) .  As Paul's series of trials proceeds, this indeed becomes the 
case, as he testifies before a series of officials and rulers, unafraid at all times to teach the full 
truth of the gospel whenever he has the opportunity. 
 
Th e Appeal to C aesar (Acts 25 :1-12) 
 
With a new governor in office, the Jewish leaders once again attempt to have Paul's case 
transferred back to Jerusalem, as part of yet another deceitful plot to kill him.  But when the case 
comes to trial before Governor Festus, Paul is alert both to this danger and to the opportunities 
that could come with keeping the case in the Roman legal system.  He therefore appeals to the 
emperor, ensuring that he will indeed be taken to Rome. 
 
Felix's successor, Porcius Festus, was hoping to have the case of Paul resolved and at the same 
time to please the Jewish leaders.  This led to another plot and another trial (25:1-7 ).  Trying to 
exploit Festus's lack of familiarity with the case, the chief priests meet the new governor* when 
he comes to Jerusalem, and they propose that Paul be transferred to Jerusalem to be tried there.  
Their plan would thus free Festus of an annoying responsibility, but their real motivation is the 
knowledge that, should Paul be returned to Jerusalem, they could ambush him and kill him on 
the way.  Festus makes no immediate promises, and simply plans to open a new trial back in 
Caesarea, inviting the Jewish authorities to come and press their charges.  When the new trial 
convenes, a familiar scenario is played out before a new judge, with Paul's accusers presenting 
serious but baseless charges, having much to say against Paul but no proof of any wrongdoing. 
 

* Festus seems to have been a decent administrator, and more conscientious than other governors of Judea such as 
Felix or Pilate.  Making a trip to Jerusalem right after taking office was a significant goodwill gesture. 

 
It was at this trial that Paul finally made his appeal to the Emperor (25:8-12).  Festus must have 
seen that the charges against Paul had no legal force at all.  Whether out of a naive belief that it 
would solve the case, or whether he just wanted to relieve himself of the responsibility, the 
governor proposed that Paul go back to Jerusalem to stand trial there instead.  Paul quite 
understandably objects, with reasonable concern not only over the fairness of any such trial, but 
also regarding the likelihood of a successful plot against his life.  Having stagnated in Caesarea 
for two years now, and seeing that the only other option he will get from Festus is the suicidal 
return to Jerusalem, Paul makes use of his right as a Roman citizen to appeal directly to the 
emperor*, in effect short-circuiting all other legal maneuvering and sending the case directly to 
Rome**.  And so in this way it was assured that Paul would, as he had long hoped, be able to 
preach the gospel in Rome itself. 
 

* All of the emperors took the name "Caesar" in addition to their own name.  The actual emperor at this time was the 
infamous Nero, who reigned from AD 54-68 (Paul's appeal occurred in approximately AD 60).  During the early part 
of his reign, Nero showed occasional signs of the mania and violence that eventually ended his reign, but in general he 
was relatively popular and reasonably effective for the first few years that he was the emperor.  So it was not so odd 
that Paul would appeal to a ruler who only later on became known exclusively as a brutal madman. 
 
** The full details of this appeal process are no longer known, but what is clear is that this right belonged to any 
citizen, and if a case qualified for appeal to the emperor, other officials had no choice but to send the case to Rome.  In 
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the Roman Republic, citizens were able to appeal any magistrate's decision to the people.  When Rome became an 
Empire, the right of hearing appeals was transferred to the emperor himself. 

 
For Discussion or Study: What induced Paul to make his appeal to Rome?  What would 
he have hoped to accomplish by it?  How might God be able to use this situation?  Are 
there any practical parallels we can make? 

 
 
A C onsultation (Acts 25 :13-22) 
 
Although the decision has now been made to send Paul to Rome, Governor Festus is far from 
contented.  The case still baffles him because it involves issues that make no sense to his orderly 
Roman mind.  When King Agrippa comes to visit, Festus explains the case to him, knowing that 
the king was much more familiar with the Jewish religion.  Agrippa finds the situation 
interesting, and promises to speak with Paul himself. 
 
