
40 Day Challenge – Give Up to Grow Up 

Read and Pray through the Book of Acts 

These are my rough journal reflections as well as some prayers. So, forgive my typos. I’m sharing these 

to encourage you to read, journal and pray through Acts too. – Pastor David 

Day 1 

Prayer: Grow closer to Jesus through prayer 

Acts 1 

This is the sequel to Luke’s gospel which ended with Jesus saying, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah is 

to suffer and to rise from the dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be 

proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. 

And see, I am sending upon you what my Father promised; so stay here in the city until you have been 

clothed with power from on high.” Luke 24:46-47, 49 

After this, Jesus withdrew from them and was carried up into heaven. And the disciples went to 

Jerusalem to wait. 

Acts 1:4 says Jesus “ordered them not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the 

Father.” Acts 1:4 

This chapter reveals what the disciples were waiting for... the power of the Holy Spirit. 

This power is the power of God to be witnesses “in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends 

of the earth.” Acts 1:8 

The rest of the book of Acts is about how the disciples receive Holy Spirit power to be witnesses in this 

way. 

Should the church today also wait for the Holy Spirit power to be witnesses?  

In what way do you see the church receiving Holy Spirit power to be witnesses today? 

The story of Judas and finding his replacement is interesting. Judas is shamed. Most all we know about 

him is that he was the one who betrayed Jesus and then died tragically. Is Judas life dehumanized by the 

way his story gets told as the sum of his worst day? Are there other people you know whose lives seem 

to be reduced to the sum of their worst decisions? What do you imagine Jesus says to those whose lives 

become known by their worst day, their worst choices? 

It is interesting that Judas’ replacement who gets “voted in” by casting lots never gets mentioned or 

heard from again. What do we make of that? What if the apostles had simply included both Joseph and 

Matthias? 

 

Day 2 



Prayer: Grow more in the mind of Christ 

 

Acts 2:1-36 

This is the story of the first outpouring of God’s power through the Holy Spirit in Jerusalem.  

At this time the Spirit was given to Jews, for Jews of many different nationalities and languages. The 

barrier of language was overcome as the Spirit gave the disciples the ability to speak in languages they 

didn’t learn through study so that all these different Jewish nations who were visiting Jerusalem would 

hear and understand that the good news of Jesus was for them. 

Peter, one of the apostles (who had denied and abandoned Jesus at his crucifixion) began to point to the 

way this movement of the Holy Spirit was a fulfillment of the prophet Joel’s words when he said, “‘In the 

last days it will be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your 

daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams. 

Even upon my slaves, both men and women, in those days I will pour out my Spirit; and they shall 

prophesy. And I will show portents in the heaven above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, 

and smoky mist. The sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the coming of the 

Lord's great and glorious day. Then everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’” Acts 

2:17-21 

What strikes me about this promise and the way I see it unfolding in Acts and also today, is that this 

Spirit is for everyone. Is there anyone that I can point to and say, “Nope, I don’t believe the Spirit of God 

could speak through him, her, them”?  

Also, when people welcomed and received this good news that comes with an invitation to repent and 

be baptized, what did people do?  

They cared for one another’s needs. They spent time together in worship, they broke bread. “They 

devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” 

Acts 2:42 

These were practices that God used to form people to become more Christ-like - to grow more in the 

mind of Christ. 

What are practices that you do in order to have Christ formed in you? 

 

 

Day 3 and 4 

Prayer: Find my worth and identity in Jesus, have courage to share Jesus more boldly. 

Acts 3-4:10 

This story of Peter and John healing the man lame from birth echoes the healing Jesus does in John 5 of 

a man who had been ill for 38 years. 



These physical healings are not magic done by “special people.” They are gracious gifts that are signs of 

God’s power through Jesus Christ who is not dead, but risen.  

I love this line: “But Peter said, “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.” Acts 3:6 

The disciples continue Jesus’ healing ministry, not attracting attention to themselves, but to Jesus, the 

rejected, crucified and risen one. 

“There is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among mortals by 

which we must be saved.” Acts 4:12 

This is not an entertainment show for the disciples to shame others and toot their own horn. This is an 

acknowledgment that there is power in the foolish, powerless, marginal voices.  

Why don’t I witness more power of God in these hopeless, powerless, marginal spaces? I wonder if that 

might be different if I spent more time in those places among those people expecting to encounter Jesus 

there? 

