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As United Methodists, we hold that scripture is 
foundational both to our understanding of who God 
is and what God is about in our world, and to our 
on-going formation as disciples of Jesus Christ. We 
see how God has interacted with people through a 
span of history and through that, learn better how to 
see with God’s eyes, love with God’s heart, and act on 
God’s behalf. Studying the Bible provides a way for 
us to align our will and ways with God’s. 

In Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, “the divine 
and human natures are perfectly and inseparably 
united.”  The New Testament with its witness about 
Jesus and those that followed his way, provides 
trustworthy guidance for congregations seeking to 
live faithfully.

Reading and reflecting on scripture changes us. 
As United Methodists, we apply four lenses to try 
to understand God’s intentions for us.  We read 
scripture.  We apply our experience.  We use reason.  
And we acknowledge our traditions.  This stretches 
our thinking and helps us see our everyday world 
in new ways.  And, when we study the Bible in a 
group setting and apply our experience, reason and 

This study is best suited to small groups.  Groups 
larger than 8-10 will find they are able to share in less 
depth and get less from the study.  If your group is 
large, you may wish to start and end together, but 
split into smaller subgroups for the central discussion 
portions. 

Give thought to your meeting space.  Make sure 
that it’s quiet enough for people to hear each other 
and private enough that people feel safe in talking. 

Make sure that everyone has the opportunity 

tradition, we come away with a new appreciation of 
and a closer relationship with group members and 
with God.

This Bible Study was written for the people and 
congregations of the Pacific Northwest Annual 
Conference and focuses on God’s intention for the 
church and our role as agents of transformation.  The 
study is meant to help us reflect on, and connect with, 
the “why” of church, a foundational step in improving 
congregational health and vitality.

The process used is designed to help us reflect 
on the scripture passages from both personal and 
congregational perspectives, and strengthen our 
ability to talk about our experiences of God and 
faith.  Developing comfort and competence in 
simply talking with other church members about the 
movement of God in our midst is key to the growth 
and development of a congregation.

Our hope is that this study blesses you and your 
congregation with a renewed sense of purpose and 
direction….and, of God’s guiding and sustaining 
presence.

to talk.  Use Mutual Invitation for this purpose.  In 
Mutual Invitation, participants have three choices: 
to speak; “pass for now,” choosing to share later; 
or “pass,” choosing not to share.  All choices are 
honored and every person, regardless of their choice, 
has the opportunity to invite another to share.  The 
process allows each person to take responsibility for 
their sharing and to participate through invitation.  
Instructions for the process are attached.

Acts 1:1-8
Theophilus, the first scroll I 

wrote concerned everything Jesus 
did and taught from the beginning, 
right up to the day when he was 
taken up into heaven. Before he 
was taken up, working in the 
power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus 
instructed the apostles he had 
chosen. After his suffering, he 
showed them that he was alive 
with many convincing proofs. He 
appeared to them over a period of 
forty days, speaking to them about 
God’s kingdom. While they were 
eating together, he ordered them 
not to leave Jerusalem but to wait 
for what the Father had promised. 
He said, “This is what you heard 
from me: John baptized with water, 
but in only a few days you will be 
baptized with the Holy Spirit.”

As a result, those who had 
gathered together asked Jesus, 
“Lord, are you going to restore the 
kingdom to Israel now?”

Jesus replied, “It isn’t for you 
to know the times or seasons that 
the Father has set by his own 
authority. Rather, you will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit has 
come upon you, and you will be 
my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 

Judea and Samaria, and to the 
end of the earth.” Once you were 
no people, but now you are God’s 
people.  Once you hadn’t received 
mercy, but now you have received 
mercy.

Acts 1: 12-14
Then they returned to Jerusalem 

from the Mount of Olives, which 
is near Jerusalem—a sabbath day’s 
journey away.  When they entered 
the city, they went to the upstairs 
room where they were staying. 
Peter, John, James, and Andrew; 
Philip and Thomas; Bartholomew 
and Matthew; James, Alphaeus’ 
son; Simon the zealot; and Judas, 
James’ son—  all were united in 
their devotion to prayer, along 
with some women, including 
Mary the mother of Jesus, and his 
brothers.

Acts 2:1-13
When Pentecost Day arrived, 

they were all together in one place. 
Suddenly a sound from heaven 
like the howling of a fierce wind 
filled the entire house where 
they were sitting. They saw what 
seemed to be individual flames of 
fire alighting on each one of them. 

They were all filled with the Holy 
Spirit and began to speak in other 
languages as the Spirit enabled 
them to speak.

There were pious Jews from 
every nation under heaven living 
in Jerusalem. When they heard 
this sound, a crowd gathered. 
They were mystified because 
everyone heard them speaking in 
their native languages. They were 
surprised and amazed, saying, 
“Look, aren’t all the people who 
are speaking Galileans, every 
one of them? How then can each 
of us hear them speaking in 
our native language? Parthians, 
Medes, and Elamites; as well as 
residents of Mesopotamia, Judea, 
and Cappadocia, Pontus and 
Asia, Phrygia and Pamphylia, 
Egypt and the regions of Libya 
bordering Cyrene; and visitors 
from Rome (both Jews and 
converts to Judaism), Cretans and 
Arabs—we hear them declaring 
the mighty works of God in our 
own languages!” They were all 
surprised and bewildered. Some 
asked each other, “What does this 
mean?” Others jeered at them, 
saying, “They’re full of new wine!”

