THE BOOK OF ACTS: WEEK 3
Acts 7:54 – 8:4 NLT The Jewish leaders were infuriated by Stephen’s accusation, and they shook their fists at him in rage. 55 But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed steadily into heaven and saw the glory of God, and he saw Jesus standing in the place of honor at God’s right hand. 56 And he told them, “Look, I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing in the place of honor at God’s right hand!” 57 Then they put their hands over their ears and began shouting. They rushed at him 58 and dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. His accusers took off their coats and laid them at the feet of a young man named Saul. 59 As they stoned him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 He fell to his knees, shouting, “Lord, don’t charge them with this sin!” And with that, he died.
8:1 Saul was one of the witnesses, and he agreed completely with the killing of Stephen. A great wave of persecution began that day, sweeping over the church in Jerusalem; and all the believers except the apostles were scattered through the regions of Judea and Samaria. 2 (Some devout men came and buried Stephen with great mourning.) 3 But Saul was going everywhere to destroy the church. He went from house to house, dragging out both men and women to throw them into prison. 4 But the believers who were scattered preached the Good News about Jesus wherever they went.
“The Book of Acts was written to show us the ongoing work of Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit through His church.”
 
KEY VERSES:
Acts 8:4 NLT But the believers who were scattered preached the Good News about Jesus wherever they went.
Acts 1:8 ESV But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.
· Jerusalem
· Judea
· Samaria
· Ends of the Earth
 
CHAPTERS 1-6
Luke gives us a great progress report of the establishing of the church in Jerusalem:
1. The Power of Pentecost (Acts 2).
2. 3000 people get baptized into the Kingdom.
3. Acts 2:47 ESV “… having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved.”
4. Favor with all the people didn’t last long!
5. In Chapters 4 & 5, the Apostles were arrested, threatened, and beaten.
6. Luke is estimating that the church has grown to around 5000 men… add women and children and it could easily be over 10,000 new believers!
7. Acts 5:41,42 ESV “they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the name. 42 And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and preaching that the Christ is Jesus.”
CHAPTERS 6-12
The church is almost ready to initiate its world-wide mission.
The ministry thus far has been limited to Jerusalem and led primarily by the Apostles… that was about to change.
Luke picks several stories that show us how the Kingdom of Jesus moved out of Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria, and he shows us how the movement expanded through several spirit-filled and spirit-led non-apostles.
 
SEVEN WERE CHOSEN TO SERVE (6:1-7)
The rapid growth of the church forced the apostles to expand their leadership team:
Note: Luke uses the word “disciples” when referring to the new believers. Acts 6:1 NIV “In those days when the number of disciples was increasing…” a complaint arose because some needs were being neglected.
· The point here is a disciple is more than a believer! Jesus didn’t say, go and make believers. He said, go and make disciples.
· A disciple is a born again follower of Jesus who is learning to live the life Jesus lived while teaching others to do the same.
· Seven servant-leaders men were chosen by the majority, confirmed by the apostles and commissioned to the Care Ministry of the church in Jerusalem.
· Servant leaders were needed because the apostles primary calling was to lead the movement through prayer and train the new disciples through the teaching of the word, while preaching the good news of Jesus to those who had never heard.
· Leaders are in place and the needy are now being cared for.
Acts 6:7 ESV And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.
But they are still in Jerusalem… what about Judea and Samaria?
 
THREE MOVEMENT-MAKERS
· Stephen - the first martyr. (Acts 6 &7)
· Philip - the first evangelist in Samaria. (Acts 8)
· Saul of Tarsus, who became the Apostle Paul. (Acts 9)
Take a look at these key figures:
· WHO was he?
· WHAT did he do?
· WHY did Luke tell his story?
 
