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WEEK 16, DAY 1                                  ACTS 8

 

Today you read Acts 8 and began the second part of the book of Acts, which describes the second stage of 

the growth that Jesus, in Acts 1:8, had predicted. He had said that the disciples would be his witnesses in 

Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the uttermost parts of the earth. This chapter is as important as it is 

exciting, for here we see, for the first time, the church breaking out of the confines of Judaism to reach 

across ethnic and racial barriers to the Samaritans. Jesus is not the Savior of just one group of people. He is 

the Savior for the whole world! 

 

The first thing to notice is that the spread of the gospel throughout Judea and Samaria was triggered by an 

outbreak of the first major persecution in the early church. The murder of Stephen unleashed a wave of 

hatred and anger, targeted against the infant church. Leading the charge was one Saul of Tarsus, a fanatical 

bigot who dedicated his life and energy to the destruction of the Christian movement. He went from house 

to house dragging Christians off to prison. How this persecution could have been legally justified is an 

interesting question, but the time for the toleration urged by Gamaliel had clearly ended, and the holy war 

against the followers of Christ had begun in earnest. I cannot help but believe that God allowed the 

persecution to come upon his church precisely for the reason of “pushing” the Christians into the 

evangelistic program to which he had already called them. In the weeks and months after Pentecost, the 

church grew strongly in and around Jerusalem, but there was no significant movement outward toward 

Judea and Samaria. There was plenty of work left to do right in Jerusalem. The apostles were busy with 

establishing the church there, and besides, the fellowship and the atmosphere (despite some occasional 

harassment from the Sanhedrin) was exciting. 

 

Then the hammer fell. Stephen was stoned. Mobs began looking for these “terrible” followers of Jesus and 

house-to-house searches were initiated. The result was that many Christians scattered throughout Judea and 

Samaria and we are told, “Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went” (8:4).  

Actually, it says they went out “gospelizing” the Word. One translation says they went “gossiping the 

gospel.” The word “preaching” here is not, then, the word for giving formal sermons. The Christians just 

went out sharing what was happening in their lives and talking about Jesus. The persecution that was 

intended to stamp out the church had exactly the opposite effect. It provided the opportunity for the church 

to grow dramatically. There is an old saying in the history of Christianity: “The blood of the martyrs is the 

seed of the church.” In nearly 2000 years of persecution, that has always been true. There are many 

Christians, actually, many times more Christians, in China today than when the Communist Party closed all 

the churches and imprisoned the pastors. And exactly the same thing is true in Vietnam and everywhere that 

persecution comes! 

 

The arrival of Philip in Samaria was an event of monumental importance for the early church. Because it 

was such an important event, God chose to establish the church in that place in quite an extraordinary way. 

In order to fully understand what is going on, you need to know something about the rift between Judea and 

Samaria. The roots of it were, by the time of the birth of the church, hundreds of years old. After the death 

of Solomon, Israel had divided into two separate kingdoms. Jerusalem was the capitol of the Southern 

Kingdom of Judah. The city of Samaria was the capitol of the Northern Kingdom of Israel (which was also 

called Samaria). From that time forward the animosity began to grow. In 722 BC, the Assyrians captured the 

Northern Kingdom. In accordance with a shrewd custom intended to keep subjugated countries under 

control, they transported much of the Jewish population to other conquered lands and imported other 

conquered races to live in Samaria. The Jews who remained there intermarried with the foreigners, who 

more or less adopted some features of the Jewish religion. 

 

The Southern Kingdom of Judah was conquered by Babylon in 586 BC, and many of the Jews of that land 

were transported to Babylon. There they stubbornly maintained their racial and religious identity, and in the 
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fifth century BC, they were allowed to return to Judah under Ezra and Nehemiah. When the people of 

Samaria offered to help in the rebuilding of Jerusalem, they were rebuffed, because the Southern Jews of 

Judah considered them to be “half-breeds” who had lost their racial and religious purity. 

 

The fact that the Samaritans erected a rival temple on Mt. Gerizim served to widen the gap. Then, in the 

second century before Christ, during a brief period of Jewish independence, the Hasmonian King of Judah, 

a man named John Hyrcanus, conquered Samaria and destroyed that rival temple, thus even worsening the 

relationship between those two groups. By the time of Christ, the rift was one of pure hatred; that’s why the 

parable of the Good Samaritan was such a powerful one to use to teach about love and concern. As far as 

the Jews were concerned, Samaritans were the scum of the earth and the feeling was quite mutual. Anyone 

in the world could become a Jew by being baptized, circumcised and becoming a proselyte who kept the 

Jewish laws and worshipped the God of Israel; anyone, that is, except a Samaritan. For Philip to go to 

Samaria and preach the gospel of Jesus was a truly radical action! 