Jesus continues to fulfill his mission through his disciples. The Spirit is upon them, just as it was on Jesus 

as he said in Luke 4. “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news 

to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let 

the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” Luke 4:18-19 

 

Day 5 

Acts 4:13-37 

My thought is “why is Jesus so threatening to the most religious (rulers, scribes and elders)?” 

In terms of “Give up to grow up,” what was Jesus asking them to “give up” that they didn’t want to give 

up? 

Was it their way of life? Would shifting from being an “anti Jesus” to being a “worshipper of Jesus” 

require more than they were willing to give up? 

What would I not be willing to give up, if Jesus asked me? 

I love the community prayer for strength to keep preaching God’s truth when it brings resistance 

(especially from other religious people – interestingly, all my worst opposition in ministry has come from 

other people in the church). 

“And now, Lord, look at their threats, and grant to your servants to speak your word with all boldness, 

while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of 

your holy servant Jesus.” When they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was 

shaken; and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with boldness.” Acts 

4:29-31 



They also cared for one another’s basic needs at a time when the fear of being thrown out of one’s 

support community was very real. This is powerful. Believers in Jesus are giving up their personal 

agendas for the sake of Jesus’ agenda. 

Speaking of God’s direction for my future... Lord, what is your agenda for which you want me to give up 

myself? 

I think it is leading people to move closer to the missing voices in their lives. To experience the power 

and presence of the living Christ there. To discover grace, humanity, healing, salvation, etc. feels a lot 

like the kind of thing Jesus wants. 

 

Day 6 and 7 

Acts 5:1-32 and Acts 5:33-6:15 

“And every day in the temple and at home they did not cease to teach and proclaim Jesus as the 

Messiah.” Acts 5:42 

I remember as a child and teen when I was brought to church by my parents. I had no choice. Looking 

back I realize, they knew something I did not know. 

I remember as a child when I was made to brush my teeth and take a bath. I had no choice. Looking back 

I realize, my parents knew something I did not know. 

I remember as a high schooler when my school counselor made me stay in my typing class which I 

hated. I had no choice. Looking back she knew something I did not know. 

In the reading in Acts these days, the disciples are like the parents and school counselor who seem to 

know something the powerful religious leaders of their day did not know. In the face of resistance, 

physical beatings and threats of death, the disciples persisted in sharing, teaching the good news of 

Jesus - it is good news for everyone. It is ironic that good news for everyone would be so vehemently 

opposed. 

If my parents and school counselor persisted in teaching me every day to worship God, brush my teeth 

and practice typing... 

Why shouldn’t I persist in submitting myself each day to trust and obey Jesus.... especially when it is 

confusing, hard and I’d rather do something else. 

Ananias and Saphira teach me the deep pain of regret. They held back instead of giving everything. I 

certainly understand the desire to dip my toe into being a Christian instead of going all in. Will I get to 

enjoy my life as I’d dreamed? Will I be able to endure the pain of loss if I go wherever Jesus says go and 

do whatever Jesus says do? What if it all turns out to be “make believe” and I discover I’d given my 

whole life to a “tale.” 

There are ways to “hold back” and still be considered a “good member of the church” today. What 

human being would have criticized Ananias and Saphira for giving even a portion of the sale of their 

property?! 



I can check off the boxes of Bible reading, Sunday worship, financial giving, serving food to the homeless 

and singing in the choir.... heck, I can even get ordained and be a pastor.... and still hold back...still only 

dip my toe in the water of following Jesus. 

Reading the accounts of disciples who refused to be silent and uninvolved even in the face of death 

threats, alongside the account of Ananias and Saphira, cause me to evaluate my own commitment to 

Jesus. The call is to go “all in,” and that is something I might be able to fool people about, but I can’t fool 

God about. 

What am I still holding back? Is God asking me to give up something in order to grow up some more? 

 

Day 8 

Prayer- Resolve to give up anything pulling me away from God. (I think about reluctance to step into 

spaces where I do not know and have no status. I think about giving up staying away from the 

uncomfortable spaces of relationship intimacy where I learn to love people as they are and not as I wish 

they would be. I think about continuing to abide in relationships with people I would not normally 

choose.) 

Act 7:1-40 

Stephen’s sermon powerfully connects the dots between God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 

Joseph to make a great nation of them, deliver them from oppression through Moses and the work of 

the prophets and finally Jesus. 

