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The Early Church is a seven-week study focusing on 
the experiences of the first followers of Jesus. Nowhere 
in the Bible does it say that we have to be just like the 
early church, but certainly Jesus’ first followers were 
intimately aware of his teachings, and thankfully wrote 
down what it was like for them.

Each week has some reading, some Bible verses to 
reference, and questions to talk over with your small 
group. 
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Desertion, doubt, despair, confusion and just plain fear gripped the follow-
ers of Jesus after they witnessed their leader being put to death. At first, 
they closed themselves off from the rest of the world, scattered throughout 
the city and into the countryside, and tried to avoid the Roman and Jewish 
leaders who might put them to death, too. 

Hidden behind locked doors, they must have been wondering what they 
had gotten themselves into. They thought they were following a Messiah 
who would overthrow the Romans and establish a free Jewish state, but 
instead, had gone about things quite differently. They thought they were 
going to change the world, but now the world had taken Jesus. 

Then, as they were trying to make sense of it all, Jesus himself appeared 
in the room and spoke to them—showing his wounds from being hung 
on the cross, and asking to share a meal with them. (In other words, he 
proved his physicality and true, human form.) Yet, even in his very real 
presence, doubt swept over many of them. 

Jesus spent the next 40 days teaching and ministering to the disciples, 
speaking about a new kind of kingdom—the Kingdom of God. But after 
those 40 days, Jesus said to them, “Wait.” Go back to Jerusalem and 
wait. His followers were ready to act, and they still wanted to know if now 
was the time that Jesus was going to restore the kingdom to Israel. But 
they were told to have patience. So they returned down the hillside and 
went back to the same room where they had their last supper with Jesus 
before he was arrested. And they waited.

The city of Jerusalem was over-full, brimming to the top with citizens and 
visitors. Some had come by land and others by water, from the east, west, 
north and south, speaking languages not normally heard within the city 
walls. For 49 days, the Jews had been counting down the days between 
Passover and the Shavuot (Lev 23:15-16)—a counting of days that was 
symbolic of a spiritual preparation. Now the last day was upon them, and 
Jews from everywhere had flocked to the city to offer their first fruits to 
God, as directed by the Torah (the Hebrew Bible). 

Many were still puzzled, though, by the unusual circumstances surround-
ing the crucifixion of someone called Jesus of Nazareth. A persistent and 
nagging rumor kept interrupting conversation: Jesus’ resurrection from the 
dead. Certainly, that is impossible, they must have thought. After all, the 

THE FIFTIETH DAY
week1

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=lev%2023:15-16&version=31
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soldiers who guarded his tomb reported that his followers had stolen his 
body and left the tomb empty…and that seemed a sufficient explanation 
for most. Another Galilean rebel had come to a gruesome end. Another 
revolutionary who didn’t seem to pan out. 

But for the 120 Jews gathered together in a room just west of the crowded 
Temple, the whispers weren’t rumor at all. They had seen Jesus, come 
back from the dead. They had listened to his words, and they were waiting. 
So now they had secluded themselves away for days, in prayer and ex-
pectation. James, Jesus’ brother, was there, and Mary his mother. All the 
apostles (the twelve men closest to Jesus) were among them, except for 
the obvious absence of Judas, who killed himself after betraying Jesus. So 
the apostles replaced Judas with Matthias—who had been alongside the 
apostles from the beginning—so the apostles’ number was again twelve.

As the multitude of Jews from countless cities began preparations to meet 
at the Temple in Jerusalem, they paid no attention to the little enclave in 
the upper room. They had come to Jerusalem for the festival of Shavuot. 
Finally, it was the fiftieth day—the Pentecost—the climax. 

Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from 
heaven, filling the entire house where the disciples sat. Tongues of 
fire swept into the room and separated above each of the twelve. 
And while the fire blazed above them, they began to speak in lan-
guages that they had never spoken before. The Holy Spirit was with 
them.  

Outside, the throng of people heading to the Temple stopped short, and 
others came running to see what could have caused such a sound. Had 
a house collapsed in this poor section of Jerusalem? As they drew closer 
they could not only hear the disciples speaking, but they could understand 
them! People from near and far, from Mesopotamia, Judea, Asia, Egypt 
and Crete could all understand the disciples praising God in their own 
languages. 

“…Let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you 
crucified, both Lord and Messiah,” one of the apostles, Peter, said to the 
crowds. 