Scripture
Acts 1:1-8 • Acts 1: 12-14 • Acts 2:1-13 (Common English Bible)
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Key themeS for reflection
The following themes outline the main teachings in 
this scripture:

unity
Through Pentecost, God brought together very 

diverse people in a powerful, unifying way—they 
became the Church—the Body of Christ committed 
to continue Jesus’ work in the world.  A deep sense of 
unity and fellowship seems an essential preliminary 
to the coming of God’s power.  The people at 
Pentecost had different personalities, different 
political perspectives and ideologies. They were of 
different cultures and different economic classes. They 
spoke different languages. They had different gifts, 
abilities and talents but all were united through the 
Holy Spirit by hearing their native tongue.

faith
Early in Jesus’ ministry, as he returned to his 

hometown of Nazareth, he must have been full of 
hope and enthusiasm heading to his home town. 
Yet there Jesus was bitterly disappointed. Nothing 
happened at Nazareth. Matthew’s comment is sad 
and revealing: “Jesus did not do many mighty works 
there, because of their unbelief” (13:58).  We will 
experience the power of the Holy Spirit on the basis 
of our belief. Unbelief meant failure at Nazareth. 
Only by believing does the Holy Spirit come in 
transforming power. 

patience
Jesus directed the disciples, “Do not leave 

Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised.”  
When we seek transforming power, we must wait on 
the Lord, expectantly, praying to know the presence 
and love of God. We can prepare, we can seek, we can 
wait and pray; then God’s gift comes.

QueStionS for reflection
1. The average Christian layperson, according 

to a recent Christianity Today survey, spends 
one minute a day in prayer; what does (or 
could) it mean to you to “wait upon the Lord” 
and “constantly devote yourself in prayer”?

2. Jesus said that after the disciples received 
the gift of the Holy Spirit, they would be 
his “witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” What 
does this ask of you? Where is your Jerusalem, 
Judea, and Samaria? How can we go to the 
“ends of the earth”?

3. Is there someone whose experience of God 
you have found yourself making fun of: “They 
have had too much wine”? How might you 
instead be curious and appreciative?

4. Are there others with whom you could gather 
to wait and pray for God to move powerfully 
in your church and community, as well as 
through the Ministry Fund Drive, to make 
disciples in new and existing churches?

5. What are you being called to believe can 
happen when PNW United Methodists come 
together to do Christ’s work in the world?

ActionAble reSponSeS
1. Pray alone or as a community for God’s spirit 

to empower the church.
2. Share your faith journey with another church 

member.  Where did it start?  When has your 
faith been challenged?  How do you know 
what you know about God?

3. Do this until you are comfortable sharing your 
faith journey with someone outside of the 
church.

Pentecost is one of the church’s great celebrations—it’s our birthday, the day the Holy Spirit transformed 
fearful disciples and curious seekers into a community of faith that changed the world! By day’s end, 120 
followers of Christ had grown to over 3,000! God brought together very diverse people in such a powerful, 
unifying way that they became the Church—the Body of Christ committed to continue Jesus’ work in the 
world. Pentecost brought them into the presence of God, full of awe and wonder and joy. They didn’t know 
how to express the glory of what happened. They said it was like “the rush of a violent wind.” It was as if 
“tongues of fire” touched them. On Pentecost, God became completely real to the men and women gathered in 
the Upper Room and those who joined them from the community around them.

Even after the resurrection, the disciples were afraid and anxious. How were they now so completely 
transformed? And how can we be also? The book of Acts offers a way forward, out of fear and anxiety. Here 
are three steps they took that prepared the way for Pentecost.

The first comes from Jesus: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised.” Jesus 
directed the disciples to wait before the Spirit would come. When we seek transforming power, we must 
wait on the Lord, expectantly, praying to know the presence and love of God. We can’t force God to give us 
anything. We can wait, and I believe our waiting will be rewarded.

We think that if we plan and organize and work hard enough, things will happen. But the power is God’s, not 
ours. The planning and organizing and work prepare the ground and build the forms, but they remain empty 
without God. We can no more conjure the power of God for the tasks that lie before the Church than we can 
command our own salvation. We can prepare, we can seek, we can wait and pray; then God’s gift comes.

A second step to receive the power of the Holy Spirit is to seek unity. “They were all together in one 
place.” A deep sense of unity and fellowship is an essential preliminary to the coming of God’s power. 
Nothing destroys the hope of receiving God’s power more than the division and bitterness that exists 
between some Christians.

I think back on my own experiences with the Holy Spirit, and I know that Pentecost is repeatable. The Holy 
Spirit can and does transform churches. The Holy Spirit revitalizes our fellowship and enriches our worship. 
The Holy Spirit empowers tremendous ministries to the world’s need. But the Holy Spirit’s presence quickly 
ebbs when there is little love, when people are divided. Pride rears its ugly head, and people start thinking 
theirs is the only worthwhile experience, and that others’ experience is second-rate. It’s a big step, but one 
easily taken, from “The Holy Spirit is alive and present in our group,” to “The Holy Spirit is only alive and 
present in our group.” Rather than being curious and appreciative of what God is doing in others’ lives, it’s 
easier just to make fun: “They have had too much wine.”

