
 - R e d e e m e r  P r e s b y t e r i a n  C h u r c h  -

evangelism:evangelism:
Studies in theStudies in the
book of actsbook of acts

Version 1.0
1996-1997



acts1.lg 1

WEEK 1 - Acts 1:1-8 Preparing the Understanding for Mission

Introduction to the Book:
The book of Acts was written by Luke, one of the companions of Paul. Most scholars believe
he wrote the book no later than about 60 A.D., since there is no mention of the Neronian
persecution of Christians (64 A.D.) in which Paul and Peter were executed. So Luke wrote
about 30 years after the death of Jesus. Luke wrote the account for “Theophilus”, who we
guess by his title (“most excellent”) was a Roman official and a convert (“what you have
been taught”).

The Bible gives us four different descriptions of Jesus’ life, but only one of the early church. But
the author, Luke, was more than a historian. He was also a teacher. His great theme is not
simply the history of the early church, but the history of the mission of the early church. He does
not give us a complete description of all the dimensions of the life of the primitive church. He is
primarily interested in showing us the spread of Christianity--how it broke through barriers of all
sorts to change lives, families, cities, peoples. So Luke a) uses real history, to b) teach us about
being men and women in mission. Therefore, when we look at the introductory words of Acts,
we should study these two issues. First, Luke claims to be giving a historical account--not a
fabricated or fanciful series of stories. Second, Luke immediately shows us how Jesus prepared
the first disciples for mission before he sent them out. No one doubts that the “former book”
of Acts 1:1 is the gospel according to Luke. They are so closely tied that some have called them
“Luke-Acts”. In order to understand their character and purpose, it is important to read the two
introductions together.

1. Read Luke 1:1-4. How do these world help assure us of the historical accuracy of
the events of the book of Acts (and the gospel of Luke)?

Luke 1:1-4 is a remarkable claim of careful historical research. How did Luke come to know
the events of Jesus’ life (“the things that have been fulfilled among us” Luke 1:1 and “all
that Jesus began to do and teach” Acts 1:1). He says there were three stages. First, there
were“eyewitnesses” who carefully guarded and “handed down” (Luke 1:2) the accounts. So
here Luke acknowledges his dependence on eyewitnesses (as any historian would). Second,
Luke was not the only one to make an orderly account from this eyewitness material. He says
that “many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things” (Luke 1:1). So by the
time Luke was writing, 25-30 years after Jesus’ death, there were already other written records
of Jesus’ life.  Third, Luke claims that “I myself carefully investigated everything from the
beginning...that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.” (Luke
1:3-4).  Luke is here claiming that he did not rely on one eyewitness (say, the acount of one of
the apostles), but that he compared all his sources and “carefully investigated” them. This
would have been quite possible for Luke, who personally knew many of the apostles and
hundreds of other eyewitnesses. He would have been in a position to check the accounts
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through interviews with many others. Also, as a doctor, he was an educated person. The Greek
of the book of Acts is stylish and that of a cultured person of the time.

Luke here tells us his method. He used both historical accounts and eyewitness material, which
he carefully compared with one another and investigated with his own personal research. His
goal was so that readers would “know the certainty” of the events they had learned about.
Luke is then making a very direct claim to painstaking historical accuracy in both his account of
Jesus’ life, and of the early church.

This puts the reader in a very interesting bind. It means that we cannot read Luke or Acts and
say, “these are legends that grew up about Jesus and the apostles--some of them are true, but
many of them are embellished.” Luke’s claim means that we must either assume he is writing
accurate history or that he is writing an extremely deliberate set of lies, foisted on the public to
promote this religion. Luke’s language is not that of a compiler of stories and myths. He most
emphatically denies that he was doing that. He says he wrote nothing down unless it was
historically checked and certain. So if the incidents he described never happened, then he is
very deliberately lying about them. In that case, we should not believe anything he says at all.
But if Luke and Acts were really deliberate lies, written just 30 years after the events, how
could Christianity have made such progress when literally thousands of people were still alive
who had seen and hearch Jesus speak and do miracles? And how do we account for the
remarkable accuracy (as we will see as the weeks go by) of Luke’s knowledge of geography
and the culture of the towns that he says he visited with Paul. Such knowledge indicates that he
really was along on these trips and that he really saw personally many of the things that
transpired.

So the introductions of Luke give us a lot of confidence that we can believe what we are
reading.

2. 1:1. What does v.1 tell us about Luke’s theme or subject  for the Book of Acts? How
does this theme contrast Christianity from other faiths?

The purpose of Acts’ composition is revealed when Luke describes his gospel, his first volume,
as “about all that Jesus began to do and to teach” (Acts 1:1). If we reflect we will see that,
if “Luke” is about what Jesus began to do and teach, then “Acts” is about what Jesus continues
to do and teach.Therefore, Luke does not think of “Luke” as about Jesus and “Acts” as about
the church. Both books are about Jesus--first his ministry on earth, exercised personally, and
second his ministry from heaven, exercised through his representatives.

Supporting this view is the fact that Luke repeats the Ascension. In his gospel, it ends the book
(Lukd 24:51), but it begins the book of Acts. The ascended Christ now continues his ministry in
the world through his church. So, some think that the best title for Acts would be “The Ministry
of the Ascended Christ through His Church”.
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“Luke’s first two verses are, therefore, extremely significant. It is no
exaggeration to say that they set Christianity apart from all other religions. These
regard their founder as having completed his ministry during his lifetime; Luke
says Jesus only began his....after his resurrection, ascension, and gift of the Spirit
he continued his work, first and foremost through the the ministry of his chosen
apostles and subsequently through the post-apostolic church of every period and
place. This then is the kind of Jesus Christ we believe in: he is both the historical
Jesus who lived and the contemporary Jesus who lives.”

-- John Stott, The Message of Acts (The Bible Speaks Today) IVP Press, 1990.

3. 1:3-8. Why do you think Jesus prepares the apostles’ minds (v.3) before he sends
them power (v.4)? What was it about (cf. Luke 24:44-49)? What does the apostles’
question reveal about their understanding of the kingdom? How does Jesus correct
and inform their understanding?

We are told here that Jesus put the apostles through a period of  training and instruction (v.3)
before he sent them the power of the Spirit (v.8). It is often forgotten that the intensive training
occured before the power of Pentacost arrived. Many people think that all the church needs is
more of the Spirit, but the Bible never pits learning against power, truth against the spirit.
Worship is always in spirit and truth (John 4:24). In fact,  there is no Spirit power without truth,
for the job of the Spirit is to take truths about Jesus and make them vivid, glorious and affecting
to our hearts. (“The Spirit of truth...will glorify me by taking of mine and making it known
to you.” John 16:13-14). The Spirit gives us power by making the truth of God shine and
empower us. (“He may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation...that the eyes of your
heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope...the power...” Eph.1:17-
19. “He may strengthen you with power through his Spirit...that you may have power to
grasp...how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ.” Eph.3:16-18). We can
think of the Spirit as “fire”, but the truth of God’s word as “firewood”. Without both wood and
fire, you don’t have a fire!

This principle is particularly obvious in Paul’s statement that the gospel is the power of God
(Rom.1:17). It does not just bring the power of God; it is the power of God. The Spirit’s power
does not work apart from the truth. It is only as the truth “enlightens” the heart and as it
“grasps” us that the Spirit gives us the power and love and confidence for being witnesses. One
of the pre-requisites for dynamic mission, then, is a deep and rich understanding of the
Scripture.

What did this instruction consist of? What was this advanced training, done now so the disciples
could understand the big picture? We get a glimpse of this advanced training in Luke 24:44-49,
and it is tantalizing. First he showed them how all the Bible was really about him--the Law,
Prophets, and Psalms (Luke 24:44-45). In other words, he gave them the ultimate “Bible
survey” and showed them the interpretive key to all the Scriptures. He “opened their mind to
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understand the Scripture”. That is amazing. It cannot mean that they simply surveyed the
contents of each book and learned all the stories in a mechanical way. It means they learned
what every part of  the Bible means, how every part points to Christ. Second, Jesus showed
them how to preach the gospel out of the Bible (Luke 24:46-49), how to call people to
repentance and grace. He showed them how exactly “to be witnesses to these things” so that
people find “forgiveness.” He showed them how to present and apply the truth of the Bible. In
other words, Jesus gave the disciples the definitive training in Bible, theology, and ministry!

However, one theme of Jesus that Luke mentions here in Acts is that Jesus taught them about
“the kingdom of God” (v.3). It was obviously very important for them to understand the
nature of the kingdom. This must not have been an easy lesson to grasp. The question in v.6
reveals that the apostles were rather confused about it until the end. John Calvin points out that
“there are as many errors in this question as words”!  There are at least three mistakes: a)
The verb “restore” shows that they think they are still expecting Jesus to bring a political,
earthly kingdom, a powerful nation that would stand for righteousness against the
unrighteousness of the other nations. b) The noun “Israel” showed they were expecting
Christ’s salvation to belong primarily to one race and culture. They were still thinking about how
God established his kingdom in the Old Testament--as a distinct culture and nation-state. c) The
phrase “at this time” shows that they did not understand that the kingdom was coming in two
stages--one at Jesus’ first coming, and the second at Jesus’ second coming.

Jesus in v.7-8 completely ****************************

4. 1:2-8. What things are given to the apostles uniquely and what things are given to
us along with the apostles?

v.2 shows us that Jesus did not go to heaven until he had concluded a specific minsitry to his
apostles.

a) What is unique about the apostles? The first three things that Jesus gives them in this passage
are unique gifts.

First, they were “chosen” apostles (v.2). This word means that they were “appointed” or
“designated” to their office. Later in 1:24 the word is used again to when they choose a
successor to Judas “Lord...show us which of these two you have chosen”. So an apostle
was not an officer elected by the people (as in Acts 6:1-16) or appointed by any human being
(as in I Tim.3:1ff.) or self-appointed by any person. Elders, deacons, teachers, even prophets
are either elected or appointed (or the person becomes ‘aware’ of a prophetic gift and begins to
exercise it--see I Cor.14:37). But the apostolic office is unique. Apostles are directly appointed
by Christ--personally, visibly.
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Second, Jesus “showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he
was alive”. (v.3). Jesus appeared to others after his resurrection, but he appeared far more
often to the apostles. They received a massive set of immediate and powerful “proofs” of
Jesus’ reality. They clearly had “advantages” that no other Christian has ever had. They were
being prepared to face terrible odds and persecutions, and they had to be rock solid in their
confidence that Jesus was risen. And so they received this amazing input.

Third, Jesus “gave them instructions through the Holy Spirit” (v.2). For forty days Jesus
was giving them instruction. All the teachings we have from Jesus in the gospels was given when
the apostles were somewhat clueless to Jesus’ mission! Now he gives them this advanced
training--which we discussed above under the last quetion. We today have no other sources of
that 40-Day training material except what we have in the New Testament from the apostles and
their followers. That is why the authority of the Bible is unique. The apostolic teachings in the
New Testament are based on that amazing, ultimate course of study.

It is important to read Galatians 1 and 2 in light of Acts 1:2-3. Paul was also made an apostle,
and in order to make good his right to the title, Paul shows how a) The risen Christ directly
designated him through a visible visit to him, b)  he got the same visible proof that Jesus was
alive through that visit, and c) the gospel he preached was given directly to him from Jesus.

b) The last thing two things that Jesus gave to the apostles are given to those around them.

First, they are given the “Great Commission” to “be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in Judea
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (v.8). In light of the first three “unique” gifts, we
must conclude that the apostles were able to fulfill this commission at a level that the rest of us
could not. But it is clear from the rest of the book of Acts that this commission is given to all
Christians. See for example Acts 8:4--”Those who were scattered [all except the apostles--
see v.2] preached the word wherever they went.” So Jesus Christ makes his church a
people-in-mission. The Latin word missio means “sent”. Mission and witness is not an aspect
of our existence as the church. We exist to be witnesses.

Second, he promises that they will “be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (v.5). When this
baptism of the Spirit did come, we see that it fell not just on the apostles but on every believer
(at that time, all 120 Christians--v.15). This is expected, if we look carefully at the Great
Commission. All those bearing witness for Christ must first “receive power when the Holy
Spirit comes...” (v.8). So if all Christians are commissioned as witnesses, then all of them
would have to receive the power of the Holy Spirit. The reverse would be true as well--the fact
that the Spirit falls on every Christian in Acts 2 proves that the commission of Acts 1:6-8 was
given to all believers.

5.  In what way is the apostolic ministry continuing in the church and in what way is
it not? In what ways does this distinction influence the way we apply  the book of Acts
to ourselves today?
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The gifts we do not share with the apostles have to do with the unquestioned, unconditioned
authority of their teaching. Paul the apostle makes a telling statement in I Corinthians. “If
anybody thinks he is a prophet or spiritually gifted, let him acknowledge that what I am
writing is the Lord’s command. If he ignored this, he himself will be ignored.” (I Cor.
14:37-38) Immediately before this statement he is telling the church that they must “judge
(evaluate) the prophets.” That is, when anyone speaks or prophecies in their worship services
or assemblies, the church must decide if their words are true or not. How? Paul says that his
apostolic teaching is the standard. It is interesting that he insists that he is not to be evaluated!
His teaching is not checked, for it is received as if it is “the Lord’s command.” But anyone
else at all--even a prophet--is not to be accepted without being judged according to apostolic
truth. Paul does this again in a letter to the Thessalonians. “If anyone does not obey our
instruction in this letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in order that
he may feel ashamed. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.” (II
Thess.3:14-15)

This means that the teaching authority of  the apostles was unique. Their teaching  now is only
available in the Scripture. No one else can possibly contradict it, or even add to it, for no one
else has ever had these three unique gifts. Anyone for example, who says, “well, the Bible
teaches this, but now we know better” is assuming an apostolic ministry that they have no right
to. If fact, if someone even begins to insist they have revelations of God that are to be
unquestioned--even if they don’t contradict the Scripture--they are assuming an apostolic
ministry that they have no right to. For example, if  a Christian says to you, “God told me that
you must marry Ms. or Mr. X.”, and if that Christian regards this as not advice or wisdom to be
weighed, but a command from God, then they are taking on themselves the kind of authority
Paul and the other apostles exercised (I Cor.14:37-38). But they don’t have the three unique
gifts that go with that authority. They did not have 40 days of direct instruction by the risen
Lord. So today, the Bible must stand in judgement over any insights and knowledge of spiritual
things that we have. Their writings are the foundation of the church (Eph.2:20). The apostolic
teaching ministry still continues,  but through the Scriptures, not through authoritative individuals.

On the other hand, the gifts we do share with the apostles have to do with the power and
effectiveness of their evangelism, through word and deed. As we go through the book of Acts,
we will see that usually the name “apostle” is reserved for the Twelve, as opposed to the rest of
us, but sometimes the name “apostle” is given to others, such as Barnabus (Acts 14:14). Why?
The word “apostle”means “the sent ones”.  The apostolic ministry as power-filled witnesses
and representatives of Christ is given to all of us along with the apostles, for while the three gifts
equipping the apostles for a teaching ministry were given to them alone, the two gifts equipping
the apostles for an evangelistic ministry were given to all those around them.