And fifty days after Jesus died, the church was born. Three               
thousand people were baptized. 

PETER
KNOWN ALIASES: SIMON, 
THE ROCK, BARJONAH, 
CEPHAS
OCCUPATION: FISHERMAN, 
DISCIPLE, APOSTLE
NOTABLE DEEDS:
DENIED JESUS THREE TIMES;
WALKED ON WATER;
SLICED OFF THE EAR OF A 
HIGH PRIEST
NOTABLE QUOTE:
“YOU ARE THE CHRIST, THE 
SON OF THE LIVING GOD.” 
(MATTHEW 16:16)
WHAT JESUS SAID 
ABOUT PETER:
“AND I TELL YOU THAT YOU 
ARE PETER, AND ON THIS 
ROCK I WILL BUILD MY 
CHURCH.” (MATTHEW 16:18)

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2016:18;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2016:16;&version=31;
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Read Acts chapters 1 and 2

The Book of Acts in the Bible is the story of the early church. It spans the 
first 30 years and presents the history of a dynamic, growing community 
of believers from Jerusalem to Syria, Africa, Asia and Europe. During that 
short time the church was established and the Good News about Jesus 
was spread throughout the known world, even to the capital of Rome.

After that initial confusion and fear, the followers of Jesus must have had 
a growing awareness of the enormity of what had just happened. They 
began coming to grips with what it meant to live and think in an intention-
ally Christ-like manner. Their beginning (and ending) belief was nothing 
short of preposterous in that day—that Jesus had risen from the dead 
and was the one who’d come to literally save all humanity. The 
cataclysmic and comprehensive implications of that simple, three-
word confession—“Christ is risen!”—began to shake them, make 
claims on their lives, and profoundly reorder everything.

The paragraph at the end of the second chapter of Acts is commonly 
referenced as the best succinct description of the early church. Rather 
than the legalisms characterized by Judaism, the early followers of Jesus 
found themselves plumbing the depths of his teachings. Over the next few 
weeks, we will take a closer look at those five verses and discuss the how, 
what and why of Luke’s description of the early church in Jerusalem.

What are your thoughts on church? What would you like a church 
to be? What role has church played in your life? Has your view of 
church ever changed?

If you look at the first chapter of Acts in the Bible, it seems like 
there is already a church structure in place: you have apostles 
(leaders) and disciples (followers), prayer and worship. However, 
most biblical scholars agree that the church didn’t start until the 
day of Pentecost. What was the difference? What was the miss-
ing ingredient for the early church?

What did some of the crowd that gathered around the disciples 
do and say when they heard the noise from heaven? Have you 
ever experienced that kind of reaction? To what, and how did it 
make you feel? What was Peter’s reaction?

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%201-2;&version=31;
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(Before Jesus’ death…) 

Frustration was beginning to set in among those following Jesus along the 
road to Jerusalem. They had been down this road before and none of them 
were too happy about backtracking. But they couldn’t go any further into 
Samaria. 

It was just like the Samaritans to deny Jesus and his followers free pas-
sage and places to rest. There had been a long-standing feud between the 
Samaritans and the Jews. You could even call it a deep hatred. The 
Jews considered themselves as pure descendents of Abraham, while the 
Samaritans were descendents of Jews who had intermarried with other 
peoples of that land after their exile in Egypt. So, the Jews looked down on 
the Samaritans, and the Samaritans didn’t like being looked down upon. In 
other words, it was a combination of bad attitude and good old-fashioned 
snobbery. 

So on the way back through Galilee to cross the Jordan, it seemed like 
Jesus’ followers were done with words and ready to mix it up a bit. For 
some, this would have been a welcome change. When John and James 
heard about being denied access to the Samaritan lands, they asked Jesus 
if they could retaliate against the town—maybe bring down a little wrath from 
God or something. But Jesus refused and just turned to go through another 
village. (But check out John 4:39-42 to hear about a later relationship be-
tween Jesus and the Samaritans.) 

Even though he didn’t retaliate, it seemed like even Jesus was a bit on 
edge. Stories circulated among the group about people not joining them. 
Once, a man told Jesus that he would follow him anywhere, but when 
Jesus told him he would have no place to rest, the man took off. Jesus 
asked another man to follow him, but the guy begged off saying that he 
wanted to go back and say goodbye to his family.