Luke tells us the Holy Spirit came when the disciples shared their lives, when they were open to one 
another’s deepest hopes and aspirations. The unity they shared didn’t mean that they were all the same, 

Accompanying Reflection to
Bible Study One: Beyond Fear to Transforming Faith
A meditation on the Word
By the Rev. Dale Cockrum

Scripture
Acts 1:1-8 • Acts 1: 12-14 • Acts 2:1-13 (Common English Bible)

Continued on the next pageFrom Common English Bible © 2011 Common English Bible
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Acts 8:26-39
An angel from the Lord spoke to Philip, “At noon, take the 

road that leads from Jerusalem to Gaza.” (This is a desert road.) 
So he did. Meanwhile, an Ethiopian man was on his way home 
from Jerusalem, where he had come to worship. He was a eunuch 
and an official responsible for the entire treasury of Candace. 
(Candace is the title given to the Ethiopian queen.) He was 
reading the prophet Isaiah while sitting in his carriage. The Spirit 
told Philip, “Approach this carriage and stay with it.”

Running up to the carriage, Philip heard the man reading the 
prophet Isaiah. He asked, “Do you really understand what you 
are reading?”

The man replied, “Without someone to guide me, how could 
I?” Then he invited Philip to climb up and sit with him. This was 
the passage of scripture he was reading:

Like a sheep he was led to the slaughter
    and like a lamb before its shearer is silent
    so he didn’t open his mouth.
In his humiliation justice was taken away from him.
    Who can tell the story of his descendants
        because his life was taken from the earth?
The eunuch asked Philip, “Tell me, about whom does the 

prophet say this? Is he talking about himself or someone else?” 
Starting with that passage, Philip proclaimed the good news 
about Jesus to him. As they went down the road, they came to 
some water.

The eunuch said, “Look! Water! What would keep me from 
being baptized?” He ordered that the carriage halt. Both Philip 
and the eunuch went down to the water, where Philip baptized 
him. When they came up out of the water, the Lord’s Spirit 
suddenly took Philip away. The eunuch never saw him again but 
went on his way rejoicing.

Scripture
Acts 8:26-39 (Common English Bible)

that they all agreed with one another, that their theologies were the same. They had different personalities 
and different political perspectives. They were of different races. They spoke different languages. They had 
different gifts and abilities and talents. But they were united by a common commitment to Jesus, and by an all-
inclusive agape love that bound them together. Theirs were the original open hearts, open minds, open doors.

And third, they believed. Early in Jesus’ ministry, as he returned to his hometown of Nazareth, he must 
have been full of hope and enthusiasm. We all long to do our best among the people we know best; we cherish 
acceptance and approval from those closest to us above all others. Yet there Jesus was bitterly disappointed. 
Nothing happened at Nazareth. Matthew’s comment is sad and revealing: “Jesus did not do many mighty 
works there, because of their unbelief” (13:58).

We will experience the power of the Holy Spirit on the basis of our belief. Unbelief meant failure at 
Nazareth. Only by believing does the Holy Spirit come in transforming power. Believe little, expect little, and 
we shall receive little of the limitless power of God. Believe greatly; expect much, and God’s power flows.

We can raise the level of belief in our church today! Bishop Gerald Kennedy observed, “The great generation 
believes greatly; the poor generation is governed by its doubts.” We have asked and expected too little of God, 
and so we have received little power.

As we begin the bold work of this Ministry Campaign, we know it can and must be about more than raising 
funds. It’s about overcoming our fears and our doubts. Let’s start with the steps of the first Christians: let us 
wait upon the Lord in prayer, join together with our fellow Christians even with our differences, and build our 
belief. Then we also shall experience the rush of a mighty wind, and we shall do great things for God in that 
transforming power.

From Common English Bible © 2011 Common English Bible
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Accompanying Reflection for
Bible Study Two: Drawing Our Circle Wider 
A meditation on the Word
By the Rev. David Nieda

What we see in this famous story of Philip and the eunuch is a step-by-step challenge of God to Philip (and 
the early church) to widen their engagement of the mission field.  Philip had already established a successful 
ministry in Samaria, a culturally familiar, but historical enemy of the Jews, which in itself is a great widening of 
the mission field.  Now the Holy Spirit calls Philip to leave that church and go out to the road where he’s likely 
to encounter even more unfamiliar people, which he does – an official of the Ethiopian Queen Candace and 
a eunuch. Luke, the author of Acts, uses Ethiopian and eunuch together with intention.  This lets the reader 
know that divinely inspired mission-field engagement often pushes our comfort zones about the people we 
encounter when following the call of God.  Philip’s ministry circle just got wider.  

Philip finds the eunuch reading scripture on his own and he’s confused. Imagine that? Can any of you relate 
to this?  Here is another widening of that engagement of the mission-field.  Philip is not just called to have a 
casual conversation with the eunuch but to get personal.  This eunuch, a stranger from a foreign culture whose 
sexual victimization put him outside the norms of society, asks about the thing dearest to Philip’s heart – Jesus.  
And the question asked is “Who is the one who is this sheep that is about to be sacrificed?  Who is it that dies 
in humiliated silence?” Philip goes on to tell the story of how Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  He shares that 
Jesus came not to condemn the world, but to save all of it.

There were probably more than a few moments of silence in the chariot after Philip sharing.  I can imagine 
the eunuch soaking the words in, and Philip looking for a way off the chariot, after such personal sharing.  
And God, always with impeccable timing, brings the chariot upon some water.  Remember, they were on a 
desert road!  The eunuch, upon internalizing the message of Jesus as shared by Philip, says, “Here is water!  
Why can’t I be baptized?”