We must remember that these two ministries overlap in the lives of the Twelve, and therefore
we do not necessarily expect visible tongues of flame, etc., when we seek power to be
witnesses. But the fact remains that we are all called as “apostles” (as some say--not with a
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capital ‘A’, but with a lower case ‘a’.) We are all called to be men and women-in-mission,
empowered for witness.

This distinction (between how the apostolic ministry does yet does not continue in the church)
means that applying the book of Acts to our own time can be tricky at points. We cannot simply
read anything the early church did (since its elders were apostles) and just assume we should do
it the exact same way. Our own churches are not led by apostles, and therefore we have to be
careful not to simply try to copy everything the early church did.

It will be important to keep a balance in mind. On the one hand, the apostolic ministry of
teaching and authority no longer resides in individual leaders of the church, on the other hand the
command of witness and the promise of the Spirit was sent to all Christians. This means that
there are two opposite dangers to avoid in reading the book of Acts. On the one hand, we must
not forget that there is some distance between us and them. On the other hand, we must not put
too much distance between ourselves and them. Let me be specific. Many in the charismatic
movement have read Acts as if the apostles’ ministry was not unique, and as a result they
assume that we must copy everything they did exactly. On the other hand, many people who
dislike the charismatic movement have overreacted to their emphasis on experience and power.
They do not want to see that the power of the Spirit and the barrier-breaking effectiveness of
witness is still available to us. Indeed, we should be convicted if we do not see people coming
to Christ constantly, and if we don’t see the power of the Spirit in our assemblies, and if we
don’t find our hearts bound together in supernatural love, and so on.

So how should be interpret the book of Acts? With humility. We must not use it to bludgeon
people with: “this church isn’t Spirit-filled unless we have all the miracles we see in the book of
Acts!” On the other hand, we must not avoid the clear picture of a vital, living church. We must
measure ourselves by it and seek God’s help to be all he wants the church to be.
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Week 1 Project: Discussion

[Leaders should lead the group through this overview of the whole course and allow
them to ask questions. Then use the Discussion Questions at the end for Sharing.]

The purpose of this course is to prepare your mind and heart to be effective witnesses for
Christ’s kingdom in the world--in a small group community. The basis for this course is a study
of the book of Acts, which is a source for all the principles we need to be witnesses.

In Acts 1 and 2 we see that Jesus prepared both the understandings and the whole lives of his
disciples before he sent them out. He gave them both truth and power. But notice that this
preparation came in the context of community. They did not learn and grow into “sentness” as
individuals. They received both the necessary truth and power in community. Your small group
community will be the setting for you to prepare yourselves for the same great experience and
service.

As we study Acts 1 and 2, we will learn how to prepare one’s life for God to use. As we study
Acts 3-7 we will learn how to grasp and share the gospel itself. As we study Acts 8-12 we will
learn how people come to Christ and are changed through conversion. As we look at Acts 13-
17 we will learn how to answer objections and how to make a case for the truth of Christianity.
Finally, in Acts 18-19 we will learn about different strategies and means for sharing our faith
with others. When you get to this point (in March), your group will choose a way of outreach to
do together, and you will spend 2-3 months putting your learning into practice, and then
supporting and supervising one another as you reach out.

The following is an outline and schedule.

October Preparing your Life for evangelism
Week Oct 7 Acts 1:1-8: Preparing the Understanding for Mission

Intro to Course
Oct 14 Acts 1:6-26: Preparing the Life for Mission

Building a “Altar” for a Life God Can Use
Oct 21 Acts 2:1-36 The Power Arrives

The Power of the Holy Spirit
Oct 28 Acts 2:37-47 The New Community

The Power of the Gospel
November Presenting the Gospel

Week Nov 4 Acts 3:1-26 Peter Presents the Gospel
Sharing a Testimony

Nov 11 Acts 4:1-31 Peter Defends the Gospel
A Gospel Outline

Nov 18 Acts 4:32-6:7 Counter-Attack
Gaining Confidence
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Nov 25 Acts 6:8-7:60 Stephen Presents the Gospel
“Oikos” Evangelism

December Leading People to Faith
Week Dec 2 Acts 8:1-40 The Ethiopian’s Conversion

Special Joint Meeting: Joyful Boldness
Dec 9 Acts 9:1-43 Paul’s Conversion

A Gospel Outline: II
Dec 16 Acts 10:1-11:18 Cornelius’ Conversion

Understanding Conversion
Jan-Feb Persuading People to Believe

Week Jan 6 Acts 11:19-12:24 New Mission Breakthrough
What is Apologetics?

Jan 13 Acts 12:25-13:52 Paul Presents the Gospel
Soundbyte Apologetics

Jan 20 Acts 14:1-28 The Gospel for Pagans
A Case for Christianity: I

Jan 27 Acts 15:1-16:5 Clarifying the Gospel
A Case for Christianity: II

Feb 3 Acts 16:5-40 Three Surprising Conversions
Process Apologetics

Feb 10 Acts 17:1-34 The Gospel for Intellectuals
Helps and Hints for Handling Objections

Feb-March Learning Strategies for Outreach
Week Feb 17 Acts 18:1-28 Mission to Corinth

Special Joint Meeting: Home Outreach Buffets
Feb 24 Acts 19:1-22 Mission to Ephesus: I

Strategy 2: Discovering Series
Mar 3 Acts 19:23-41 Mission to Ephesus: II

Strategy3-4: Open Group. Oikos Intentional.
Mar 10 Acts 17-19 Review: Paul’s Strategies

Strategy 5-6: Worship/Events. Service Projects.

March-May Choosing Strategies and Reaching Out
Remember, your group will choose a strategy together. Nothing will be forced upon
you. Whether you are “outgoing” or shy--there is a method that fits you.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Share either one positive experience or one negative experience you’ve had in
witnessing to your faith. What one or two important things can be learned about
sharing faith from these incidents.

2. Share the two biggest obstacles for you with regards to witness.
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader’s Guide

T. Keller, 1996-97

WEEK 2 -  Acts 1:8-2:12 Preparing the Life for Mission

1. 1:9. Why do the angels tell the disciples not to “stand...looking into the sky”? What
should the ascension mean to them and us?

In vv.9-11, the apostles saw Jesus’ ascension. The ascension of Christ is so important that it is
the only incident in Jesus’ life that Luke repeats--he puts it at the end of his gospel and the
beginning of the book of Acts. The angels gently rebuke the apostles--they are not supposed to
“stand here looking into the sky” (v.11). What does that mean? Some think that they were
trying to discourage the disciples from trying to guess when he was coming back. But their
statement “this same Jesus will return”is not concerned with timing at all. Why do they assure
the disciples that he is still the “same” and is coming back?

It would have been very natural for the apostles to be immediately in great distress--assuming
that they had lost Jesus, that he was now absent from them, and thus they were bereft. But the
angels assure them that Jesus, though in one sense gone, is in another sense still with them. On
the one hand, he is “taken from you”, yet they stress that he is the same”--he has not
transformed into some other form. He is still personal and human, though glorified. He is still
their leader. And therefore, they tell them to stop “standing”, stop being inactive.

We have to link these verses with what we saw last week Luke said in his introduction. Luke
considered the book of Acts the continuing ministry of Jesus through his apostles. In  v.1, he
refers to his gospel volume as being about “all Jesus began to do and teach”. Thus Luke sees
the ascension as the way in which Jesus continues to minister, but now from his place in heaven
he can do it through all of his people everywhere.

In summary. The apostles were momentarily frozen into inaction by a sense that they had lost
Jesus. They are assured that the ascended Jesus is still quite the same--he is still their personal
leader and savior. The ascension means “get busy”! It means we have more confidence and
excitement than ever--for now our Lord is “at large” in the universe, working through us until
we return.

2. Jesus told them to not begin their mission until they receive the gift  of the Holy
Spirit (1:4-5). What do they do to prepare for this gift in 1:13-14?

First, they prayed (vv.14). The characteristics of this prayer are only shared briefly, but several
characteristics are evident in the concise description. a) This was corporate prayer. They did
not just pray as individuals, but they came together to “all” pray in a whole group. They prayed
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with others. b) This was united prayer, which goes beyond the mere fact that it was corporate.
“Joined...together” translates one of Luke’s favorite words--homothymadon, which can
mean coming to consensus (cf. Acts 15:25). In prayer they came to deeper unity of thought and
mind and heart as they prayed. They came to agreement as they prayed. c) This was prevailing
prayer. They prayed “constantly” which means to be very persistent and diligent. It doesn’t
tell us how frequently or how long they prayed together--there is no mention of hours. But the
impact of the phrase is to convey that they spend vast tracts of time together in prayer.

3. What do they do to prepare for this gift in 1:15-26?

They chose new leadership (vv.15-26). Many questions are raised by this passage, and we
must not be too distracted by the details so as to miss the general principle it teaches. But first,
here are the two details that we must notice:

The first detail is the death of Judas. Peter refers to the death of Judas, and Luke’s aside about
the circumstances of Judas’ death seem to contradict what Matthew says about it. Matthew
27:3-5 states that Judas hung himself, but Luke here says that he died through a fall (Acts 1:18-
19). Some see this as a contradiction. But it does not need to be read this way. If a man had
hung himself and he had not been found quickly, his body would have been quite bloated and
decayed and, if cut down, could have fallen and ruptured in a gory mess. That would certainly
be reason enough for the name “Field of Blood” to be attached to the place. The other detail is
the manner through which a new apostle is chosen to replace Judas. They drew lots. Many have
pointed out that this was before Pentecost, and after the giving of the Spirit to the church there
was no record of this kind of decision-making again, even when great decisions are made (cf.
Acts 6:1-6; Acts 13: 1-3; Acts 15:6-21). It is important to note Peter’s remark that an apostle
is to be chosen by the Lord, not by the disciples (v.24), and so the drawing of lots was a way to
let Jesus make the final choice. There have been those who have felt that the choosing of
Matthias was illegitimate, and that Paul was God’s choice to “complete” the Twelve. But there
is no comment in the text that indicates that.

The principles that are often lost in discussion of these two details are very significant: a) First,
they prepared for their mission by waiting on God to raise up gifted and godly leaders. This was
the other thing, besides prayer, which can be said to be a key for “revival”, for a spiritual
empowering for mission. God works through leaders, so they went about seeking those he had
appointed. b) Second, they sought them by studying the Scriptures (v.20) with regard to the
leadership position, by prayer (v.24), and by group discussion and wisdom (v.23--proposing
two men). This is therefore strong testimony about the importance of raising up leaders for God
to use, and the “delicacy”of the process. It takes a balance of hard-nosed study and thinking
together with a prayerful dependence on God’s leading.

4. Compare and contrast this incident in Acts 2:1-4 with Acts 4:31; 7:55; 13:9; Luke
1:41, 67; 3:21-22; 4:1. In what ways is Pentecost unique, and in what ways is it
repeatable?
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It is again very easy to get distracted by the three unusual phenomena of the Day of Pentecost.
They are a) a mighty sound like a violent wind (v.2), b) visible tongues of fire over each person
(v.3), c) and speaking in other tongues (v.4) which each member of the multi-ethnic audience
could understand in his or her native language (v.6). But the two central characteristics of
Pentecost that is repeated are these: a) they were “filled with the Holy Spirit” (v.4), and
therefore b) they “began to speak (v.4)...declaring the wonders of God (v.11)” so
effectively that the crowd was “amazed...and asked, ‘what does this mean?”.

If we look at Luke’s descriptions of the “fullness of the Spirit” in his gospel, we see Elizabeth
(Luke 1:41) and her husband Zechariah (Luke 1:67) becoming filled with the Holy Spirit. In
both cases they immediately begin to declare the redemptive works of God with joy and power.
[This is identical to Acts 2:11, for the “wonders” that the apostles declare is the word
megaleia--”the mega-deeds of God”. They are talking about the redemptive acts of God in
history--the gospel.] Next in the gospel of Luke we see the Spirit descending on Jesus (3:21) so
that he too goes off “full of the Holy Spirit”. In Jesus’ case, there are two characteristics.
First, he received with the Spirit a strong assurance of his sonship and the Father’s love for him:
“You are my Son, whom I love”. Second, he received the Spirit in order to endure  a major
confrontation with Satan, which he met by declaring the Word of God (see Luke 4:1-13).
[Note: Maybe he received the Spirit so he could confront Satan. But maybe he got confronted
by Satan because he had received the Spirit. Probably, both are true!]  Again, we see that the
fullness of the Spirit equipped Jesus to declare the Word of God.

Then we look at the three incidents in Acts after Pentecost. The incident in Acts 4:31 is like
Pentecost in that there is a period of prevailing prayer and an “earthquake” (which is parallel
to the violent wind sound) but unlike Pentecost in that there were no tongues of fire or speaking
in tongues. What does occur again is a “boldness” (an assurance, like that which Jesus
received) and the ability to “speak the word of God”. It is also notable that this experience of
fullness came in the face of a persecution and confrontation. The incident of Acts 7:55-56 is an
experience of fullness for Stephen. Again, it is in the face of persecution, it equips him for verbal
witness of the gospel, and it consists of an assurance of Jesus standing for him. The incident in
Acts 13:9 seems almost routine by comparison. Yet again we see a man (Paul) being filled with
the Spirit and assurance for a verbal witness in the face of opposition.

In summary, what do all these incidents have in common? 1) We see that the “fullness of the
Spirit” Luke speaks of is episodic. It does not occur continuously. Paul was “filled with the
Spirit” in order to speak to the sorcerer. That means it came upon him, and later left. 2) We see
that the “fullness” is repeatable. It may happen frequently or infrequently. 3) We see that the
“fullness” always consists of a) a powerful assurance that God loves us and is with us, and b) an
ability to effectively witness. The fullness is “assurance for service”. 4) Finally, we see that the
“fullness” seems sometimes to be connected to a) prevailing prayer, and b) persecution or
confrontation and temptation.
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What do these incidents not have in common? Though speaking in tongues is attached to the
experience of fullness of the Spirit in Acts 2:4, and also in Acts 10:46 and Acts 19:6, tongues is
not connected in these other incidents. Also, miraculous and extraordinary phenomenon like
earthquakes, wind-sounds, and fire are not necessary. So we cannot agree with some that
speaking in tongues is the necessary or even the normal sign of the fullness of the Spirit.

The unique phenomena of Pentecost show that in some ways it was unique and unrepeatable.
Jesus gave his Spirit to his church on that day as the newly ascended Lord. Now he proceeds
to minister in the world through his Spirit-filled church. Perhaps, we can even say that it was on
that day that the church was “baptized with the Holy Spirit”. Jesus had promised in Acts 1:5
that Pentecost would be Spirit-baptism. On that day, it says that they were “filled with the
Spirit”. But then the repeatable series of “Spirit-filled” experiences is not called “Spirit-
baptisms”. Rather, the baptism of the Spirit was their once and for all inauguration into a new
realm of spiritual experience. In the repeated episodes of spirit-filledness the disciples were
drawing on their Spirit-baptism. So in one sense, Pentecost was a once for all crossing into a
new realm and era. In another way, it was repeatable. In the same way, we are baptized once
with the Spirit (I Cor.12:13) when we enter the Body of Christ at conversion. But the baptism
of the Spirit now provides us with potential for multiple and deepening experiences of assurance
and power.

