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WEEK 15, DAY 1   KNOW THE WORD                ACTS 1 

 

Today you read Acts –we begin our study of the book of Acts, the exciting account of the first 30 or so years 

of the church of Jesus Christ. Its full title is The Acts of the Apostles but some have suggested that a better 

title might be The Acts of the Holy Spirit. Actually, the text itself suggests yet a third possible name. In 

verses 1 and 2, Luke, who is the author, says, “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 

began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, ... ” In light of those words maybe the 

“acts” are really “The Continued Acts of Jesus Christ through his Church.” In any case, this history of the 

first century church is the second volume of Luke’s work. 

 

You will remember that Dr. Luke was a very careful historian who meticulously researched his material by 

interviewing eye witnesses and documenting times and places with enough clarity that anyone who read his 

book in its own generation would have had ample opportunity to check its accuracy and reliability. 

 

That same kind of care went into the production of the book of Acts, with this one difference: In three 

significant portions of this book, Luke did not have to consult outside sources simply because he was an 

eyewitness and participant. These portions of Acts will be easy to note because the pronouns change. Luke 

will be talking about “him” and “them” and suddenly he starts saying “us” and “we.” (I’ll make note of 

those transitions when they occur.) Luke includes about 80 different geographical references and mentions 

over 100 people by name, often noting with great accuracy their official titles. 

 

The key verse in the whole Book of Acts, is Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 

the earth.” First of all, this verse gives us a very natural outline for the book. Chapters 1–7 tell us about the 

establishment of the church in Jerusalem. Chapters 8–12 deal with the beginning of the church in Judea and 

Samaria, and chapters 13–28, with the foundations of the Christian church throughout the Roman Empire, 

the world of Peter and Paul’s day. The apostles John and Peter are the predominant actors in Section I that 

ends with the persecution that began at the stoning of Stephen; Philip is the key figure in the second stage of 

expansion into Judea and Samaria; and it is Saul of Tarsus—the Apostle Paul—who dominates everything 

in the final section of the work. You can keep this outline easily in your mind if you just think of the birth of 

the New Testament church as a kind of stone tossed by God into the pool of world affairs. Just as a stone 

produces ripples that move out across the pond in ever-widening circles, so the day of Pentecost produced 

effects that resemble those ever-widening concentric circles, impacting first Jerusalem, then Judea and 

Samaria, and finally the whole world. 

 

The second important thing about Acts 1:8 is its reference to the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the church. 

 He would be the source of the power without which the early Christians would be impotent to continue the 

work of Christ or build the newborn church. Until the baptism with the Holy Spirit came, they were to wait 

in Jerusalem. That was what Jesus told the disciples during the 40-day period that he spent with them after 

the resurrection. 

 

Just before the ascension, they asked him about a restoration of the kingdom of Israel. It is worth noticing 

that he neither rebuked them for asking, nor said anything to suggest that their understanding with regard to 

a future role in God’s plan for the nation of Israel was mistaken. But he did tell them that the times and dates 

were not for them to know. There have always been date-setters. A Korean group was sure Christ would 

return in October 1992. He didn’t. I saw a book once by a prominent radio figure, predicting that Christ 

would return in just two years from the time when he wrote the book. That time has since come and gone. 

That date-setting mentality has been with us from the beginning. Don’t ever let anyone fool you into buying 

into that kind of foolishness. Jesus told the disciples here (and in other places, too) that times and dates are 

not for us to know. What is critically important is how we live in the meantime. 
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After Christ had been raised from the dead, there were 40 days of heaven on earth for those disciples. We 

know very little of what went on during that time. He talked about the kingdom of God. He told them to 

wait for the baptism of the Holy Spirit, and then he ascended into heaven. They watched him physically go, 

and the angels told them, “Jesus … will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven” 

(1:11).  A real resurrection, a real ascension, and a real return in space and time and history—that is clearly 

what Peter, John, Paul and Luke believed, and that is what we too must believe. If you do not look for a 

physical return of Jesus Christ at the end of this age, you are not taking the Bible seriously. They saw him 

go in a cloud. There had been a cloud at the Mount of Transfiguration, also, and Jesus had told them already 

(Luke 21:27) that he would return in a cloud. Having just finished reading Exodus, it will not be too difficult 

for us to identify that cloud with the one that hovered over the Tent of Meeting—the Shekinah glory of God. 

 

Some readers get all hung up here with the fact that he was taken up into a cloud because it sounds to them 

like the New Testament Christians were all bound up with a primitive view of the universe, that heaven is 

somewhere up above the stratosphere, and now, of course, we know better. It should be obvious that simply 

believing that Christ was taken up in a cloud and will return one day the same way, does not imply that we 

are ready to go join a flat earth society. Acts 1 records what happened, what the apostles saw. It does not 

make statements about astronomy. 

 

You will probably also remember that Luke has a deep and abiding interest in prayer and how it functions 

as a key to moving God’s hand in the affairs of men. Jesus told them to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy 

Spirit.  Luke notes that while they waited the apostles and the other disciples (there were about 120 of them) 

prayed. It says they “constantly” prayed. (1:14). I remember hearing a great man of prayer, Armin 

Gesswein, say a number of years ago that the book of Acts is nothing more than the record of one 

continuous and glorious prayer meeting! This they had learned from Jesus—they had learned how to pray. 