The people who are ready to kill Stephen because of his proclamation that Jesus is Messiah come to 

bring release to captives, etc are within the lineage of those who “rejected Moses when they said, ‘Who 

made you a ruler and a judge?’” 7:35 

Stephen masterfully sets up the connection between Moses and Jesus. Stephen’s audience revered 

Moses, and he points out “our ancestors were unwilling to obey him (Moses); instead they pushed him 

aside, and in their hearts they turned back to Egypt [that which represented all that was familiar and 

oppressive to them]. This is the same thing Stephen’s audience was doing to Jesus and to him. They did 

not know what they were doing. Seeking to destroy the very one who had come to set them free. 

When I see resistance in my own church and city to my colleague and friend, Rev Ron at St Paul AME, I 

think about Stephen’s sermon. They think they know what they are doing. AND they are seeking to 

destroy the very one who has come with disturbingly good news to set us free. 

 

Day 9 

Prayer- A hunger for God’s word. This challenge to read Acts together is giving me a hunger for God’s 

word - the written word and more than that- God’s Living word Jesus. God give the people of Grace a 

hunger for your written word and your living word Jesus! 

Acts 7:41-8:3 



Stephen’s sermon continues.... 

The people of Israel historically refused to receive the liberating work of God and give their lives in 

worship to God. Instead the people worshipped God’s things instead of God. Stephen’s audience was 

worshipping God’s law instead of the living God who sent and fulfilled the law in Jesus. Today, a similar 

danger is “Bible worship” that boxes the gospel of Jesus up and locks people up and out of the life God 

longs for them. Examples are the ways the church has treated people of color, women and LGBTQ 

persons. At different times the words of the Bible, meant to point us to the living and liberating God 

have been used to oppress and dehumanize these folks.  

Stephen indicates God let’s it go on. Like God let the people of Israel worship God’s things instead of 

God in the wilderness....like God let people crucify the Lord of Life Jesus....Like God let the people stone 

Stephen. The consequences of idol worship are painful, the loss of human life. The good news is that 

resurrection of Jesus means that these consequences do not have the last word. The danger is that 

resurrection becomes an excuse not to call this behavior out. Stephen doesn’t fall into that trap, he 

speaks powerfully and prophetically to the chief priests who had fallen into “Bible worship” as well as 

“Building Worship.” He points them away from the law of God toward the life of God that would liberate 

them too. He points them to the living God who is not confined to Temples or historic sanctuaries. He is 

offering them good news! They receive it as a threat to their way of life.  

“Before the council, they presented false witnesses who testified, "This man [Stephen] never stops 

speaking against this holy place and the Law. In fact, we heard him say that this man Jesus of Nazareth 

will destroy this place and alter the customary practices Moses gave us." Everyone seated in the council 

stared at Stephen, and they saw that his face was radiant, just like an angel’s.” Acts 6:13-15 

“However, the Most High doesn’t live in houses built by human hands. As the prophet says, Heaven is 

my throne, and the earth is my footstool. ‘What kind of house will you build for me,’ says the Lord, ‘or 

where is my resting place? Didn’t I make all these things with my own hand?’” Acts 7:48-50 

Stephen stands directly in the line of Israel’s prophets who spoke truth to powerful people and Kings 

when they had turned from worshipping the living God by oppressing people with their power. 

Stephen dies violently at their hands just like Jesus, just like Paul would, just like MLK did, just like Oscar 

Romero. “Which of the prophets did our ancestors not persecute?” Acts 7:52 

At the end of this section it is a very dark time for the church. They are facing terrorism for proclaiming 

Jesus as messiah. Saul, who would become Paul, is noted as one specifically who was ravaging the 

church by his own campaign of terror. 

 

Day 10 

Prayer- Give my fear and anxiety to Jesus. Especially as I move closer to people I normally do not spend 

much time around. Help me to see and hear the gospel of Jesus in their lives and voices. 

Acts 8:4-40 



Note - When pushed around by fear, look for the opportunities to continue sharing good news. There’s 

not trembling and hand wringing going on here, only trust that Jesus life cannot be destroyed by any 

form of terror. 

Those outside Israel (Samaritans) begin to receive the good news and be filled with the Holy Spirit. We 

learn the Holy Spirit is a gift and not a side show to exploit for our own benefit.  