5. What is the significance of the multi-lingual proclamation of the gospel on the day
of Pentecost? Why do you think God did it that way?

Discussions of the nature of “glossolalia” (speaking in tongues) must not distract us from the
main point of this miracle. On the first day of any church, a very important decision has to be
made. What language (and therefore what culture) will he church conduct its worship and
business in? When Redeemer Church held its first service, it did so in English, which
automatically made ministry to other people (who did not speak English) of secondary
importance for the church. Well, on the first day of Jesus’ church, he refused to choose one
language or one culture to minister in! If the apostles had spoken in Hebrew or Aramaic or
Greek--the signal would have been set that the gospel was primarily for just one people group.
But the Lord on Pentecost shows the world that the gospel is for every tongue, tribe, people,
and nation. The first “worship service” is multi-lingual, multi-cultural, multi-racial in the extreme.

Pentecost means that the unity of the Spirit transcends all racial, national, and linguistic barriers.
For centuries, commentators have noted that Acts 2 is a reversal of the curse of Babel. Acts 2
provides a “Table of the Nations” as does Genesis 10. But in Acts 2, a miracle of blessing
brings people together through understanding despite linguistic barriers. While in Genesis 11, a
miracle of cursing breaks people apart through division despite original linguistic sameness. In
Genesis 11, the people of the earth unite to “make a name for themselves” (v.4), and this leads
to the disunity of racial and cultural alienation. In Acts 2, when people unite “to call on the
name of the Lord” (Acts 2:21) and the result is racial and cultural healing.
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The practical ramifications for the church have never been completely worked out. The next few
chapters of Acts will show that the disciples themselves did not understand the implications.
They continued to erect racial barriers between Christians. What Pentecost means is that the
church must work to the greatest degree possible to show unity of Christians across racial
barriers. It is a mark of the Spirit-filled church that people get along inside the church who could
not get along outside of it.
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Week 2 Project: Building a Life Altar

Read silently and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The Ascension and the Power of the Spirit

Jesus would not let the disciples leave Jerusalem to be his witnesses until they received “the
gift”, the power of the Holy Spirit (1:4,8). What did they have to wait for? Why couldn’t the
Spirit be given to them immediately? Because Jesus had to ascend to the right hand of the
Father. It is from there, from the right hand of God, that Jesus pours out the Spirit. See Peter’s
sermon in Acts 2:33. “Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father
the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear.” The Spirit was
not given in this major way until Christ assumed his place as our Priest and King before the
Father. John 16:7- Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will
send him to you..)  Pentecost happens when Jesus goes to the right hand of the Father.

Therefore, Pentecost and the Ascension are one time events. Yet there is a repeatable aspect to
them. There is still a connection between seeing the ascended Christ and experiencing the
power of the Spirit. When Stephen was dragged before a human court, he was condemned
unjustly and was about to be executed. But he was “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 7:55).
How so? We are told, “full of the Holy Spirit he looked up to heaven and saw the glory of
God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. ‘Look’ he said, ‘I see heaven opened
and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!’ At this they covered their ears,
and yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him....While they were stoning
him, Stephen prayed....’Lord do not hold this sin against them.”.

What happened? The sight of Jesus at the right hand of God filled him with the Holy
Spirit. Why? Jesus was “standing” at God’s right hand. This refers to his work as our
Advocate (I John 2:1-we have an advocate with the Father, one who speaks in our
defense--Jesus Christ the Righteous One. He is the propitiation for our sins.) At the very
moment that an earthly court was condemning him, he realized that the heavenly court was
commending him. In other words, the “fullness” he experienced was an experience of the
gospel. At that moment, he got an extremely vivid, powerful sight of what he already knew
intellectually--that in Christ we are beautiful in God’s sight and free from condemnation
(Col.1:23). But the Spirit took that intellectual concept and electrified his entire soul and mind
and heart and imagination with it. At that moment, the verdict there (at the throne of God)
became so real and overwhelming to him that the verdict here (in the earthly kangaroo court)
became inconsequential. He faced his accusers with not just boldness, but even with a calmness
and joy, and forgiveness.

Now it cannot be coincidence that Pentecost is so connected to the Ascension. It means that to
the degree that we have an awareness of Jesus as our advocate, as being our
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righteousness and holiness before the Father, to the degree that we understand our
position in him before God, to that degree we will have courage, love, and power.  When
we ask for the fullness of the Spirit, we do not just sit and wait for a zap. Rather we go to the
truth and pray it into our souls until the Spirit comes and sets it on fire. That tends to happen not
just as the result of faithful “waiting on him” in prayer, but also when we attempt to share our
faith with others. Then the Holy Spirit may to one degree or another, make the truth “catch on
fire” in us, filling us with the same assurance he gave Jesus, that we are his beloved children
(Luke 3:21-22).

To ask for the fullness of the Spirit for witness is to grasp and thrill under the gospel and all it
teaches.

The Nature of Spiritual Experience

We see then that we cannot divorce Word from Spirit or pit them against each other. Spirit-
filledness is for the purpose of speaking effectively. On the other hand, Spirit-filledness is
actually “truth beginning to shine” in the soul. It arises from meditation and prayer and reflection
over the truths of the Word.

In Ephesians 1:17 Paul prays for the Ephesians and asks that the Spirit of wisdom and
revelation will enlighten the eyes of your heart in order that the Ephesians might know the
hope to which he has called you, and the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints.
Does he think the Ephesians don’t know that they have this hope and inheritance? No, of
course they know it intellectually. But Paul here says that the fullness of the Spirit “enlightens the
eyes of the heart” and shows us the “glory” and “riches” of it all. In Eph.3:18ff. Paul shows the
nature of spiritual experience again. He says that the Spirit’s job is to strengthen in the inner
being so that we might receive power to grasp...how wide and long and high and deep is
the love of Christ, and to know this love that surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled
with all the fullness of God.” This is the fullness of the Spirit! It is to take truths that we
know--like the love of Christ--and meditate on them, seeking the Spirit’s help, until we find
ourselves with the “power to grasp” and we find the dimensions of his love simply overwhelm
our mind and heart and fill us up.

This is Paul’s prayer for his people. This is what happened to Stephen. This is what happens at
every place that “the fullness of the Spirit” is mentioned. The truth begins to shine out, we hear
God saying, “you are my beloved”, and it revolutionizes us, making us effective as ambassadors
of his kingdom.

The Church Builds an Altar

A good image for seeking the fullness of the Spirit is the concept of “building a life altar”. In the
Old Testament, an altar was built and a sacrifice placed on it, and then God sent his fire to burn
up the sacrifice (I Kings 18). This is a great illustration of the dynamics of personal revival and
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spiritual renewal. Paul uses it when he tells us to “make our selves a living sacrifice” (Romans
12:1ff.) We cannot create spiritual renewal--only God can send the “fire”. We can only prepare
the altar and the sacrifice. Then God can send the Holy Spirit.

If we look at Acts 1 we see Jesus helping the disciples to build an altar. There are four parts at
least:

1. A renewed church is vision-driven. In Acts 1:6-8 Jesus repairs their faulty vision of
what he is going to do in the world. They were looking for a political campaign, and he
tells them about the nature of the kingdom, which will spread through his disciples as
they become his witnesses and ambassadors. The vision is that we through out words
will bring people under the kingship of Christ which will heal and repair all things.

2. A renewed church is gospel-driven. In Acts 1:9-11 Jesus ascends to heaven and
the angels tell the disciples that now the knowledge of his ascension should empower
them. Refer to the above incident with Stephen. It is only as we “preach the gospel to
ourselves” about our standing in Christ that the Holy Spirit takes that truth and catches it
on fire in our hearts, creating times of amazing assurance which equips us for service.

3. A renewed church is prayer-driven.  In Acts 1:14 we see the disciples uniting in
corporate, prevailing prayer. It is only in prayer and through prayer that the Holy Spirit
takes up the vision and the gospel and makes them fiery realities in the centers of our
being.

4. A renewed church is leader-driven. In Acts 1:15ff. we see the disciples asking for
God to raise up leaders. Personal and corporate revivals occur through leaders which
God identifies and equips.

The Christian Builds an Altar

How can an individual Christian, then “build an altar”, seeking more of the power of the Spirit
so that you can be more useful to God?

1. Preparing to be an ambassador. A “witness for the kingdom” is an ambassador, a
representative of the King. At what major points does your life fail to represent Christ?
Think of your relationships. Think of your work-life. Think of your relationships to
family members. Think of habitual sins of omission or commission.

2. Preaching the gospel to yourself. At what points do you fail to believe your
standing in Christ? How will you deepen your understanding of these truths? How will
you study the basics?
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3. Prayer. Study the prayer of Acts 4:23ff. Notice that they did not pray for protection
or any thing tangible. They asked only for a sense of God’s presence and reality. How
will you make your prayer life more centered on seeking God and his kingdom (rather
than centered on your needs and problems)?

4. Leaders. How will you find accountability and relationships to others in the body
who are more mature than you, from whom you can learn?

Make a Plan

1. Obedience issues. Practical things I will start to do or stop doing to be a better
ambassador.

2. Gospel and Prayer issues: Practical things I will do to more diligently seek his
presence in prayer and study.

3. Leadership issues: Practical things I will do to become more accountable to others
for building “my altar”. Practical ways I will be more networked into the Body.

Discussion Questions

1. Discuss those things in the reading that most helped you--things you marked with
an ‘!’

2. Discuss those things in the reading that raised questions--things you marked with
an ‘?’

3. How could you group as a group “build an altar” along the lines of Acts 1 so as to
be more useful to God?

4. What one or two practical things will you do in order to “build an altar” and seek
the fullness of the Spirit?
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader’s Guide

T. Keller, 1996-97

WEEK 3 -  Acts 2:5-39 The Power Arrives

1. vv.5-13 What evidence is there that this was a worship service that the crowd came
to? What is the significance of that fact for us today?

When the Spirit falls on the disciples, a crowd gathers (v.5) to listen to the disciples praising
God publicly (“we hear them declaring the wonders of God!”).  The word “declare” is just
a common Greek word for “speaking”. It’s possible to read this as referring simply to a sermon
or message, but that is not likely. Notice that they say “we hear them declaring the wonders
of God”. If the disciples were all talking about the wonders of God, it is not likely that the
audience was hearing a single long monologue from anyone, but rather multiple declarations--
perhaps prayers, Scripture readings and exhortations, expressions of adoration and
thanksgiving. Also, they were declaring the “wonders of God”, a term that seem to convey
praise.

So what we have here is a worship service “before the nations”. Both Jew and Gentile were
present (v.11 - both Jews and converts) and people from virtually every nationality around the
Mediterranean (v.5). Edmund Clowney has said, “the gospel message is celebration before it is
communication” (The Pastor-Evangelist, p.23). God continually called his people in the Old
Testament to “world-winning worship”, to worship and declare his glory before the nations.  In
Psalm 105:1 believers are told to “make known among the nations what he has done”. But
how? “Sing to him, praise him; tell of his wonderful deeds” (105:2). Believers in the Old
Testament are told to invite the nations in to worship and declare the gospel to them there
(Ps.47:1; 100:1-5; cf. Ps.117). In general, that did not happen in the Old Testament. Now, here
in Acts 2:11 we have an exact fulfillment of Psalm 105:2.

What is the significance of this for us, practically? Too often we make a distinction between
evangelism and worship. We think that a worship service is only for believers and an
evangelistic service is only for unbelievers. But here we see that we should be careful to worship
in such a way that non-Christians can be present. We should be certain that our worship has an
impact on them. (See the next question, and look back to the text of Acts 2,  to get into more
details about how we make worship “accessible” for non-Christians.) If we want to have an
impact on our non-Christian friends we should try to bring them to worship. We should not
separate worship from evangelism. Why? If the goal of our evangelism is simply to get people to
“convert”, then all we need to do is transmit information to them. But if the goal of our
evangelism is to turn a person into a praising Christian--someone who has been transformed by
worshipping God with all the heart and life--then we should show them the gospel in the context
of the praising people of God.
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2. vv.5-11. What are the marks of the kind of corporate worship that makes a strong
evangelistic impact? vv.12-13. What kind of impact did this first corporate celebration
have on the audience?

There are three marks of this first worship service, which had such an impact on the non-
believers who came to it.

a) First, it was “contextualized”. “We hear them...in our own tongues.” (v.11). This means,
of course, that through a miracle of God, every person was able to hear the Word of God in
their own “heart language”. Most of the people who were there in Jerusalem, from so many
different nations, were able to communicate through the international lingua franca of koine
Greek and so on. But God arranged it so that they heard the message of salvation in their own
native language, the language they did their thinking and loving in. Obviously, we cannot expect
this miracle today. But it shows the critical importance of adapting our worship to the culture of
the people we are seeking to serve. We cannot here get into the subject of what parts of
Biblical worship are unchangeable “givens”, and what is adaptable. The general “elements” of
Biblical worship are fairly simple and obvious--prayers of praise, petition, and confession,
teaching the Word, congregational singing, giving of gifts, making of promises. But the way in
which these things are done is highly adaptable to the culture. We must connect with people’s
minds and hearts. We must use language and concepts that they can relate to.

b) Second, it was “gospel-centered”. “...the wonders of God”. The NIV translation is maybe
not the best. The word translated “wonders” is megaleia, which literally means the “mega-
works”. This means that the disciples were basing all their worship not so much on general
principles of the Bible, but on the saving actions of God in history. The mega-works of God
include what he has done to save us. It refers to the Incarnation, the Atonement, the
Resurrection. What makes Christianity different from other religions is this very issue. Other
religions teach principles of living as the things that save us. Christianity teaches that it was
God’s actions in history that save us--principles of living are just the results of salvation. We live
in particular ways because we are saved, not in order to become saved. Therefore, the central
and primary message of Christianity is not information about what we do, but about what He
did. His wondrous, mega-works. Other religions center on the rules and regulations and
disciplines. Now we see that this first worship service was centered on the gospel. So too, we
must be careful to not let our worship services center too much or too often on less central
matters.

c) Third, it seems clear that there was a sense of the presence of God that all could feel. “a
sound like the blowing of a violent wind” (v.2) had occurred. That is a “theophany”--a
visible manifestation of the presence of God. In Acts 4:31 it took the form of an earthquake. But
a sense of his presence does not need to have a miraculous manifestation to be felt. An
important parallel passage to Acts 2 is I Cor.14:24-25. There Paul says that it is expected that
there will be both “unbelievers” and “seekers” in worship service. He envisions that “the
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secrets of his heart will be revealed, and so falling on his face, he will worship God,
exclaiming, ‘God is really among you’. Thus Paul shows us that the unbeliever can sense
God’s presence, and that it can be a very convicting and convincing experience. Obviously,
because this was the day of Pentecost, the worship leaders were anointed and spoke with joy,
power, love, and spiritual reality. That is the third, very important mark of worship which has an
evangelistic impact.