We are going to see it over and over again in this book, but let me say right from the outset, that one of the 

most significant things about “successful” churches (by that I mean churches that change their communities 

for Christ), is that they major in corporate prayer.  People are always coming together to pray.  

 

Perhaps the most remarkable church growth in the twentieth century, outside of China where there has been 

just an explosion of Christianity, occurred in the country of South Korea, which, after only about 100 years 

of Christianity, became proportionately the most Christian nation on the face of the earth. All over that 

country, every single morning at 5:00 AM or so, the churches in the cities and out in the country are open, 

and people come for prayer before they leave to go about their daily business. Dynamic corporate prayer is 

one of the great keys to understanding what is happening in the book of Acts. 

 

This prayer meeting was held in a large upper room, perhaps the same one in which the Last Supper had 

been eaten. It may have been the home of Mary, the mother of John Mark. (We know from Acts 12 that the 

church sometimes gathered there.) 

 

The record of Judas’ death, given to us here in Acts 1, is somewhat different from the one at the end of 

Matthew’s gospel, where we are told that Judas went out and hung himself. It is not difficult at all to see 

how the two accounts might be harmonized so that the record of Acts 1 fits together with Matthew’s 

account. 

 

When the body was cut down, or when the rope broke, the decomposition, which begins very quickly in the 

hot Near Eastern climate, could easily have caused the gruesome effect described here. It is a mark of the 

integrity of the New Testament text that no early editor dared to alter either Matthew’s or Luke’s account to 

make them harmonize more easily.  These books read like accurate reporting. 
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Peter’s speech to the believers, which is in part recorded here (1:15–22), is one of about 25 different 

sermons or speeches recorded in whole or in part by the author of Acts. These speeches, which come mostly 

from the lips of Peter and Paul, impart a special flavor to this book. It is alive with dialogue. This speech is 

interesting for it provides us with an example of the way in which the New Testament writers (under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit) identify and interpret Old Testament prophecy. It is not difficult for us 

looking back to see how Psalm 69:25 could be made to fit here, because that psalm has a very clear 

messianic theme. Nor does it seem inappropriate for the passage from Psalm 109:8 to be applied; but having 

said that, I cannot believe that anyone reading these two passages before Peter’s sermon would have easily 

made that connection. Identifying and interpreting prophecy before its fulfillment can be a very tricky 

business indeed. As we move through the New Testament, I want you to pay special attention to the way in 

which the New Testament handles Old Testament prophecy. I guarantee that you will be instructed and even 

a little surprised. If nothing else, it will teach us to be cautious about thinking that we have all the end-time 

prophecies figured out! 

 

I am sure that one of the reasons the apostles felt such a strong need to replace Judas was because of the 

powerful symbolism in the number 12. Jesus picked 12 of them to show continuity between Old Testament 

Israel (with its 12 tribes) and his new church. The disciples did not want to lose that identification. 

 

The qualifications for nomination to the office of apostle were clear: this person had to have been with 

Christ from the beginning and had to be a personal witness of the resurrection. The selection was made by 

casting lots. Remember, we read in Proverbs 16:33, “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is 

from the Lord.” This is the last mention of using lots to determine the will of God in the Bible. The coming 

of the Holy Spirit gave to Christ’s people a better way of determining his will. Matthias became the new 

apostle and the apostolic company together waited for the coming of the Spirit. 

 

WEEK 15, DAY 2                      ACTS 2 

 

Today you read another of the really great chapters of the Bible, the second chapter of Acts. It contains the 

story of the coming of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the New Testament church. The four most important 

days in the New Testament were the day that Christ was born, the day he died, the day he rose from the 

dead, and the day the Holy Spirit fell upon the apostles at about 9:00 in the morning.  

 

It is no coincidence that this happened 50 days after the resurrection. We have already noted that Christ died 

at the time of the Feast of the Passover. Having just finished reading the book of Exodus, I do not need to 

instruct you as to the significance of that fact. The Passover experience, centered as it was on the 

redemption of Israel from slavery, and focusing on the perfect lamb of sacrifice with its sprinkled blood, is 

like a neon sign, in the form of a festival, pointing straight toward the cross of Christ. On the Sabbath after 

the Passover, there was the Wave Offering of the sheaf, the first fruits of the harvest. That corresponds to 

the resurrection of Christ from the tomb on that first Sunday (the Christian Sabbath) as the first fruits of the 

resurrected children of God. Then comes Pentecost, the Feast of the Harvest, and it is at this point that the 

harvest of souls for the infant church begins, as 3,000 people place their trust in Christ on the day that the 

Holy Spirit fell upon his church. There is no way to avoid seeing that the Old Testament feasts were 

established by God to point the people of Israel to Christ. 

 

That the Holy Spirit should come to baptize the infant church at Pentecost was propitious for another reason 

as well. Because it was one of the three major feasts, which all adult males were expected to attend, there 

would have been a huge crowd of people in Jerusalem. Now, by the time of Christ, because Jews had been 

scattered all over the known world, it was understood that the requirement to attend these three major feasts 

was mandatory only if you lived within about 20 miles of Jerusalem. But it was then, as now, the desire of 

every righteous Jew, no matter where he lived, to celebrate the feast in the City of David. Even today, as 
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godly Jews gather to celebrate the feasts (especially Passover), you will hear this expression, “Next year in 

Jerusalem.” For this reason, Jerusalem was crammed full of people from all over the known world on the 

day of Pentecost. Parthian Jews came from the region up near the Caspian Sea; the Elamites from the area 

that joins the Arabian Peninsula to the continent of Asia and touches the Indian Ocean. Pontus is on the 

southeastern shore of the Black Sea; Libya and Cyrene are far to the southwest on the North African coast.  