This seems like a no-brainer to you and me.  Today, most of us would welcome a chance to baptize anyone 
who earnestly seeks it.  However, that request by the eunuch pushed against a thousand years of cultural and 
religious tradition, which legitimized excluding eunuchs and others from the fellowship of faith.  Philip, raised 
as a good Jew, knew this, and thus the dilemma would have posed itself in this way: 

Even though the culture and religion say it can’t be so, if Jesus indeed came to save the whole world, then 
what is to prevent the eunuch from being baptized?  

Therein lies the mission-field engagement quandary.  Getting outside the walls of the church puts us into 
contact with people whose lives and stories don’t necessarily match up with our sensibilities.  Engaging the 
mission-field humbles us and forces us to be grounded in what we really believe about the redeeming power 
of Jesus.  The Tuell Center and the Ministry Fund Drive will provide training and resources to help each of 
our churches engage the mission-field mindfully and courageously.  Our prayer is that we are stretched like 
Philip was stretched, and that our churches reach beyond the walls into a hurting community.  Our dream is to 

Scripture
Acts 8:26-39 (Common English Bible)

Key themeS for reflection
The following themes outline the main teachings in this scripture:

outreach to new mission fields
Philip had already established a successful ministry in Samaria, a culturally familiar, 

but historical enemy of the Jews, which in itself is a great widening of the mission field.  
Now the Holy Spirit calls Philip to leave that church and go out to the road where he’s 
likely to encounter even more unfamiliar people, which he does – an official of the 
Ethiopian Queen Candace and a eunuch. Luke, the author of Acts, uses Ethiopian and 
eunuch together with intention.  This lets the reader know that divinely inspired mission-
field engagement often pushes our comfort zones about the people we encounter when 
following the call of God.

challenging the Status Quo
Today, most of us would welcome a chance to baptize anyone who earnestly seeks it.  

However, that request by the eunuch pushed against a thousand years of cultural and 
religious tradition, which legitimized excluding eunuchs and others from the fellowship 
of faith.  Philip, raised as a good Jew, knew this, and thus the dilemma would have posed 
itself in this way: 

Even though the culture and religion say it can’t be so, if Jesus indeed came to save the 
whole world, then what is to prevent the eunuch from being baptized?  

QueStionS for reflection
1. Philip was called out of the church (known place) to the desert road (unknown 

place).  What are places and people that are unknown to you in your 
community? 

2. Philip was walking on the desert road when he heard the prompting of the 
Holy Spirit to go up to the chariot.  Where is the best place for you to hear the 
prompting of the Holy Spirit?  When is the best time?  What kind preparation 
do you need in order to open yourself up to the prompting of God?  What 
spiritual discipline do you find the most helpful?

3. Philip connected with the eunuch on the desert road.  Where are the best 
places in your community to connect with those beyond the walls?  What kind 
of settings would be best for these connections to potentially happen in your 
neighborhood and given your interests/passions (coffee shop, community 
organization, chamber of commerce, community service, etc.)?

4. Philip shared his deeply felt conviction about Jesus and what he meant to 
Philip.  Take a moment to reflect on your conviction about Jesus.  Who is he for 
you?  What does his life, death and resurrection mean to you?  How might you 
explain that to someone who asks?  

5. Much of our ministry is based on the attractional model.  In other words, we 
ask what we can do to get more people to come to us.  What about this story of 
Philip and the Eunuch challenges that notion of ministry?  Why?

6. Who are the eunuchs in your community?  What are their needs?  What are the 
challenges in reaching them?  What group of people in your community would 
be a step too far into the mission field for the comfort zones of those within the 
church? 

7. In a secular world such as today it is often difficult to talk about faith among 
ourselves let alone strangers!  And yet we are called to share our faith.  What 
kind of support/tools do you need to strengthen your faith sharing?  (Make 
sure you get this word back to your pastors so that they can better resource you.  
Pastors get this word back to Conference leadership so that the Tuell Center can 
better support your churches).

ActionAble 
reSponSeS
These are meant to 
give you some ideas 
of the ways that you 
can take steps this 
week in response to the 
bible study.  You can 
do one or a few or all 
of them.  Or you can 
come up with your own 
response. 
 
1. Take a walk around 

your neighborhood 
or the neighborhood 
of the church.  What 
do you notice?  
What does it look 
like?  Who is there? 

 
2. Find out what 

agencies are 
providing what 
services in your 
community?  Ask 
to speak to a 
worker/volunteer.  
What can they 
tell you about the 
community?

 
3. Volunteer to serve 

at a local agency.  
What do you 
notice?  Who in 
your community are 
seeking services?  
What might their 
other needs be?

 
4. Hang out at the 

local coffee shop by 
yourself for an hour.  
Who’s coming 
in?  Do they look 
harried?  Do they 
look content?  What 
promptings might 
God be giving 
you regarding this 
community that 
comes to get coffee?

Continued on the next pageFrom Common English Bible © 2011 Common English Bible
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Acts 10:1-11:18
There was a man in Caesarea named Cornelius, a 

centurion in the Italian Company. He and his whole 
household were pious, Gentile God-worshippers. He 
gave generously to those in need among the Jewish 
people and prayed to God constantly. One day at 
nearly three o’clock in the afternoon, he clearly saw 
an angel from God in a vision. The angel came to him 
and said, “Cornelius!”

Startled, he stared at the angel and replied, “What 
is it, Lord?”

The angel said, “Your prayers and your 
compassionate acts are like a memorial offering to 
God. Send messengers to Joppa at once and summon 
a certain Simon, the one known as Peter. He is a 
guest of Simon the tanner, whose house is near the 
seacoast.” When the angel who was speaking to him 
had gone, Cornelius summoned two of his household 
servants along with a pious soldier from his personal 
staff. He explained everything to them, then sent 
them to Joppa.