What impact does this worship have on the listeners? There are two very different reactions.
First, some people were both “amazed” (a positive word--meaning “impressed”) and
“perplexed” (a negative word--meaning “troubled”). They were under conviction. And they
ask for more information. “What does this mean?” (v.11). They want to know what this is “all
about”? They have come to the place where they want fairly complete explanation and defense
of the gospel. Their interest is high; they sense the relevance of this for themselves. On the other
hand, some others mock the whole affair and say, “these people are drunk” (v.12). These
unbelievers came to worship on the Day of Pentecost (worship doesn’t get better than that) and
they still refused to believe--they even were highly scornful and derisive. It is maybe comforting
to realize that you just can’t please some people! It means that any declaration of the wonders
of God, no matter how anointed and how effective, will not penetrate the hearts of everyone. In
fact, this probably shows that the better and more effective the witness, the more polarization
will occur. Some people will be brought in, while others will get harder in their hearts.

3. vv.14-36. What does Peter say in response to this first question? This is a gospel
presentation--outline its basic points. What kind of impact does this first gospel
presentation have on the audience?

Peter now becomes the spokesperson for all the disciples. Some have asked “what is this all
about?” It is his job to give an overview of the gospel.

a) vv.14-21. First, Peter begins by talking about the phenomenon that the crowd is noticing--the
tongues speaking and the anointed utterance of the disciples. He starts, “these men are not
drunk” (v.15). Notice, therefore, that his presentation is not so “canned” that he ignores the
burning issues of his listeners. His point #1 is their point #1. He starts where they are--he begins
by addressing an issue that they are interested in. In this case, Peter starts by quoting from the
prophet Joel. Again, we see that he appeals to authorities that the listeners hold to. He knows
that, since most of them are Jews and Gentile converts of the diaspora that they will know the
prophets. In this first segment, he points out that Joel had predicted a future era in which the
Holy Spirit would be poured out, not just on certain leaders like Moses and David, but on
everyone, so that the power of the Spirit for ministry and service would be pervasive. He tells
them that this is what they now see.

b) Second, Peter shows that the ministry of Christ is what has inaugurated the era of the Spirit.
And he covers the following:
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(1). v.22. Jesus’ life and ministry. Jesus was a great teacher and a worker of miracles.
Peter is brief because, with these hearers anyway, this was not in doubt. (“as you
yourselves know”) Today, people are very much in doubt as to whether Jesus did the
miracles and made the claims that the Bible says he did. But Peter’s crowd knew all this
for themselves.

(2) v.23. Jesus’ death. Jesus was put to death on the cross. Peter does not say much
about how this accomplished salvation--he does not talk about substitution or ransom at
this point. But he says it was by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge. So he is
saying that through the cross, God’s saving purposes were worked out and came to
fruition. The important point here is that Peter reminds them that “you...put him to
death”. This is what most likely “cuts” them to the heart later (v.37).

(3) v.24-32. Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus has been risen from the dead. In this
presentation, Peter spends much more time on the resurrection than on the atonement.
He shows that the resurrection was predicted by the Old Testament (v.25), and
personally witnessed by the apostles (v.32). Peter therefore stresses the historical
character and evidence for the resurrection. He evidently believed that the key issue for
this crowd was to accept the fact that Jesus was no longer dead.

(4) v.33-36. Jesus exaltation. With another Old Testament quote, Peter lastly tells his
hearers that Christ is at the right hand of God, where he is not ruling as Lord of all.

In summary, Peter focuses on two historical events--Christ’s death and resurrection. And he
appeals to two witnesses--the prophets (Biblical evidence) and the apostles (historical
evidence).  As we can see, Peter’s gospel presentation is simply showing people the life and
work of Christ. And also, we see that Peter weaves “apologetics” (evidence) into his gospel
presentation.

What kind of impact does this presentation have on the crowd? We are told that they were
“cut to the heart”. This means that they saw the deep personal relevance, and that they were
convicted of their need. Why were they “cut to the heart”? Probably because Paul makes a
second reference (see v.22) to the fact that “you crucified” him (v.36). We have to look
beyond the immediate circumstances to the principle here. Surely, since most of the crowd were
people coming to Jerusalem from far away (2:5) and since Jesus had been crucified many
weeks ago now, Peter cannot mean that many of the people listening had had a part in literally
crucifying Jesus. This is not an anti-Semitic text saying that “the Jews killed Jesus”. Rather, this
is part of the gospel message for every human being. Until we see that our sins cost Jesus his
life, that we were the cause of his death--we will not be “cut to the heart”.
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Once they are “cut to the heart”, they ask “what shall we do?”  The first question (v.12) was
a request for information. They wanted an overview of the gospel. The second question (v.37)
is really a request for personal counsel. They want to know what to do about their sin. Peter’s
response to the first question is to explain what the gospel is. Peter’s response to the second
question is to explain how to receive Christ. I will call it “Counseling into Christ”. It is Peter’s
counsel for seekers on how to connect with Jesus.

4. vv.37-40. What does Peter say in response to this second question? This is a
description of how to receive Christ--outline its basic points. What kind of impact does
this have on the audience?

Peter calls on them to do two things. First, he tells them to “repent”. The Greek word
metanoia means a complete change of mind. It is much more than being “sorry” for something.
It means to completely change your approach, your foundation, your mind. Necessarily involved
in “repentance” is “faith”. Peter does not tell them to “believe in Jesus”, but we know that they
did (v.44 calls them “believers”). It is impossible to really repent without believing, for to turn
from sin and the old way of thinking entails turning to God and a new way of thinking. You can’t
“change your mind” about Jesus without doing both together. We will see that in the future, the
apostles “counsel into Christ” by sometimes saying “repent and believe” or just “believe” or
(here) just “repent”. But the two are always connected, even when not stated.

The second thing he tells them is to “be baptized”. This was a remarkable thing to ask of Jews.
Jews believed Gentile converts needed to be baptized, because they saw the Gentiles as being
spiritually unclean. Now Peter says that every one who wishes to be a Christian needs to be
baptized--and to do it in the name of the one that previously had been rejected. That would be
a public sign in the strongest terms that they had repented--had completely changed their minds
about who Jesus was. It is important to realize why in this situation Peter would lift up baptism
as being so important as a sign of their repentance.

Some churches have taken Acts 2:38 as being a complete guide to salvation. Since  Peter says
that they must be repent and be baptized, it is inferred that water baptism is necessary to receive
forgiveness of sins. The problem with this interpretation is that it makes Acts 2:38 contradict all
of Romans and Galatians, where Paul adamantly insists that no act of obedience receives
salvation--only faith in Christ does.  So how do we understand Acts 2:38 so that it does not
undermine all that the rest of the NT tells us? We must see that Peter is saying that repentance
(and its flip side, faith) are signified in baptism.  If we didn’t have the rest of the New Testament,
it could be very possible to conclude that Peter is saying that repentance/faith and baptism are
both pre-requisites or receptors of salvation. But we do have the rest of the New Testament.
Also, if we realize the context and the situation on that day, we can see why Peter would have
so strongly pressed them to be baptized immediately as a sign that they as Jews had completely
changed their minds about Christ.
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Also, Peter tells them that if they repent/believe--they will receive two promises. They will
receive “forgiveness of sins” and “the gift of the Holy Spirit”. This is a great summary of
what it means to become a Christian. When we become a Christian, there is something legal that
happens outside of us--we are accepted as sinless and perfect, our record being pardoned and
covered. Secondly, there is something that happens within us--we get the new life, a new power
and Spirit directly from God that then grows in us.

In summary.

“Here then is...the message. Two events (Christ’s death and resurrection) as
attested by two witnesses ([the Bible and historical witnesses to resurrection]), on
the basis of which God makes two promises (forgiveness and the Spirit), on two
conditions (repentance and faith)....We have no liberty to amputate this apostolic
gospel...” -- John Stott, The Message of Acts, p. 81.

5. What do we learn from this passage about the witness you should have as an
individual Christian? The witness we should have as a church?

There are many things that participants will probably notice--far more than we can enumerate
here. Here are some of the many possibilities.

As individuals:

We need to allow people to come in a process. There were three stages here. First, the seekers
had interest created (“what do these things mean”?) Only when that happened were they open,
second, to a full gospel presentation. And even that was fairly general. And only when they
came under personal conviction (“what should we do?”) is direct statement made on how they
can become Christians.

We need to know the Bible. We need to know the evidence for the gospel.

We need to really know where the listeners “are” religiously. Peter appealed at several points to
“what they themselves knew”. We need to know what they do believe--what their worldview
is, and so on. We have to spend a lot of time listening to be able to “scratch where they itch”.

We need to have a joy and power about us, which is what attracted the crowd to the disciples
in the first place.

As a church:

Churches need to have “evangelistic worship” which a) knocks non-believers out of their
complacency, b) gives some basics of the truth, c) shows the personal relevance of the truth to
human life, d) gains credibility for the gospel.
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Churches need to have “after meetings”. Since you can’t lay out the “big picture” of the gospel
and Christian truth in every worship service, we need to do what Peter does. After each
service, some people will want to know  “what these things mean”. And there should be classes
or meetings where we show why we believe and what the truth is. We need to show how it all
fits together.

Churches need to have people who are skilled in “counseling into Christ”. After the after
meetings and services, there will be people who need personal counsel about how to take hold
on Christ. We need to provide counsel for them.



acts3.lg 8

Week 3 Project - The Power Of The Holy Spirit

Introduction: The Holy Spirit's Coming - Before His death, Jesus told all those who were
spiritually thirsty to come to Him and drink. He promised that rivers of living waters would
flow out of them, speaking symbolically of the Holy Spirit who hadn’t been given, because Jesus
had not yet been glorified (John 7:37-39). Jesus later said it was for our good that He was going
away and He promised to send the Counselor, the Spirit of truth, to guide us into all truth and
to tell us what is yet to come (John 16:7,13). Then, Christ's last words before His ascension
assured believers that they would receive power when the Holy Spirit came, that would result in
their being bold witnesses of His death and resurrection (Acts 1:8). Pentecost was fifty days
after Christ was resurrected and just 10 days after His ascension. It is here, in Acts 2:1-36, that
we see Jesus’ promises about the Holy Spirit fulfilled. On that day all the Christians were filled
with the Holy Spirit. Peter was empowered to explain what was happening. He describes
David’s prediction of  Christ’s resurrection and exaltation as fulfillment of  prophecy and God’s
foreordained plan.  And he points to the gift of the Holy Spirit as proof of Christ’s Lordship.

Today we have the gospels, the book of  Acts and the epistles to teach us about the Holy
Spirit’s ministry in our lives and in the life of Christ’s church.  We are inseparably linked to this
Person as believers, yet many believers are confused about or ignorant of His ministry in our
lives. Ask yourself - "Theoretically, if the Holy Spirit left my life today, would it make any
difference in the way I respond to things?" (Leader: 10 min. #I; 10 min. #IIA; 10 min. #IIB; 15
min.for prayer. 

I.  The Holy Spirit's Ministry

A.  The Holy Spirit came to convict the world of sin, righteousness and judgment, 
according to John 16:8-11. What has been the world’s response, from Old 

Testament times until now, according to Acts 7:51-53?

B.  Assign these verses. Discuss how the Holy Spirit relate to all believers.

1. I Corin. 6:19, 20

2. Eph. 1:13

3. Rom. 8: 11, 16 & 26

4. In I Corin. 12:7-13 we see that there is both diversity and unity in the 
body of Christ, for the common good. Everyone profits as the spiritual gifts are

exercized that the Holy Spirit bestowed. He gives ‘severally, as He wills, we
receive.
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C.  Once we better understand the theology of God’s Spirit at work in the church 
and in us, what should be the implications in our walk with God and the life of the 

church?

II.  How Christians relate to the Holy Spirit

A.  What potential  problems are exposed in the following verses?

1.  Eph. 4:30  (What solutions are offered in v.31,32?)

2.  I Thes. 5:19  (What solutions are offered in verses 20-24?)

3.  Gal. 5:17  (What solutions are offered in verses 16,18 & 25?)

4.  I John 1:5-10 once again shows us problems, or hindrances, that can 
keep us from the Spirit’s fullness. How can these verses help us follow 

through on obeying the solutions offered in the verses above and what’s at 
stake if we don’t?

B.  Eph. 5:18 is a command for believers to be filled with the Holy Spirit. It’s not
an option, but He doesn’t tell us to do something beyond our grasp. Eph. 5:19-21
and Col. 3:15,16 describe evidences of the Spirit’s fullness in our hearts and in the
church. We speak to one another with songs, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing 
and making music in our hearts to the Lord, being thankful for everything and
submitting ourselves one to another. Do you see the Spirit’s fullness being
manifested in our church?

III.  Pray together about:

A.  Where you need deeper understanding, confessing obstacles to obedience in your
walk and your desire to experience the Spirit’s work in yourself and in our church.

B.  ALTAR Accountability. In the whole group, or in smaller groups of 2 or 3, share
how you are doing in the 3-5 things that you resolved to do in order to ‘build an altar’ and
have a life more useful to God’.
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader’s Guide

T. Keller, 1996-97

WEEK 4 -  Acts 2:40-47 The New Community

Introduction: This short section is the classic text describing the very earliest church and how it
lived its live corporately. It is extremely concise but also extremely complete. John Stott writes:
“It is incorrect to call the Day of Pentecost ‘the birthday of the church’. For the church
as the people of God goes back at least 4,000 years to Abraham. What happened at
Pentecost was that...God’s people became the Spirit-filled body of Christ.” (The Message
of Acts, p.81) Thus this picture of the church is also a picture of what the church becomes when
the power of the Spirit is in evidence. During times of spiritual revival and renewal, the church
can return to some degree to this form. People studying this text seriously can discover an
almost endless stream of important insights as to how Christians should live together in
community. The “answers” given below are relatively brief. Be sure to let the group work and
give multiple answers to each study question.

1. vv.40-41. Why do you think Peter tells them to save themselves from “this
generation”? What does this statement imply about the church, and about becoming a
Christian?

Peter urges that his hearers “save themselves from this corrupt generation” (v.40). A
“generation” is a whole culture. Today there is lots of recognition that each generation has its
own common characteristics of mind and thinking and behavior. There is the “depression
generation” and the “Baby Boomers” and “Generation X”--each have their own mindset. Peter
recognizes that his hearers are not just individual sinners, but they participate in the whole
mindset and world view of their culture and generation. Therefore, Peter tells them that now the
main determinant of their mind and heart will no longer be the spirit and thought of their peers
and society, but the spirit and truth of God. This means that to become a Christian changes the
way one looks at everything--it leads to a radically examined life. It means that the gospel and
truth of God will lead me to look at all my relationships, my family, my work in the world, my
racial and cultural identity--all in a new light.

This also means that the church itself is a “new generation”--a whole new people, a counter-
culture. In it, our economic, racial, social, psychological relationships are all distinct and different
from those in the surrounding culture. The church is not simply an aggregation of individuals who
are saved, but it is a “pilot plant” of what humanity would look like under the Lordship of
Christ. We are to show the world a whole new way of being human.