Faced with the necessity of writing a report to Rome about Paul's case and his appeal, Festus is 
rather pleased to be visited by King Agrippa, to whom he looks for help (25:13).  This is King 
Herod Agrippa II, the son of Herod Agrippa I, who appeared in Acts 12.  (See the notes to 
chapter 12 for details on that king.)  The younger Agrippa seems to have lacked the cruelty of his 
predecessors*, but he was rather ineffective in keeping peace, and his reign saw a number of 
disturbances in the areas where the Romans allowed him to exercise local authority. 
 

* Herod Agrippa II did not, though, seem to be much different from the rest of his family when it came to immoral 
behavior.  Bernice, who is mentioned in the Acts narrative, was not his wife, but rather his younger sister.  She lived 
with Agrippa in a questionable relationship that caused a great deal of scandal.  Bernice was later known for her own 
frequent marriages and immoral affairs. 

 
When the king arrives, Festus makes a point of telling him about the strange case of Paul (25:14-
22).  He primarily reviews the history of the case, as it arose in Jerusalem and came to him 
through his predecessor Felix.  He mentions his meeting in Jerusalem with the chief priests, their 
eagerness to accuse Paul, and his own subsequent bafflement with their charges against Paul.  To 
the Roman governor, these charges made little sense, and he was at a loss even as to what he 
could write in a report.  No doubt he was even a little afraid, because when he sent Paul to 
Rome, the officials there would expect a clear, sensible list of the charges against him, not a 
statement that the prisoner went about 'claiming that a dead man was alive'.  This rather 
humorous-sounding reference to the resurrection is the clearest indication of just how alien to the 
Roman official the entire concept was. 
 
Festus had hoped that the case would interest the king enough to make him want to meet with 
Paul himself, and he gets his wish.  Agrippa agrees to meet him the next day.  The governor can 
then hold out hope that Agrippa, who knows much more about the Jewish religion than he does, 
can offer him some information to include in his report to Rome. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Compare the primary motivations of Festus, Agrippa, the 
accusers of Paul, and Paul himself (that is, what is each one hoping to get out of this 
series of trials)?  How do their motivations come out in the ways that they look at the 
ideas and events that arise in the various stages and discussions of Paul's case? 

 
Paul & Agrippa (Acts 25 :23-27 ) 
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And so, the very next day, Paul is brought before Agrippa for an informal hearing designed to 
help Festus in his report to Rome.  While Festus is desperately hoping that the meeting will bring 
out some substantial information, and while the king is possibly motivated by curiosity as much 
as anything else, Paul will view it as an entirely different kind of opportunity. 
 
This is clearly indicated to be a fact-finding hearing only, not a binding trial (25:23-27 ).  The 
setting is one of a king holding court, rather than a legal environment.  After Agrippa and his 
consort enter with suitable fanfare, the prisoner Paul is introduced by governor Festus.  Festus 
outlines the situation for the benefit of any listeners, indicating that Paul's case has been referred 
to Rome, necessitating a report from the governor.  Festus openly admits that he can find no 
genuine charges against Paul, and expresses his hope that the meeting with King Agrippa will 
bring out some useful information.  Yet, as we might well expect, Paul is more concerned with 
using this situation as another chance to present the gospel. 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-Four: True & Reasonable (Acts 26) 

 
Paul has been given the opportunity to appear before King Herod Agrippa II, in a hearing that 
the governor hopes will help with his report to Rome concerning Paul's appeal.  Paul uses this 
occasion to tell of his own conversion to Christ, and to present facts that he describes as "true 
and reasonable", in the hope that the king and his court will consider the gospel. 
 
Paul's Source of Hope (Acts 26:1-8) 
 
Before going back over the well-known story of his conversion, Paul takes a moment to express 
his basic perspective and his hope in Jesus.  As we see so often in Acts, he emphasizes the fact 
and the significance of the resurrection.  He also wants to make sure to demonstrate the 
connection between the historical Jewish religion and the new covenant in Christ that he is 
proclaiming. 
 