 

This background will help us to understand why God worked in a different way in Samaria than in other 

places in Acts. You remember the promise on the day of Pentecost—repent, believe and be baptized, and 

you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. That was the promise and that is what happened. That is still 

what happens. But in Acts 8 it is different. The Samaritans repented, believed and they were baptized in the 

name of Jesus, but they did not receive the Holy Spirit right away. That did not happen until Peter and John 

came up from Jerusalem and laid hands on them. The text does not tell us anything about how the coming of 

the Spirit evidenced itself in this case. But the coming was obvious enough that it was very clear to 

everyone; that is why Simon the magician wanted to buy the power. Occasionally, in other places in the 

New Testament, we find some reference to the laying on of hands, but there is never any teaching that this is 

the way the Holy Spirit comes. There is just the clear teaching, all through the epistles, that when you 

believe in Christ, the Holy Spirit comes to indwell you. For everyone else, the Holy Spirit comes when they 

accept Christ as Savior, but for the Samaritans there is this delay, and he only comes when the apostles from 

Jerusalem lay hands on the believers from Samaria. You see what is happening here, don’t you? God is 

healing a terrible racial, religious rift that has festered for hundred of years. By withholding his Spirit until 

Peter and John arrive, he is proving to the Samaritan believers that the apostles from Jerusalem have the 

truth and they are his spokesmen. By giving the Holy Spirit to the Samaritan believers in the presence of the 

apostles from Jerusalem, he is proving to them that the Samaritans’ faith is just as valid as their own. They 

are just as much a part of Christ’s church as Jerusalem Jews who believe in Christ. God is sovereign and he 

acts sovereignly here to heal the rift and build Christ’s church. 

 

Some people have taken Acts 8 and tried to build a whole theology upon this exceptional case. That is a 

very big mistake. The whole reason Luke devotes so much attention to what happened in Samaria is 

precisely because it was an exceptional case. Luke does not say that all of our experiences should be like 

this; he is just telling us what happened to them. That brings us to a very important rule of biblical 

interpretation. You cannot build theology upon the historical passages of Scripture all by themselves, 

because they simply tell us what happened. Our theology must be based upon the Scriptures’ own 

interpretation of what has occurred, and that comes in the didactic (teaching) passages. Do you remember 

our scheme of prophecy, fact and interpretation? It is the interpretation passages that we need to build our 

doctrine on; the New Testament epistles are critically important for that. They explain what happened and 

why it is important, and they also tell us how it applies to us. Moses met God in front of a burning bush and 

God spoke audibly to him. That is the narrative, the history of Scripture. Does that mean that unless I see a 

vision of God in a burning bush and hear him speak audibly to me that my experience is some how faulty? 

Of course not! We build our theology on the teaching passages. That will keep us out of a lot of difficulty. 

 

Simon the magician is an interesting character. He “believes” and he is baptized, but his subsequent actions 

(he tries to “buy” the gift of bestowing the Holy Spirit) and Peter’s words are indicators that he was not 
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initially, at least, a true believer. Here are the things we need to notice about him: 

 

 1. He had real power. (They called him “the great power.”) But that power did not come from God. 

That is important, especially since the New Testament says that as we approach the last days there 

will be people of great power who do not come from God! 

 

 2. Simon’s great power was inferior to and helpless against the true power of God. That is why he 

was so impressed and wanted to buy the power. 

 

 3. He “believed” in the power and he wanted the power, but he did not “receive” the person of the 

Lord Jesus Christ. I love John 1:12: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his 

name, he gave the right to become children of God.” It reminds us that while there are things that a 

Christian must believe with his head in order to come into Christ’s kingdom, there is also a person 

to receive—Jesus Christ, the resurrected Lord of the universe! The point is very clear. Just believing 

intellectually isn’t enough to save anyone. We have to repent and trust Christ as well. James says: 

“You believe there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder” (James 2:19). 

Simon believed with his head but he never repented. He didn’t want a Savior; he wanted power! 

There are still people who come to Christ in search of power, but who do not want forgiveness for 

their sins or holiness for their lives. They are just like Simon and they will share his condemnation. 

 

I wish that we had time today to carefully examine the story of the Ethiopian Eunuch. We do not.  But it 

represents another very important step in moving Christianity outward from just another Jewish sect to 

becoming a religion for all men. The passage from Isaiah 53 that Philip used to lead the Ethiopian official to 

faith in Christ is still one of the most often used Old Testament texts. It explains, in the words of Isaiah who 

lived 600 years before Christ, not only that he would die, but also why he would die, and there are 

thousands upon thousands of Christians who have been saved by God’s grace through the reading of 

Isaiah’s great prophecy of Christ’s death. 

 

It is interesting to note the role of baptism here and the rapidity with which Philip was willing to baptize this 

brand new convert. 

 

As a pastor, I have always been intrigued by the way in which God pulled Philip right out of the midst of a 

thriving ministry and dropped him into the middle of a desert region, just so that he would meet one North 

African traveler and share Christ.  If ever there was a “divine appointment,” Philip had one that day. 

 

WEEK 16, DAY 2       ACTS 9:1–31; GALATIANS 1:11–24; PHILIPPIAN S 3:1–

8 

 

Today you read Acts 9:1–31, Galatians 1:11–24 and Philippians 3:1–8. At the risk of sounding repetitive, I 

have to tell you that Acts 9 is one of the great chapters of the Bible because it introduces us to the single 

most dominant personality in the early church, a man God used in the most extraordinary of ways, Saul of 

Tarsus, who became the Apostle Paul. 