2. vv.42-47. Make a list of the characteristics and functions of the early church which
are evident in this passage.

This list can be broken down in many ways. I will make a longer list here--it helps to see the
richness of the passage. Then in the next study questions, we will try to organize the
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characteristics and ministries under four headings. For now--just brainstorm. Here are a series
of insights. There are surely others.

a)  The church trained and educated its members. (”devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching” v.42a).
b)  The church brought its members together constantly--“every day” (v.46)! They couldn’t
stay away from each other.
c)  The church moved members into relationships of mutual support and fellowship (“they were
together” v.44a; “the fellowship” v.42b).
d)  The church had both small group meetings (“they broke bread in their homes” v.46b) and
large group meetings (“continued to meet together in the temple courts” v.46a).
e)  The church practiced the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper constantly. (The term “the
breaking of bread” in v.42 and v.46 is thought by most scholars to be a description of a meal
together at which the Lord’s Supper was observed. The key indicator that this is the meaning of
the phrase is the word “the” before the “breaking of bread”.)
f) The church spent much time in group prayer (“devoted themselves...to prayer” v.42d)
which occurred, evidently in both homes and large public gatherings.
g)  The  church practiced radical stewardship, economic sharing and “mercy ministry” at least
within the community. People got practical financial and material help for their needs (“Selling
their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” v.45).
h) There were deeds of power which accompanied and verified the truth of the apostles’
preaching (“many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles” v.43.)
i) There was a general spirit of joy (“glad and sincere hearts” v.46) and praise (“praising
God” v.47a) which permeated every meeting at every level.
j)  This community life was extraordinarily attractive to outsiders (“enjoying the favor of all
the people” v.47).
k)  The church was evangelistically effective in the extreme, with new conversions everyday.
(“The Lord added...daily those who were being saved.” v.47)
l)  Conversions were not seen individualistically. When a person was saved, they were “added
to their number” (v.47)--they were incorporated into a deep relationship to the church body,
not just to the Lord.

3. What do we learn here about the church’s a) ministry of learning and b) ministry of
fellowship?

a)  Ministry of learning:  (1) It was intense. “Devoted themselves” (v.42) means that there was
a high commitment to learning. Spirit-filledness is not set over against the intellect! (2) It was
complete centered on the  “apostolic teaching”. It was not learning in general, but rather the
study of God’s revelation as it came through the apostles. Today, of course, the apostles’
teaching is in the Scriptures. (3) It was accompanied by “apologetics”. They were not just
taught what to believe but given evidence for why to believe it. This point is missed unless we
realize that v.43 is not an isolated statement--it follows v.42. The apostles teaching (v.42) was
validated and verified by their miracles and wonders (v.43). These miracles were not naked
displays of power, but were signs. Heb.2:3-4 show us that the purpose of miracles in the early
church was to show listeners the truth of the gospel message the apostles brought. A survey of
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the Bible reveals that miracles are not distributed randomly and evenly throughout history, but
they come in clusters, when God sends a new set of messengers into the world with a new stage
of revelation. (Thus there are only three “ages” of miracles--Moses and the Exodus, Elijah and
the prophets before the exile, and Jesus and the apostles.) Since we are not apostles, it is not
likely that there will be the same number and kind of miracles today as then. But we must realize
that the principle of v.43 was that people were shown evidence of the truth of apostolic
teaching, so they would devote themselves to it.

b) Ministry of fellowship. (1) It also was intense  (“they devoted themselves...to fellowship”
v.42). It was therefore not something that just happened. They worked at it. This implies
accountability with one another, a sense of responsibility to care and support and guide each
other. (2) It was daily (“every day”v.46). They did not just see each other on Sundays, but
were involved in each other’s daily lives. (3) It was economic as well as “spiritual”. (“had
everything in common”v.44). They recognized not only that other brothers and sisters had a
claim on their time and heart but also on their resources. (4) It was very small group/house
church based. (“They broke bread in their homes” v.46). If we put this together with
statements like Acts 20:20 and greetings to “the church that meets in their house” in I Cor
16:9 and elsewhere--we can see the importance of small group community in the early church.
They had regular meetings where this same set of ministries--learning, loving, worshipping--was
conducted at the mini-level, so as to supplement what was happening at the “maxi” large group
level. (5) It was extremely sensitive. They knew immediately who had “need” (v.44).

4. What do we learn here about the church’s a) ministry of worship and b) ministry of
witness and service?

a) Ministry of Worship. (1) It had corporate form. In v.42, Paul literally says that “they
devoted themselves to the breaking of the bread and the prayers”. This is almost certainly a
reference to ‘liturgy’-- to the service of the Lord’s supper and to a discipline of praying called
“the prayers. It was not random. There was an order to it. (2) It had both an informal and
formal aspect. It happened both in homes and in the temple courts (v.46). This surely means
that there was both informal worship in the small group, and more formal worship in the large
group. [Note: It is unlikely that Christians continued to offer sacrifices at the temple, but they
evidently continued to go to the prayer services and they supplemented the worship there with
their own meetings in the courts.] (3) It was both joyful and reverent. Notice that in the small
group worship, the emphasis is more on joy and gladness (v.46) but in the large group, there is
an emphasis on awe (v.43). This means that both awe/reverence, and joyous praise are to be
the marks of our worship.

b) Ministry of Witness through Word and Deed. (1) It was dynamic. There were conversions
“daily”v.47. (2) It was based on demonstration through community. One reason that people
were saved is that the love and note of praising was highly attractive to “all the people”
(v.47).This cannot mean that every non-Christian loved the early church--there was plenty of
persecution. But it meant that, overall, the early church demonstrated the gospel in its
community in such a way that was irresistible to outside observers. (3) It integrated both word
and deed. v.44 seems to indicate that the economic sharing was mainly practiced within and
among Christians. But we know the early church did not confine its deed ministry only to
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Christians. Paul says in Galatians 6:10 that Christians “do good to all, especially the
household of faith”. Their sharing was heavier inside the community, but their generosity went
outside the church as well. [Note: We can’t read v.44 as forbidding private property to
individuals. The Bible elsewhere makes it clear that private property is valid. This is therefore a
voluntary, informal, but powerful sharing fueled by love not rules. (cf. Peter’s rebuke to Ananias
in Acts 5:4). Different Christian communities have voluntarily practiced this in different creative
ways, some much more structured than others.] (4) It was very church-centered. When a
person was saved, he or she was “added to their number” (v.47) and incorporated into the
church. Today many people are converted through ministries that have little relationship to local
churches, and the converts also have little relationship to a congregation. That was not the case
in the early church.

The five ministries of the early church are also five “vital signs” of a Spirit-filled
community.

A. Ministry of learning in the truth. (1st sign: Theological depth)

B. Ministry of loving in the fellowship. (2nd sign: Intimate relationships)

C. Ministry of worship in the Spirit. (3rd sign: Joyous worship)

D. Ministry of witness though words. (4th sign: Relentless evangelism)

E. Ministry of service through deeds. (5th sign: Sacrificial service)

5. Consider your own small group. How can it better manifest these ‘vital signs’?
Consider your local church. How can it better manifest these ‘vital signs’?

The discussion will of course be different for every small group. In general, the same “vital
signs” should exist at the small group level as well as the large group level. But consider this. No
one small group and no one local congregation represents the whole Body of Christ. We know
that spiritual gifts differ (I Cor 12-14). Therefore, it is not likely that any one grouping of
Christians will be able to do all of these five things equally well or intensely. It is right and fair for
a particular group to major in Bible study, so its time for fellowship, worship, and witness is
lessened. Other groups might major in fellowship/accountability, giving less time to study, and so
on. But no group should completely ignore any of these vital signs, if it wants to stay vital!

The same is true for local churches. Virtually every church will be stronger at some of these
functions because of the gifts and calling of the leaders. But we cannot ignore any of them. How
do you think Redeemer does at this? If there are members of other churches in your group, let
them use this grid to understand the strengths and weaknesses of those churches. Don’t let this
become a gripe session, however. Use this outline to pray for the churches and to consider
ways to help them grow up into the New Testament pattern.



acts4.lg 5

Week 4 PROJECT - The Power of the Gospel

Introduction: In Acts 2:37, we see an example of the Spirit convicting the world of sin,
righteousness and judgment (John 16:8-11) as Peter spoke to the crowd at Pentecost. He was
preaching the gospel boldly. We can too.  (Leader:  Look up each verse under I - 10 minutes,
II - 15 minutes, III -10 minutes and discuss the questions.  Pace yourself to leave 10 to 15
minutes to read number IV and pray.)

I.  Understanding where the power lies

A.  Romans 1:16 - What are we told about the gospel? How does this verse challenge
our attitude about witnessing and to whom we witness?

B.  I Corin. 1:17,18 & 22-24 - What was Paul’s central message to the Greeks at
Corinth, in spite of their intellects, morals and philosophies?

C.  I Corin. 2:1-5 - How did Paul proclaim the gospel that he said he was not
ashamed of and what comfort does this offer to us?

II.  Accepting the ministry God gave us.
A.  II Corin. 5:17-20 - What is God’s messenger called?  What specifically does he

do?  Where does he get his authority?  What does God’s messenger talk about?
What’s the message? How would you define ‘reconcile’?  In this passage, who is
reaching out to whom?

B. Who have you had an opportunity to share this message with lately and how did
they respond?

III.  Because of the power of the Holy Spirit and the power of the gospel, the lives of many
people were touched.  We should be able to experience increasing confidence in communicating
the gospel, as we continue to contemplate what it means to build an altar, make sacrifices to the
Lord, and trust the Holy Spirit to let the fire fall into our hearts as we live for Him in word and
deed.

A. PRAY FOR OPPORTUNITIES this week to practice being a minister
of reconciliation. It is the God empowered ministry that has been given to
each believer! Accept it joyfully.

B. ALTAR Accountability.
During closing time of sharing and prayer--in the larger group, or in
smaller groups of 2 or 3, ask each other and share:  “How are you doing
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with the 3-5 things that you resolved to do in order to “build and altar” and
have a life more useful to God?”
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader’s Guide

T. Keller, 1996-97

WEEK 5 -  Acts 3:1-26 Peter Presents the Gospel

1. What is striking about the healing of the crippled man? What does it tell us about
how God works in our lives?

Luke wrote that many signs and wonders were done by the apostles (2:43), and now he
provides an example. Some things to notice about the incident.

--It demonstrates the historicity of what happened. The comment“At three in the afternoon”
(v.2) is a detail that is the mark of an eyewitness account. Legends do not contain such
unnecessary details.
--It demonstrates the power of God. The physical ailment was not a passing injury, but was
congenital, severe and permanent. “a man crippled from birth” (v.2)
--It is demonstrates that the Messiah has come. This is a fulfilled prophecy. Isaiah said that
when the Messiah came “Then will the lame leap like a deer” (Is.35:6), and that is what this
man does--”walking and jumping” v.8. The “jumping” is a vivid, wonderful picture, and it is
another mark of an eyewitness account detail.
--It demonstrates a first principle of God’s work--that divine power comes in the act of faith,
not before. Peter takes the crippled man “by the right hand” and “helped him up” but it was
not until he got up that his “feet and ankles become strong”.It is interesting to notice that he
did not feel the power before he got up, but as he did. He had to agree to try to stand before
God’s healing worked. Even so it is often the case that the sense of God’s strength comes to us
as be obey, not before we obey.
--It demonstrates a second principle of God’s work--that usually we begin by seeking far less
than God wants to give us. All the man wanted was money (v.3), but he got physical healing
(v.8) and probably salvation (4:14 indicates that the man now took up with the company of
disciples). Even so, a person ordinarily goes to God just for help with a problem or strength in
time of need or forgiveness for a particular sin--but when we come to the real God he ends up
making far greater changes in our lives than we ever envisioned.

“Imagine yourself a living house. [You ask God to make some repairs.] At
first...he is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so
on....But presently he starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts
abominably and does not seem to make sense. What on earth is he up to? The
explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought
of....You thought you were going to be made into a decent little cottage: but He is
building a palace.”  (C.S.Lewis, Mere Christianity Book IV, chap 9)
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--Lastly, this demonstrates that God uses changed lives to draw others to hear the gospel. It
was because of the clear change in the man’s life (v.10) that a crowd gathered and was open to
hearing the gospel (v.11-12).

2. What essential facts does Peter tell them about Jesus? What three kinds of evidence
does he give for these facts (apart from his citation of Scripture)?

Peter provides a fairly comprehensive view of the person and work of Jesus.
First, the person of Christ. He points to Jesus’ divinity, when he calls him “the Holy and
Righteous One” (v.14).
Second, he points to Jesus’ suffering and death “saying that his Christ would suffer” (v.18).
Third, he declares that Jesus was raised from the dead (v.15) and is coming again to renew the
world (v.20-22), and it is because he is alive that he can send his power into our lives (v.16).

The evidence he gives is both objective and subjective. Objectively, Peter says, “we are
witnesses of this” (v.15), namely of the physical resurrection. This is testimony of a historical
event--eyewitness accounts. So Peter does not make a purely emotional or pragmatic appeal;
he does not say, “I know he’s risen because he lives within my heart”. But on the other hand,
Peter does appeal to subjective evidence. He points to changed lives. “It is Jesus’ name and
the faith that comes through him that has given this complete healing to him, as you can
all see.”(v.16) Evidence of changed lives or healing can not all by itself prove that Jesus is real,
on the other hand, objective arguments do not persuade the whole person. A combination of
both is needed.

3. How does Peter prove from the Bible that Jesus is the Messiah? Where did Peter
learn all this? What is the importance of seeing the centrality of Christ in the Old
Testament?

Peter’s exposition of the Old Testament is startlingly Christo-centric. He says that God had
spoken about Jesus through “all the prophets” (v.18). He says that Jesus is the fulfillment of all
the “suffering servant” prophecies (v.13, 18--cf. Isaiah 53), and is the fulfillment of the
prediction of a “final prophet” by Moses (v.22-23--cf. Deut.18:15, 18, 19), and is the Davidic
King (v.24 and Acts 2:30--cf. Ps.132:11) and is the promised “seed” of Abraham (v.25-26--
cf.Gen.12:3 and 22:18). This is really an astounding view. Peter shows that every major figure
(David, Moses, Abraham) was really a “type” or foreshadowing of Christ. Christ is the ultimate
prophet, the greater Moses, bringing us the truth in a way that no one else could. Christ is the
ultimate king, the great David, delivering us and ruling us in a way that no one else could. And
Christ is the ultimate universal blessing for the world, the child of Abraham through whom every
nation would find salvation (v.25).

Of course the Holy Spirit would have been prompting Peter in an unusual way, since he was an
apostle. But his amazing grasp of the Old Testament reveals that the risen Jesus must have
trained his disciples extremely well in the Bible and theology. We actually get a picture of the
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“curriculum” that Jesus went through with his disciples for those forty days in Luke 24:44-49.
“He said to them...’Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of
Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms’ Then he opened their minds so they could
understand the Scriptures.” This was the main thing Jesus did--show them how literally
everything in the Old Testament--the law, the psalms, the history, every prophet, priest, king,
and hero-- was “really” about him.