Philip continues to be available to share good news of Jesus with people “on the margins.” The Ethiopian 

Eunuch was an “outsider” to this Jewish story of salvation. This story is a clear indication that the Holy 

Spirit is now moving past old boundaries set by the covenant that began with Abraham. In Jesus, the 

covenant people are ever expanding! 

What does it say about me and my church that the covenant people are not expanding into and among 

the “missing voices”? 

Who are the ones who would say, “In my humiliation, Justice has been denied me?” 

Jesus, people of color, immigrants, older adults, homeless, LGBTQ, women, differently abled, etc 

 

Day 11 

Prayer - a compassionate and caring heart. It seems that sharing in suffering builds compassion. 

(Compassion literally means “with suffering.”) Suffering builds the capacity we have to weep with those 

who weep, rejoice with those who rejoice. Lord grant me the grace of sharing in your suffering that I 

may share in your compassionate heart. As I suffer, remind me that I belong to you. Remind me that my 

suffering is your suffering which leads to life, rather than suffering which only seeks to steal, kill and 

destroy. 

Acts 9:1-30 

Saul was blind before he was struck blind. He was so sure followers of Jesus were wrong. He terrorized 

them. This seems an impossible obstacle for the church.  

That being said, Saul wasn’t looking for Jesus when Jesus came looking for him. “The light of the world 

who came into the darkness” (which the darkness did not understand) flashed around Saul. 

Jesus had something to say to Saul. 

“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

Saul didn’t have a clue. Suddenly Saul’s “Bible worship” became “living God worship.” (Isn’t it ironic that 

today the church falls into the trap of worshipping Paul’s words written in the Bible instead of the living 

God who inspired Paul?) 

Saul was humbled. His strength was stripped in a moment. Suddenly the people he wanted to destroy 

became the people he depended upon to direct him to the most basic things in life - food, clothing, 

getting cleaned up. He couldn’t do anything for himself. 



Have you ever been stripped of your strength, humbled, and dependent upon others. Maybe you didn’t 

want to destroy other people. Maybe you just ignored them to death. And now in this place of humility, 

God gave you the gift of seeing people, appreciating people you had been used to ignoring. 

This is a gift of the Spirit. The gift of having the gaps closed between us and others. Paul experienced this 

gift of God. He got his first taste of just how interdependent his life is with his enemies, and the rest of 

his life would be an ongoing recognition that we are all members of the body of Christ, members of one 

another. There is no Jew, Greek, male, female, slave, free.... we are all one in Christ Jesus. 

The story of Ananias is a reminder that the Spirit still prompts our movement. And we will see the power 

of God as we step out into risky spaces out of obedience to God’s call. There’s no way Ananias could 

know he wasn’t walking to his death by moving closer to Saul. He just had to trust the prompt of the 

Spirit. I believe this is a step of faith, not a step of certainty. We will only experience the power of God 

when we take such steps of faith. .... when we say (along with a host of other saints), “Here I Am, Lord.” 

 

Day 12 

Prayer - My brothers and sisters who are being persecuted. Lord in the face of threats both within and 

outside your church, bring only the fear of the Lord and comfort of the Holy Spirit, that your people may 

increase and evil may decrease. 

Acts 9:32-10:22 

God is at work in seen and unseen ways. The Holy Spirit spoke to this “unclean” Centurion Gentile, 

Cornelius. At the same time the Holy Spirit spoke to this Jewish, law abiding follower of Jesus, Peter. 

The Spirit is weaving together a beautiful tapestry and each thread learns from the other. 

Cornelius never knew he would be included. Peter never knew God no longer would exclude. 

This story reveals an evolution in people’s understanding of God. Gentiles learned they were included. 

Jews learned God excluded no one. The covenant of God is expanding through the grace of Jesus Christ. 

Lord continue to teach me about this today. Who do I think must not be included in your work? Gay 

couples? Gay clergy?  

But Lord the word of the Bible say “it is an abomination.” And the Bible says to “stone my rebellious 

child.” .... as well as any woman caught in adultery. Well, I don’t know what to do with these laws, I only 

know that I see again and again how you move close and touch the people the law forbade you to touch. 

You touched me after all. A gentile. A sinner. 

 

Day 13 

Prayer - Overcome jealousy and comparing myself to others. No us. No them. Just us. God, you have not 

played favorites. There is no competition in your economy, only abundance. You gift all your children 

with the Holy Spirit. Forgive me for times when I devalue the gifts you poured out upon me. Forgive me 

when I pridefully dismiss your gifts in others. Thank you for the work of your Spirit in all people. 