The lack of commitment by people who wanted to follow him and 
the denial by the Samaritans seemed to affect Jesus. He called 72 of 
his followers together and sent them in pairs to check out the towns 
and villages ahead of them, saying, “The harvest is plentiful, but the 
workers are few” (Luke 10:2).

As they continued on their journey towards Jerusalem, news began to 
trickle in with each pair who returned to their party. It seemed that Jesus 
had sent them out with authority and God had provided numerous miracles 
along the way. Spirits lifted and motivation grew. It wasn’t until they were 
all the way through Perea and had entered into Judea that Jesus again 

THE ROAD 
TO JERUSALEM

week2

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke%2010:2;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%204:39-42;&version=31;
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experienced some resistance and lackluster commitment to his message.

Near the city of Jericho, a guy who was an interpreter of the Mosaic Law 
and complex legalisms that Judaism had established, approached Jesus. 
The man asked Jesus about eternal life and how he could get it. Since it 
was this man’s job to know the Bible, Jesus turned the question back on 
him, asking him what he thought the Bible said about it. The man quoted 
the Shema, which all the disciples and Jesus knew very well. “Love the 
Lord your God with all your heart and with all your strength and with all your 
mind,” he said, and then added, “Love your neighbor as yourself.”

Jesus told the man that he had answered his own question, and the dis-
ciples began to wonder why the man had asked at all, if he already knew the 
answer. But the man revealed his heart in his next question when he asked: 
who exactly is my neighbor? Jesus, sensing the guy’s half-hearted commit-
ment to God’s word, the very same words that he interpreted for others, 
engaged the man with the story about a Good Samaritan. The disciples 
thought the story was scandalous, of course, since they had just been re-
buffed by a Samaritan town. (Read the story Jesus told in Luke 10:30-35.)

After finishing the story, Jesus asked, “Which of these three do you think 
was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?” 

“The one who had mercy on him,” the expert of law replied, not even willing 
to admit verbally that the man was a Samaritan.

“Go and do likewise,” Jesus told him, revealing the “expert’s” 
lack of commitment to the very thing he had earlier said the law 
commanded: love.

The Greatest Commandment—Read Mark 
12:28–34, Luke 10:25–28, Matthew 22:35–40, 
Deuteronomy 6:4–9

The first verse describing the early church after Pentecost is “They 
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, 
to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42). How do you see 
The Greatest Commandment verses being played out in the way 
that the early church devoted themselves?

The word “devoted” means to give over to a cause or activity. Have 
you ever devoted yourself to something? What did it require of you? 
What are your specific roadblocks to devotion?

Jesus ran into a lot of people who doubted his teachings or were 
split between their own desires and wanting to follow him. But the 
people of the early church gave themselves over holistically—mind, 
body and heart—to his teachings, in all areas of their lives. What 
parts of your life do you desire to have God become more a part of? 
Why? What parts of your life do you not want God to take over?

If you want: As a group, identify something you can devote your-
selves to. Discuss how you could do it, and then do it. 

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:42;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke%2010:30-35;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%2012:28-34;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%2012:28-34;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke%2010:25-28;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2022:35-40;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=deut%206:4-9;&version=31;
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In the movie Signs (2002), Mel Gibson plays a former priest who lost his 
faith after his wife was killed in a freak car accident. Six months later, he 
discovers a gigantic crop circle in his yard. Similar events happen all over 
the world. Graham’s children think it’s aliens, his brother thinks it’s prank-
sters, and Graham doesn’t know what to think. Check out the following 
scene:

week
3SIGNS & WONDERS

DISSOLVE TO: FAMILY ROOM – MIDNIGHT

–The family room lights are off now. The TV is still 
on. The SOUND IS MUTED. There are a couple glasses of 

Bo’s water on the television.–

–Fourteen “lights” are still hovering on the screen. 
Morgan is asleep on Graham’s lap. Bo is asleep against 

Merrill’s shoulder.–

MERRILL
(whispers)

Some people are probably thinking this is the end of 
the world.

–Graham turns his sleepy eyes away from the screen to 
Merrill.–

GRAHAM 
(whispers)
That’s true.

–Merrill looks his brother in the eyes. Beat.–

MERRILL 
(whispers)

Do you think it’s a possibility?

GRAHAM
(whispers)

Yes.

MERRILL 
(whispers)

How can you say that?

GRAHAM 
That wasn’t the answer you wanted?

MERRILL 
(whispers)

Can you at least pretend to be like you used to be? 
Give me some comfort?
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Graham thinks it over.

