
FACI NG A T EST
Testing is necessary to measure growth or mastery of a subject or skill. 
Every student knows that sooner or later he will face a test to see what 
he’s learned. Coaches schedule games to test the potential of their as yet 
unproven team. The teachers and the coaches hope those in their charge 
will do well. Even when school days and sports seasons are over, life will 
continue to bring tests to each of us. How will we respond? What will the 
tests reveal that we have learned?

The Book of Acts makes clear that the baby church could not stay in its 
diapers. The needs of people around it and the growing hostility of those 
who met it required patience, courage, and a maturity of the believers. 
God, like a wise teacher, allowed His Church to be tested from within and 
from outside. Those tests strengthened its resolve to obey the Lord and 
His commission.

I N T ER N A L T EST — A N A N I A S A N D SA PPH I R A 
acts 5:1–11
Chapter five begins with the story of a test from within. The previous 
chapter ended with the giving of an offering by Barnabas, an example of 
a generous fellowship that was developing in the believers’ life together. 
This chapter continues the narrative, but with a “worm in the apple” 
— the first recorded sin in the Christian fellowship, a test of the young 
Church’s integrity.

A husband and wife in the community attempt to deceive the leaders. 
Ananias (not to be confused with his namesake in Damascus in 9:10) 
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and Sapphira appear to be doing the same thing as Barnabas. Both sell a portion of their 
property. Both make an offering to help with the needy. But the similarity ends with their 
motives. The gift Barnabas brought was open-handed and honest. But Ananias and Sapphira 
give their offering under a pretense. Their sin was not that they didn’t give it all (“after it was 
sold, was it not at your disposal?” Peter asks in v. 4). Instead, they conspired to “keep back” 
for themselves a part of the sale price and make it appear that they were giving the whole 
amount (as Peter’s question to Sapphira in v. 8 makes clear), possibly to impress others with 
their commitment.

With startling suddenness and surprising bluntness, Peter confronts Ananias with the 
deception. This deed, he says, has been prompted by Satan (in Luke 22:3 we read that, in 
similar fashion, Satan had prompted Judas’ betrayal). “You have… lied…to God” (v. 4), he 
accuses. Instantly, Ananias falls dead at Peter’s feet! Three hours later, in almost identical 
fashion, his wife Sapphira dies suddenly too.

This incident of an improper offering followed by sudden death reminds us of two stories in 
the Old Testament. In the first, Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, offered “unauthorized fire 
before the Lord” and were instantly consumed by fire (Lev. 10:1–2). In the second, Achan kept 
some of the devoted goods of Jericho “for himself” (as here Ananias does). After Joshua asks 
the “why” question, Achan and his family are executed by stoning (Joshua 7:10–26).

Students through the years have asked why Peter seems so pitiless, why God administers 
such a harsh penalty for what is, truthfully, a common human failing. One answer might 
be that what happened in the earliest years of the church would set a precedent. The 
genuineness of the believers’ fellowship was threatened by the sin of Ananias and Sapphira. 
Their love for money was tantamount to idolatry, as Jesus had made clear (“You cannot serve 
God and money” — Luke 16:13 and parallels). Ananias and Sapphira are just one couple in a 
series of reprobates Luke places before his readers who act out of desire for money. The first 
was Judas (1:18). Later we will hear of Simon (8:18), the owners of the girl who told fortunes 
(16:16–24), the silversmiths of Ephesus (19:23–27), and Governor Felix (24:26), all of whom 
are moved by the desire for money.