Acts 10:23-48 

The margins of the circle of God’s covenant people are expanding. And it is the Holy Spirit that is erasing 

the margins. 

The reading today is a cross cultural experience in which the Holy Spirit reveals himself to people across 

the cultural boundaries of Jew and Gentile. Peter a Jew sees a vision of unclean food and is told to get 

up and eat it. Don’t call unclean what God had called clean. Separately, Cornelius, a gentile, saw a 

messenger of God tell him to make contact with Peter in order to hear what he has to say. 

The message: Jesus is judge of the living and the dead. And everyone who believes in him receives 

forgiveness of sins through his name. 

Peter had moved closer to the people his religious rules told him to stay away from. Peter left his place 

of certainty about the way God is supposed to work. He wasn’t sure what God might do with this whole 

scenario, he only had a sense that The Spirit wanted him to go see Cornelius and bear witness to what 

he knew about Jesus. 

The Holy Spirit fell on the Gentiles because that is what the Holy Spirit wanted to do. It wasn’t because 

of what Peter did. Peter was just loved and forgiven by God, and wanted others to know they were 

loved and forgiven too. 

It was stunning for the Jewish followers of Jesus to see that Gentiles received the same Holy Spirit and 

wanted to follow Jesus too. 

It occurs to me that a church with a “come to us” mission will probably only attract people like them. 

And there will be no way to be stunned by the beauty and wildness of a God who blows the margins 

away. Have I plugged my ears to the voice of the Spirit and assumed our mission is “come to us”? 

Carolyn said we aren’t asking people to do anything we aren’t willing to do. That is true for prayer, 

scripture reading, worship.... is it true for this serving and bearing witness? 

This feels convicting to me, like I’m saying one thing and doing another. In what ways am i living a “come 

to me” mission? In what ways am I living a “go to where the people are” mission? 

 

Day 14 

Prayer - pray for friends. One of my friends is a pastor for a family whose teenage child died by suicide 

this week. This was my prayer for him today. Magrey, I have been remembering you and your church as 

you weep with those who weep. Praying that the vulnerability of God revealed in Jesus suffering with 

our fragile humanity will be visible and powerful to hold and heal those touched by such deep loss. The 

scripture about "Rachel weeping for her children; she refused to be comforted, because they are no 

more" has come up as I've prayed. It is stunning that Matthew insists God is with us in such times. I'm 

glad you are this family's pastor and Hyde Park is their church. They have Emmanuel in the midst of their 

inconsolable grief. I'm praying for you all. 

Acts 11 



This reading is about how Gods people live together in the midst of misunderstanding and conflict. It 

reminded me of how the United Methodist Church has been (for a while now) trying to find a way to live 

together on God’s mission when there is misunderstanding and conflict about how the Holy Spirit may 

or may not work through me as a gay man. “The Bible says” this. “The Spirit says” this.  

The issue in the early church around inclusion of Gentiles was very much the same. “The Bible says” this. 

“The Spirit says” this.  

Peter cannot deny that his Bible said, “Stay away from Gentile outsiders.” And he also couldn’t deny that 

he saw fruit of God’s Spirit in the lives of Gentiles. So he concluded.... 

“If then God gave them the same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who 

was I that I could hinder God?” Acts 11:17 

This is where many, including me, have come on this journey of discernment regarding inclusion of my 

LGBTQ siblings in marriage and ordination within the church. “God has given even Gentiles [lgbtq 

persons] the repentance that leads to life.” Acts 11:18 

I’ve seen the Life and grace of God in the lives of ordained LGBTQ people and married LGBTQ people. 

God doesn’t seem to be making any distinction. So, who am I to hinder God? 

 

Day 15 

Prayer - strength for those battling temptation.  

Acts 12 -  

This reading is powerful. Peter was as good as dead having been locked up by king Herod who had 

already killed James the brother of John. (There is apparently more than one James in the community as 

Peter later asked for his fellow followers of Jesus to “Tell this to James and to the believers”.) 

Carolyn preached on this story, highlighting the fervent prayer offered for Peter while he was in prison. 

This prayer was offered at the same time that a messenger (angel of the Lord) appeared to Peter as he 

was asleep between two guards on the night before he was to be executed by Herod. 

The church was continuing to pray for Peter even as he arrived at the door of Mary’s house after being 

delivered from prison. When the disciples realized peter had been set free from prison they were 

overjoyed, amazed, even in disbelief. 