At noon on the following day, as their journey 
brought them close to the city, Peter went up on 
the roof to pray. He became hungry and wanted to 
eat. While others were preparing the meal, he had a 
visionary experience. He saw heaven opened up and 
something like a large linen sheet being lowered to 
the earth by its four corners. Inside the sheet were all 
kinds of four-legged animals, reptiles, and wild birds. 
A voice told him, “Get up, Peter! Kill and eat!”

Peter exclaimed, “Absolutely not, Lord! I have 
never eaten anything impure or unclean.”

The voice spoke a second time, “Never consider 
unclean what God has made pure.” This happened 
three times, then the object was suddenly pulled back 
into heaven.

Peter was bewildered about the meaning of the 
vision. Just then, the messengers sent by Cornelius 
discovered the whereabouts of Simon’s house and 

arrived at the gate. Calling out, they inquired whether 
the Simon known as Peter was a guest there.

While Peter was brooding over the vision, the Spirit 
interrupted him, “Look! Three people are looking for 
you. Go downstairs. Don’t ask questions; just go with 
them because I have sent them.”

So Peter went downstairs and told them, “I’m the 
one you are looking for. Why have you come?”

They replied, “We’ve come on behalf of Cornelius, 
a centurion and righteous man, a God-worshipper 
who is well-respected by all Jewish people. A holy 
angel directed him to summon you to his house and 
to hear what you have to say.” Peter invited them into 
the house as his guests.

The next day he got up and went with them, 
together with some of the believers from Joppa. They 
arrived in Caesarea the following day. Anticipating 
their arrival, Cornelius had gathered his relatives and 
close friends. As Peter entered the house, Cornelius 
met him and fell at his feet in order to honor him. But 
Peter lifted him up, saying, “Get up! Like you, I’m 
just a human.” As they continued to talk, Peter went 
inside and found a large gathering of people. He said 
to them, “You all realize that it is forbidden for a Jew 
to associate or visit with outsiders. However, God has 
shown me that I should never call a person impure 
or unclean. For this reason, when you sent for me, I 
came without objection. I want to know, then, why 
you sent for me.”

Cornelius answered, “Four days ago at this same 
time, three o’clock in the afternoon, I was praying 
at home. Suddenly a man in radiant clothing stood 
before me. He said, ‘Cornelius, God has heard your 
prayers, and your compassionate acts are like a 
memorial offering to him. Therefore, send someone 
to Joppa and summon Simon, who is known as Peter. 
He is a guest in the home of Simon the tanner, located 
near the seacoast.’ I sent for you right away, and 
you were kind enough to come. Now, here we are, 

Scripture
Acts 10:1-11:18 (Common English Bible)

become the transforming presence of Jesus Christ to friend and stranger alike.
What we see in this famous story of Philip and the eunuch is a step-by-step challenge of God to Philip (and 

the early church) to widen their engagement of the mission field.  Philip had already established a successful 
ministry in Samaria, a culturally familiar, but historical enemy of the Jews, which in itself is a great widening of 
the mission field.  Now the Holy Spirit calls Philip to leave that church and go out to the road where he’s likely 
to encounter even more unfamiliar people, which he does – an official of the Ethiopian Queen Candace and 
a eunuch. Luke, the author of Acts, uses Ethiopian and eunuch together with intention.  This lets the reader 
know that divinely inspired mission-field engagement often pushes our comfort zones about the people we 
encounter when following the call of God.  Philip’s ministry circle just got wider.  

Philip finds the eunuch reading scripture on his own and he’s confused. Imagine that? Can any of you relate 
to this?  Here is another widening of that engagement of the mission-field.  Philip is not just called to have a 
casual conversation with the eunuch but to get personal.  This eunuch, a stranger from a foreign culture whose 
sexual victimization put him outside the norms of society, asks about the thing dearest to Philip’s heart – Jesus.  
And the question asked is “Who is the one who is this sheep that is about to be sacrificed?  Who is it that dies 
in humiliated silence?” Philip goes on to tell the story of how Jesus’ life, death and resurrection.  He shares that 
Jesus came not to condemn the world, but to save all of it.

There were probably more than a few moments of silence in the chariot after Philip sharing.  I can imagine 
the eunuch soaking the words in, and Philip looking for a way off the chariot, after such personal sharing.  
And God, always with impeccable timing, brings the chariot upon some water.  Remember, they were on a 
desert road!  The eunuch, upon internalizing the message of Jesus as shared by Philip, says, “Here is water!  
Why can’t I be baptized?”

This seems like a no-brainer to you and me.  Today, most of us would welcome a chance to baptize anyone 
who earnestly seeks it.  However, that request by the eunuch pushed against a thousand years of cultural and 
religious tradition, which legitimized excluding eunuchs and others from the fellowship of faith.  Philip, raised 
as a good Jew, knew this, and thus the dilemma would have posed itself in this way: 

Even though the culture and religion say it can’t be so, if Jesus indeed came to save the whole world, then 
what is to prevent the eunuch from being baptized?  