As always, Paul knows and takes into account his audience (26:1-3).  It is one of the points of 
interest of the book of Acts to see how Paul approaches preaching the gospel in so many 
different ways, while always putting forth the same important truths.  He does not always 
persuade his listeners, but that is not due to any defects in his preaching; rather, it simply shows 
that God always allows everyone to use their own free will to decide whether or not they wish to 
respond to the gospel.  In this case, Paul knows that King Agrippa is thoroughly familiar with all 
of the various Jewish customs and controversies, and so he can assume a degree of familiarity 
that was not there when he defended himself before the Roman governors. 
 
Paul emphasizes his hope in what God has promised (26:4-8).  He recounts his upbringing as a 
strict Pharisee, and makes the important connection between the historical Jewish religion and 
the gospel.  He again says truthfully that he is on trial because of his hope in the promises of 
God.  All the promises God had given his people through the years had been fulfilled in Christ.  
In indicating this, Paul is both preaching the truth and defending his own actions, as a Jew truly 
faithful to his upbringing.  Christianity did not contradict Judaism, but fulfilled it.  It is, in fact, 
Paul's accusers who refuse to put their faith in their own God and his promises.  Anyone who 
truly understood God's promises could not help but realize, as Paul did, that God raises the dead.  
Many of God's promises imply this, and without it, many of the promises lose much of their 
force. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Consider Paul's frequently stated or implied point that connects 
God's historical promises to the Jews with the resurrection of the dead.  Study and 
explain why the two are so closely related, and consider the importance of this point for 
us. 

 
Paul's Testimony About Jesus (Acts 26:9-23) 
 
After this introduction, Paul moves on to describe what changed his mind and heart, and what 
converted him from a hateful persecutor of Christianity into a devoted believer in Jesus willing 
to endure anything for the sake of the gospel.  In his personal testimony, Paul also describes the 
calling and commission God gave him to take the gospel to the Gentiles.  This is now the third 
time that Acts has related the same basic narrative, thus emphasizing its importance. 
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Once more, Paul tells of his old life and his conversion (26:9-18).  It was probable that the king 
knew of Paul's activities as a former persecutor of believers in Christ, but Paul wants to make 
sure that he remembers it.  So he emphasizes in detail his previous opposition to the gospel, 
which will make clear that only an extraordinary experience could have changed him.  He then 
tells of his trip to Damascus, and of how Jesus appeared to him.  His account of his conversion 
makes a point of bringing out the themes of light and darkness, sight and blindness, with the 
important parallel in the message of God's forgiveness that Paul was chosen to preach.  Paul also 
makes clear the plans that from the first God called him to preach both to Jews and Gentiles. 
 
Now reaching a crucial part of his statement, Paul describes his ministry (26:19-23).  He shows 
that what he has been doing - which has aroused so much opposition - is merely in obedience to 
God and to the ministry God prepared for him.  The essence of Paul's message was the call to 
repent and turn to God.  This was often accepted more readily by the Gentiles, who usually knew 
that they did not have God, than it was by the Jews, many of whom complacently felt that they 
had already done everything that God required of them.  Yet Paul indicates that he began his 
ministry by preaching to the Jews of Damascus and Jerusalem before moving on to preach 
among the Gentiles.  Then, Paul emphasizes that his testimony is for small and great alike, for 
the kings and rulers just as much as it is for anyone else.  Just as the gospel is not for one nation 
alone or for one race alone, it is not only for one class or for one social group.  It is a universal 
message, and Paul understood that as well as anyone who has ever lived.  Paul sums up by re-
iterating that Jesus was the fulfillment of the law, and combines this with his description of Jesus 
as "the first to rise from the dead". 
 

For Discussion or Study: Compare Paul's statement to Agrippa with his appearances 
before Roman officials.  What are the similarities and differences in approach and 
content?  In this speech, how many ways does Paul emphasize that the gospel is the 
fulfillment of the law?  How many implications of the resurrection does he mention? 