STEPHEN'S STORY
 Luke dedicates quite a lot of space in his book because Stephen's story is so important:
· Stephen is the first non-apostle to whom miracles are ascribed, as well as the first non-apostle whose sermon is recorded, in the book of Acts.
· Chapter 7 first major speech of a non-apostle in the book—as well as the longest speech of anyone in Acts! It also records how Stephen became the first believer to die for his faith.
· The description of Stephen's character is a great model for us to develop in our own lives.
· First, he was a servant. He Stephen was one of the managers of food distribution in the early church.
· He was also said to be full of grace, wisdom, and power.
Acts 6:8 ESV And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among the people.
Acts 6:9b - 10 NIV “… began to argue with Stephen. 10 But they could not stand up against the wisdom the Spirit gave him as he spoke.
· He is organizing the care for the widows during the daytime while preaching Jesus, with miraculous signs manifesting in his ministry. Probably doing this ministry in the temple courts.
· When they could not debate with his wisdom, they persuaded some men to lie about him saying, “We heard him blaspheme Moses and the Temple.”
· They arrested Stephen and brought him before the High Priest (probably Caiaphas, the same man who had questioned and condemned Jesus and had just recently interrogated the apostles).
· Stephen stood before the hostile Jewish Council and he made the most of the moment, with uncommon boldness.
Five Major Themes of Stephen’s Speech:
1. The Jews always reject God’s leaders. (7:39)
2. God doesn’t dwell in temples made with hands. (7:48)
3. God grace transcends their laws. (7:50)
4. They are resisting the Holy Spirit. (7:51)
5. Israel rejects the Prophets and they murdered their Messiah. (7:52)
Just before Stephen died, he saw Christ standing!
Luke 12:8 NLT records Jesus saying: “If anyone acknowledges me publicly here on earth, I, the Son of Man, will openly acknowledge that person in the presence of God’s angels”.
In this scene, as the church experienced the first (of many) to die for faith in Christ, Luke wanted his readers to know martyrs do not die alone. Christ was not only present at the right hand of the Father, but he was also standing to receive his faithful servant home.
One of the major themes of the Book of Acts is the growth of God’s Kingdom and the reach of God’s Word advancing despite intense opposition and severe persecution.
Acts 8:1-3 NLT Saul was one of the witnesses, and he agreed completely with the killing of Stephen. A great wave of persecution began that day, sweeping over the church in Jerusalem; and all the believers except the apostles were scattered through the regions of Judea and Samaria. 2 (Some devout men came and buried Stephen with great mourning.) 3 But Saul was going everywhere to destroy the church. He went from house to house, dragging out both men and women to throw them into prison.
The Kingdom has left the City!
They are scattered but not shattered! 
 
PHILIP'S STORY
Philip was one of the scattered disciples and we find him now serving and sharing his faith Samaria.
Acts 8:4-8 NLT But the believers who were scattered preached the Good News about Jesus wherever they went. 5 Philip, for example, went to the city of Samaria and told the people there about the Messiah. 6 Crowds listened intently to Philip because they were eager to hear his message and see the miraculous signs he did. 7 Many evil spirits were cast out, screaming as they left their victims. And many who had been paralyzed or lame were healed. 8 So there was great joy in that city.
v.12 “… the people believed Philip’s message of Good News concerning the Kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ. As a result, many men and women were baptized.”
The promise of the Holy Spirit is for all people!
v.14 -17 When the apostles in Jerusalem heard that the people of Samaria had accepted God’s message, they sent Peter and John there. 15 As soon as they arrived, they prayed for these new believers to receive the Holy Spirit. 16 The Holy Spirit had not yet come upon any of them, for they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. 17 Then Peter and John laid their hands upon these believers, and they received the Holy Spirit.
This was a crucial moment for the spread of the gospel and for the growth of the church.
Peter and John had to go to Samaria to help keep this new group of believers from becoming separated from other believers.
The Jews looked down on the Samaritans for not being pure Jews; the Samaritans resented the Jews for their arrogance.
If the Samaritans were coming to faith in Christ through Philip’s preaching, there could be no denying that they should be included among the believers.
These Samaritan believers received the Holy Spirit through the laying on of the apostles’ hands.(9This event has been called the “Samaritan Pentecost” because of its parallels to Pentecost in chapter 2.)
Receiving the Spirit would both confirm Philip’s evangelistic work among the Samaritans and would connect the Samaritan church spiritually to the church in Jerusalem.
There is one body made up of Jews and Half-Jews. -- God would soon add some gentiles into the church.
Ironic Fact: At one point when Jesus was training the twelve, It was this John who had asked Jesus if he and his brother James should call fire down from heaven to burn up a Samaritan village that refused to welcome them (Luke 9:51–55). 
· Ironically, John and Peter were the ones sent to v. 25 After testifying and preaching the word of the Lord in Samaria, Peter and John returned to Jerusalem. And they stopped in many Samaritan villages along the way to preach the Good News - from the Samaritan Crowds to an Ethiopian Chariot.
8:26 NIV Now an angel of the Lord said to Philip, “Go south to the road—the desert road—that goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza.”
8:29-30 The Spirit told Philip, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” 30 Then Philip ran up to the chariot and heard the man reading Isaiah the prophet. “Do you understand what you are reading?” Philip asked.
“The Book of Acts was written to show us the ongoing work of Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit through His church.”
Philip was having a successful preaching ministry to great crowds in Samaria (8:5–8), but he obediently left that ministry to travel on a desert road.
Because Philip went where God sent him, Ethiopia was opened up to the gospel. Follow God’s leading, even if it seems like a demotion. At first you may not understand his plans, but we have to trust the leading of the Spirit.
 