GRAHAM 
(whispers)

People break down into two groups when they experience 
something lucky. Group number one sees it as more than 
luck, more than coincidence. They see it as a sign, 

evidence, that there is someone up there, watching out 
for them. Group number two sees it as just pure luck. 
Just a happy turn of chance. I’m sure the people in 
Group number two are looking at those fourteen lights 
in a very suspicious way. For them, the situation is 
fifty-fifty. Could be bad, could be good. But deep down, 

they feel that whatever happens, they’re on their 
own. And that fills them with fear. Yeah, there are 

those people. But there’s a whole lot of people in the 
Group number one. When they see those fourteen lights, 
they’re looking at a miracle. And deep down, they feel 
that whatever’s going to happen, there will be someone 
there to help them. And that fills them with hope. See 
what you have to ask yourself is what kind of person 
are you? Are you the kind that sees signs, sees mir-
acles? Or do you believe that people just get lucky? 
Or, look at the question this way: Is it possible that 

there are no coincidences? 

God was at work in this group of new believers in a little corner of 
the world called Jerusalem. They were now devoting themselves 
to the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread and 
prayer. They were living out the Greatest Commandment by loving 
God with all their hearts, souls, minds and strength. And they were 
filled with awe. Why were they filled with awe? Was it because of the won-
ders and signs that the apostles did? Some would say it was. Or could it 
be that the acts of the apostles were done as a result of the reverence and 
awe that prevailed in the midst of these men and women?

Today, many people find it hard to believe in wonders and signs. They 
more readily accept that there must be some sort of logical explanation 
for everything, even if they don’t know what it is. While society has gen-
erally reduced “life” to a series of biochemical reactions, there seems to 
be a general assumption of a machine-like universe that operates within 
predictable patterns. And the creation of the universe has become nothing 
more than an anomaly in space-time. Even among Christ-followers there’s 
a general feeling that miracles may only have been for biblical times and 
may not occur today.

It’s little wonder there’s little wonder left.

The word “miracle” is taken from the old Latin word miraculum meaning 
something wonderful—which is a really good way of looking at what mir-
acles are. Most of the time when you think of miracles, you either think of 

“Everyone was 

filled with awe, and 

many wonders and 

miraculous signs were 

done by the apostles.” 

(Acts 2:43)

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:43;&version=31;
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the parting of the Red Sea or Jesus walking on water, both of which were 
something wonderful for everyone involved, but they don’t exactly have a 
pervading influence in our lives today. So, the question is: What are the 
something-wonderfuls that involve you? Do you see and acknowl-
edge them, or just pass them off as coincidences?

The Apostle John, in his accounting of Jesus’ life, used the word “sign” 
most frequently, describing the many wonderful things Jesus did as mirac-
ulous signs. John is very clear about why he recorded so many wonderful 
things that Jesus did, and why he called them signs. It was to point to 
Jesus as the Savior, the one who gives life to the full (John 10:10). That’s 
what a sign does. It points to something else.  

Imagine driving across the country without any signs, no highway exit 
signs, no mile markers, and no names on the cities or towns. How would 
you get anywhere, and when you were there, how would you know where 
you were? How easy would it be to get lost—to go the wrong way? 

A lot of times it’s like that with God. He’ll put signs along our way. Some-
times we just blow right past them and end up wondering how we got 
here; other times we only see them in our rearview mirror, and we’re glad 
we followed that sign. Sometimes, it’s just a sign telling us where we are 
and that we’re exactly where we should be.

It’s the old chicken and the egg question: Which came first? Was it the 
wonders and signs that were done that led to the awe-filled church? Or 
was it the awe-filled church that helped the apostles do miraculous things? 
One thing is for certain, without an awe-filled heart, they probably would 
have missed the signs. Loving God with every bit of themselves let the 
new believers of the early church see how God was deeply and intricately 
working in their lives and the lives of those around them.

Read John 20:24–31, Acts 2:43

Why do you think there are so many miraculous things recorded 
in the Bible? Does it seem overwhelming to you? Do you feel fear 
or hope?

Have you ever dismissed something as coincidence that you 
thought could be more? What reason did you use? And why did 
you feel it could have been more?

Where have you seen the “something wonderful” signs in your 
life or in other people’s lives? What were the outcomes? What did 
they point to?

If you’d like…share with someone in your group where you see 
God working in their life.