What is the importance of seeing Christ in the Old Testament?  If we do not see Jesus behind
everything in the Bible, then we will read every character as only moral examples, and they will
load us with guilt! But they are not just that. They are pictures of our Savior--and when we see
them as that, we learn hope and how God’s grace works, and we are then motivated (out of
that hope and grace) to live as we should. For example, if David, in fighting Goliath was just our
moral example, then it is a rather crushing one. David teaches us that we should take on great
tasks without fear. A hard example to follow! But if David points to Christ, we see that David
was the champion--the one who fought representatively for the people, so that his victory was
their victory. He risked his life, and saved the whole people. That points us to Jesus, who gave
his life, and saved the whole people. As our representative, his victory is our victory. Then
David becomes first a picture of our salvation by grace. It also helps us understand why God
could keep using him despite his failures! It was for the sake of his greater Son that God could
use David as a mini-champion. Then, strengthened by this vivid and affecting new picture of the
gospel, we can turn to David as our example. He was the anointed redeemer, and through the
true anointed Redeemer, we too can take risks, trust God, and save others.

4. a)How does Peter tell his listeners they must do to receive Christ? Compare it with
what he told his listeners in Acts 2.  b) What does he say will be the results of
receiving Christ?

The heart of what Peter invites his listeners to do is in v.19--and there he mentions two things.
He says that first, they must repent. Refer to the discussion in Week 3 of Acts 2:38.
“Repentance” (metanoia) means more than sorrow over sins--it means literally “a change of
mind”. Repentance is to change one’s whole approach to God. It means to approach God on
the basis of and through Jesus’ work and record, not on the basis of and through our work and
record. The second thing they must do is “turn to God”. This is another way of saying
“believe”, and it is an excellent way to avoid a common mistake. Just as many people think of
“repentance” as just sorrow over sin, many think of  “believing” as intellectual agreement. But
to saving faith is not to simply agree that Jesus died, but to actually go to God in reliance on the
basis of Jesus death. Saving faith is a real “turning” and thus a going to God to seek him, know
him, love him, and serve him.

Therefore, as we said under Acts 2:38--true repentance and true faith can never stand alone.
To repent is to turn away from one way and thus turn toward another way. So
repentance=“turning away from” and faith=“turning toward”  and  repentance/faith are simply
two sides of the same coin. True repentance cannot exist without faith and vice versa. In order
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to see this, compare three places where Peter tells people how to receive Christ. (Acts 2:38
and Acts 16:31 are both responses to the same direct question--”what shall we do?”)

Acts 2:38 - “Repent and be baptized in the name of Christ for the forgiveness of sins”
Acts 3:19 - “Repent and turn to God”
Acts 16:31 - “Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved...”

Notice that Peter says in one place “repent and turn”, but another place “believe”, indicating
that turning from and toward is always involved in saving faith. (Also, we should notice that
Peter does not insist on water baptism in Acts 3 and Acts 16, which is evidence that Peter was
using baptism as a “syndoche” figure of speech in which a physical act represents a spiritual
act.)

b) Peter promises three things as results of receiving Christ. First, he promises that your sins
will be wiped out (v.19b). The Greek word used here is exaleipho, which means to wash off
and obliterate without a trace. It means our sins are gone to God, as if they had never been
committed. Second, he promises that times of refreshing will come from the Lord (v.19c).
The Greek word anapsyxis means relief or re-energysing. It means that God will not simply
wipe away our sins legally, but he will infuse his Spirit and power in us actually. Notice, in
relation to this second item, that Peter says Christ “blesses” us by “turning you from your
wicked ways” (v.26). So again we see that God’s blessing is not simply forgiveness, but a
changed life. He will change our character, heart, and behavior with an infusion of his power.
“Wiping out of sins” is always accompanied by joy of heart (“refreshment”) and change of life
“turn from wicked ways”.Third, he promises that Jesus will return to restore everything, as he
promised long ago (v.20). This means that Christians do not only hope for their individual,
personal restoration of soul. We also can look forward to the complete restoration of the
universe--materially, so that all sickness, death, disease and decay will be healed, and spiritually,
so that all confusion, evil, hate, and sin will be healed. The Greek word for “restoration” means
literally “regeneration”. In other words, through Jesus, not just people will be born again, but all
of nature itself will be born again! So the Christian is not only concerned with helping people be
spiritually healed, but we are also concerned with facilitating psychological, social, and physical
healing as well.

5. Summarize what can we learn about evangelism and witness from Peter

There are many things that could be said here. Any group of students will probably find endless
insights. Here are just a few.

a. Peter capitalizes on opportunities for witness whenever he smells “openness”. He see here
that the people are amazed at the healing, so he uses their interest as a bridge into the
gospel. In Acts 2 he did the same thing with the Pentacostal worship. Granted that these
are very spectacular, but the principle is a universal. We too must look for times of



acts5.lg 5

openness, when a listener’s interest in spiritual issues is piqued either by trouble in their
own lives, or an inexplicable influence of God in someone they know, and so on.

b. Peter adapts to his audience. He identifies with the Jews, calling them “brothers” v.17, and
using the Scriptures extensively, since the Bible was the recognized authority for them.
In the same way, we must be careful to know the people we are trying to reach, to
share life with them as much as possible, and to appeal to persons and authorities that
they respect in order to make our case for the gospel.

c. Peter shows a combination of respect/sympathy balanced with directness/force. Notice in v.17
he takes a soft tone--”Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did
your leaders....” This is quite profound--he shows respect for their doubts! He shows
that he knows how easy it was to be led astray, and how difficult is to keep informed
enough to make a right decision in matters of Christ. On the other hand, he does not say
that, because they were ignorant, that therefore they are not guilty or responsible for
their unbelief.  He still calls them to repent (v.19)--so that means that they are not
innocent. And he is extremely categorical when he says, “anyone who does not listen
to him will be completely cut off from among his people” (v.23). So Peter shows
both a gentleness and a directness.
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Week 5 PROJECT - Sharing a Testimony

I.  The Story of your spiritual journey. Have you experienced salvation? If so, you have a
message. Read I Peter 3:15. Let’s consider what we need to know to be ready:

A. Write one word  best describing your life during each of the three phases of your 
spiritual journey to knowing Christ. Then, share them, by category, without comment.

1)Before_____________  2)How_____________
3)After______________

B. Record 3 phrases or words that describe different attitudes, circumstances or actions 
 you had before you came to know Christ, then share them.

1)     2)    3)

C. How would you summarize your differences and what you had in common?

II. The story of Jesus Christ’s spiritual journey. Read Romans 10:14-17

A. How did you hear the gospel (who, where, when)? Consider finding a way this week
to thank that person for influencing you to give your life to Christ. It might encourage them!

B. What did you understood about the claims of Jesus Christ? This is the part of 
your testimony that must be clear and about HIM, not you!

III.  Proclaiming His praises! Read Isaiah 52:7. “ In biblical times, there was no CNN to take
people into the battle zone via television. Instead, messengers ran from the war zones to inform
anxious family members and friends of the outcome of the battles. In this passage the message is
one of  victory, “Your God reigns!” (The Treasures of Encouragement Sharon Betters)

A. Ps.66:16 says, “Come and listen, all you who fear God; let me tell you 
what He has done for me.”

1.  What is an area where you have seen change in your life  because of Jesus?
A true testimony relates to personal experience.

2. How has God comforted you through relational conflict, deep loss, illness, 
financial or job pressures? You have a message!

B.  This is how we can preach without ‘preaching’!  We can cultivate the habit of seeing 
ALL of life as an opportunity to express gratitude to God! No child of God is exempt from
this type of ‘preaching’ ministry’.

IV.  Read Jer. 20:9. Pray for our testimonies to burst forth from an inward fire! We ARE to
preach the gospel, without ‘preaching’ and talk about Jesus! An energizing power is given
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by the Holy Spirit to cleansed, trusting hearts. So confess your sins for continual cleansing and
consider this quote by Michael Green: ‘EVANGELISM IS OVERFLOW’!
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader’s Guide

T. Keller, 1996-97

WEEK 6 -  Acts 4:1-31 Peter Defends the Gospel

Introduction to Chapters 4-7: The first three chapters of Acts show us the enormous power
and resources given to the church. First there is the intensive 40-day training of the foundational
leaders--the apostles--by the risen Christ. Then there is the giving of the giving of the Holy
Spirit. Finally we have a picture in Acts 2:42ff. of the tremendous love and joy experienced by
the early church. All is well. But now in Acts 4-7 there is an unbroken record of persecution
and opposition and hostility toward the church. “If the chief actor in the story of Acts 1 and
2 is the Holy Spirit, [now] the chief actor... almost seems to be Satan. True he is
identified only once by name, but his activity may be discerned throughout.” (Stott, p.88).

Introduction to Chapter 4: Who are the Sadducees who make such trouble for the early
church both in chapter 4:1 and in chapter 5:17?  These men were not just another party of the
Pharisees--they were something very different. In fact, it would not be too far afield to say that
the Sadducees were the “liberals” and the Pharisees the “conservatives”. Theologically, the
Sadducees did not believe in a resurrection or life after death, and they also did not look for a
Messiah. They thought the Messianic age had begun when the Maccabees led a revolution
many years before. In other words, they saw the kingdom of God in strictly earthly, political,
humanistic terms. Since they did not look for an afterlife, they concentrated on doing well in this
life, and they cooperated with the Romans and took high positions in the colonial government.
On the other hand, the Pharisees were a party strong among the “teachers of the law”. They
were very legalistically conservative, and much more middle class than the Sadducees. They did
not approve of cooperation with the Romans, they did believe the Bible very literally and hoped
both a Messiah and for an afterlife.

1. What do we learn about unbelief from the reaction of the Sadducees, rulers, elders,
and teachers of the law in contrast to the reaction of the people?

First, we learn that persecution of Christians is at least expected, and probably inevitable. Two
passages that confirm this (but are very distressing! are II Timothy 3: 12, and Matthew 5:10-12.
Paul writes, “You know all about...the persecutions that I endured. Indeed, everyone who
wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. Jesus’ last two beatitudes (out
of nine) are for those who are persecuted. He writes, “Blessed are those who are persecuted
for righteousness’ sake....Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and
falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me...” Jesus’ beatitudes are all
descriptions of Christians. (We are all supposed to be “pure in heart”, “merciful”,
“peacemakers”.) Thus both Paul and Jesus teach that Christians will be persecuted.
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Second, this description of persecution must be put alongside Acts 2:47 that the early Christians
“enjoyed the favor of all the people” and Acts 4:22 that “all the people were praising God
for what had happened” and that “many who heard the message believed, and the
number of men grew to about 5,000” (4:4).  In other words, as a church they were both
suffering sharp persecution and enjoying enormous popularity and broad-based support. They
were both attractive and growing, yet hated and attacked. This description of the early church
cuts us two ways. If on the one hand, we experience no attacks or persecution for our faith, it
means we simply are being cowards. We are not taking risks in our witness, we are not being
bold. On the other hand, if we experience attacks without a concomitant fruitfulness and
attractiveness (i.e. if we get lots of persecution and no affirmation), it may mean that we are
being persecuted for being harsh or insensitive or strident. Jesus said we would only be blessed
if we were persecuted “for righteousness’ sake”. It is quite possible (indeed, it is very normal)
for Christians to be persecuted not for their faith, but for their discourtesy, insensitivity, and lack
of warmth and respect in their dealings with others. Insensitive, harsh Christians will have
persecution but not praise. Cowardly Christians will have praise but not persecution. Most
Christians (whose walk with God is weak) actually get neither! But Christians who are closest
to Jesus will get both, as he did.

There is at least one other thing we learn about the persecution and unbelief. It is extremely
interesting to see that the liberal Sadducees and the conservative teachers of the law (Pharisees)
are completely united in their opposition to the gospel. They had almost nothing in common
intellectually. Their own positions were diametrically opposed, and they were hostile to each
other. Yet now they are in unity in their hatred of Christianity. This tells us that unbelief is not, at
bottom, an intelligent thing--it is a visceral thing. People are hostile to Christianity for completely
different, contradictory reasons. (e.g. Some say its too hard, others that it is too easy. Some say
it puts too much emphasis on the moral law, some say it does not put enough.)  People will grab
hold on any intellectual argument possible to defend themselves from the claims of Christ. For
that is the real problem--Christ’s exclusive claims (see Acts 4:12) intimidate everyone.

2. What is particularly troubling to the leaders about the apostles (v.7, 13-14), and
what link is there between this distress and their rejection of the gospel message?

Their concern is “by what power or what name did you do this?” and that the preachers of
the gospel are “unschooled, ordinary men” (v.13). What is particularly troubling to the
leaders is that the apostles have presumed to be public teachers of religion and morals without
the proper credentials. That is highly, highly offensive to them. This is not just a perception of
these ancient groups of people. In general, the upper middle class and upper classes put far
more weight on degrees and professional accreditation than do the masses of working people.
This is because people who have “made it” have gone to great efforts to attend the right schools
and win the proper credentials. They tend to feel superior to the masses of people who are
below them. In their world-view, pedigrees and achievement are everything.  Thus they look at
the disciples, “ordinary men” and they see losers in the great competitive game of life. So they
say, in v.7 “who do you think you are, to be teaching people about religion? We have
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earned that right--you have not.” The gospel assaults their whole meritocratic way of thinking
about life.

But even more troubling to them is the fact that these “ordinary men” are both
courageous/confident and highly dynamic and effective. They are especially amazed at the
courage of Peter and John. How could people without the pedigree and credentials have this
confidence? They were “astonished” that they had it. They had not earned it (as they had)--so
how could they have it? But the reason they were astonished was because they did not grasp
the gospel. The gospel is that one’s past record is never pristine (it is full of selfishness, pride
and sin) and that therefore “ordinary men” can be saved and chosen and gifted by God for
service. Peter and John have this confidence because they have received their position with God
and their position in his service all by grace.

So we learn that, in general, the powerful and influential are more confused and threatened by
the gospel than the masses of people. In people of influence and status, there is a particularly
strong resistance to the idea that we are saved sheerly by grace.

3. vv.8-12. What evidence and arguments are used by Peter in his defense? What is the
leaders’ response?

The leaders are concerned about this enormous challenge to their authority. Here are
uncredentialed men proclaiming the sovereignty of a man (Jesus) that the religious leaders
rejected and put to death. If the people keep listening to this, the leaders’ power is over. So
they attack Peter’s right to be publicly “teaching the people” (v.2) and challenging their
authority as the gatekeepers of public religious discourse. So they ask “by what power or
what name do you do this?” Peter responds shrewdly and boldly.

First, Peter focuses on the healing of the crippled man, which he calls “an act of kindness”.
The very fact and presence of the healed man, of course, is evidence that some kind of
enormous power and authority was present in the apostles. So by lifting up the healed cripple,
they are saying, “well, we obviously do have power to do what we are doing, so it’s just a
matter of determining its source.” Second, Peter provides that source. “it is by the name of
Jesus...that this man stands healed” (v.10). Again, this is hard to refute. Jesus had been
doing these completely authenticated miracles all over Palestine.