The message that emerged from this encounter was clear: you dare not put God to the test 
with lies and deception! The death of Ananias and Sapphira had an immediate impact. “Great 
fear came upon the whole church and upon all who heard of these things” (v. 11). This story 
remains a sobering lesson to us as we consider our common life as congregations. Think 
about our offerings and their motives. Our small talk in the parking lot. Our decisions to meet 
or avoid someone in our fellowship. All are occasions where selfishness or deception may 
manifest itself and our common life be destroyed, as a worm ruins an apple.
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SIGNS A N D WON DER S 
BY T H E A P OST LES 
acts 5:12–16
The next test for the baby church would 
come from outside. Before describing it, 
Luke inserts a “progress report,” the third 
such summary in his book (see 2:42–47 and 
4:32–37). By telling us that “many signs 
and wonders were regularly done among 
the people by the hands of the apostles” (v. 
12), he reminds us that the apostles were 
continuing the wondrous work of Jesus 
Himself (John 2:11; 20:30). Though all 
the apostles did wonders, Peter especially 
manifests an undeniable power to heal. 
“They even carried out the sick into the 
streets and laid them on cots and mats, 
that as Peter came by at least his shadow 
might fall on some of them” (v. 15). Similar 
powers will later be ascribed to Paul, whose 
handkerchiefs and aprons could make people 
well (19:12). These things remind us of the 
healings that came through the touching of 
Jesus’ garments (Mark 5:27; 6:56).

The healings caused a public sensation 
and spurred a growth in numbers. The 
contradiction between v. 13 (“none of the 
rest dared join them”) and v. 14 (“more than 
ever believers were added to the Lord”) is no 
contradiction at all. The non-Christians held 
the Christians in awe and “dared not join,” 
meaning that they kept a respectful distance 
and did not presume to attend the gatherings 
at Solomon’s Portico (the verb for “join” 
does not refer to becoming believers but to 
“coming close” to the gatherings there). At the 
same time many others (“multitudes”) come 
to faith and become disciples.

The mention of women as converts in v. 14 
is one of many positive references to women 
in both Luke and Acts. Elsewhere Luke paints 

compassionate sketches of Lydia (16:13–15), 
the slave girl (16:16–19), and Priscilla (18:2–
3, 18, 26). He also makes passing references 
to Rhoda (12:13–15) and Damaris (17:34).

Not everyone is happy about this progress 
report. If the healing of the lame man in 
Chapter 4 provoked a negative reaction, how 
much more will come now that the healings 
are multiplied many times over! Now new 
hostility erupts.

EXT ER NA L T EST — A R R EST 
A N D DELI V ER A NCE 
acts 5:17–26
The test of the Church from outside takes 
the form of increasing enmity and opposition 
by the Jewish authorities. Once again 
the Sadducees are center stage. More 
outspokenly hostile than Pharisees, they are 
consistent opponents of the Church in Acts. As 
Jesus had been delivered up to Pilate “out of 
envy” (Matt. 27:18; Mark 15:10), so now the 
Sadducees are “filled with jealousy” (v. 17) at 
the manifest ability of the apostles to heal and 
the success of their appeal to the crowds who 
flock to hear them. They arrest the apostles 
and put them in prison.

The apostles were arrested by the authorities 
out of envy, as was Jesus. But their story 
takes a different turn with the intervention of 
“an angel of the Lord” who comes that night, 
opens the prison doors, and commands them 
to “Go and stand in the temple and speak 
to the people all the words of this Life” (vv. 
19–20). Jesus, whose very mission was to 
die, might have summoned “twelve legions 
of angels” (Matt. 26:53). But He did not, and 
there was no angelic rescue. Here the mission 
of the apostles is to bear witness, and the 
angel’s rescue enables the continuance of 
that work.
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There has been some scholarly discussion of 
the angel’s identity. Some think the “angel” is 
simply a human messenger (“angel” means 
“messenger”) who comes to let them out, 
but v. 23 rules that out. Others wonder if 
this is “the angel of the Lord” which in the 
Old Testament is another way of saying God 
Himself (see Ex. 3:2 and Num. 22:22–35 where 
“angel of the Lord and “the LORD” are used 
interchangeably). Here, however, the article is 
not “the” but “an.”