Therein lies the mission-field engagement quandary.  Getting outside the walls of the church puts us into 
contact with people whose lives and stories don’t necessarily match up with our sensibilities.  Engaging the 
mission-field humbles us and forces us to be grounded in what we really believe about the redeeming power 
of Jesus.  The Tuell Center and the Ministry Fund Drive will provide training and resources to help each of 
our churches engage the mission-field mindfully and courageously.  Our prayer is that we are stretched like 
Philip was stretched, and that our churches reach beyond the walls into a hurting community.  Our dream is to 
become the transforming presence of Jesus Christ to friend and stranger alike.

Continued on the next pageFrom Common English Bible © 2011 Common English Bible
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Key themeS for reflection
The following themes outline the main teachings in 
this scripture:

following the call
This scripture speaks to the openness needed for 
God’s ever-faithful, ever-changing word to our 
world.  Whether in dreams, or visions, or through 
strangers, or through enemies, the Word of God 
finds its own channels to deliver transformation, 
redemption, healing, and new life.  The call does not 
always come in ways or with a message we expect.

courage in faith
This passage speaks to the need for us to be 
courageous enough to let God’s Spirit move us 
where it will.  It is difficult to give up control, to 
follow the call of God’s Spirit, in spite of fears 
and feelings of inadequacy.  Peter had the courage 
to follow God’s call even when it went against 
his understanding and the laws he was used to 
following. 

Welcoming All people
We tend to cling to the divisions, categories, labels 
or dichotomies we ‘know’ as truth so that we will 
not have to engage with those people or practices 
different from us.  This scripture teaches us about 
the need for willingness to give up old divisions, 
categories, labels and dichotomies.  Labels like Jew 
and Gentile, clean and profane.  

QueStionS for reflection
1. Who is considered to be off-limits in your 

community whether by economic status 
(poor, middle or rich), ethnicity or language, 
evident or hidden addictions, political party, 
other?

2. What issues does the community in general 
seek to avoid?

3. What can the church offer that is not 
found in secular community to heal and 
bring wholeness to individuals and the 
community?

4. What must the church and its people 
overcome to do so?  How would you 
interpret Peter’s vision from God in your own 
context?

ActionAble reSponSeS
1. Observe yourself as you encounter persons 

who are different from you.  Are you 
intimidated?  Aloof?  What judgments do you 
make about others?  How does the scripture 
inform your judgments?

2. Find commonality between you and someone 
who is different from you in generation, 
ethnicity, economic background, life style, 
political party or other.  Observe what 
happens to you when you find commonality.

3. Research the roots of any justice issue in the 
community.  What would God say to the 
church about what you find?

gathered in the presence of God to listen to everything 
the Lord has directed you to say.”

Peter said, “I really am learning that God doesn’t 
show partiality to one group of people over another. 
Rather, in every nation, whoever worships him 
and does what is right is acceptable to him. This 
is the message of peace he sent to the Israelites by 
proclaiming the good news through Jesus Christ: He 
is Lord of all! You know what happened throughout 
Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism John 
preached. You know about Jesus of Nazareth, whom 
God anointed with the Holy Spirit and endowed 
with power. Jesus traveled around doing good and 
healing everyone oppressed by the devil because 
God was with him. We are witnesses of everything 
he did, both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They killed 
him by hanging him on a tree, but God raised him 
up on the third day and allowed him to be seen, not 
by everyone but by us. We are witnesses whom God 
chose beforehand, who ate and drank with him after 
God raised him from the dead. He commanded us to 
preach to the people and to testify that he is the one 
whom God appointed as judge of the living and the 
dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone 
who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins 
through his name.”

While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell 
on everyone who heard the word. The circumcised 
believers who had come with Peter were astonished 
that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out 
even on the Gentiles. They heard them speaking 
in other languages and praising God. Peter asked, 
“These people have received the Holy Spirit just as 
we have. Surely no one can stop them from being 
baptized with water, can they?” He directed that they 
be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. Then they 
invited Peter to stay for several days.

The apostles and the brothers and sisters 
throughout Judea heard that even the Gentiles had 

welcomed God’s word. When Peter went up to 
Jerusalem, the circumcised believers criticized him. 
They accused him, “You went into the home of the 
uncircumcised and ate with them!”

Step-by-step, Peter explained what had happened. 
“I was in the city of Joppa praying when I had a 
visionary experience. In my vision, I saw something 
like a large linen sheet being lowered from heaven 
by its four corners. It came all the way down to me. 
As I stared at it, wondering what it was, I saw four-
legged animals—including wild beasts—as well as 
reptiles and wild birds. I heard a voice say, ‘Get up, 
Peter! Kill and eat!’ I responded, ‘Absolutely not, 
Lord! Nothing impure or unclean has ever entered 
my mouth.’ The voice from heaven spoke a second 
time, ‘Never consider unclean what God has made 
pure.’ This happened three times, then everything 
was pulled back into heaven. At that moment three 
men who had been sent to me from Caesarea arrived 
at the house where we were staying. The Spirit told 
me to go with them even though they were Gentiles. 
These six brothers also went with me, and we 
entered that man’s house. He reported to us how he 
had seen an angel standing in his house and saying, 
‘Send to Joppa and summon Simon, who is known 
as Peter. He will tell you how you and your entire 
household can be saved.’ When I began to speak, the 
Holy Spirit fell on them, just as the Spirit fell on us in 
the beginning. I remembered the Lord’s words: ‘John 
will baptize with water, but you will be baptized 
with the Holy Spirit.’ If God gave them the same gift 
he gave us who believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, 
then who am I? Could I stand in God’s way?”