 
Festus & Agrippa Respond (Acts 26:24-32) 
 
Paul's message unsettled both of his key listeners, although in different ways.  To Festus, with 
his Roman mind-set that saw only orderliness and logic, Paul simply seemed crazy.  Agrippa, 
more at home in dealing with religious matters, was convinced that Paul had proved his 
innocence, but Agrippa was unwilling to give a personal response to the gospel. 
 
Festus must have listened to Paul with increasing skepticism, so when he hears Paul again 
mention the resurrection, the full measure of his incredulity comes out (26:24-25).  He cannot 
help thinking that Paul is insane.  At least he gives him some credit, in assigning the blame for 
his alleged insanity to incessant study.  His mind will only deal with tangible things, so the ideas 
taught by Paul make no sense, and indeed seem crazy.  Yet this is not the fault of Paul or of the 
gospel, but is instead a revealing sign of Festus's own refusal to open his eyes to spiritual truths.  
Skeptics often take the focus off of their own insecurity and closed minds, by mocking or 
deriding the things of the gospel that cannot be explained in purely physical terms.  Paul, for his 
part, does not insult or even correct Festus personally, despite having ample grounds.  Instead, he 
calmly affirms that the gospel is "true and reasonable", as long as you look at it from the right 
point of view.  Unless someone is afraid to admit the existence of a higher intelligence or of 
spiritual reality, the gospel answers so many questions and solves so many problems that there is 
no reason not to accept it as truth. 
 
Paul then turns to the king (26:26-29).  Reminding him that Christianity is no secret, and that 
Agrippa is not only familiar with the facts of the gospel but has an interest in the prophets and 
the rest of the Jewish religion, which formed the basis of the gospel, Paul asks the king how he 
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will respond.  While not negative or hostile, the king is taken aback, and is afraid to commit 
himself.  Instead, he tries to defuse Paul's enthusiasm, and this attempt leads to Paul's memorable 
statement that whether "short time or long", he hopes the king and the others present will accept 
the gospel. 
 
If nothing else, Paul's innocence has become obvious (26:30-32).  Agrippa's own comments 
indicate that, if it were up to him, Paul could be freed at once.  There could be a slight tone of 
regret in thinking that Paul's own appeal makes a further trial unavoidable, and yet Paul would 
certainly not have regretted taking the action* that ensured a trip to Rome. 
 

* Besides Paul's obvious desire to go to Rome, he also could not have known that, at almost the same time as he made 
his appeal, Emperor Nero was rebelling against the influence of his best advisers and would quickly become the 
notorious despot that he is now remembered as.  Until AD 59, Nero had been generally popular and reasonable. 

 
For Discussion or Study: In what ways are the reactions of Festus and Agrippa typical of 
common responses we see today from those who are reluctant or unwilling to believe the 
gospel?  How can Paul's responses help us in dealing with these responses? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, August 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-Five: On the Way to Rome (Acts 27) 

 
At last, Paul was on his way to Rome, and even though he was a prisoner, he knew that many 
important opportunities awaited him there.  But before he was to arrive in Rome, there were 
some new problems and crises that he would need to face.  Even aside from the uncertainty that 
awaited him in Rome, he would find that the trip itself was filled with danger and suspense. 
 
 
The Plans (Acts 27:1-12) 
 
Luke describes in detail the preparations made to transport Paul to Rome.  Luke himself was part 
of the traveling party, as shown by his use of "we" throughout the account of the journey.  The 
preparations for the trip started well off Paul, with the centurion in charge treating him with 
favor.  But conditions for the sea journey were not favorable, and it was not long before difficult 
decisions needed to be made. 
 
Luke first tells of the preparations that were made for the trip (27:1-3).  A centurion named 
Julius was placed in charge of Paul as well as some other prisoners who also were being sent to 
Rome*, and as the account of the trip goes on, it becomes clear that Julius makes the important 
decisions when they arise.  The traveling party included at least two acquaintances of Paul, in 
Luke and Aristarchus.  The ship made a preliminary one-day journey to Sidon, up the coast from 
Caesarea, and there the centurion graciously permitted Paul to go ashore, one of several signs we 
have seen that indicate that the Romans did not feel that Paul posed any threat to them. 
 