The people who heard the apostles speak and returned to their own lands with an understanding of, and in 

some cases a commitment to, the gospel of Christ, came from all over the known world. God chose just the 

right day to send his Spirit to baptize the church. 

 

Fire is a frequent symbol of the presence of God. (We saw that in Exodus 3 at the burning bush, at the foot 

of Mt. Sinai and in the pillar of fire.) Wind is also associated throughout the Old Testament with the Spirit 

of God, so closely, in fact, that the Hebrew word ruach can actually be interpreted “wind” or “spirit.” These 

symbols alerted the 120 in the upper room to the fact that God was present in a very special way in their 

midst. 

 

What happened that morning was the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise to the small company of believers. He 

had told them that if he went away to the Father, that He would come back to them in the person of the Holy 

Spirit, the Comforter (John 14:15ff). This Holy Spirit, Christ had said to them, would be with them forever 

and would live “in them.” This is a very great oversimplification, but it is possible to view God’s revelation 

of himself in Scripture as a kind of three-stage process. In the Old Testament we meet God “above” us and 

learn that there is only one God (and that there are no runners up)! He is God and God alone and he is 

sovereign over everything. In the Gospels we meet God “beside” us in the person of Emmanuel, God “with” 

us, and we learn in a special way of his love and provisions for us. At the day of Pentecost, we meet God 

“in” us, God the Holy Spirit, or as Paul says, “Christ in you the hope of glory” (Colossians 1:27), and we 

enter into the most intimate of relationships with him because the Spirit makes us “one” with Christ. 

 

A brand new age began in Acts 2, and the indwelling presence of the Spirit of Christ in the lives of his 

people is the chief distinctive of this age. It is, in Paul’s words, the age of the “ministry (or dispensation) of 

the Spirit” (2 Corinthians 3:8). It is the age in which the Holy Spirit comes upon all believers and remains 

with them. We saw in Exodus that the Spirit of God was active in Moses’ day. He gave special gifts to 

Bezalel and Oholiab. Throughout the Old Testament he came from time to time upon certain individuals 

like Gideon and David to enable them to carry out certain tasks and to perform certain functions. The 

anointing was selective and it was temporary. What is distinctive about the new age of the Spirit, which 

begins on the day of Pentecost, is that from this point onward the Holy Spirit comes upon all believers. That 

is the main point of the prophecy quoted (Acts 2:17–21) from the Book of Joel. His presence with the one 

who trusts in Christ is a permanent blessing, not just a temporary one until a certain task is done. The gift of 

the Holy Spirit, then, is universal (that is, for all believers, not just a few) and it’s permanent. This promise, 

Peter says in verse 39, is for everyone: “The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far 

off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” The gift of the Holy Spirit is, in the words of John Stott, “co-

extensive with the call of God, whoever receives the divine call inherits the divine promise.”
i
  

 

Now it is important to note that two separate groups of people received the Holy Spirit on the day of 

Pentecost, the 120 at the beginning of the day and the 3,000 at the end of the day. There were tongues of fire 

and the experience of the rushing wind and speaking in tongues for the first group, but no mention at all is 

made of these extraordinary phenomena for the second group, and while the sign of speaking in tongues 

does appear in two other cases in the Book of Acts (we will look carefully at those instances when we get to 

them,) the vast majority of conversion and “filling” experiences that are recorded in this great book of Acts 

are not linked to any special set of “signs and wonders.” This is very important to us because I am going to 

suggest that if we need to compare ourselves to either the 120 or the 3,000, our situation is much more akin 

to the second group than the first.  The 120 were already Christians before the day of Pentecost, already 



 5 

Christians (we have Jesus’ word for that in passages like John 15:3) but without the Holy Spirit, simply 

because the Holy Spirit had not yet come; indeed, he could not come until Jesus had been glorified (John 

7:39). They could not have received the Holy Spirit before Pentecost because he had not yet been given. The 

3,000, however, received the gift of the Holy Spirit at the same time they received Christ (without, as far as 

we can tell, any supernatural “experiences”) and they, not the 120, are the pattern for the church age. This is 

consistent with the clear teaching of the rest of the New Testament. Galatians 4:6 says, “Because you are 

sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts,” and Romans 8:9 says that anyone who does not have 

the Holy Spirit does not belong to Christ at all. The gift of the Holy Spirit is universal (for all believers). It 

is permanent (he does not come and go), and it is initiatory, in that we receive the Holy Spirit when we 

receive Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior and enter into the kingdom of God. It is certainly possible to have 

subsequent “fillings” of the Holy Spirit, crisis experiences in our walk with Christ when a special anointing 

or filling is given to enable us or “empower” us for a special ministry or task. Both the book of Acts and the 

clear teaching of the epistles support that idea, but the gift of the Holy Spirit comes to us, as to the 3,000, 

when we respond in repentance and faith to Christ. Every Christian has the Holy Spirit in him or her, but not 

every Christian is filled with the Holy Spirit. We’ll talk more about that later. 