Once the apostles and other believers heard 
this, they calmed down. They praised God and 
concluded, “So then God has enabled Gentiles to 
change their hearts and lives so that they might have 
new life.”
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The wisdom shared in this story can be received in these ways:
First, openness to God’s ever-faithful, ever-changing word to our world.  Whether in dreams, or visions, 

or through strangers, or through enemies, the Word of God finds its own channels to deliver transformation, 
redemption, healing, and new life.  We have myriad resources to call upon to protect ourselves from hearing 
this new Word, and thus to prevent God Spirit from acting within and among us.  What are some of the ways 
we keep God’s word from penetrating our defenses and inspiring us to take the chance to become wholly new 
people?  Or to enable others to become wholly new people?

Second, willingness to give up old divisions, categories, labels, dichotomies.  Jew and Gentile.  Clean and 
profane.  What are the divisions, categories, labels or dichotomies we cling to so that we will not have to 
engage with difference?  So that we don’t have to admit we are wrong?  So that we will not have to change?  So 
that we do not have to do the hard work of loving as God loves?  So that we do not have to give something up 
that we’ve based our entire life on?  

Third, courage to let God’s Spirit move us where it will.  How difficult is it for you to give up control?  To 
follow the call of God’s Spirit, in spite of fears and feelings of inadequacy?  

Finally, let us consider:  Who are we to hinder God?  God’s mission?  God’s movement in this world?  God’s 
power?  Who are we to say no to God’s call to make disciples for the transformation of the world?  To say no to 
God’s call to engage God’s mission field?  To diminish the ways in which God impacts the world through us?

Are we afraid to try and to fail?  Are we afraid to share ourselves and our riches?  Do we jealously protect 
what we have for fear of not knowing who we are or how we’ll survive without it?

Are we afraid to become strong, and vital, and spirit-filled?  Does the strengthening, renewing and 
revitalizing of our churches and our ministries matter to us?  Do they matter to God?  To the world?

Accompanying Reflection for  Bible Study Three: Breaking Down the Barriers
A meditation on the Word
By the Rev. Sharon Moe

Sixty-six verses are needed to tell this paradigm-shifting story of Peter and Cornelius and their complex 
experience of the Holy Spirit of God.  Dreams, visions, sheets and creatures of all kinds bring the message from 
God that the time has come to change their worldview.  And their Godview.  A devout man and ‘God-fearer,’ 
Cornelius was a Roman centurion, and already our belief is strained, that God could speak to the Jewish 
people through the visions and life of a Roman centurion.  But he was one who “gave alms generously to the 
people and prayed constantly to God.”  So, it seems God’s Spirit is able to act beyond the usual categories of 
“faithfulness.”  Cornelius is told in his vision to send messengers to Peter, staying in Joppa, and bring him to 
Caesarea.  Without having been told why, he sends emissaries to Joppa to collect this stranger named Peter. 
When they arrive, Peter has been praying and is hungry.  He has fallen into a trance and sees a large sheet 
being lowered to the ground by its corners and in it, all kinds of creatures.  And in the trance Peter hears the 
voice: “Get up, Peter; kill and eat.”  Peter refuses out of righteousness—he’d never eaten anything profane or 
unclean.  The voice comes again, saying: What God has made clean, you must not call profane.”

Just then, the men sent by Cornelius arrive to collect Peter.  He welcomes them and hosts them overnight, 
setting off the next day with them to Caesarea and Cornelius, where all of Cornelius’ family had gathered 
to welcome Peter.  When he sees them all, he acknowledges that it is unlawful for a Jew to associate with or 
visit a Gentile, but confesses that “God has shown me that I should not call anyone profane or unclean.”  And 
Cornelius tells him about the vision he had that prompted him to send for Peter.

Peter’s response was the first step in breaking down the barriers that kept Jews and Gentiles apart.  He 
goes on to say, “Now I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every people anyone who fears 
God and does what is right is acceptable to God.”  And he calls on the memory of Jesus as the one who, with 
the power of the Holy Spirit, did what was right, and healed all who were oppressed by evil.  As Peter was 
testifying, “the Holy Spirit fell upon all who heard the word.”  And from the Ethiopian Eunuch, the question 
echoed to that mixed crowd of Jews and Gentiles, “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people 
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?”

Finally, the news of this conversion travels to Jerusalem.  Criticized there by the believers, Peter tells the 
story one more time, finishing again with the message he’d received, “What God has made clean, you must not 
call profane.”  Peter concludes this long narrative with his life-changing, world-changing realization:  “And as 
I began to speak the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as it had upon us at the beginning.  And I remembered the 
word of the Lord, how he had said, ‘John baptized with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.’  
If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed…who was I that I should hinder God?”

Scripture  
Acts 10:1-11:18 (Common English Bible)
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There has been a lot of sorrow in recent years over shrinking church participation in the United States. It 
hit “mainline” denominations like ours first, but now congregations across the Christian spectrum are seeing 
attendance and membership numbers decline. As with so many social trends, the West has led the way, so 
none of this is news to United Methodists in our area. Perhaps facing the grim facts provided a useful sense of 
urgency, but the side effects have become debilitating: a safety-first attitude that shuns risk; persistent grief for 
what we have lost that verges on paralyzing depression; a drive to trace causation and fix blame; and outreach 
efforts motivated by our need for workers and income to preserve the church. Dwelling on decline is dragging 
us down. What if we chose to look away?