* There are several possible reasons why a prisoner might be sent to Rome, so there is no way of telling whether any of 
these other prisoners was in a situation similar to Paul's, or whether they were being transferred for other reasons. 

 
But the trip was not an easy one, and the ship ran into slow going (27:4-8).  Unable to catch a 
favorable wind, the ship made slow progress and had to alter its course somewhat, moving to the 
lee side of Cyprus (that is, east and north of the island) instead of taking the shorter route past 
the island through the open ocean.  The ship then made slow progress along the coast of Cilicia 
and Pamphylia, before making a stop at Myra, just short of Asia.  Since the ship itself was 
heading for a series of stops in Asia, the centurion then transferred Paul and the other prisoners 
to a different ship that was headed for Italy.  But once again, the winds were not favorable, and 
Luke says that it took several days just to move a short ways down the coast to Cnidus.  From 
there, the winds again forced the ship to alter its course, and to move around the far side of 
Crete, past Salmone on the east and finally arriving at Fair Havens on the south central coast of 
Crete. 
 
All this slow sailing meant a lot of lost time, and called for a difficult decision (27:9-12).  It was 
dangerous to sail the Mediterranean late in the fall, but ship's captain and owner both wanted to 
make up for lost time, even if it meant a risk.  Paul, never afraid to tell the truth, seems to have 
been the only one who spoke up to point out the dangers that the ship would face.  But since Paul 
was only a prisoner, the centurion* chose instead to listen to those who advised him to have the 
voyage continue, and they thus sailed on, despite the dangers. 
 

* The ship is described as Alexandrian, and was probably not a military vessel.  Thus the centurion would have no 
official command status.  Nevertheless, most ship owners or pilots would hardly have been willing to overrule a 
Roman officer's wishes on a ship containing imperial prisoners.  In effect, then, he makes the final decision. 
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For Discussion or Study: As we shall soon find out, the delays and the subsequent risky 
decision to continue will lead to danger and shipwreck.  Why then did God permit it?  
Could he not have changed the winds to allow them to make more progress?  What 
possible purpose could have been served by endangering Paul and the ship? 

 
 
The Storm (Acts 27:13-26) 
 
The decision to sail on was soon proved to be a bad one, as the ship encountered a dangerous 
storm, and found itself in increasing danger.  The outlook quickly worsens to the point where the 
crew and passengers become certain that they are doomed.  Paul, who had advised against the 
decision in the first place, now makes every effort to encourage the others with his own 
confidence. 
 
Luke describes the situation as one of imminent danger (27:13-20).  At first, everything seemed 
fine to everyone except the perceptive Paul.  Upon deciding to sail from Fair Havens, a gentle 
wind began to blow in the right direction, and it suddenly seemed to the centurion and the 
captain as if their decision must have been the right one.  Luke says that "they thought they had 
obtained what they wanted", a perspective which is always easy to fall into.  But soon they are 
disillusioned, as a "northeaster" or violent storm arose, putting everyone in grave danger.  The 
hurricane-force winds made it impossible to control the ship, and all the crew could do was to 
take desperate measures to avoid immediate disaster.  They had to jettison a great deal of the 
ship's cargo and equipment just to remain afloat, and after several days of this ordeal they began 
to give up any hope. 
 
It was at this point that Paul took it upon himself to offer encouragement (27:21-26), and from 
this point on he plays a major role in events.  He says honestly, but not spitefully, that this 
desperate situation was the result of a bad decision, reminding them of his good advice not out of 
malice but as an exhortation for them to listen now.  He assures them that no one will die, openly 
telling them of the assurance God had given him.  Paul knows that it is God's plan for him to 
appear in Rome, and God had now told him that everyone traveling with him would also be 
rescued from the storm. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Consider the chain of events that led to this crisis: the 
unexpected delays, the risky and ill-advised decision to sail, the apparent good start, the 
sudden storm, the despair, and finally Paul's statements.  What kinds of situations might 
we experience that would parallel this one?  What lessons can we gain from this episode? 