 

It seems very clear from Acts 2 that the languages and tongues that were being spoken that day were known 

foreign languages—the languages that were spoken in the different countries from which the visitors to 

Jerusalem had come. That is quite clearly the importance of verse 6 when it says that the visitors were 

bewildered “because each one heard them speaking in his own language.” The tongues being spoken on the 

day of Pentecost were known languages and had a profound effect upon the hearers. To attempt then, as 

some have done, to build a case from this passage for a belief that suggests that you can come to Christ as 

Savior in one experience but remain without the Holy Spirit until some subsequent “baptism,” which is 

evidenced by the phenomena of speaking in an ecstatic prayer language, is, at best, bad exegesis. That is 

neither good Bible interpretation nor good theology. 

 

Peter, in his powerful sermon, quotes extensively from the book of Joel. Joel was looking toward a new day, 

which Peter says has arrived in the coming of the Holy Spirit. The reference to signs and wonders in the 

heaven above and in the earth below probably had more relevance to his hearers than we might realize. It 

had only been seven weeks since the crucifixion of Christ and on that day the sun had been darkened at a 

time when there could not have been a solar eclipse, and on the same afternoon the full Passover moon 

could well have appeared blood red in the sky. What happened as Peter preached was surely a sovereign 

moving of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of the hearers, but remember, too, that the events of the crucifixion 

and resurrection—the sun being darkened, the temple veil torn, the earthquake, the graves opened and many 

saints making brief “resurrection appearances” (see Matthew 27), as well as the repeated post-resurrection 

appearances of Christ himself—all these things had prepared the hearts of many people to respond when 

Peter preached his sermon, which concluded with a strong call to repentance. He told them that they 

crucified Jesus, but it was in accordance with the pre-ordained plan of God who raised him from the dead, 

exalted him to the right hand of God and has sent forth the Holy Spirit, as they could now see and hear. 

“Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And 

you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (2:38). That’s a good summary of the first century gospel; the 

theologians call it the kerygma, the core truths of Christianity. It is also a good summary of the 21st century 

gospel! 

 

As we close for today, let me encourage you to meditate upon that brief but wonderful description of the 

first church in Acts 2:42–47. What a sense of unity and community around the word of God. May God grant 

us a measure of that same kind of oneness! 

 

WEEK 15, DAY 3           ACTS 3 and 4 
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Today you read Acts 3 and 4 and had a brief glimpse into the life of the church in Jerusalem in the first 

weeks and months after Pentecost. 

 

The healing of the crippled beggar is the first recorded miracle of the apostles after Pentecost, though in 

verse 2:43 we were told, “many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles.” Just as Jesus had 

promised, the apostles had been given, by the Holy Spirit, the power to do miraculous works. The result of 

this particular miracle, and the preaching that explained and accompanied it, is recorded in what we read: 

The credentials of the apostles as Jesus’ emissaries were established; people listened to their messages, 

believed, and gave glory to God. 

 

First, I want to stop here to think with you about why God did such mighty miracles through these first 

century Christians and about why, perhaps, we do not see such things happening in our midst today.  Part of 

the key may be found by thinking about something Peter said in the message that we read in chapter 2.  In 

his great Pentecost sermon Peter said: “Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited 

by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs ... ” (Acts 2:22). Perhaps the most important reason God 

works miracles is to establish the credentials of his spokesperson. The miracles (in John’s Gospel they are 

simply called “signs”) are so that people will know that the miracle-worker speaks for God and the message 

he brings comes from God. In the book of Acts, we find the apostles (at least Peter, John, Paul, Philip and 

Stephen, upon whom the apostles had laid hands) performing great miracles. There is, however, no 

indication that the ability to work miracles was given by the Holy Spirit to other Christians. This is quite 

possibly because it was the apostles who were the spokesmen for God. It was they who were bringing the 

Word of God—new revelation from God on par with Scriptures of the Old Testament. The miracles, in 

large part, came as a way of accrediting the words that accompanied them so that the people who witnessed 

them would accept the apostolic word as God’s Word. Now, despite the fact that all kinds of amazing 

miracles are reported around us, the truth is that not very many truly verifiable miracles have occurred in the 

church since these times, and most of the more credible reports have come from pioneer missionary fields. 

This is one of the reasons. The primary function of a miracle is to accredit the message and the messenger as 

one who truly speaks for God. In the absence of the completed Bible, which carries its own verifiable 

credentials, miracles were necessary to identify true revelation. When the canon of Scripture closed (that is 

when God finished revealing all the truth we need for life and godliness in this age), one of the most 

important reasons for miracles ceased. On pioneer mission fields, where the message of Christianity is brand 

new and the Word of God in the form of a written Bible does not yet exist for the people being contacted, 

there may still be more need for “signs and wonders” than in other places. That is not to say that miracles do 

not happen in our lives and ministries also. Praise God, I have seen them. But most of the miracles that I 

have seen have been when the gospel is being presented to people who are still on the outside. I will not 

debate the fact that the church today is not as pure as the first century church. We will talk about that later 

this week. Nor will I be slow to admit that the faith of the apostles is woefully lacking in our day. I certainly 

believe that God can and still does heal people from sickness as well as sin, but having made these 

statements I again repeat that one of the primary reasons for the presence of miracles in the apostolic 

church, that of accrediting revelation, is no longer with us. That may be the reason why from the end of the 

apostolic age onward, the role of miracles in the life of the church has somewhat diminished. 