But third, Peter boldly and smartly describes this Jesus immediately as the one “whom you
crucified but whom God raised from the dead”. This is brilliant. Peter is saying that, since
Jesus is still healing (as he used to), that means that he is not dead. Then, he moves from
defense and goes over into attack. He says, “He is alive though you killed the source of this
great healing power, Jesus.” Finally, Peter quickly says that this one man’s physical cure through
Christ is a picture of the salvation from sin offered to all through Christ. “Salvation is found in
no one else” (4:12).
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So his argument goes like this: “1) You can’t deny that we do have power and authority, or this
man would not be healed. 2) The power comes from Jesus, who you know did this all the time.
3) And if he is still healing today, that shows that he is still alive, despite your efforts to destroy
him. 4) And he offers not just physical healing but spiritual healing. The one who can heal like
that, can save you. How will you escape if you reject him again?”

Needless to say, this is as brilliant as it is bold. It is the result of the Holy Spirit (4:8). Despite its
extremely sharp attack on the leaders, they were too astounded by its brilliance and courage to
even get angry (4:13). Peter’s argument all turned on the healed man, and the leaders were thus
unable to refute it (4:14).

4. vv.23-31. What are the marks the prayer which brings down such power into the
disciples?

First, there is a connection of their heart weaknesses with the attributes of God. There is a great
deal of time spent reflecting on and praising God for his greatness and power. They especially
concentrate on his “Sovereignty” and control of all things (v.24). In other words, they do not
simply ask for boldness (v.29), but they actually heal themselves of their fear by meditating on
the attribute of God most antithetical to their fear. This is an extremely important insight. It
means we are not just to ask God to take away our worry, but we should meditate and “pray
in” his wisdom. We should not just ask God for more confidence, but we should meditate and
“pray in” his grace and love. We should not just ask God for more self-control, but we should
meditate and “pray in” his holiness. We are to heal our hearts my praying his specific attributes
into ourselves.

Second, there is a connection of their ministry situation (“threats” v.29, cf. v.18), with
promises and statements in the Scripture. They go to Psalm 2 and remember David’s words
that the world leaders will be hostile to the Messiah (vv.25-26). They then think of what Herod
and Pilate did and what the disciples themselves are facing now at the hands of civil rulers
(v.26). But then, in v.28, they realize that “they [the rulers] did what your power and will
had decided beforehand would happen.” This realization is an enormous source of power.
The connection of their current situation with the Bible and with the sovereignty of God shows
them that the murder of Jesus Christ did not display human power but divine power! Through
their process of prayer, they realize that the same court that killed Christ has now released them,
because everything is totally under God’s control. They have nothing to worry about--whether
they are killed or protected. Either way, God is going to love and honor and use them, and they
are going to triumph with him. You can see as they pray, the boldness and power growing.

Third, therefore, we see that there is no request for protection! They do not ask that their lives
and families and wealth be protected. (Now this does not mean that those are improper
petitions. It just means they were not primary--they are not the real problem.) They make just
two requests. First, they ask for boldness (v.38) to articulate the gospel message. Second, they
ask for God to continue to show evidence that their message is his word (v.39). So all they ask
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for is to continue their ministry. They ask not for miracles of vengeance on the rulers--but for
continued miracles of mercy, people healed and converted.

So here are some of the marks of this prayer. 1) It is corporate--they prayed “together” v.23.
2) It was more absorbed in praise and worship to God for who he is, than in our human
requests and needs. 3) It was full of Scripture, using the promises and declarations of the Word
to guide their prayer. 4) It was a process. They came to realizations and new unity as they
prayed. God worked with them during the time of prayer. 5) It sought the presence and glory of
God, not just a change in circumstances.

5. Summarize. What do we learn about witness and ministry from this entire passage?
Examine your hearts and our church in light of it.

The following are only a few insights we can glean:

a) Persecution is expected if we are doing our jobs. (v.1-3)

b) Conversions and growth is expected if we are doing our jobs (v.4)

c) Civil disobedience may be necessary if we are doing our jobs (v.19). This is by no means
common. But Peter here clearly says that, if Christians are commanded to do something that
God has forbidden, or forbidden to do something that God has commanded, we are to obey
God and not civil authorities.

d) Experience and knowledge of Christ is an inner dynamic for our witness (v.20). We should
not be witnessing out of duty and drudgery, but because of what we have seen and heard.

e) Christian leaders must be extremely well trained in the Word, and must be extremely strong
and godly in character (vv.8-12), but they do not necessarily have to have what the world
considers strong credentials and pedigrees (v.13-14). We should choose our leaders by
recognizing God’s anointing of them, not the human establishment’s attitude toward them.

f) For vital witnesses we need continual, repeated “Pentecosts”, in which we seek God’s
presence corporately and find it afresh (vv.23-31).

g) We should spend far more time in adoration and awe and worship of God. It is through the
worship that the disciples received the main thing they need--joyful confidence (v.23-31). They
did not pray for protection, but for the reality of God’s power. So we learn: we do not so much
need a change in our circumstances as a change in our hearts.
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Week 6 Project: The Content of the Gospel: Part I

Read silently and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

If a Christian is going to share the faith, it is necessary to have in your head both an outline of the
gospel and a summary of the gospel.

In The Content of the Gospel: Part II (before Christmas) we will provide a single outline that
can be memorized. Today, we discuss the need for a “gospel summary”.

WHAT--is an outline of the gospel and a summary of the gospel?

An outline of the gospel is a framework on which you can hang all the relevant information about
Christ so that a listener can believe and receive him. A gospel outline is an “accordion” in that it
can be shared fairly briefly, but could also be expanded very fully, depending on the
circumstances.

1. The "two diagnostic" questions of Evangelism Explosion, (see D.James Kennedy,
Evangelism Explosion)

2. The "Four Spiritual Laws" of Campus Crusade, (see numerous Crusade publications)

3. The "Bridge Illustration" of Navigators, (see in Hybels, Becoming a Contagious
Christian)

4. See a less well-known but fine presentation by John Guest called "A Faith That Can
Be Yours", (in Risking Faith)

A summary of the gospel really needs to be brief--it should 30 seconds to a minute in length at
the most. It is much shorter than the full presentation that needs to be given to someone who is
very ready to believe.

WHEN--use a gospel summary or outline?

An outline of the gospel should be used when a listener is genuinely interested in knowing what
the Christian faith is about, and how to become a Christian. A summary of the gospel is not
sufficient for a person who wants to become a Christian. Rather, it is for the early stages of a
conversation or a relationship with a non-Christian. Its purpose is to get the basic idea of the
gospel out on the table. Mainly, it is to distinguish Christianity from mere "religion and morality",
and to give a gripping definition of sin and grace.

The goal of the brief summary is to get the non-Christian to reveal his or her particular problems
with the gospel, the personal barriers against faith. Then, these barriers can be worked through.
After they have been, you can provide a gospel outline that more fully explains the faith. The
reason we provide a "brief" summary of the gospel is so that, eventually, your sharing of the faith
will be very directed at the person’s particular and specific issues. If you provide first a longer
outline of the gospel, you probably will be "scratching where the person is not itching" and thus
(perhaps) you may bore them.
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HOW--to use a gospel summary.

Here are several examples. You may prefer to write your own.

Do-Done summary (see example in Bill Hybels, Becoming a Contagious Christian).

"Do". All forms of religion, (formal or informal), are spelled D-O, because they tell us we
have to perform good works and obey moral and religious laws in order to find God, to
achieve forgiveness, nirvana, or peace. But you can never be sure you have done enough.
"Done". But Christianity is spelled D-O-N-E because God sent his son to earth to live the
life we should live, and die on the cross to pay the debt we should pay for wrongs we've
done. Buddha said "Strive w/out ceasing"; Jesus said "It is finished". (John 19:30)

To become a Christian is to turn from "do" to "done" by asking God to accept you for
Jesus' sake and commit to live for him.

Sin-Salvation summary (based on a paragraph in John Stott's The Cross of Christ):

Sin is us substituting ourselves for God, putting ourselves where only God deserves to be-
-in charge of our lives.
Salvation is God substituting himself for us, putting himself where only we deserve to be-
-dying on the cross. Read II Cor.5:21.

To become a Christian is first to admit the problem: that you have been substituting
yourself for God either by religion (trying to be your own savior by obedience to moral
standards) or by irreligion (trying to be your own lord by disobedience to moral
standards). And second to accept the solution: asking God to accept you for Jesus' sake
and know that you are loved and accepted because of his record, not yours.

Slavery-Freedom summary (see What Does It Mean To Know God?)

Slavery. We were built to live for God supremely, but instead we live for love, work,
achievement or morality to give us meaning and worth. Thus every person, religious or un-
is worshipping something to get your worth. But these things enslave us with guilt (if we fail
to attain them) or anger (if someone blocks them from us) or fear (if they are threatened)
or drivenness (since we must have them). Sin is worshipping anything but Jesus--and the
wages of sin is slavery. Freedom. As a fish is only free in water, we are only free when
serving Jesus supremely. For he is the only source of meaning that we cannot lose
(freeing us from fear and anger) and that is a free gift (freeing us from guilt and
drivenness). Read Matt.11:28-30. His "yoke" is the only one that does not enslave.

Law-Love summary.   

Law. Some see God as simply Judge who demands we be moral and righteous. If God is
not a Judge there is no hope for the world--how else will wrong be punished?
Love. Some see God as simply a Father who loves us and doesn't want to punish. If God
is not a Father there is no hope for us--how else can we be forgiven?

Problem. God is both. If a father was also a judge, and a guilty child was brought before
him, he could not just acquit. How can God's Law and Love must be reconciled?
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Solution. When God sent his Son to die in our place, the judge was judged. On the cross
God's justice and his love was satisfied at once, "that God might be both just and
justifier [judge and father] of those who believe" (Rom.3:26).

Discussion Questions

1. Discuss those things in the reading that most helped you--things you marked with
an ‘!’

2. Discuss those things in the reading that raised questions--things you marked with
an ‘?’

3. Which gospel summary is the most helpful to you? Why?

4. Do you have a summary that you have heard or that you use that is not represented
here? Share it.
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 7 - Acts 4:32 - 6:7 Counter Attack

1.  4:32-37. How does v.31 lead to v.32?  In what ways does the filling of the
Holy Spirit and boldness (v.31) relate to the radical sharing of material
possessions?

First, we must understand the basic mark of Spirit-filledness is "boldness", as 4:31
tells us. Why is that? Read Romans 8:15-16. There we are shown that the Spirit's
work is to oppose a "spirit of fear". If the Holy Spirit is the opposite of fearfulness, the
mark of Spirit-filledness would of course be fearlessness. But specifically how does the
Holy Spirit make us fearless? Romans 8:15-16 tells us that the Spirit assures us of
our being children of God. (In the same way, the Spirit assured and empowered Jesus
for ministry at his baptism, saying, "This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well-
pleased.") This then is the nature of Spirit-boldness. It is a deep assurance of the
Father's love for us personally through Christ.

Second, we must see that there were not one but two forms that this Spirit-boldness
took in the life of the early church.

A. First, of course is boldness in word. This we see in v.31. Despite the threat of
official persecution, they "spoke the word of God boldly". They were not afraid of the
risks involved with such speaking. Such risks included social marginilization,
imprisonment, and even death.

B. Second, however is boldness in deed. This we see in v..32-36, though usually
the connection between v.31 and these verses is missed. (We need to remember that
when Luke wrote his material, there were no chapters or verses or headings--all such
divisions were added later.) Luke clearly sees the lifestyle of radical giving and
sharing of wealth as proceding from the filling of the Holy Spirit.

This sheds much light on how the Bible sees our attitude to possessions. A lack of
generosity is not so much caused by stinginess as by fearfulness. The more the
Christians were assured of God's love for them--the more spiritually secure and
confident and fearless they became in that assurance--the more generous they
became. They opened their homes and purses to others. This is an extremely
important insight. Most people do not come close to the Biblical guideline on giving
(10% of income or a "tithe"--Mal.3:8-10, Luke 11:42), but the main reason is
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cowardice, a lack of courage. The early church was not afraid of the risks involved in
this kind of giving. The risks include a) a lack of a personal financial "cushion" for
your own emergencies, b) the possibility of your gifts being used improperly or at
least ineffectively, c) and less disposable income for your own comforts and pleasures
as they arise.

So the generosity and sharing of v.32 is directly caused by the Spirit-filling of v.31. In
fact, we can use v.32 as a sign of the fullness of the Spirit. If your own life is not
characterized by a new and surprising (even to you!) generosity, then the assuring
work of the Spirit is not very strong in you.

Note to leaders: Someone may point to the phrase "no one claimed that any of his
possessions was his own, but they shared..." (v.32) and ask if this wasn't a form of
communalism or communism. (They may point it out with pleasure or with distress,
depending on their politics!) Point out that in v.32 it says they did not "call" anything
their own--this refers to an attitude, not a legal or even ecclesiastical regulation. It
means that each person's heart became so generous that he or she thought of the
whole church as having a claim on the personal wealth that God had given him or
her. It does not mean that church members surrendered all funds into a common pool
automatically. (Even v.34 says only that the apostles received major gifts "from time
to time".) As evidence of this, cf. Acts 5:4, below, where Peter tells Ananias that he
was neither obliged to sell his land nor, when he sold it, give all the proceeds to the
church. Though this indicates that the early church was not any formal kind of
communism or socialism, we must not minimize the fact that their love made them
almost de facto communalists. Their life together was intimate in the extreme.

2. 4:32-33 and 6:6-7. How do we see word-witness relate to deed-witness in
the life of the early church? What implications does this have for your own
witness here and now?

Verse 33, which speaks of the "great power" of the apostle's preaching Christ's
resurrection, follows immediately upon the v.32 statement of economic sharing, and
it is followed by still more description of the early church's generosity in v.34-37. Why
does Luke insert this statement about "word-witness" in the midst of  this description
of the church's communal life? Luke is saying that the power of the apostles'
preaching was both backed by and enhanced by the practical sharing of the
Christian comunity. In other words, the apostles talked about the power of Christ's
resurrection with argumments and evidences, while the community embodied and
demonstrated the reality of Christ's resurrection with newness of heart, life, and
relationships.

In chapter 6 we see the very same thing. Several men are chosen to lead the church's
ministry to poor widows (see below for more information). This ministry was one of the
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church's ministry of practical giving and service to the material needs of people. As
soon as this ministry is strengthened in 6:1-6, Luke adds,  "so the word of God spread.
The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly" (v.7). Luke is again pointing
out the extremely close connection between deed-ministry and word-ministry. The
word "so" at the beginning of v.7 shows that the numerical growth--the evangelistic
effectiveness--of the church was given a huge boost by the ministry to the poor
widows. Again we see that the practical actions of Christians for people in need
demonstrated the truth and power of the gospel. Therefore more people believed it.