SAUL OF TARSUS' STORY
Acts 1:8 seems to be the macro outline for the book of Acts -- Jerusalem – Judea – Samaria – Ends of the Earth
Chapters 1–7 describe the gospel being preached in Jerusalem.
Chapter 8 shows believers, under threat of persecution, taking the good news of Jesus to Judea and Samaria.
Chapter 9 records a monumental event in the history of the church—the conversion of Saul of Tarsus. Saul (later known as Paul) would be God’s apostle to the Gentiles.
He would lead the church in spreading Christianity “to the ends of the earth” (1:8). Therefore Paul, more than any other person, figures prominently in chapters 10–28.
In fact, Luke records 3 of Paul’s missionary journeys. No one was better suited for the task than Paul:
1. Qualifications
2. A real Jew; a trained Pharisee
3. As a native of Tarsus, he was thoroughly acquainted with Greek culture.
4. A citizen of Rome, trained in a trade so that he could support himself as he traveled and ministered.
Before Christ could use this highly gifted man, however, he first had to transform him.
PAUL'S CONVERSION
Acts 9:1-9 NLT Meanwhile, Saul was uttering threats with every breath and was eager to kill the Lord’s followers. So he went to the high priest. 2 He requested letters addressed to the synagogues in Damascus, asking for their cooperation in the arrest of any followers of the Way he found there. He wanted to bring them—both men and women—back to Jerusalem in chains. 3 As he was approaching Damascus on this mission, a light from heaven suddenly shone down around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul! Saul! Why are you persecuting me?” 5 “Who are you, lord?” Saul asked. And the voice replied, “I am Jesus, the one you are persecuting! 6 Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do.” 7 The men with Saul stood speechless, for they heard the sound of someone’s voice but saw no one! 8 Saul picked himself up off the ground, but when he opened his eyes he was blind. So his companions led him by the hand to Damascus. 9 He remained there blind for three days and did not eat or drink.
The transformation was powerful and undeniable - He went to arrest Christians and ended up being arrested by Christ! He sought to silence the message of Christ but ended the trip devoted to the proclamation of the risen Christ!
9:19-22 NLT Afterward he ate some food and regained his strength. Saul stayed with the believers in Damascus for a few days. 20 And immediately he began preaching about Jesus in the synagogues, saying, “He is indeed the Son of God!” 21 All who heard him were amazed. “Isn’t this the same man who caused such devastation among Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem?” they asked. “And didn’t he come here to arrest them and take them in chains to the leading priests?” 22 Saul’s preaching became more and more powerful, and the Jews in Damascus couldn’t refute his proofs that Jesus was indeed the Messiah.
He went from being the top persecutor to being the persecuted one.
9:23-25 NLT After a while some of the Jews plotted together to kill him. 24 They were watching for him day and night at the city gate so they could murder him, but Saul was told about their plot. 25 So during the night, some of the other believers lowered him in a large basket through an opening in the city wall.
He once despised the Apostles in Jerusalem and now he is in the city preaching Jesus with them!
9:29 NLT So Saul stayed with the apostles and went all around Jerusalem with them, preaching boldly in the name of the Lord.
After Saul, the most zealous persecutor, was converted, the church enjoyed a brief time of peace.
9:31 NIV Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened. Living in the fear of the Lord and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it increased in numbers.
The gospel was spreading, and the church was growing in Judea, Galilee and Samaria. It was now time for the message of Christ to be taken to the “ends of the earth” (1:8). 
 
WHAT DO WE LEARN FROM THESE STORIES?
· God wants to redeem everybody, and He wants to use everybody! Find your place and find your voice! There is work to be done!
· Christians will be hated by some in the world and many will suffer for His name’s sake. Don't be surprised by the irrational hatred for Bible believing Christ followers for Jesus.
· You are called to be more than a believer waiting for Heaven -- you are called to be a disciple-making disciple while on this earth!
· We need to be filled with the Holy Spirit's power!