 

I asked you to read from Galatians 1 and from Philippians 3 because knowing a little more about the 

background of Saul of Tarsus will help us to see the sovereign hand of God shaping this life long before he 

ever became a follower of Christ. Paul says, “God … set me apart from birth and called me by his grace” 

(Galatians 1:15). There is a very powerful thought here, and that is that from birth God was shaping the man 

Saul of Tarsus into the instrument that he meant to use. The location of his birth in the city of Tarsus, a 

major trading city where Greek, Roman and Jewish cultures all overlapped, is important. He was by birth a 

Roman citizen. That would be very important, as the apostle to the Gentiles would have to travel all over the 
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Roman Empire. Being raised and educated in a center of Hellenistic learning gave him the opportunity to 

drink deeply at the well of Greek learning and culture. Without that experience, his ability to communicate 

with the dominant strand of philosophic and literary culture would have been severely limited. Born a Jew 

of the tribe of Benjamin, and raised according to the strictest Pharisaical tradition, then educated at the feet 

of Gamaliel, the most widely respected rabbi of his time, Paul had his feet solidly planted in all three of the 

cultures necessary for him to be the bridge across which the gospel could flow to Greek and Roman minds. 

Saul was a grown man and a persecutor of Christians before his conversion to Christianity, but God was 

shaping him from birth for the unique role he was to play in the expansion of Christianity. Now this fact is 

not just true of Saul (or Paul). We find God telling Jeremiah the prophet exactly the same thing. “Before you 

were born,” he says, “I set you apart” (Jeremiah 1:5) “I shaped you! All those experiences before my call 

came to you were to prepare you for this.” On the basis of several other texts like Psalm 139 (which we have 

already read together), a magnificent passage in Ephesians 2 and other passages, I believe that what we are 

seeing in the life of Paul is true of each of us as well. God had a very specific plan for this man’s life and he 

has a very specific plan for your life as well; all your life, even before you came to him, he has been 

working, shaping, and molding you so that you would be prepared to do the work that he has in mind for 

you. I was born with a particular birth defect; it wasn’t much fun growing up with that handicap. I certainly 

didn’t sense any purpose in it then, and I would not have ever dreamed that God had allowed it—even 

planned it—to prepare me for future ministry. But now, with more than a half century of perspective, I can 

tell you absolutely that God planned that handicap. It was part of his gracious plan to shape and mold me 

into the kind of person that he could use. That simple truth puts a very different perspective on my past! 

 

The second thing we need to notice about Acts 9 is that it is God, or more specifically Jesus Christ himself, 

who is the initiator here. Paul was not on the Damascus Road expecting to meet Christ. Nor was he 

pondering the rightness of his plan to persecute the Christians. He was utterly convinced that he was right, 

and the only thoughts of Jesus Christ he ever had were not nice ones. Nevertheless, right in the middle of a 

business trip to capture renegade Christians and extradite them to Jerusalem, Jesus Christ intervenes. He 

interrupts Paul’s journey and changes his life forever. Paul says that his grace arrested him! God chose Paul, 

and Christ set his love upon this angry, hostile man, and melted Paul’s hatred in a moment. I don’t know if 

you were even looking for Christ, but the wonderful truth is surely that he found you! 

 

I don’t know what Saul’s companions thought about what was happening there on the Damascus Road.  

Certainly they saw the light. They may have heard the sounds, but one of Paul’s later recitations of the 

events of this day (22:9) seems to indicate that only he could understand what the voice was saying. But that 

day Jesus talked to Saul, and Saul’s life was forever changed. The conversion of Saul of Tarsus is one of the 

most impressive about-faces in the history of the world. F.F. Bruce writes: “The more one studies the event, 

the more one agrees with the 18th century English statesman George Lyttelton that ‘the conversion and 

apostleship of St. Paul alone, duly considered, was of itself a demonstration sufficient to prove Christianity 

to be a divine revelation.’ ”
i
  

 

One of the most effective witnesses for Jesus Christ in modern history has a remarkably similar conversion 

story. Sadhu Sundar Singh, a man greatly used of God early in the 20th century to win thousands of Indians 

to Christ and to take the gospel deep into the forbidden country of Tibet, was a bitter opponent of 

Christianity. A few days after participating in the stoning of a Christian preacher, and after having publicly 

staged a burning of the New Testament, Sundar Singh was praying to his Hindu gods. A great light filled his 

room. He later said: “ ... as I prayed and looked into the light I saw the form of the Lord Jesus Christ. It had 

such an appearance of glory and love. If it had been some Hindu incarnation I would have prostrated myself 

before it, but it was the Lord Jesus Christ whom I had been insulting a few days before. I felt that a vision 

like this could not come out of my own imagination. I heard a voice saying in Hindustani, ‘How long will 

you persecute me? I have come to save you. You were praying to know the right way. Why do you not take 

it?’ The thought then came to me: Jesus Christ is not dead but living and it must be he himself. So I fell at 
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his feet and got this wonderful peace which I could not get anywhere else ... When I got up the vision had all 

disappeared but ... the peace and joy have remained with me ever since.”
ii
 At the time, Sundar Singh had 

never heard the story of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus. 

 

Now, my conversion experience was nothing like that, and I’ll warrant yours wasn’t either, but God is 

sovereign and he does whatever he needs to do to get the attention of the ones upon whom he has set his 

love.  He is the initiator! 