 
The Shipwreck (Acts 27:27-44) 
 
After two weeks of constant danger and anxiety, the ship finally reaches land and runs aground.  
Paul himself is everywhere in the climactic stages of the shipwreck: giving advice, offering 
encouragement, and serving to prevent the arbitrary execution of the prisoners the ship was 
carrying.  His earlier prediction proves true when everyone finally reaches shore safely. 
 
After two weeks of being blown across the ocean by the storm, the ship began to near land 
(27:27-38), as the sailors discovered when their soundings showed the depth dropping quickly, 
indicating that they were nearing an unseen island.  The first reaction of the sailors is not relief, 
but fear, as they worry that the ship may be crushed against a rocky shoreline.  When the crew 
thus plan a cowardly escape in the lifeboat, Paul himself foils the plan by alerting the Roman 
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soldiers, who jettison the lifeboat to ensure that the crew will land the ship for them.  As they 
near the inevitable collision with the island, Paul continues to offer advice and encouragement.  
Again he reassures everyone that their lives are safe, and he also counsels them to eat while they 
have the chance. 
 
Soon afterwards, the ship runs aground (27:39-44).  Once daylight comes, they can sight land, 
though no one is able to recognize their location.  Knowing that the landing will be rough, the 
crew takes proper precautions, but one more crisis remains.  When the ship hits a sandbar some 
distance from the island itself, the soldiers realize that they may not be able to control the 
prisoners, and from their perspective it would be better to have them dead than to have them 
escape.  The centurion himself intervenes, only because of his personal regard for Paul, who 
must have struck him as a most unusual prisoner.  Thus everyone is able to scramble to shore 
safely.  The account of the voyage is exciting, and in Paul it also presents us with quite an 
example of faith during a crisis. 
 

For Discussion or Study: Take note of all of the ways that Paul makes his presence felt 
during this ongoing crisis.  What can we learn and apply to situations we may face? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, August 2002 
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THE PROMISE IS FOR ALL: 
LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 

 
Notes For Lesson Twenty-Six: Journey's End (Acts 28) 

 
Having survived the shipwreck, Paul and his shipmates are temporarily stranded on Malta, but 
eventually resume their journey.  Then, as we have long anticipated, Paul's lengthy journey 
finally ends in his arrival at Rome. 
 
 
Winter on Malta (Acts 28:1-10) 
 
After the shipwreck, Paul and the others find themselves on Malta, where they must spend the 
winter months.  The stay on this island proves interesting in several respects, and as always, Paul 
has no trouble finding ways to demonstrate the power and grace of God.  Although Malta was 
just one very unexpected stop on the way to his real destination, Paul gives everything he has to 
the islanders while he is with them. 
 
The residents of Malta give a warm welcome to their unexpected guests (28:1-6).  This small 
island was known to sailors, but was only occasionally visited at the time.  The islanders 
probably had gained only a minimal acquaintance with Greek or Roman society, but they show 
themselves to be hospitable and caring hosts.  There is just one curious incident, which occurs as 
they are settling in around a fire that the islanders built to warm their guests.  A snake*, driven 
out of the fire, bites Paul on the hand, and the native residents conclude that it is an act of justice 
for a man they suppose to be a notorious criminal.  Their attitude soon changes when time passes 
without any ill effect from the snake's bite. 
 

* Luke describes the snake as a "viper", and skeptics have often claimed that this is an error, because there are no 
vipers or any other kind of poisonous snakes on Malta today.  It is of course possible that there were species there 
1900+ years ago that no longer inhabit the island.  And it is also possible that Luke was simply recording a 
misconception of the superstitious islanders, and that the snake was no actually poisonous, but only thought to be.  
Since the islanders anticipated some kind of swelling or other reaction, it is most likely that in their time there was 
some kind of native snake whose bit at least caused such obvious ill effects. 