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:43;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%2010:10;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=john%2020:24-31;&version=31;
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week

4AN ALABASTER JAR
It was an odd invitation to be sure, but here the apostles were, sitting 
around the edges of a room while Simon the Pharisee and Jesus talked 
and ate in the center. It was the custom to listen to the conversation that 
the host and the honored guest were having as they reclined at their table. 
So the apostles were listening intently to the conversation because it was 
not that long ago that Jesus spoke against the Pharisees for rejecting 
God’s purpose.

John the Baptist, an early prophet who was then in prison, sent a couple 
of his friends to find Jesus. When they found him they asked, “Are you the 
one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?” The Apostles 
were taken aback by this question. After all, wasn’t John the one who 
prepared the way for Jesus’ ministry and the first to declare him the Son 
of God? (Even though they had all had their own doubts, they rarely spoke 
of them.)

Jesus wasn’t surprised by the question. He answered, “Go back and   
report to John what you have seen and heard: The blind receive 
sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cured, the deaf 
hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is preached to the 
poor.” These were all signs that pointed to the truth that Jesus’ fol-
lowers were beginning to understand: that Jesus was the “One.”

After John’s messengers had left with their answer, Jesus began to talk 
about John. He told everybody there that even though John had doubts, 
he still would be blessed. He went on to describe John as strong and 
rich in spirit, saying that there was no person greater than John. It was 
then that he addressed the Pharisees, comparing them to little children 
who were never satisfied with anything. The Pharisees had accused John 
of being possessed, even though he kept the laws. And they accused 
Jesus of being a glutton, because he drank and ate with tax collectors 
and sinners. It seemed that the “separated and pious ones” were never 
happy with anything anybody else did. (Sounds a lot like many modern-
day churchgoers.) 

So it must have seemed odd to the apostles that Jesus was eating in 
a Pharisee’s house. And then something even more odd happened: in 
walked a woman carrying a beautiful alabaster jar. Rushing to where Jesus 
was reclined at the table, she knelt at his feet. Then, weeping uncontrol-
lably, she began to wash his feet with her tears and to wipe them with her 
hair. 
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Simon the Pharisee became indignant as the woman, who was visibly 
shaken, kissed Jesus’ feet and poured oil from her jar to clean them.        
Simon knew her reputation as a sinner. She was not someone who would 
ever be in his house under normal circumstances. As a matter of fact, the 
most contact he ever would have had with this woman would be to shun 
and condemn her from a distance. Simon’s disgust was written all over his 
face. Jesus noticed it and confronted Simon. 

Jesus told him the story of two men who each owed debts to a money-
lender; one owed a lot and the other a little. The moneylender canceled 
both debts, because neither could ever pay him back. Then Jesus asked 
Simon who he thought would be happier or love the moneylender more. It 
was obvious to everyone, even Simon, that the one who owed a lot would 
be the most grateful.  Jesus praised Simon for judging correctly, but then 
Jesus dropped the other shoe by contrasting this sinful woman with her 
alabaster jar to Simon. 

He turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this 
woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for 
my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with 
her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I 
entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. You did not put oil on my 
head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, 
her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who 
has been forgiven little loves little.”

How do you think Simon interpreted this story about canceling the debts? 
On the surface, it looks like whoever is the bigger sinner kind of makes out 
in the whole deal. 

Could it be, though, that Jesus meant something different than what we 
might initially understand, when he confronted Simon? Wasn’t he really 
saying that the woman’s great capacity for love was a direct result of her 
gratitude? The woman understood. She knew she was a sinner and that it 
was only through God’s grace that she was forgiven. She could do nothing 
less than lavish her love on Jesus because she was so fully thankful.

Simon, on the other hand, didn’t get it. He was a pious man, yet he didn’t 
understand his own need for mercy and grace. He probably believed he 
had nothing to be grateful for since he was a righteous man who followed 
all the rules. His lack of gratefulness clouded his sight, so he couldn’t see 
Jesus for the entirety of who he was, and couldn’t love him or receive love 
from him. 

Like the woman with the alabaster jar, it was the abundance of love and 
the ability to receive love that allowed the new believers to share everything 
they had with each other.  