 

The Galatians passage that we read helps us a little with chronology. If all we read was the book of Acts, it 

might be easy to get the idea that Paul was converted and immediately began preaching in the synagogues of 

Damascus, found his way a few days later to Jerusalem to meet the apostolic company, and then, as soon as 

it could be practicably arranged, accepted a call to minister at the congregation in Antioch.   

 

That is not the way it was at all, and it is very important for us to realize that. From Paul’s remark in 

Galatians, it would appear that following his conversion and a very brief time of witness in Damascus, he 

retired into the wilderness of Arabia. What he did there we do not know; there is certainly no indication 

whatever that he preached or taught. The most common conjecture is that it was a time of retreat to be alone 

with God, to work through all of the implications of this extraordinary conversion, to reconsider the whole 

Old Testament and see how it pointed to and taught of Christ. Maybe Paul even went to Mt. Sinai, to the 

place where the Mosaic Covenant had been given. Whether all, or only a significant part of the three years 

mentioned in Galatians 1 was spent there in Arabia, we do not know. We only know that there was a period 

of at least three years before Paul went back to Jerusalem.   

 

After returning to Damascus from Arabia, he had a preaching ministry there. He does not appear to have 

won many converts, but he did make a lot of enemies, so many, in fact, that the Christians in Damascus 

smuggled him out of the city. They didn’t want him there anymore. He went to Jerusalem for a brief time 

then. Due only to the graciousness of Barnabas, “the son of Encouragement,” Paul was apprehensively 

received into the company of the Christians there. He met Peter and James, the brother of Christ, and then 

repeated his preaching exploits, with the same results: few if any converts, and so much hostility that the 

Christians there politely but firmly bundled him off to Tarsus where he stayed in obscurity for several more 

years.   

 

Here is the point I want to make: God had a great work for Paul to do, but first Paul had to be prepared. Too 

many times we take new converts (especially if they are well-educated and well-known) and push them into 

leadership positions. I can guarantee you that if an NBA player making six million dollars per year comes to 

Christ next week, that within the month he will be on seven Christian television shows and have 1000 

speaking invitations! Paul was one of the best-educated men of his time. He had, because of his reputation, 

“superstar” status, but before God would use him he had to be prepared! Now, please do not misunderstand 

me. I am not saying that when you became a Christian you should not immediately witness to the grace of 

God in your life. I am, however, very sure that it is the height of folly to push a new Christian into any 

“limelight” ministry. Paul himself warns against that in his epistles. New Christians must not be elevated to 

leadership status too quickly. There needs to be a time of preparation. 

 

The roles of Ananias and Barnabas in getting Saul started in the Christian community are terribly important. 

 Without them, I wonder what would have happened to this incredible man. Ananias’ obedience to God, and 

his willingness to forgive and accept Paul, are incredible testimonies to his servant spirit. Many of us might 

have fought hammer and tong with God against accepting this hated man. Barnabas’ spirit of acceptance 

and love is a model. Think about this: Barnabas had the opportunity to disciple the Apostle Paul! Friends, 

you may, like me, have a rather limited gift set. Maybe there is no way that we will ever influence 

thousands, hundreds or even dozens for Christ. But if we will be faithful to accept and disciple the one God 
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brings us, who knows—we might have the privilege of discipling someone who will win the thousands to 

Christ.  It was a rather ordinary Sunday School teacher who discipled the great evangelist D.L. Moody. 

Wouldn’t you like to be a Barnabas? 

 

WEEK 16, DAY 3                  ACTS 9:32–

11:30 

 

Today you read Acts 9:32 through the end of chapter 11. We are still in the second major division of the 

book of Acts.  Chapters 1–7 concern themselves with the establishment of the church in Jerusalem, chapters 

8–12 with Judea and Samaria, and chapters 13–28 with the uttermost parts of the world, following the 

outline of the book found in Jesus’ words of Acts 1:8. In the first section, Peter and John are the dominant 

figures. In the transition section, Paul is introduced at his conversion, Philip plays a major role and Peter 

continues to anchor the team. Once we leave chapter 12, the main character for the rest of the book will be 

Paul. If you can keep this three-fold division in your head, it will help you to remember the contents of the 

book pretty well. 

 

After the conversion of Saul of Tarsus (who will soon be more commonly known as Paul the Apostle), the 

focus shifts back to the activities of Peter, who now is no longer confined to Jerusalem, but is instead 

ministering throughout the region of Judea. The healing of Aeneas and the raising of Tabitha (Dorcas) from 

the dead may not have been the only miracles that were performed outside of Jerusalem by Peter, but one 

gets the feeling that the “rush” of miracles recorded in the first few chapters of this book was already 

slowing down as the accrediting function of the signs and wonders was being achieved. 

 

The first thing that I want to notice with you is that the focus of both of these healing miracles is on the 

power of Jesus Christ. He is the one who gets the glory.  Peter says to Aeneas, “Jesus Christ heals you” 

(9:32). He does not want anyone to make the mistake of giving the credit to him. The credit belongs to 

Christ. In the case of Dorcas, he gets down on his knees and he prays; the power comes from Christ and the 

glory belongs to Christ. I know that we all know that but I also know how very easy it is to act as though we 

have completely forgotten it. It is perilously easy to badly overestimate what we can accomplish on our 

own. It is just as easy (maybe easier) to not know how much we could achieve in the power of the risen 

Christ. I am not now talking about doing miracles—God can still do any miracle he chooses even though I 

am not the possessor of apostolic gifts. But in every sphere of my life (and it’s probably the same way in 

your life), I am consistently wrong about how much I can do by myself and just as consistently wrong about 

how much Christ can do if I will only operate in his strength and follow his will. Peter had that equation 

worked out quite well. Jesus’ words, “Apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5), were still ringing in 

his ears, as well as what Christ had said in almost the next breath.  “If you remain in Me and My words 

remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given to you” (John 15:7). 