 
From this time on, Paul missed no opportunity for sharing God's grace (28:7-10).  He performed 
many healings during his time on the island, beginning with the father of the island's chief 
official.  Surprisingly, there is no mention of any conversions taking place, which makes this a 
rare exception amongst the many places Paul visited in Acts.  But, while it is not explicitly 
mentioned either, we can be pretty certain that Paul made use of the opportunity to proclaim the 
gospel to a new audience.  When the time comes for the group to move on, they leave behind a 
thankful populace who spare no effort in helping to supply them for the rest of their trip. 
 

For Discussion or Study: What practical points can we learn from Paul's somewhat 
unusual stay on the island of Malta?  If in fact, as seems likely from the account, Paul did 
not help anyone on Malta become a Christian, what would have been the reason for this? 

 
 
Final Stages of the Journey (Acts 28:11-16) 
 
Since they were now not far from Rome, the last stages of the journey go quickly.  Luke 
describes the final itinerary in some detail.  No doubt this is partly in the interests of accuracy 
and realism, but it also helps to create a certain sense of anticipation as Paul slowly nears his 
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destination.  Step by step they near the famous city, until finally Paul has arrived at his 
destination.  His arrival climaxes not only the extended narrative of the previous several 
chapters, but also provides the closing chapter of the book of Acts  
 
At last, after a few more stops, comes the long awaited arrival in Rome (28:11-16).  When winter 
was over and the centurion could find a suitable ship, the party went back to sea.  The storm in 
the previous autumn had actually driven them much closer to their destination, and so only a few 
more stages are needed before they reach Rome.  They first sail to Syracuse on the island of 
Sicily, and then to Rhegium, a port on the tip of Italy's 'boot', and finally stop in Puteoli*, barely 
over 100 miles from Rome.  At Puteoli, Paul enjoys hospitality from the Christians of the town, 
another indication of the special treatment he has received from the centurion.  With the sea part 
of the trip now ended, the rest of the journey took place overland.  As Paul was spending a week 
in the port after arrival, word reached the Christians in Rome** about his arrival in Italy, and as 
a result two different groups of Christians came out to meet Paul and to join him on the rest of 
his trip.  The two meeting places mentioned by Luke (Three Taverns and the Forum of Appius) 
were both more than 30 miles outside of the city of Rome. 
 

* This port, today called Pozzuoli, is no longer of any importance, but at this time it was an important trading center.  It 
was later overshadowed by the newer port of Ostia, which took away much of the trade from Puteoli because Ostia was 
much closer to Rome. 
 
** The church in Rome, to which Paul had written earlier when he planned to come of his own accord, had arisen 
without any planned mission, as a natural consequence of the many persons whose trade or business carried them to 
and from Rome.  As far back as Acts 2, residents of Rome are listed among those present at Pentecost, and these 
persons may well have been the first to take the gospel to the city of Rome. 

 
For Discussion or Study: Pick some or all of the details of these final stages of the trip to 
Rome, and consider (a) how they help us to recreate in our mind the circumstances of 
Paul's trip to Rome, and/or (b) what they can tell us about God's hand or his plans for 
Paul. 

 
 
Paul's Ministry in Rome (Acts 28:17-31) 
 
At last he is in Rome, and although he is a prisoner, Paul finds ample opportunity for teaching 
about Jesus and the gospel.  Luke records in some detail his discussions with the leaders of the 
Jewish community in Rome, and then concludes with a general description of Paul's further 
ministry in the city as he awaited the final verdict in his case. 
 
The last part of Luke's narrative describes two meetings between Paul and the Jewish leaders.  In 
the first one (28:17-22), Paul begins by stating his personal position and situation, wondering 
first of all whether he is going to encounter the same kind of fanatical resistance from the Jews 
of Rome that he had encountered in Jerusalem.  As always, Paul stresses that, whatever different 
perspectives he may have with them, he is motivated by the same hope and the same God.  The 
Roman Jews are quite willing to listen to him, and have no preconceived position against Paul, 
nor do they have any instructions or plans to accuse or attack the apostle.  They do tell him 
openly that there has been a great deal of talk against the church, which they refer to as a 'sect'.  
But even in saying this, they demonstrate curiosity, rather than hostility. 
 