PHARISEES 
(SEPARATED ONES)
THE IN THE NEW TESTA-

MENT, THE PHARISEES 

OFTEN APPEAR IN THE AC-

COUNTS OF JESUS’ MINIS-

TRY AND THE HISTORY OF 

THE EARLY CHURCH. THEY 

WERE SOME OF THE RE-

LIGIOUS LEADERS OF THE 

JEWS WHO INTERPRETED 

AND TAUGHT THE RELIGIOUS 

LAWS AND CUSTOMS. THE 

DEDICATED ENEMIES THAT 

JESUS HAD AMONG THE 

PHARISEES ARE NOT REP-

RESENTATIVE OF ALL PHAR-

ISEES, AND MOST OF THE 

CONFLICTS THAT JESUS 

HAD WITH THEM CENTERED 

AROUND HYPOCRISY—THE 

SAME FAILINGS THAT CAN 

BE EASILY FOUND TODAY. 

ONE PHARISEE, THOUGH, 

BECAME AN APOSTLE. PAUL 

WAS A PHARISEE WHO 

VIOLENTLY PERSECUTED 

CHRISTIANS OF THE EARLY 

CHURCH, BUT WHO LATER 

WROTE 13 OF THE BOOKS 

IN THE NEW TESTAMENT 

AFTER BECOMING AN IN-

TIMATE FOLLOWER OF 

CHRIST.
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Let’s be straight on these next two verses in Acts about the early church. 
This is where a lot of people start drifting off, thinking to themselves, “Cool 
idea, but I don’t see that playing out in my life.” It seems like the relevance is 
lost a bit in the translation today. There’s nothing in the Bible that says 
we have to mimic the early church, but that doesn’t mean that we 
can’t learn from how they reacted to their culture and situation. 

There was a strong sense of community and generosity prevalent among 
the believers. It was clear to them that they had not joined an organization 
but had actually become part of a new organism, a new family and a new 
life. And the natural manifestation for the gratitude they felt when they were 
showered in grace and forgiveness—and received the intense power of 
the Holy Spirit on Pentecost—was demonstrated in their generosity. They 
lived a life of abundance and the abundant love they received welled up, 
spilled over into the streets, across the courtyards of Jerusalem and even-
tually across the world.

Read Luke 7:18-50, Acts 2:44-45

In the story about John the Baptist told in the book of Luke, it is 
clear that John was having doubts about who Jesus really was. If 
someone like John was confused, who actually heard the words 
of God calling Jesus his “beloved son,” do you think that it is 
natural for us to question? What questions do you have about 
who Jesus is or what he expects of you? 

When you think of a person who lives out of a sense of abun-
dance, what do you visualize her doing? What about a person 
who lives out of a sense of scarcity? How do you see either of 
these playing out in your life? 

Jesus made it clear to Simon and everyone else who heard the 
story that the path to having abundant life and love is through 
gratitude. What do you have to be thankful to God for? Have you 
told Him?

With your small group, take some time and talk about things you 
feel blessed with in abundance and things that you feel are scarce 
in your life. Now, try to do it without talking about material things. 
How do you think that you could be more like the early church in 
generosity and community?

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:44-45;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=luke%207:18-50;&version=31;
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i•den•ti•ty  |i'dentite| 

noun (pl. -ties)

1 a: sameness of essential or generic character in different instances 

   b: sameness in all that constitutes the objective reality of a thing : ONENESS

2 a: the distinguishing character or personality of an individual : INDIVIDUALITY 

   b: the relation established by psychological identification

3 the condition of being the same with something described or asserted 

5week
FINDING IDENTITY

The early church in Jerusalem, though newly born, had a distinct 
identity. The believers who were a part of this ever-growing organ-
ism knew it, and the people who did not believe in Jesus could still 
see the difference in them. It was obvious to the rest of the city that, 
even though these Christ-followers went to temple every day and 
participated in worship, there was something that set them apart. 
It wasn’t rule-keeping or good works. It was their faith in Jesus, 
alone. They were different, and they were glad for it.

Identity is an interesting word to apply to the early church, and to us, for 
that matter. From the definitions above, it could mean both individuality 
and sameness, simultaneously. It can describe a distinguishing character-
istic or a characteristic affiliation. These two definitions seem to contradict 
each other. How can sameness and uniqueness be described in a single 
word? 

Obviously, not all Christ-followers today are the same, and they weren’t 
all the same in the early church. Peter was a fisherman, Luke a doctor 
and Paul was once a Pharisee and a Roman citizen. Certainly, some were 
quick-tempered, some laid back, some artistically gifted, some matter of 
fact. The diversity of the church is as far reaching as the spreading of the 
good news about Jesus. But it was obvious to the people of Jerusalem 
that there was something uniquely different about this group of people that 
set them apart. 