 

The second thing about these two stories is that they lead up to the “main event,” the conversion of a Roman 

centurion and the establishment of the first Gentile house church. It seems clear that God enabled Peter to 

do these miracles at this time just so that of the next action—his offering the riches of the kingdom to a 

Roman soldier and his Gentile household—there could be absolutely no question of the fact that Peter came 

at God’s command, and carried divine authority for what must have seemed to some as a shocking action, 

even in light of the Great Commission. They remembered the Great Commission, but up to this point they 

had only partially acted upon it. Following immediately upon two astonishing miracles of healing, that were 

so similar to those which Jesus Christ himself had performed, it would be utterly impossible to argue that 

Peter was not being led by the Spirit of Christ when he went to Cornelius’ home in Caesarea. 

 

One last preliminary note: Did you notice that Luke says that Peter was visiting the saints in Lydda? That is 

the name by which Christians will consistently be known throughout the remainder of the New Testament. 
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The Greek word is ajios (hagios). It is sometimes translated as “holy,” but the root meaning is “different” or 

“set apart.”  Something is holy if it has been set apart specifically and exclusively for the use of God. The 

difference between us and the rest of society is that God has set us apart to do his work; we are therefore 

saints, holy ones. 

 

When this next great leap forward comes for the church, it is clear to all that it is God himself who has 

initiated it. Cornelius does not on his own call for the witness of Peter. He does it in response to an angelic 

visitor. Peter does not have to decide whether or not it is appropriate for him to go to the home of Cornelius 

(even entering the house of a Gentile was strictly prohibited by the Pharisaical Law codes). Peter doesn’t 

make the decision though, because right before the messengers from Cornelius come to him, he has this 

strange vision with all kinds of foods, both clean and unclean, being set before him, and the pointed 

message, “Do not call anything impure that God has made clean” (10:15). After three repetitions of that 

vision, the servants of Cornelius arrive. Peter has no decisions to make. Even when Peter, who judiciously 

took some reliable witnesses with him, was preaching, God precludes the tough decisions. Peter does not 

have to decide how to graft the Gentiles into the church. He was convinced that God was doing that, but 

how to do it credibly might have been a problem. But while he was still speaking, “The Holy Spirit came on 

all who heard the message “ (10:44), and just as it had been on the day of Pentecost, these Gentiles began 

speaking in tongues and praising God. Now other people who came to Christ in those early days apparently 

did not evidence the baptism of the Holy Spirit by speaking in tongues. But these Gentiles did, undoubtedly, 

because at this momentous event God wanted everyone to know that what happened to them was exactly the 

same as what happened to the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem, and that his relationship to these Gentile 

believers was identical to his relationship to the Jewish believers. 

 

The kerygma, the “core,” of the apostolic message is recorded here for us. Once again we find that certain 

themes recurred over and over again in the preaching of the early church. The preaching and healing 

ministry of Jesus, who was anointed by the Holy Spirit of God, are cited as that which authenticated his 

identity and message. His death and resurrection are the historical anchors around which the Christian faith 

is built. It is because of the resurrection, and because of the apostolic community who were eyewitnesses of 

that resurrection, that they can speak with such boldness. The bottom line is that “everyone who believes in 

him receives forgiveness of sins through his name” (10:43). And now everyone really does mean 

everyone—Jews, Samaritans, now Gentiles—everyone! Whoever believes ought to be baptized as a 

statement of that belief and a sign that their sins have been forgiven. That was the basic message and it is 

still the basic message. It centers on the person and work of Christ—who he is and what he did, and it tells 

people how to become a recipient of that work—by asking for forgiveness of sins and believing in him.   

 

It’s as simple as A B C. Ask for forgiveness of your sins. Believe that, as the infinite God-man, he died to 

pay the penalty for your sin, and that by the resurrection from the dead, God gave proof to all who would 

see, that Christ’s payment was sufficient and his sacrifice accepted. Then confess Christ as the Lord and 

master of your life (that’s what baptism is all about) and live as one of Christ’s disciples. Now maybe you 

have never been able to memorize a complicated Gospel presentation with a bunch of Bible verses right on 

the tip of your tongue, but you can remember, “ask, believe and confess”—“A B C,” and you can share your 

faith with others. 