 

Second, the environment into which the church was born was hostile to Christianity, and one in which 

intimidation and persecution were evident from the first. Peter and John perform one miracle; then Peter 

preaches two sermons; and then they are arrested by the very same group of people responsible for the 

crucifixion of Christ. It is important for us to note this, because all too often Christians and churches whine 

about the fact that they are not growing because the community or society in which they have been placed is 

too hard. So was Jerusalem, and Rome for that matter, but the church in the book of Acts grew rapidly in 

spite of that hostility, in part at least, because they didn’t care what the cost was. Their commitment was to 

proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ. When threatened, they did not quail, but Peter and John said, 
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“Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help 

speaking about what we have seen and heard” (4:19–20). The apostles simply could not be intimidated. As 

soon as Peter and John had been released, they gathered the Christians together and they prayed. They 

didn’t petition anyone or organize a protest march, they prayed, and what they prayed for is very interesting. 

“Now Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.” They 

did not pray for safety or for deliverance. (Both of these items would likely have been high on my list.) They 

did pray for boldness. They understood the danger they were in but it didn’t matter. When the church is 

filled again with men and women who are totally sold out to Jesus, it won’t matter what kind of 

environment we face either—the church will grow. 

 

The preaching of the early church revolves almost exclusively around the person and work of Jesus Christ.  

There is no careful search of the greatest felt needs of society. This is pretty basic, confrontational 

preaching. “The God of our fathers has glorified his servant Jesus.” (He was the suffering servant that the 

Old Testament prophesied about.) You handed him over to be killed, … You killed the author of life, but 

God raised Him from the dead. ... Repent then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out” (3:13–

19). That is about as fancy as the preaching got. Acts 4:12 is particularly important.  “Salvation,” Peter says, 

“is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” 

The apostles, right from the outset, are insistent that Jesus is the only way to God. They got that idea from 

Christ. He said, “I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 

14:6). 

 

This is an important thing for us to remember. We live in a syncretistic world, a world in which people 

borrow an idea from here and a doctrine from there and a belief from someplace else, mix it all together and 

presto, just like Aaron’s calf, out pops a new personal religion. Our world is also a pluralistic world. I have 

my faith, you have yours, and everyone is entitled to his or her own belief set. As long as you’re sincere it 

will be all right in the end. That’s what our world is like, but Christianity and the religion of the Old 

Testament before it, have always been exclusivistic. There is one right answer and all the rest are wrong.  

There is one way to God, through the shed blood of Christ; all other paths are dead ends—really dead ends! 

 

I used to have a lot of trouble with that idea. It bothered me that Christianity was so exclusive, so 

“intolerant” of other views and other ways. But then I realized something. Truth is always narrow! It is 

always exclusive.  In the physical world, we have come to understand and accept that fact. Airplanes, for 

example, look the way they do, not because they are aesthetically pleasing, but because that is the only way 

they will stay airborne.  The laws of aerodynamics are very unforgiving. Truth is always narrow. In the 

world of spiritual things, it is just the same. Salvation is found in no one else. There is only one way!! 

 

Chapter 4, like chapter 2, contains a brief but powerful description of life in the early church. All the 

believers, we are told, were one in heart and mind. There was, without a doubt, a dynamic in that Jerusalem 

church that is conspicuous by its absence from most 21st century western congregations. In reading these 

chapters, I am impressed with three things about this oneness: 

 

First, Luke wants us to understand that it was born out of a commitment to prayer. In the first chapter we 

find them at prayer. It is the same in chapter 2, both before and after the Pentecostal experience.  In chapter 

3, the healing of the cripple occurs while Peter and John are on their way to the temple to pray, and after 

they are released from their brief imprisonment and threatened, they return, in chapter 4, to a prayer 

meeting. The history of the Christian church is full of incredible and inspiring stories of what happened after 

God’s people began to seriously pray together. Herrnhut, the haystack prayer meetings, the Clapham group, 

the Saint Andrews six (none of those names may mean anything to you yet, but I hope to expose you to 

many of them), but they were all prayer meetings that over a period of time produced incredible unity 

among the participants and incredible results for the kingdom of God. 
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Second, the unity of that church was centered about the Word of God. The centrality of the Scripture is 

evident at every hand. Their devotion to the apostles’ teaching, the use of the Old Testament Scriptures in 

their sermons and messages, and even its dominating presence in the content of their prayers are all 

evidences of how much they valued the Word. It was their commitment to that Word that held them 

together. 

 

Finally, their unity was evidenced by a phenomenal commitment to one another, so that they quite literally 

shared every thing they had. The actions of Barnabas, the son of encouragement, exemplify the oneness of 

this early church. 

 

WEEK 15, DAY 4             ACTS 5 and 6 

 

Today you read Acts 5 and 6. There is excitement; there are miracles; there are important lessons. And there 

are quite a number of new characters to add to our list of important people in this book. Here we met 

Ananias and Sapphira, two people that we do not want to emulate. We also met Gamaliel, the leading rabbi 

of first century Judaism and teacher of the most brilliant students of the day. Seven more men, full of the 

Holy Spirit and wisdom, are introduced to us. Five of them pass quickly into obscurity: Procorus, Nicanor, 

Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas of Antioch, who rates a special mention because he was a proselyte and not a 

Jew by birth. Stephen and Philip, two of the church’s first deacons, play a very prominent, if brief, role in 

the first great expansion of Christianity. Of those seven deacons, none have Hebrew names, which means 

that all seven of these men came from Greek backgrounds. That is important because it shows the beginning 

of the expansion of the gospel and Christianity. Theudas and Judas, obscure Jewish revolutionaries, get 

posthumous mentions, and last, but certainly not least, is a young man named Saul of Tarsus who is about to 

make his first appearance on the scene.  