The story of how they escaped has almost 
a humorous ring. The officials summon “all 
the senate of Israel” (v. 21 — another name 
for the Sanhedrin). They gather in their pomp 
and send for the prisoners. A while later the 
officials return red-faced and report, “We 
found the prison securely locked and the 
guards standing at the doors, but when we 
opened them we found no one inside” (v. 
23). How very like Easter morning it sounds! 
Neither grave nor jail can hold them. This is 
first of three instances where prison doors 
are miraculously thrown open. Later it will 
happen individually for Peter (12:6–11) and 
still later for Paul (16:26). No conventional 
measures (officers, sentries, doors, and locks) 
are of any avail in halting the testimony of the 
witnesses and the Gospel they bring.

Even more embarrassing to them is the arrival 
of yet another messenger, who says, “Look! The 
men whom you put in prison are standing in the 
temple and teaching the people!” (v. 25). It is 
a chastened temple captain who finally brings 
the apostles before the Sanhedrin, “but not by 
force, for they were afraid of being stoned by 
the people” (v. 26). One can hardly read this 
without a smile.

“ W E MUST OB EY GOD 
R AT H ER T H A N MEN !” 
acts 5:27–32
The apostles have passed the initial test 
by obeying the angelic summons to go and 
continue preaching despite the council’s gag 
order. Now the screws are tightened further 
as they stand once more before the men 
who ordered their silence. The high priest 
(Caiaphas?) questions them, repeating the 
order to cease teaching and further charging 
them with intending to “bring this man’s blood 
upon us” (v. 28, compare Matt. 27:25), a 
reference to the certainty of divine retribution 
for murder (Gen. 4:10; Num. 35:33).

But the high priest’s portentous words are met 
with a determined response from Peter and 
the apostles: “We must obey God rather than 
men” (v. 29). Like Shadrach, Meschach, and 
Abednego’s bold answer to Nebuchadnezzar 
in the face of a death threat (Dan. 3:18) and 
Luther’s later answer to Charles V at Worms 
(“I will not recant!”), the apostles pass this 
stiffer obedience test with the flag of courage 
flying high. And Peter isn’t finished. Once again 
he repeats the now-familiar summary of the 
Gospel (“you killed…God exalted him…we 
are witnesses”). He points to an eye-opening 
contrast. They had killed Jesus “by hanging 
him on a tree” (v. 30 — Deut. 21:23 says God’s 
curse rests on one who dies thus). But God had 
deliberately “exalted” Jesus, undoing the curse 
and making it clear that Jesus was not cursed, 
but blessed by God. Boldness again and again!

We are still tested today on the matter of 
obedience. The words “we must obey God 
rather than men” have often been cited on 
the issue of civil disobedience, where there 
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appears a clear distinction between the 
directive of civil authorities and the clear 
command of God. The confessing church in 
Germany during World War II took a stand 
like the apostles and faced the wrath of the 
authorities. Where today do we sense this 
conflict of duties?

G A M A LI EL’S A DV ICE 
acts 5:33–42
The final portion of the chapter introduces 
a fascinating character named Gamaliel, a 
Pharisee in the Sanhedrin “held in honor by 
all the people” (v. 34). Grandson of the great 
rabbi Hillel, he was the first to be honored 
with the title “Rabban” (“Our Master”) rather 
than the ordinary “Rabbi” (“My Master”). 
We will learn later in Acts that young Saul 
of Tarsus had been sent to Jerusalem to be 
educated by this man (22:3). Gamaliel had 
been nicknamed “The Beauty of the Law,” 
says William Barclay. At his death, it was 
said, “Since Rabban Gamaliel died, there 
has been no more reverence for the Law; 
and purity and abstinence died out at the 
same time.”

Gamaliel is cautious, and some would go so 
far as to say favorable toward the Christians. 
He counsels the Sanhedrin to be careful 
about what they do. He reminds them of two 
earlier rebellions “before these days,” one by 
Theudas with his 400 men, and one by Judas 
the Galilean “in the days of the census” 
(vv. 36–37). In both cases, the leaders died 
and the followers scattered, bringing the 
movements to nothing. Here we have another 
movement, he reasons, whose leader has 
been killed. “If…this undertaking is of man, 
it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be 
able to overthrow them” (vv. 38–39). In other 
words, let God determine the outcome!