 

We have already seen in our study of Luke that the “web of influence” principle is the key to our effective 

New Testament strategy for evangelism. I can’t pass Acts 10 without suggesting that what we have here is a 

classic example of that principle in action. The gospel spreads most rapidly and most effectively across 

already existing lines of social communication! That is the principle. And Cornelius is a “grade number 1” 

exhibit. Acts 10:24 says Peter and his companions arrived and “Cornelius was expecting them and had 

called together his relatives and close friends.” That is a web of influence! By exploring his web, this 

righteous Roman was used of God to plant the very first Gentile church. 
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That opened the door, and from this point onward the Gospel began to cross racial barriers. There had 

already been a geographic expansion of the Christian movement to Cyprus and Cyrene, and even Antioch, 

but now, after Peter’s historic sermon in Caesarea, it was possible to share the gospel with the Greeks as 

well. A strong church grew up in Antioch that was dominated by non-Jewish Christians. Someone had to be 

sent from Jerusalem to accredit and establish this new non-Jewish church. No one better could have been 

sent than that Son of Encouragement, Barnabas.   

 

What he did next changed all of history. Barnabas remembered that notorious new believer, who nearly 10 

years before had stopped persecuting Christians to embrace them as brothers, and Barnabas remembered the 

prophecy that Saul of Tarsus would carry the name of Christ to the Gentiles. Barnabas had found the 

Gentiles who were responding, so he went to Tarsus and found the man upon whom God’s Spirit had 

worked so mightily. Now, after several years of preparation and maturing in Christ, Saul is ready to be used. 

Barnabas takes him to Antioch to work with him there for a whole year and what happens next is found in 

the third section of the book of Acts, which begins with chapter 13. 

 

WEEK 16, DAY 4                    ACTS 12 

 

Today you read Acts 12 and concluded the second section of this great history of the early church. After this 

chapter, the focus will switch from Peter to Paul, and our glimpses of Peter throughout the rest of the New 

Testament era will be fleeting at best. 

 

Following the conversion of Saul, the church prospered for several years in an environment that was 

relatively free from persecution. At the beginning of Acts 12, that period of toleration ends and full-scale 

persecution begins again. The villain of this chapter is another of the famous (or infamous) “Herod family of 

villains.” Herod the Great, you will remember, was the king who met the Wisemen in Jerusalem, telling 

them to find the baby so that he too could come and “worship” him. His intent, of course, was to murder the 

Messiah. Jesus escaped to Egypt with Mary and Joseph, but that fiend, Herod the Great, murdered many 

male children.   

 

Herod Antipas, a son of Herod the Great, was the man who stole his brother’s wife Herodias. It was his idea 

to get Salome to dance and to award her with any request she might have. She asked for the head of John the 

Baptist on a platter and she got it. This Herod was also the one by whom Jesus was judged on the day of the 

crucifixion.   

 

The Herod we meet in Acts 12 is a grandson of Herod the Great. His father was called Aristobulus, but 

Herod the Great got angry with his son Aristobulus and had him murdered. Herod Agrippa, the son of 

Aristobulus and grandson of Herod the Great, is the ruler who dies in Acts 12. He has James the Apostle 

executed, tries to kill Peter, settles instead for killing Peter’s jailers, then accepts the acclamation that he is a 

god. God judges him here in chapter 12. 

 

We will meet one more Herod in the book of Acts. Herod Agrippa II (I think I might have changed the 

family name by that time) will have some up-close dealings with the Apostle Paul in Acts 25 and 26. 

 

Herod Agrippa I, the king who murdered James, grew up in Rome and from what we know of history, his 

best friend in Rome was the mad Emperor Caligula, and that probably tells us all we need to know about his 

character. He did not care at all about righteousness. Killing James the brother of John was a political 

convenience, nothing more. 

 

The Apostle James was the first of the apostles to die. (Interestingly, his brother John was the last of the 
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apostles to die; he died of old age at the very end of the first century.) But in the very same chapter that 

James is killed, Peter is spared. Was it because Peter was more righteous than James? There is absolutely no 

indication of that at all. Was it because the church prayed harder for Peter? After seeing that James had been 

slain, I suppose that it is possible that they did, but I am certain that they also would have prayed fervently 

for James. The answer to that question lies in our understanding of the providence of God. He decides 

which of us will live long, and who will go home at an earlier time. The point we need to make is that it is 

up to God, and that both James who died, and Peter who lived, were right where God wanted them to be, 

right in the center of his will. Two Christians equally devout get cancer today. God heals one; the other 

suffers for a while and then passes into the presence of his glorious Savior. Is either less loved, less 

significant or less rewarded than the other? Absolutely not! About the most that we can say is that the one 

who is left behind, like Peter, can be sure that he still has some significant work to do. 

 

There is another very significant thing in this chapter. The last time in the book of Acts that Peter had been 

imprisoned and then miraculously released (that was in chapter 5) the angel of the Lord told him to go back 

into the Temple courts and preach again. Courageously he had done just that. This time, in a very similar 

situation, Peter appears surreptitiously at the home of Mary, obviously concerned not to make too much 

commotion, gives them a brief message for James, the brother of Jesus, who is the leader of the Christians in 

Jerusalem, then slips away into hiding. (One old tradition suggests he went to Rome, but there does not 

seem to be too much evidence to corroborate that one.) Is Peter less courageous now than before? I doubt 

that, but God’s plan is different this time than before. There is no command to stay and preach. Here is the 

point. It is wrong to assume that God’s plan will always be exactly as it was in the past. Sometimes, in his 

purpose, it is the time for confrontation, sometimes for withdrawal. We can only discern the times if we, like 

Peter, are listening very carefully to the voice of his Spirit to us. 