 

The story of Ananias and Sapphira is a difficult one for us to read. It is somewhat shocking because the 

punishment, to us at least, does not seem to fit the crime. After all, they were giving a substantial amount of 

money to the church. Perhaps, having seen the honor and esteem paid to Barnabas for his act of generosity, 

Ananias and his wife decided that they would like a similar place of honor. Maybe there was another reason, 

we really do not know, but for whatever reason they gave the money, no one asked them to do that. All the 

gifts in the church were voluntarily given. The problem was that they lied, telling Peter that they were giving 

all of the money received from the sale of their property. Now I am reasonably certain that from time to time 

in our own churches, people hold things back from God, act with wrong motives, or flat out lie. Yet for all 

of this, I can't think of even one person who has been supernaturally executed by the power of God in my 

ministries (and, by the way, I am very grateful for that). Still, the question remains: why would God treat 

these people so harshly? The answer perhaps is to be found in a very similar story in the Old Testament 

book of Joshua. I believe that Luke intended for us to connect this story with that of Achan, told in Joshua 7, 

because he borrows some terminology in Joshua 7 from the Septuagint (the Greek Old Testament) when he 

says that Ananias and Sapphira held back a part of the price. 

 

In both the Old Testament story of Achan and the New Testament account before us now, there are some 

striking similarities. In both cases, a remarkable progress on the part of God’s people was jeopardized by the 

sin of one person or one couple. Israel was pure when they came into the Promised Land and with their 

purity came obedience to God and power. Achan’s sin put all of that in great jeopardy. In Acts 5 we have 

exactly the same situation. In the days immediately following Pentecost the church was pure and the church 

was powerful. Ananias and Sapphira put that dynamic in jeopardy and God deals with it in a decisive 

manner; they die. The message to the early church was very clear. The holiness of God counts, and in the 

people that bear his name, holiness—purity of life—is a big issue. 
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The holiness of God, and the holiness that he requires of the people who bear his name, was an issue way 

back at Mt. Sinai, remember? Well, it was still an issue when the church came into being at Pentecost and it 

is still an issue now. God demands that his people be pure, and unless and until we obtain a degree of purity 

that in some small measure reflects God himself, there is not likely to be a lot of evidence of his power or 

presence among us. That, you see, is the second thing that will help us to understand why God dealt with 

Ananias and Sapphira in such a “unique” way, and also perhaps why we do not see God’s presence and 

power as much as we would like in our own churches. 

 

The very next paragraph in chapter 5 talks about the kind of things that were regularly happening in the 

church at that time. Evangelism, for example, was occurring at an unprecedented rate. More and more 

people were becoming Christians. That had begun on the day of Pentecost, but the momentum had not 

slackened. In Acts 2:47 we were told, “the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.” 

Here in chapter 5, we are just told more and more were coming, even priests—thousands of new converts in 

a very short period of time. Then there were the signs and miracles. Notice please that apparently only the 

apostles performed the miracles. We talked about this yesterday but it probably needs to be mentioned 

again. We will note that Stephen and Philip, two of the first deacons who were appointed by the apostles, 

were also given the gift, enabling them to work miracles, but they are the only two exceptions to the fact. I 

need to underscore this again. The ability given by the Holy Spirit to do miracles was never something that 

was widely diffused throughout the church; only the apostles and a few others who were very closely 

associated with the apostles were ever given that gift. That fact is underscored by a comment made by the 

apostle Paul in one of his letter to the Corinthians. He says that the ability to do the miracles was the sign of 

apostleship (2 Corinthians 12:12). It was the way in which people knew that the ones claiming to be apostles 

really were apostles. Don’t let anyone tell you, please, that all the Christians of the first century (or this 

century either) had access to these miraculous gifts. The plain record of Scripture is that they did not.  

 

Before I leave this subject, did you notice that it said that crowds gathered from the towns around Jerusalem 

bringing their sick and those tormented by evil spirits and all of them were healed? That is a very significant 

thing. Apparently, just as Jesus had the ability to heal all who came to him (we have seen that in Luke’s 

gospel), the apostles also had that ability. There are many so-called “faith healers” abroad in the church 

today. They claim for themselves the “apostolic” gift of healing. Some of them are charlatans; some of them 

are sincere but mistaken about what they can and cannot do. Some may really have some supernatural 

power but it is not the apostolic gift of healing, because in the time of Jesus and the apostles all who came 

were healed. That is manifestly not the case today. (I have taken us briefly away from our main topic here, 

but I will return another time to speak more about healing. Please understand, I am not saying that God does 

not still heal people. Praise God, he does. I have seen him do it and I have been the instrument from time to 

time. I am, however, saying that the apostolic gift of healing was something very different from anything 

you or I are seeing exercised today.) 