God continues to send the same spirit that had anointed Jesus to bring good news to the poor, set the 

prisoner free, and set free those who are oppressed. 

Does God’s Spirit still do this as the church prays for people in the face of impossible captivity and 

oppression? 

Yes I believe so. 

This story of Herod dying and being eaten by worms because he had not given glory to God makes me 

think about the danger that comes from my mistaken notion that my leadership is a result of my own 



brilliance. It’s not. There’s no way I’d be doing what I’m doing without the call of Jesus and the power of 

the Holy Spirit. Thanks be to God! 

Is God inviting you to pray for anyone today? 

 

Day 16 

Prayer - for our church leaders. Lord, I am aware that the church has officially recognized leaders like 

pastors, lay leaders, etc, and that your Holy Spirit sends this gift of leadership in ways that I don’t always 

recognize. I think about the ways our children lead the church in generosity to those suffering in the 

wake of Hurricane Dorian. I think about how Chris Laroque leads the church to open ourselves to God in 

worship without reservation. I think about the quiet leadership of our elder adults who show me by 

example how to be loyal and endure though turbulent times. I think about the leadership of our youth 

and young adults who are unafraid of holding faith together with difficult questions. And for the leaders 

that make me mad. They stir me and lead me to wonder with you. 

Acts 13:1-28 

The Holy Spirit prompts the church to “set people apart for the work to which I have called them.” 

Am I being open to how God is calling me and others? 

Have I worshipped, fasted and prayed and laid my hands on these leaders in order to send them out? 

Acts 13:2-3 

Are leaders in my church being “sent out” or are they managing the institution of the church as a kind of 

care club? I don’t think the church shouldn’t care deeply for one another. I just wonder if we are doing 

that well and forgetting that the Spirit is also raising up leaders to “head to the margins so that the 

margins may be erased”? Who are our leaders being sent out to the margins? 

The story about Paul confronting the Jewish false prophet Elymas is very interesting. Paul is looking at a 

mirror image of himself. Having been humbled as a false prophet himself, Paul is equipped by the Spirit 

to address this same blindness in others. 

I can see the way God is giving me the chance to speak into the lives of other white clergy friends who 

have also been silent and uninvolved in recognizing and understanding how racism continues to 

functions interpersonally, institutionally and culturally today. God seems to use our wounds as resources 

for healing and erasing margins.  

 

Day 17 

Prayer - Become more like Christ. 

Acts 13:29-52 



Paul is proclaiming the salvation that comes from Jesus for all people using the Psalms. That was the 

Scripture for the early church. As yet the gospels, Acts and the letters of Paul were not written down and 

being carried around like “holy scripture.” 

Paul’s personal encounter with the living Jesus on the road to Damascus led him to “see and 

understand” that Jesus was risen from the dead and that he is indeed the fulfillment of the law and the 

prophets that Israel had hoped for. More than that, Jesus salvation, his power, his forgiveness, his way 

of life that opens the eyes of the blind, sets the captive free and is liberty for the oppressed.... this good 

news of Jesus is for all people. 

Some of the Jews opposed Paul and Barnabus in their proclamation and invitation. These Jews tried to 

use their power to silence and edit the message of Paul and Barnabus. That didn’t work. The disciples 

“shook the dust off their feet in protest against them” and went on their way. They were filled with Joy 

and the Holy Spirit. Even as they experienced opposition and threats to their life. 

I’m glad Paul and Barnabus didn’t stop sharing this good news even though some people were 

threatened by it and tried to silence them. I’m also glad that Paul and Barnabus didn’t resort to name 

calling and returned threats of violence toward these people who opposed them. They went on their 

way. In this way they were becoming more like Christ, who chose suffering, vulnerable, self giving love 

while also being clear with his costly call to discipleship. 

 

Day 18 

Prayer - Healing for past brokenness. Lord this reading has exposed my deep need to acknowledge my 

spiritual arrogance that has kept me at a distance from you and other people. I see myself in the Jews 

who opposed Paul and Barnabus in this story. Heal the brokenness in me that makes me fearful of 

others.  

Acts 14:1-29 

I have grown up in a church where the worst thing that might happened to me because of my faith is 

that my peers might call me a prude or “Holy roller” or something like that.  

What is curious to me these days is the content of “my gospel” I grew up hearing and largely continue to 

propagate through the churches I serve as pastor. 