What if we chose to look at what we have, rather than what we have lost?
The Book of Acts’ description of the newborn Jerusalem church captures an attitude of abundance. Riding 

on the energy of Pentecost, Jesus’ old disciples and the new converts are brought together by the Holy Spirit. 
With glad and generous hearts they share meals together in their homes and spend time together in the 
Temple. Rich or poor, they offer whatever they have to the movement. And it turns out that when wealth is 
shared there is enough for everyone’s needs, with bounty left over to serve the poor.

Choosing a biblical attitude of abundance, what can we see in our churches?  Over fifty thousand United 
Methodists in our Pacific Northwest congregations. Worship services in twelve different languages. Seventeen 
thousand people participating in groups and classes for Christian formation. Twenty thousand worshippers on 
an average Sunday, probably representing more than thirty thousand people who actively attend church. 

What resources do these people bring? Here are some examples from the past year:  
• Gifted cooks led teams providing thousands of free meals shared with needy neighbors.
• A building inspector helped churches assess their buildings to plan for budgeting, improvements 

and maintenance.
• Health professionals gave their time to wellness programs, free clinics and medical mission trips.
• Artists adorned their churches for worship; musicians filled them with praise and song; tech 

volunteers orchestrated sound and images.
• Non-profit executives advised the Ministry Fund Drive and the conference’s leadership 

development initiative.
• A child read the story of Jesus’ death on Good Friday.
• Volunteer tutors reached out to nearby schools and apartment buildings, and even put on a 

summer math camp for kids.

Accompanying Reflection for
Bible Study Four: Building Community Through Sharing

A meditation on the Word
By the Rev. Patricia Simpson

Scripture
Acts 2:43-47 (Common English Bible)

Acts 2:43-47
A sense of awe came over everyone. God 

performed many wonders and signs through the 
apostles. All the believers were united and shared 
everything. They would sell pieces of property and 
possessions and distribute the proceeds to everyone 
who needed them. Every day, they met together in 
the temple and ate in their homes. They shared food 
with gladness and simplicity. They praised God and 
demonstrated God’s goodness to everyone. The Lord 
added daily to the community those who were being 
saved.

Key themeS for reflection
The following themes outline the main teachings in 
this scripture:

Cultivating an Attitude of Abundance
There has been a lot of sorrow in recent years 

over shrinking church participation in the United 
States.  Perhaps facing the grim facts provided a 
useful sense of urgency, but the side effects have 
become debilitating: a safety-first attitude that 
shuns risk; persistent grief for what we have lost; a 
drive to trace causation and fix blame; and outreach 
efforts motivated by our need for workers and 
income to preserve the church.  This story from Acts 
challenges us to see our situation from a perspective 
of abundance rather than scarcity.  When we all 
give freely of ourselves and our possessions, God 
performs wonders and helps us bring new people to 
our community of believers. 

Scripture
Acts 2:43-47 (Common English Bible)

Giving of Our Gifts and Services
Everyone has something to give and we are 

stronger when all people give freely of their unique 
gifts and services.  Instead of worrying about what we 
don’t have or what we can’t do with the resources at 
hand, God calls us to be united in our love of Christ 
and share all that we have with those around us.

QueStionS for reflection
1. Based on your own observations, what have 

you seen people give with glad and generous 
hearts?

2. Some people reject “having all things in 
common” because it sounds like socialism. 
Should that be a barrier to taking this biblical 
idea seriously in our own time?  What does 
it mean to be socially conscious given the 
biblical text?

3. What skills and resources (your own or those 
of others) would benefit God’s mission, if 
only the church would ask?

4. Looking into your own heart, is there 
anything you are holding back?

5. Dream a little! What wonder and amazement 
could God accomplish through you and your 
church?

ActionAble reSponSeS
1. Meditate or pray about abundance.  Share your 

observations with others.
 
2. Reflect on your own resources.  How could God’s 

mission be extended through what you have to 
offer?

 
3. Talk with your children or grandchildren about 

their observations of society.  What do you hear 
from them?  How might a church of abundance 
respond to their observations or visions?
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• An attorney and a business owner guided their Staff Parish Relations Committee through a 
difficult personnel issue.

• Twenty-five hundred people went out from their churches on mission teams.
• An estimated 440,000 people were served by our congregations’ ministries of outreach, justice and 

mercy.

If we can do so much with some people offering some of their resources...Can you imagine what power 
would be unleashed if we committed everything we have to God’s mission? There would be plenty of money, 
energy and skills to meet the needs of our churches. No question. We would be free to reach outside church 
walls because we have God’s abundant love to share, not because we need more givers and volunteers. People 
in need, be they members or strangers, could be relieved. The power of our work and witness would be 
evident not only in “church work,” but in our workplaces, schools and neighborhoods. Our efforts would fuel 
community renewal efforts and campaigns for justice.

When our worldly possessions, our best skills and our time are freely offered for God’s purposes, power 
greater than ourselves is unleashed. Immediately following the Acts passage above, the apostles Peter and 
John come upon a beggar carried to the Temple by his friends. Confronting his outstretched hand, Peter says “I 
have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk.” 
Peter takes his hand, and the man stands, walks, and leaps in praise to God. 

“What I have, I give you.” Are we willing to do likewise? These words from John Wesley’s Covenant Prayer 
can help:  I am no longer my own, but yours. . .  I freely and heartily yield all things to your pleasure and 
disposal. No more worrying about what we don’t have. May God give us courage to share all we do have, 
with glad and generous hearts.

For more information on the Vision Discussion Series, contact Angie Lyons, Ministry Fund Drive Coordinator,
at 1-800-755-7710 ext 302 or MinistryFundDrive@pnwumc.org.
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