In Paul's second meeting with the Jewish leaders (28:23-29), they give a full hearing to his 
presentation of the gospel of Jesus.  After listening to him for several hours, they are divided 
amongst themselves as to the value of what they have heard.  Some of them come away fully 
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convinced that Jesus was indeed the fulfillment of God's promises to them, but others among 
them would not accept this.  Paul sees this and quotes from Isaiah 6:9-10, where God discusses 
the hardness amongst many of his people, and Paul indicates that in view of this he will 
henceforth concentrate his ministry in Rome on the Gentiles. 
 
Luke's conclusion (28:30-31) notes that Paul remained as he was for two years, preaching the 
gospel in Rome without any hindrance.  Indeed, it is almost as if he were not a prisoner at all, 
because he is doing what he wishes to do, and has all the resources he needs for his ministry.  
We also know from elsewhere in the Bible that at some point during his long imprisonment Paul 
wrote several of his inspired epistles.  No definite historical details are known of what actually 
happened with Paul's appeal or his legal case.  It is generally believed to be certain that Paul was 
eventually released - this time.  He arrived in Rome about AD 60 or 61, and was probably 
released or acquitted in about AD 62 or 63.  This result could either have been decided on the 
legal evidence, which favored Paul's case, or it could simply have resulted from the failure of the 
Jews to press the charges against him any further.  It has also been accepted as fairly definite that 
Paul was later executed in the short but brutal general persecution against Christians that the 
emperor Nero instituted in AD 64.  Based on the history of the church written by Eusebius in the 
4th century, and on details of Paul's later ministry that are given in his letters to Timothy*, the 
most likely scenario is that Paul was either released or acquitted in the present case, and was able 
to resume his ministry for a year or two.  After this, Paul was then arrested or captured in the 
persecution of AD 64**, and executed at that time. 
 

* The details of Paul's activities in 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus cannot all be connected with events in Acts, and thus 
most researchers conclude that Paul was released to resume his ministry, with his eventual execution coming solely as 
a result of Nero's fanatical plots against the Christians, not as a result of the case we have been studying.  There are 
some liberal "scholars" who like to claim that the letters to Timothy and Titus were not really written by Paul, and as a 
result some of them think that Paul really was executed at the end of Acts, but that Luke just did not want to include it.  
This is, frankly, a silly and pretentious theory, and should not be taken seriously. 
 
** This is a well-known sequence of events from ancient history.  Nero was involved in a bitter dispute with the 
Roman Senate regarding funds for new building projects in Rome.  To get his way, Nero arranged for a large portion of 
Rome to be burned down, which made rebuilding projects unavoidable.  In an attempt to cover his tracks, he blamed 
the fire on the Christians, who were becoming unpopular anyway, and then instituted a brief but bloody persecution of 
them as their 'punishment'.  In his later years as emperor, Nero perpetrated many such acts of outrageous injustice, not 
only against Christians but against many groups and individuals. 

 
The ending of the book of Acts sometimes strikes readers as an anti-climax.  Yet the story of 
Acts was never meant to be about what happened to one person, but rather about the gospel 
itself.  And in this regard, the ending of Luke's account is appropriate and encouraging.  The 
good news about Jesus cannot be hindered or silenced, and in Luke's account we have seen the 
gospel of truth overcome every possible obstacle, from opposition and persecution to social and 
geographical obstacles.  The events in Acts remind us that in any era there is nothing in this 
world that can hold back the truth of the gospel of Jesus.  Throughout his long ordeal, Paul has 
exemplified this attitude and has served as a memorable example of living with a focus on God 
and on the gospel, instead of on self. 
 

For Discussion or Study: (a) Consider the way that Acts ends.  Why is it an appropriate 
and encouraging ending, despite the fact that it never says what happened to Paul?  (b) In 
looking back at Acts as a whole, what general lessons most stand out? 

 
- Mark W. Garner, August 2002 
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