While all Christ-followers share sameness, there is another side to our 
identities: our individuality. We are called to be unique in our identity. Our 
uniqueness manifests itself in the way that we are created—our talents, 
quirks, ideas, passions. As Thomas Merton said, “No two created beings 
are exactly alike. And their individuality is no imperfection.”

¯¯

“Every day they contin-

ued to meet together 

in the temple courts. 

They broke bread in 

their homes and ate 

together with glad 

and sincere hearts.” 

Acts 2:46

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:46;&version=31;
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PAUL
KNOWN ALIAS: SAUL, THE 
APOSTLE TO THE GENTILES
OCCUPATION: PHARISEE, 
TENTMAKER, APOSTLE
NOTABLE DEEDS:
CONVERTED ON THE ROAD 
TO DAMASCUS; WROTE 13 
BOOKS OF THE BIBLE;
BROUGHT THE GOOD NEWS 
OF JESUS TO THE GENTILES
NOTABLE QUOTE:
“THE SPIRIT HIMSELF TESTI-
FIES WITH OUR SPIRIT THAT 
WE ARE GOD'S CHILDREN.” 
(ROMANS 8:16)
WHAT JESUS SAID TO PAUL:
“SAUL, SAUL, WHY ARE YOU 
PERSECUTING ME?" 
(ACTS 9:4)  

The people of the early church were still a part of the society and culture 
where they lived. They went to temple every day and participated and 
interacted with the rest of the people. They didn’t seclude themselves or 
check out from everything that was going on around them. They had their 
community, their fellowship with other Christ-followers, and they brought 
that same identity to the rest of society. They didn’t lead “two lives.” 
They didn’t have a Sunday face and then a weeknight face; they 
lived consistently, maintaining the sameness of identity. 

Read Ephesians 1:1-14, Acts 2:46

In the very beginning of his letter to the Ephesians, Paul talks 
about the spiritual blessings in Christ. Are there things that Paul 
didn’t mention that you think are part of the identity of a Christ-
follower, today?

The early church experienced community frequently, and we are 
told that they had glad and sincere hearts. Why do you think this 
connection is made? How has being in different kinds of com-
munity affected you? 

How much of your spiritual life is integrated with the rest of your 
life? How much do other people know about your spiritual life? 
How would you (or did you) feel about sharing your story?

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%209:4;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=ephesians%201:1-14;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:46;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans%208:16;&version=31;
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6
week

GOOD NEWS BEARERS

[Adapted from “Revolve” talk by Brian Tome]

Read Mark 6:1-13, Romans 10:8-15, Acts 2:47

Something doesn’t seem to line up when we read about Jesus returning 
to Nazareth. According to Mark, when Jesus went back to his hometown, 
“He could not do any miracles there, except lay his hands on a few sick 
people and heal them” (Mark 6:5). Whoa, hold on a second…Jesus laid 
hands on some sick people and healed them. Aren’t those miracles? Isn’t 
it something wonderful when someone gets up and walks around who has 
never walked before? If you saw that, wouldn’t you think it was a miracle? 

It is our worldview that makes these things a miracle. It must have been 
wonderful for the people involved. But, it seems like healing the physically 
sick isn’t what God is all about, or at least, not in Nazareth on that day. It 
wasn’t the “miracle of choice,” and that’s what gets God fired up. What 
Mark is trying to communicate here is that what God is most involved 
in and most interested in is when life becomes new: when people 
hear the Good News and accept Jesus for who he is, and their lives 
begin to revolve around the Kingdom of God. 

Many religious types like to use that verse to beat people up. They’ll say 
that God isn’t working in your life because of your unbelief. And their im-
plied message—the lie—is that Jesus doesn’t care about you enough to 
do anything for you because you don’t care enough about him. But that’s 
not what it’s saying. Jesus can heal anyone, anytime, anywhere. God is 
God afterall. What it’s saying is that the mightiest work of all, the miracles 
that God really gets into, what gets him fired up, is a changed life. It’s when 
one life is captured from the dark side and comes into the family of God. 
And that’s what didn’t happen in Nazareth that day.

The average person who doesn’t go to church in America probably doesn’t 
think of Christians as “Good News bearers.” They may think of church-    
goers as whiners, as petitioners, as voters, as political action committees, 
but not Good News bearers. But there probably wouldn’t be as much hos-
tility directed toward the church if everywhere we went we brought good 
news. People around us should be saying, “Oh! I love to be around you. 
Every time I’m around you, you bring good stuff. You enlighten me. You 
love on me. You help me.”