 

The point I was seeking to make (before I got on that little side track) is that what people saw when they 

looked at the early church was the very evident presence and power of God in the midst of his people. That 

is why they highly regarded the church, and at the same time did not dare to join it until they too had been 

soundly converted. God’s method of dealing with the deceit of Ananias and Sapphira was one more bit of 

evidence to the watching world that God was really in his church. I believe that when and if the people of 

Christ become as serious as those first century believers were about purity and about living for God, the 

presence and power of God will once again be clearly evident in our midst. That is both an exciting and 

terrifying thought, isn’t it? I am not saying that apostolic gifts will again be given (they may), or even that 

church discipline will be supernaturally meted out (it might), but if and when we once again achieve the 

level of purity and holiness that the first century church knew, evangelism will also once again become a 

natural thing, and the watching world will once again know that God is alive and well and living in his 

church. 
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One last lesson can be learned from this curious story. In both the Old Testament story of Achan and the 

New Testament story of Ananias and Sapphira, it is quite evident that, in the kingdom, the sin of one person 

can threaten the progress of the entire congregation of God’s people. The greatest lie that Satan ever tells a 

believer may well be this one: “Go ahead and do it—even though it is wrong; no one will ever know, and 

even if it comes to light the only one who will ever be hurt is you.”  That, my friends, is never true, and if 

you believe it you can destroy yourself and do great harm to your family and to the larger body of Christ. 

 

The courage of the apostles and of the larger church is worth taking time to notice, also. Yesterday we saw it 

demonstrated in that remarkable prayer. It was not “Lord, save us,” it was “Lord, give us boldness.” Here it 

is demonstrated both in deed and word. Supernaturally freed from prison, instead of disappearing into a 

secure hiding place until the storm blew over, they obeyed the Lord’s messenger and went to stand in the 

Temple courts to preach again, even though they knew it meant another arrest and possibly the death 

sentence. Their answer when they were questioned is reminiscent of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego 

standing before Nebuchadnezzar: “We must obey God rather than men” (5:29). 

 

Gamaliel appears here in chapter 5. He is the instrument of deliverance for the disciples. He was also one of 

the teachers of the Apostle Paul. His counsel to the Sanhedrin was to wait and see if this Christian 

movement was of God or not. If it was not of God, it would flounder on its own. If it was from God, no one 

would be able ever to stop it. I wonder if Gamaliel took his own advice. I hope that he did. 

 

One last thing is evident from our reading today. It was clear very early in the history of the Christian 

movement that a life of actively following Christ would have a price tag on it. It was the price tag of 

opposition and sometimes of persecution. From the very first, these Christians knew that being one of 

Christ’s followers could very well mean suffering for him. In every age, in almost every place, Christians 

have had to re-learn that truth. “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as 

though something strange is happening to you.” So far American Christians have not had to learn that truth, 

but our day may well come soon. 

 

Will the presence and power of God be clearly evident in your life today?  I pray so.  

 

WEEK 15, DAY 5                      ACTS 7 

 

Today you read Acts 7 and came to the end of the first major section of this great book. Part one ends with 

the opposition to the early church hardening, and climaxes with the execution by stoning of the first 

Christian martyr, a man named Stephen. 

 

Stephen, Philip and the other deacons had been chosen by the apostles to care for the physical and 

benevolent needs of the early congregation in Jerusalem. Their willingness to accept this somewhat 

mundane ministry— they distributed food to the widows in the church—allowed for the continued growth 

of the work. 

 

As the church of Christ continued to grow, ministry responsibilities needed to be decentralized more and 

more and spread over a larger and larger group of people. The apostles had a clear priority structure, prayer 

and the ministry of the Word. Those were the important things to which they would give their time and 

energy. Others, men full of the Spirit and wisdom, were charged with other important and time-consuming 

ministries in the church. Even from this very early period, it is apparent that the ministry was an “every-

member” ministry, not one in which only the ordained leaders could distribute pastoral care. In too many 

churches that truth has been forgotten. Because the apostles were able to identify and train up new leaders to 

minister in many different areas, the church was able to keep on growing even in the midst of an incredibly 
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hostile environment. 

 

Yesterday, as you read chapter 6, you may also have noted that the first potential division in the early church 

was related to a perception by the Grecian (Hellenistic) Jewish widows that they were being neglected in 

comparison to the treatment that the Palestinian Jewish widows were receiving. The wisdom and action of 

the apostles averted that split, but please note carefully that Satan tried to drive the wedge in along ethnic 

and racial lines. Satan doesn’t change his strategies very much; he hasn’t changed them at all in 2,000 years. 

We need to be vigilant that we never allow Satan to use cultural and ethnic differences to cause division 

among us. 

 

The opposition to Stephen comes from the Synagogue of the Freedmen, consisting of those who had come 

from different Hellenistic areas: Cyrene and Alexandria (North African cities), Cilicia and Asia. That 

interests me, because Tarsus is in Cilicia. Tarsus is the city from which Saul, who chapter 7 says held the 

clothes of the ones stoning Stephen, came. Undoubtedly then, the initial opposition to Stephens ministry 

came from the synagogue that Saul attended. 

 

The charges they brought against Stephen to the Sanhedrin were already very familiar ones: blasphemy 

against God and the Law of Moses and disrespect for the Temple, the place where to the Jews way of 

thinking, God lived. “He follows Jesus,” they cried, “and says that Jesus is going to change the customs we 

have gotten from Moses.” 

 

Stephen’s defense is both instructive and inspiring. He gives a history lesson to the custodians of history and 

tradition. He tells them their own national story and focuses on some of the greatest men in the line of the 

Hebrew race, Abraham, Joseph, Moses and Solomon. Let’s think a little bit about Stephen’s defense. It may 

help us to understand why they were so infuriated that they consented to stone this great Christian man. 