The speech of Gamaliel raises a difficulty 
we must address. Jewish historian Josephus 
says that Theudas, claiming to be a prophet, 
led his throng to the Jordan River, which 
he had promised to part (as Joshua had) 
and lead his people across dry-shod. The 
Roman cavalry attacked and killed many, 
and Theudas was later beheaded. Josephus 
places the rebellion in the days of Governor 
Fadus (AD 44–46). The problem is this: if his 
dating is correct, that rebellion happened 
ten years or so after Gamaliel’s speech. 
Judas the Galilean, who Gamaliel says came 
“after” Theudas, led his rebellion decades 
earlier “in the days of the census” (v. 37 — 
almost certainly the census under Quirinius 
in AD 6). We who take a high view of 
biblical inspiration propose that Josephus is 
mistaken, as he sometimes proves to be, and 
Luke correct, as he has shown to be in many 
other particulars. William Barclay wonders if 
there may have been another earlier Theudas 
(this was a fairly common name).

The council heeds Gamaliel. They administer 
a beating consisting of 39 lashes (see 2 
Cor. 11:24) and repeat the injunction to stop 
their preaching and teaching. The apostles’ 
response? They rejoice “that they were 
counted worthy to suffer dishonor for the 
[his] name” (v. 41). And they “did not cease 
teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” 
(v. 42). It is a lesson to us, a soft, slightly 
flabby group of witnesses who may feel 
we are entitled to special treatment in our 
world. Less complaining and more rejoicing 
– that would be a worthwhile outcome when 
we face testing!
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 6:1–7:60

Lord Jesus, as I study this lesson, give me the same Spirit You gave Stephen. Give me a willing 
heart, winsome words, and eyes fixed on You. I ask it for Your name’s sake! Amen.

Review
1. List some of the ways the experience and work of the apostles paralleled that of Jesus.

2. What did you learn about Gamaliel?

Acts 6:1–7
3. What problem came with the growth of the early Church? How did this problem affect the apostles? What 

do they say are their priorities?

4. What kind of things divert pastors from those priorities these days?

5. Describe the steps the apostles took to resolve the issue.

6. What were the “job requirements” for the deacons? How do these compare with the requirements we make 
for church offices today?

7. The task of the Seven was seemingly minor. Why such major attention?

8. Martin Franzmann, former professor at Concordia Seminary in St. Louis, identifies six “summarizing 
statements” scattered through Acts. The first is in 6:7. Take time to read the others he lists – 9:31, 12:24, 
16:5, 19:20, and 28:31. What do you observe about these statements?

Acts 6:8–15
9. What charges are brought against Stephen? Read Matt. 26:61–66. How was Stephen’s experience similar 

to that of Jesus?

10. How do you suppose Luke got his information about Stephen’s trial and his speech?
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Acts 7:1–16
11. What was the longest speech you ever heard? Was it exciting or dull? Why?

12. Here begins a kind of “Reader’s Digest” history of the Old Testament. Where does he choose to begin? In 
this first part, who is in focus? Why retrace “ancient history”?

13. How does v. 9 especially address the listeners in the Sanhedrin?

Acts 7:17–50
14. In this second part of the speech, who is in focus? How does Stephen answer the charge made against him 

in 6:14?

15. Stephen has been charged with speaking against “this place” (the temple) and its customs (worship). As his 
speech draws to a close, he lays the groundwork for a closer look at worship – both idolatrous and genuine. 
What Scriptures does he quote? What do they say about genuine worship?

Acts 7:51–60
16. See how many parallels between Stephen and Jesus you can identify in this section.

17. Compare v. 56 with Matt. 26:64 and Dan. 7:13–14. Why do you think this statement by Stephen produced 
such rage?

18. Stephen qualifies as a “hero” in the Early Church. Who would you identify as a hero in today’s church?

19. What name appears for the first time in v. 58? What’s he doing?

20. What chief discoveries are you making about the Book of Acts in these early lessons?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 6:3–4 “Pick out from among you seven men of good repute, full of the Spirit and of wisdom, whom 
we will appoint to this duty. But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”
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