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%206:5;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%206:1-13;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=romans%2010:8-15;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:47;&version=31;
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It’s clear that the people of the early church described in Acts were Good 
News bearers. You could see it in their demeanor—in their “glad and       
sincere hearts” (Acts 2:46). They were “praising God and enjoying the 
favor of all the people.”

In the first week you were asked what you thought about church, 
or what you would like it to be. What do you think about church 
now? What do you think it should be and how does it line up with 
what you experience?

What does a Good News bearer look like to you? Can you describe 
what they do, how they think or anything else about them?

Could you call yourself a Good News bearer? How do people      
react to you?

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:46;&version=31;
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7week
GOOD NEWS BRINGS 
BIG NUMBERS

[Adapted from “Revolve” talk by Brian Tome]

Simon’s house was a stone’s throw from the Sea of Galilee and on the 
principal north-south road of Capernaum. It was an ordinary house for a 
fisherman, with Simon and his brother Andrew’s nets and gear stowed 
neatly. But what was happening inside the house was anything except 
ordinary. Jesus had made this house his home and the center of his travels 
throughout Galilee, and the house was surrounded by the eager, the curi-
ous and the skeptical.

As odd as it was for this ordinary house to be surrounded by people listen-
ing intently to what Jesus was teaching, it was about to get odder still.

At first it started as a bit of dust, but then daylight began to spill into the 
room, as one by one the mud and straw tiles were being stripped away 
from the ceiling. People began to push toward the door and into the court-
yard to escape the falling debris. As the hole in the roof grew, the people 
inside the room could make out that there were men on the roof stripping 
away the tiles.

As quickly as the sun had streamed into the room, it was now blocked out 
by some sort of tapestry or mat. The mat began to slowly make its way 
down into the room as four men lowered each corner by rope. When the 
mat reached eye level, everyone in the room could see that there was a 
man laying on it, and that he could not move. 

When Jesus saw the man on the mat and the four friends who were lower-
ing him down, a broad grin passed over his face. Looking back at the four 
men who had brought their friend to him for healing, Jesus saw their faith 
in him and it left nothing to doubt.

“Son, your sins are forgiven.”

The man got up. 

Read Mark 3:7-12, Matthew 6:30-44, Mark 2:1-12, 
Acts 2:47

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:47;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%203:7-12;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%206:30-44;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=mark%202:1-12;&version=31;
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We might often think of Jesus as calmly teaching to small groups of people, 
but throughout the New Testament of the Bible we get a different picture. 
We see Jesus speaking to hundreds and thousands. And we see people 
so desperate to get to him, that they break through ceilings. 

The Good News brings big numbers. 

Wherever Jesus went, he talked about the Good News of the Kingdom 
of God. And wherever Jesus went, crowds followed. We saw in the first 
section of this guide that when Peter spoke on the Pentecost and talked 
about the Good News, 3,000 people were added to the number of believ-
ers. And as we saw last week, the people of the early church in Acts en-
joyed the favor of all the people around them because they brought Good 
News. 

“… And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being 
saved.” (Acts 2:47)

What did you think of the four men who brought their friend to 
see Jesus? 

What about the people surrounding the house, what do you think 
about them? Do you think it was right or wrong of them to deny 
the four men? Have you ever experienced something like that? 

Do you feel like you have more in common with the four men, the 
paralyzed man or the people surrounding the house? Why?

Good News may bring big numbers, but big numbers can be     
impersonal. It took only four people to bring the paralyzed man 
to a place where he could find healing. What Good News do you 
have, personally and as a group, that could bring someone to a 
place where they could find healing? 

Over the last several weeks we have taken a close look at some of 
the characteristics of the early church. Most of us have never ex-
perienced all of this in its completeness. Most of the time we just 
see glimpses and shadows of what the early followers of Christ 
experienced. It seems so simple, but in reality it’s not easy. This 
goes way beyond basic, but it’s the core—the nugget that is the 
root of church. Many times there are layers and layers of manu-
factured rules and curriculum that block the essence of church, 
which is, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind” and “Love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). 

Don’t get blocked from this core message. Everything hangs on 
it. So go, now, and be the church. 

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION:

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew%2022:37-39;&version=31;
http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=acts%202:47;&version=31;