I wonder if the God of “my gospel” is more puny than he really ought to be. I’m beginning to wonder 

more and more if I’ve been duped. Have I figured out how to make God into my own image and call him 

Jesus? 

I’ll tell you what has created this soul dissonance in me. Moving closer to people and places I find easy to 

ignore and overlook.... not in order to change them, but to be changed by them. 

I see myself more as “The Jews” in this reading than the disciples of Jesus. The Jews hold the place of 

power. They have the ability to silence, ignore and marginalize Paul and Barnabus. The irony is that the 

Jews were missing out on the salvation that would widen their circle, give them life, and of course turn 



their world upside down.... all because of their fearful, self protective, refusal to welcome these 

marginal voices in their midst. 

So who are the marginal voices - the missing voices - from our church, from my life, from your life? Who 

is Jesus inviting you to follow him toward in order that you may be made new? 

Father Greg Boyle from Homeboy Industries in LA says, “Stop asking “how can I reach them?!?!” (Which 

is the question of the Jews), and start asking, “How can I be reached by them?!?!” (Which is the 

question of the followers of Jesus). What does God want to show me that I would not see unless I 

stepped among people on the margins, close enough to love them as I’ve been loved - perhaps to even 

discover a deeper love than I’d known at a distance? 

I won’t know if I keep thinking of people as projects, instead of as people. I won’t know if I keep thinking 

of people as problems to solve, instead of simply people to love and be loved by. I won’t know if I 

continue to play the part of “the Jews” in this story who used their power to stay at a distance from the 

marginal voices of Paul and Barnabus. 

 

Day 19 

Prayer - Leave my worries with God. Cast all your anxiety on him because he cares for you. 

Acts 15:1-29 

Paul and Barnabus head to Jerusalem for a meeting with the leaders of the church to settle a dispute 

about whether Gentiles who follow Jesus should be required to be circumcised because that is a sign of 

belonging to God’s covenant people given to Abraham and his offspring. While Gentiles are not related 

to father Abraham by birth, the early church leaders like Peter, Paul and Barnabus saw with their own 

eyes the Holy Spirit in the lives of Gentiles. They saw how Gentiles we’re trusting Jesus. So they wrestled 

with what laws of Moses (Old Testament) should be obeyed for those who follow Jesus and are filled 

with the Holy Spirit. 

The decision was that circumcision should not be a requirement for belonging to the way of Christ. Faith 

working itself out through love with the power of the Holy Spirit was evidence enough that people 

belong to the new covenant community. 

It is interesting to me how this discussion about “who is in” and “who is not” continues even today. It is 

sad to me how human beings have made themselves gatekeepers for Gods people. Jesus spoke to this 

when he said to the Pharisees and religious leaders of his day... 

“But woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you lock people out of the kingdom of heaven. 

For you do not go in yourselves, and when others are going in, you stop them.” Matthew 23:13 

The question isn’t what rules should I follow to be “in.” The question is what do I hear Jesus saying to 

me today and what is the Holy Spirit prompting me to do today? Jesus and the Holy Spirit both broke 

Moses law when they healed on the sabbath and built deep friendship with Gentiles. 

 



Day 20 

Prayer - Struggles with relationships. Lord it is painful when friendships are broken. Show me where I 

need to make amends and account for the impact of my behavior. Show me when I need to speak up 

and share the impact of others actions on me. Give me direction when I need to “check out a story” I’m 

telling myself about another person in order to gain clarity and dispel what is false. 

 

Acts 15:30-16:21 

In this section I noticed new relationships forming between Paul, Silas and Timothy. Old relationships 

changing as Barnabus and Paul part ways over disagreement regarding John Mark. 

The Holy Spirit seems to keep on moving, calling, convicting, converting even in the midst of 

disagreement. 

Lydia becomes a follower of Jesus and is baptized. A slave girl is set free from a spirit of divination and 

this made her owners mad. So the girl’s owners used their power to beat and put Paul and Silas in 

prison. 

What would it be like for these “owners” to also become followers of Jesus, sharing in the kind of 

community of compassion and kinship where they recognized they were not in need - no need to be 

threatened, defensive, worried. Instead they seemed to be more interested in violently protecting their 

way of life than trusting Jesus’ new way of life. 

When I am anxious and I feel that my way of life is being threatened, is it possible for me to be non 

anxious and open to the new thing God is doing? 

 