 

First, Stephen talks to them about father Abraham, the one from whom the race of Jews had descended, and 

he reminds them that Abraham was not a preserver of the status quo, or a guardian of history and custom.  

God’s word to Abraham was “go out” and “walk by faith.”  He was a man of faith and adventure who 

obeyed the word of God, even if it meant leaving the security of the ways he had always known. That would 

not have been a welcome message. God appeared to Abraham and he listened. The Jews who were 

desperately trying to stamp out this new sect of Christians were not accustomed to exercising faith about 

much of anything.  More than that, they were implacably opposed to change of any sort, and though God 

had appeared to them in the person of Christ, every bit as certainly as he had appeared to Abraham, they 

refused to see, hear or obey him. Stephen is saying to them, “Friends, you call Abraham your father, but you 

aren’t acting anything like him!” I think that one of the most frightening things about the Christian faith to 

the religious leaders in those early days of the church was that no one could quite predict where it was all 

going to lead! Stephen’s point is that Abraham had no clue where he was going or how it was all going to 

end.  He just knew that he needed to obey God. (By the way, that word church, ecclesia, was used for the 

first time in the New Testament in yesterday’s reading in Acts 5, in the story of Ananias and Sapphira.) 

 

Next, Stephen recounts the story of Joseph. His recitation of the actions of Joseph’s brothers, and of the 

simple fact that in spite of their malice “God was with him” (7:9), may have been a reference to his own 

situation and to the confidence that he also had in the sovereignty and providence of God. His 

characterization of Joseph is especially poignant. “He was a man,” the RSV translates verse 10, “of grace 

and wisdom.”  Joseph’s wisdom is placed in contrast to the lack of wisdom being displayed by the high 

priest and the leaders of the Jews. 

 

Moses is the next hero of Israel that Stephen cites, and his thrust is that even though the Israelites initially 
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rejected Moses who was attempting to take their cause and help them, God appointed Moses to that task 40 

years later and made him to be the ruler and deliverer of the Israelites. So far Stephen has not overtly 

attacked them, but these barbs keep sliding through—if God has appointed Christ to be the ruler and 

deliverer, then your initial rejection of him will come to naught. God will do what he has determined to do; 

and remember, Moses said that God would send another prophet like him from among his people. (Hint: 

that is who Jesus is.) 

 

Then Stephen starts getting more direct. Remember, he says to them, the whole history of the Jews is one of 

rejecting God’s ways, his words and his messengers. “You always resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a 

prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous 

One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him” (7:51–52). In his sermon on the day of Pentecost, 

Peter had charitably attributed the act of killing Christ to ignorance. That concession to politeness is missing 

here, perhaps because Stephen is not addressing the people as a whole, but the very leaders who knew much 

more clearly what they were doing when they sent Christ to Pilate and cried out, “Crucify Him, crucify 

Him” (John 19:15). 

 

Stephen’s broadside at their understanding of Temple worship was no less stinging, and it was true. “God 

isn’t contained in your temple,” he says.  William Barclay, commenting on this passage says, “He insists 

that they have wrongly limited God. The temple, which should have been their greatest blessing, was in fact 

their greatest curse; they had come to worship it instead of worshipping God. They had finished up with a 

Jewish God who lived in Jerusalem rather than a God of all men whose dwelling was the whole universe.”
ii
  

 

Stephen clearly understood the biblical teaching about the transcendence of God. All of the earth, all of 

creation, cannot be said in any way to “contain” Him. He created everything and though he is always 

present in all of creation, he is always beyond and above it, greater than the sum total of all that he has 

made. Other religions, like the pantheistic religions of the East, teach that God is somehow present in 

everything there is.  Nature, they would say, contains God. Trees contain a piece of divinity. There is deity 

in every human life.  We need to reverence creation because God is in it. Biblical Christians would never 

say such things. Nature does reflect its Creator; man does bear the image of God; God is present at every 

point of creation, but he is not contained by any of it. The sum total of all creation does not equal God. He is 

the Creator. He is above all that he has made. 

 

There is one more damning threat in Stephen’s speech. At the very end he says to them, “ … you who have 

received the law that was put into effect through angels, but have not obeyed it” (7:53). You had the fullest 

possible revelation of God’s character and his law but you didn’t obey it. That reflects a very common and 

important biblical theme, “from everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded” (Luke 12:48). 

To put it another way: great privilege always carries with it great responsibility. That to me is a very 

sobering thought. 

 

Well, they didn’t like what Stephen said. They wanted to crush the infant church. So they killed him. I 

believe that they chose Stephen because they were afraid to kill the apostles. They had such popularity with 

the people and such power from God that, at this point in time, the high priest and his cohorts were afraid of 

them. Stephen was a little less prominent, so he became the target.  Stephen was a “witness” for Christ in 

the fullest sense of the word. “Witness”—that word is found in Acts 1:8 where it says, “you will be my 

witnesses.” The Greek word that is translated back in Acts 1:8 as “witness” is the word martus. It means a 

person who can testify to the truthfulness or accuracy of an event or an account, but it also carries the idea 

of testimony not only with words, but in deed, and ultimately, if necessary, with one’s very life. That is 

where the English word “martyr” comes from.  Stephen was a witness in all of these ways to the truth of the 

gospel. Jesus said, “You will be my witnesses.” 
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