 

We cannot fail to note, that here, as at so many other significant points in the book of Acts, we find the 

believers together, and we find them at prayer, and their fervent prayer is answered when Peter knocks at the 

front door. It is somewhat comforting to know that these believers were at least a little bit like us. They were 

fervently praying for God to release Peter, and when he did, they didn’t believe it. Rhoda (whoever gave 

Luke this account was certainly an eyewitness; he even knew the name of the servant girl who opened the 

door; it was almost certainly John Mark, in whose mother’s house the incident occurred) gets so excited that 

she forgets to open the door, leaving Peter sweating it out on the street while the believers inside tell Rhoda 

she’s crazy, or that maybe she’s seen Peter’s guardian angel. 

 

This is probably a good time to drive home an important point about Bible interpretation. Do you remember 

that earlier we talked about being careful not to build our theology around historical sections of Scripture 

unless there is further information to be found in the teaching sections? Luke has just told us that some of 

the believers thought that Rhoda had seen Peter’s guardian angel. We know that it was the Jewish belief that 

each individual was under the care of a guardian angel. There is a reference to this belief in the apocryphal 

book of Tobit. But just because Luke mentions that some of the believers in the early church held this belief, 

is no reason for us to say that the Bible teaches that we have guardian angels, not unless we can establish it 

from the teaching portions of the Bible. So, if we want to know whether or not we should believe this, we 

need to turn to other Scriptures. In this instance, there are two other passages in the New Testament which 

are teaching passages in nature, and do refer to angels who minister to Christ’s people. If you wish to 

research this you will need to refer to Matthew 18:10 and Hebrews 1:14. As it happens, there is some basis 

for this belief in these passages, though I am not at all sure that we have any warrant for the belief that every 

individual Christian has specific angels assigned to guard him or her. 

 

The account of Herod’s death is particularly interesting because we have independent confirmation 

regarding it in the work of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus: “At Caesarea,” says Josephus, “Agrippa 

exhibited shows in honor of Caesar inaugurating this as a festival for the Emperor’s welfare. And there 
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came together, too, a large number of the provincial officials and others of distinguished position. On the 

second day of the shows, Agrippa put on a robe made of silver throughout, of altogether wonderful weaving, 

and entered the theater at the break of day. Then the silver shone and glittered wonderfully as the sun’s first 

rays fell upon it and its resplendence inspired a sort of fear and trembling in those who gazed on it. 

Immediately his flatterers called out from various directions using language which boded him no good for 

they addressed him as a god and invoked him with a cry, ‘Be gracious unto us. Hitherto we have reverenced 

thee as a man but henceforth we acknowledge thee be more than a mortal nature.’ He did not rebuke them 

nor did he repudiate their imposed flattery. At the same time he was seized by a severe pain in his belly 

which began with a most violent attack. He was carried quickly into the palace and when he had suffered 

continuously for five days from the pain in his belly, he died in the 54th year of his age and the seventh of 

his reign.”
iii
  

 

Since we know that Herod died in the year 44 AD, and we have good evidence that the “appointed day” 

(12:21) that Luke speaks about was probably August 1, the Emperor’s birthday, we have an excellent dating 

anchor with which to reference the events recorded in Acts 1–12. The second stage of expansion, around 

which the affairs of Peter, Philip and James, the brother of Jesus, in Jerusalem were centered, was winding 

down by about 44 AD. In fact, the third stage of growth, the one that takes us “to the ends of the world” 

(1:8), had already begun. At this point also, the “torch” of the early church passes from the church in 

Jerusalem, which will continue to be important but no longer dominant, to the new vibrant, missionary 

church in Antioch. 

 

WEEK 16, DAY 5                     JAMES 1 and 2 

 

We have detoured a bit from our tour through the Book of Acts, as today you read the first two chapters of 

the book of James, the earliest of all the New Testament epistles. We have introduced this little letter right at 

this point because it reflects the conditions existing in the early church before the expansion of the Gentiles 

had fully begun. James, the brother of John, was martyred by Herod Agrippa I in 44 A.D. This letter, which 

was almost certainly written by James, the brother of Jesus, the leader of the church in Jerusalem, could 

have been penned as early as about 45 AD. The letter is addressed to the twelve tribes scattered among the 

nations; that address points to a time when the church was almost entirely Jewish. That Jewish flavor 

permeates the whole letter. The sins against which James rails are typically Pharisaic sins like “having faith 

without works, words without deeds, censoriousness, ambition, inordinate love of teaching, pandering to 

wealth and position, contemptuous treatment of the poor ... ”
iv
 The kinds of sins that would plague the 

Gentile church (like sexual impurity and idolatry) are conspicuous by their absence here. More than that, 

there is no indication anywhere in the book of an awareness of the issues raised by the ministry of Paul 

among the Gentiles, or of the language or writings of Paul. When you read the letter of James, the brother of 

our Lord, it is as though you are being transported right back to the period of history covered by Acts 

chapters 8–12. 

 

Perhaps you noticed that the book of James reads a lot like the book of Proverbs: “Do not merely listen to 

the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what 

it says is like a man who looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself, goes away and 

immediately forgets what he looks like” (1:22-24). 

 

The striking parallels between the sins of the first century Jewish church and the sins of the 21st century 

evangelical church should not escape us. The very concerns that James had for his fellow believers are our 

concerns as we look at our own circumstance. He does not deal with the grosser sins of the flesh, but with 

the more subtle sins that are often present long after people have come to Christ. Real faith, he insists, 

evidences itself in the way that we live—in the way we respond to trials, to rich people and to those in need. 
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I have already noted that the James who authored this letter is the brother of Jesus. There were, of course, a 

number of different people with that name in New Testament times, but only two of them could ever have 

simply identified themselves as James and had any hope of people knowing who they were. James, the son 

of Zebedee, and James, Jesus’ brother, who became the leader of the Jerusalem church. Throughout the life 

of Christ he had not been a believer, but, according to 1 Corinthians 15, Jesus his brother appeared 

personally to him after the resurrection. It was then that he became a follower of Christ. Did you notice how 

he introduces himself? He does not introduce himself as “James, the brother of Christ,” but as “James, a 

servant (or the slave of) God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1:1). 

 

With Herod Agrippa, the persecution had begun again and it produced an ominous sense of expectation.  

Anyone who thinks that Christianity is going to be an easy way of life, James tells them, is badly mistaken.  

In fact, we face trials of many kinds, but they are good for us because they develop in us perseverance and 

maturity and help us to become complete in Christ. There are still people today who tell us that Christianity 

will be a bed of roses, an easy thing, a shortcut to heaven. They are just as wrong as their compatriots in the 

first century, and trials are just as good for us today as they were for the believers in 45 A.D. 

 

It is hard to pick the key verse of this book; it is like trying to pick the key verse in a chapter of Proverbs.  

There are so many of them because the subjects change so often.  If I had to choose from chapters 1 and 2, it 

would be a toss up between 1:22 (already quoted), “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive 

yourselves. Do what it says,” and 2:26, “as the body without the Spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is 

dead.” 

 

Many people have tried to invent a contradiction between what James writes here and what Paul teaches in 

his epistles. If you only look at the surface, in fact there is a contradiction because James says that Abraham 

was considered righteous because of what he did, while Paul insists that it was by faith and faith alone that 

Abraham was justified. That apparent contradiction was enough to cause Martin Luther to seriously 

question the canonicity or authenticity of this letter. He dubbed it, “A right strawy epistle.” 

 

The first thing to remember as we think about this problem is that when James wrote this letter, Paul had not 

yet written any of his letters and so had not made any of his remarks about justification by faith alone. J. 

Gresham Machen wrote, “If James had the epistles of Paul before him, he would no doubt have expressed 

himself differently. He might have said, ‘not that faith without works is dead, but that faith without works is 

not true faith at all.’  This is what he clearly means ... ”
v
 The key, then, is understanding what James and 

Paul each meant by “faith.” What James is calling “dead” or “non-existent” faith is what we would call 

mere intellectual assent. “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and 

shudder” (2:19). What Paul means when he talks about faith is not intellectual assent, but the attitude of 

taking my entire life and trusting it to Christ, relying entirely upon him and him only for my salvation. 

 

To quote Machen again: “The solution of the whole problem is provided by Paul himself in a single phrase. 

 In Galatians 5:6 he says, ‘For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision, 

but faith working through love!' 'Faith working through love' is the key to an understanding of Paul and of 

James. The faith about which Paul has been speaking is not the idle faith which James condemns, but a faith 

that works. It works itself out through love.”
vi
   

 

The bottom line then is very simple and very important:  If your faith does not show itself by a change in life 

that is evidenced, as was Abraham’s, in your actions, then it is not biblical faith and you have no right to 

assume that you have been saved or forgiven. True biblical faith is not a celestial fire insurance policy— 

“Acknowledge this doctrine and you will be saved.” It is something that always shows itself in the way we 

live. Jesus said it very simply: “By their fruits you will recognize them” (Matthew 7:16). 
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James insists that all sins are big sins and need to be taken seriously. James 2:10 is one of several verses in 

these chapters that ought to be memorized. “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one 

point is guilty of breaking all of it.”  What a blow that is to man's self-righteous ego.  It is not enough to be 

more good than bad, to perform more righteous deeds than sins.   One sin - just one - is sufficient to make 

me guilty of breaking all of it.” If anyone ever cherished the notion that somehow they could make 

themselves good enough for God to accept them into his heaven, this verse destroys that idea. Just one sin—

well, that leaves me out, and you too—and just in case there is someone out there who has not ever lied, 

cheated or stolen, James talks about showing favoritism to the rich (that’s a sin), and not keeping a rein on 

one’s tongue (that’s a sin): “If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his 

tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless” (1:26). 

 

James the Just died the death of a martyr in the year 62 AD. It seems that the high priest, a man named 

Ananias hated the sect of Christians. During a period of time between the death of Festus, the Roman 

procurator, and the beginning of his successor’s term, Ananias arrested James and had him executed.   

 

A very ancient account preserved by Eusebius, an early church historian, says that when James died his 

knees were calloused like a camel’s knees because of all the time he spent in prayer. 

 

Many of the Jewish people attributed the fall of Jerusalem to Roman armies in 70 AD to this unjust 

execution of this righteous man. 

 

James the Just, the brother of Christ, showed his faith by his actions. Have we done the same? 
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