It is a most interesting thing to notice that, once the "deacons" were working with the
poor, many of the new converts to Christianity were priests (v.7) Why? Some have
remembered that the Old Testament gave the priests the duty of distributing
resources to the poor. Maybe Jewish priests, seeing the church's work with the poor,
got very convicted! The church was embodying the caring, priestly heart that God
had required of his people Israel.

The relationship between word and deed is therefore extremely close and "works both
ways". On the one hand, the preaching of the Word produces faith (Rom.10:16-18)
which in turn produces good deeds toward people in need (James 2:1-23), since the
gospel of salvation through grace alone humbles us and makes us kind toward the
poor (II Cor.8:8-9). But on the other hand, practical ministry to the material needs of
people are evidences which God uses to open the hearts of people to the gospel (Acts
4:32-33, 6:6-7; John 13:35, I John 3:17-18). So word ministry leads to deed ministry
and deed ministry leads to word ministry. Word and deed must never be separated in
the Christian life from one another (Is.1:13-15, 17)

3.  5:1-12.  What was the sin of Ananias and Sappphira? Why was it so
serious and so seriously dealt with? How can we a) fall into a similar trap,
and b) avoid it?

Luke contrasts Barnabus, who sold some property and donated the proceeds (4:36)
with Ananias and Sapphira, who did the same (5:1-12). On the outside, the two
actions were the same, yet Barnabus is commended while Ananias' act is condemned
and solemnly judged. Why the difference? At first sight, it would seem that the sin
was that "he kept back part of the money for himself" (v.2). But Peter later on says
that he was under no obligation to either sell the property nor to donate all the
proceeds. "Didn't it [the land] belong to you...and after it sold, was not the money at
your disposal?" (v.4). These are rhetorical questions. Thus Peter is saying that there
were no requirements, either to sell the land nor to give all the money. All these
actions were voluntary.
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So what was the problem? Peter says that it was because (he says twice) "you lied" (v.3
and 4). In other words, they posed as if they were giving the whole price of the land.
They wanted the credit and the honor in the community of being sacrificial givers--
but they did not want to pay the (literal) cost for it. In short, Ananias and Sapphira's
motive for giving was not God's honor but their honor, and it was not concern to
benefit the poor, but concern to benefit themselves. Their sin was hypocrisy, false
piety--a lack of integrity.

Why did Ananias and Sapphira die? Some people try to "get God off the hook" by
proposing that they only died a natural death, from the physiological stress that a
profoundly guilty conscience can create. (Lie detectors really detect the physical
stress that comes from guilt.) Ananias and Sapphira therefore may have died from
strokes or heart attacks that came from the shame and guilt of public exposure. (If
they were elderly or infirm, this is extremely possible.) Now this explanation is quite
possible, but it does not "get God off the hook"! Even if the causes were natural, not
miraculous, the fact that both husband and wife succumbed in this manner was a
clear sign to the church that this was God's judgement (v.11). God's judgement is not
"either/or". We do not ask: "did they die of stroke/heart attack due to stress or was it
the judgement of God." Apparently, it was both.

Why was this sin seen as so serious? Remember what it was--hypocrisy. Throughout
all the centuries nothing has hurt the work and witness of the church more than this.
There is no more common complaint than "there are so many hypocrites in the
church". G.K.Chesterton was reputed to have said, "the greatest argument against
the truth of Christianity is the lives of Christians." That is absolutely true. Even the
most convinced Christians are often cast into doubt by the thought: "if the gospel is
true--how can so many supposed Christians be so dishonest and cruel?"

Therefore, the sin of Ananias and Sapphira is the most devastating sin to the
Christian church. Murder, embezzlement, adultery, etc. are relatively less harmful to
the gospel, because they are very visible, and when a person is guilty of such a sin,
there is exposure and usually expulsion. But Ananias and Sapphira were guilty of
spiritual pride, and were using Christianity as a way to get a reputation for being
moral and spiritual "pillars". They had obviously missed the gospel's message of free
grace to unworthy sinners. Thus their Christianity was really a way for them to earn
their reputation and sense of worth through spiritual achievements. They would
have perhaps risen up into places of leadership in the church. They would have made
the church a proud, smug, legalistic place. Yes, the sin was enormously dangerous.

This may be the reason that Peter says that this was a "lie to the Holy Spirit" (v.3, 4).
Obviously, no one consciously believes that you can deceive God, so Ananias was not
making a deliberate effort to do so. But Peter is saying that to try to deceive the
church is to try to deceive the Holy Spirit. Lying and hypocrisy means the death of
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the radically loving, supernatural, spiritual community which was being so powerfuly
used to spread the gospel (4:32-37). To try to use the people of God rather than serve
the people of God is really an effort to use and deceive the work of the Holy Spirit. It
is a stab at the heart of God.

How can we fall into this same trap?  Probably, the "sin under the sin" of Ananias and
Sapphira was that they were using God to get a righteous reputation, rather than
serving God out of gratitude for his giving them the righteousness of Christ. In other
words, they were Christian Pharisees, using religion to look and feel superior to
others. They "missed" the humbling gospel of grace. But that is reading a bit between
the lines. The basic sin of Ananias and Sapphira was to present themselves as
something they were not. They posed as spiritual giants, when they were actually
struggling with pride and materialism. If they had come in to the church and gotten
up and confessed their struggle with sin (even after they had done this swindle), then
they would have been honest with the Holy Spirit (whose mission in the world is to
convict of sin, John 16:8). The real sin of hypocrisy is a refusal to live in honest
repentance. So in the church today, there is no sin that completely breaks fellowship,
ruins the church's witness, and destroys your relationship with God--except the
refusal to repent! (As we said above, even robbery and adultery cannot in any final
way destroy our relationships with God and others--only a refusal to honestly repent
can do that.) So we fall into the same trap when we allow sin to continue in our lives,
but outside we tell no one, make ourselves accountable to no one, and we live and
minister in the church as if there are no problems.

How can we avoid the trap? Informally, we must be accountable. We must tell some
other Christians about "besetting" temptations and habitual sins and we must be
honest with them and let them "hold our feet to the fire". But formally, we must let
this incident remind us of the importance of church discipline. This does not teach
that people who sin are to be killed! It teaches that we need our churches to hold its
members accountable, and to confront them when necessary, as Peter does here.
Why? Hypocrisy in the church undermines the work of the Holy Spirit enormously.
But let us notice that "church discipline" does not mean that we confront every
Christian about ever sin. Since we are all sinners--that would leave no time for
anything else in the church. Rather, we are to confront people who are refusing to
repent, for spiritual hypocrisy. Paul tells us that, when we do this, we are to do it with
extreme gentleness (Gal.6:1-3). The open, strong public rebuke by Peter here in Acts
5 is something of a special case. Peter is given supernatural knowledge of Ananias'
action and motive, and the two deaths are very severe. Probably this event was
unusual because the entire Christian church in the world consisted of one
congregation, and so God was taking special care with it!
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4.  5:12-42. Survey this long passage and make a list of the characteristics
of a spiritually vital church.

The following list is just illustrative. There are many things to observe.

a. v.13. On the one hand, a vital church alienates people. The early church was
somewhat intimidating and unnerving to some people. No one else dared join them.
In light of the next verses, we know that this did not mean that they did not add new
people. It means that the presence of God in their meetings was both attractive and
frightening for some.

b. v.13. On the other hand, a vital church is highly respected by unbelievers. Though
they were highly regarded by the people. John Stott believes that this paradoxical
principle is normal for spiritually alive churches:

"On the one hand an awestruck reserve...on the other great missionary
successes. This paradoxical situation has often recurred since then. The
presence of the living God, whether manifest through preaching or miracles or
both, is alarming to some and appealing to others. Some are frightened away,
while others are drawn to faith." Stott, The Message of Acts, p.113.

c. v.14. A vital church grows rapidly. More and more...were added to their number.
The rate of numerical chuch growth varies widely depending on the work of the Spirit
and the spiritual receptivity of the people and place. But new people will be
converted.

d. v.15-16. A vital church has people bringing their friends to Christ. People brought
the sick...is said twice. People brought their friends with needs to the church. Now in
the early church we see an unusual amount of miraculous healing going on. As we
noted before, miracles do not occur throughout the Bible uniformly. They come in
clusters and a special times. We cannnot insist that miracles is a necessary sign of
vitality. Why? As we can see from here, and from texts like Hebrews 2:3-4 , miracles
were only a means to an end--the end being the converting of people to faith in the
gospel. If we see people coming to Christ in droves--coming to get help and have their
lives changed by the gospel--then it would be foolish to long for more miracles! To
focus on miracles too much is to miss the principle in these verses--friends bringing
friends to the church! That is a sign of a vital community.

e. v.17-24. A vital church gets persecuted. Not only will some people be uncomfortable
with the church (v.13), but some people will be openly hostile. If we get no persecution
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at all, we are probably not living consistent and courageous Christian lives. (cf. II
Tim.3:12)

f. v.41. A vital church suffers with joy. Many troubles will happen to us whether we
are Christians or not. But Christians meet sufferings, especially persecutions, with
joy.

5. 6:1-6.  What does this passage teach us about the marks of a vital
church?

a) The local church is supposed to minister in deed as well as word. (See question #2).
Verse 1 speaks of the "daily distribution".  In the Greek, the verse literally says, "the
daily diakonia". The word "diakonia" means "practical service", and it is the word
from which we derive our word "deacon". "Diakonia" was a Greek word that meant to
"wait on tables" and to feed people. We see then that the early church did not only
have a ministry of the Word (v.2), but a ministry of service, feeding people who were
hungry. This ministry is important enough to have its own leaders and officers.
These leaders are put "over" this ministry (v.3). Thus we see a vital church has a
balance of word and deed.

b) The leaders delegate! The apostles see that they cannot "do it all". We have to
remember that these are the apostles of Jesus--uniquely empowered and gifted. But
they have to decide what to concentrate on (v.4). In the church, we cannot expect the
clergy to do it all. And we ourselves must determine our calling and concentrate on it.
In a vital church, the whole Body of Christ is involved in ministry.

c) The vital church selects its leaders, not on the basis of popularity, but on the basis
of spiritual maturity. These seven men were "full of the Holy Spirit and wisdomm"
(v.3). The people elected the men (v.5) but the apostles ordained them (v.6). This
means that in a vital church there is a "balance" between the will of the congregation
and the screening of the officers of the church.

d) The vital church has both the problems and the wisdom to handle "diversity". The
reason for the problem was that two ethnic groups inside the church were not getting
along (v.1). The Greek speakers felt that they were being discriminated against.
Instead of telling them to be quiet, the apostles knew that the situation took more
attention and care than they could provide, and so they created a board (some would
say that it was the first board of "deacons") to work for reconciliation between
culturally diverse people. Scholars notice that some of the leaders' names were
Hebrew and some were Greek. Thus the apostles were "sensitive" to the need for
Greek-speakers to rise up in leadership, if all the ethnic groups were to feel well
served. So today, if we are sharing the faith well, our churches will become culturally
diverse. If minorites within the church feel they are being overlooked, we should not
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ask them to "be quiet", but should listen to them. Most important is to encourage
members of the different groups to rise up into leadership.

Conclusion:  The forces opposed to the church had three weapons. First, there was
hypocrisy inside the church (5:1-12). Second, there was persecution from outside the
church (5:17-42). Third, there was division and "burn out" going on within the
ministry of the church (6:1-7). The Spirit helps the church face each one. It faced
hypocrisy with discipline, it faced persecution with boldness, and it faced burn
out/division with creative new lay ministry structures. Thus the gospel marches on!
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Week 7 Project: Gaining Confidence

Ice Breaker: What is the key ingredient in gaining confidence in lifestyle evangelism?

I. Let’s review  what we’ve learned through our study in Acts and our projects that should help us
develop confidence in being our King’s representatives:

A. The Power of the Holy Spirit - Read Romans 8:6 & 11
1. What are several examples we’ve seen in Acts that have demonstrated 

“the power of the Holy Spirit” being unleashed in ordinary men?
2. What would keep you from experiencing this confidence? How can we

get the truths about the Holy Spirit in Scripture to help us gain confidence 
seeking to represent Christ to others in both word and deed?

B. The Power of the Gospel - Read I Corin. 1:17,18
1. What are several examples of the Gospel’s power we’ve seen in Acts?
2. What would keep us from taking steps to witness if we believe A & B? 

How can we get these truths to motivate us into action?

C. Sharing a Testimony - We shared with one another words, phrases and sentences
describing our spiritual journeys to faith in Jesus Christ, using the

simple outline of before, how & after. Has anyone done this lately? (1 or 2 share)
 
     D. The Content of the Gospel

1. What example of an outline of the Gospel have we seen in our Acts 
study? Have you shared an outline of the Gospel lately? (1 or 2 share)

2. A summary of the Gospel is for the early stages of conversion, giving
the basic idea of the gospel, defining sin and grace, and exposing faith
barriers.
Have you tried using one of the examples? (1 or 2 share)

II. Gaining confidence in lifestyle evangelism will come with practice. As you are a “doer of the
Word and not a hearer only,” you will find yourself gaining confidence. Obedience to the light you’ve
been given on a subject will always result in strengthened faith and confidence in God working through
you with the Holy Spirit’s power. 

A. Pray for an opportunity to share your testimony (or part of it), an outline of the
Gospel (using a booklet or the Scriptures), or a summary of the Gospel (like: Do-Done,
Sin-Salvation, Slavery-Freedom, Law-Love, Problem-Solution).

B. Take the initiative to do this. The Spirit empowers obedience. Expect  God to 
answer your prayer and honor your obedience and the desire to see others know Christ.

The fire will fall on the altar of a pure, obedient, faith-filled, praying heart!
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 8 - Acts 6:7-7:60 Stephen Presents the Gospel

Introduction: Acts 6:8--7:60 is the story of Stephen. This man marks the beginning
of a new chapter in the history of the church. Up until now we have seen only the
history of the Jerusalem church, a church which is almost entirely Jewish. The day of
Pentecost clearly demonstrated God's intention that the gospel go to all peoples and
that the church consist of every tongue, tribe, people, and nation (Rev.5:9).
Beginning with Stephen, God prepares the young church for global outreach.
Stephen's message shows an awareness that the gospel is for all, and his death begins
a persecution which God designs to force Christianity out into all the world. Stephen's
message and death also has a great impact on Saul (the future St.Paul), who would
be the spear head of God's world-wide outreach.

1.  6:8-15.  What does this passage tell us about why Stephen’s ministry was
so effective? Which of his characteristics do you lack? What can you do to
grow in that area?

The outstanding features of his ministry were:

a) First, he had a firm and clear grasp of the gospel of grace. We can especially
see this from the accusation, “This fellow never stops speaking...against the law.”
(v.13) This shows that he was proclaiming that we are saved by grace, not keeping
the law.

b) Second, he had remarkable skill in sharing this gospel. We are told that his
opponents “could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke”
(v.10). This certainly means that in open, public discussions or debate, Stephen
always “won” for two reasons. On the one hand his reasoning and answers were
compelling (“the wisdom”). On the other hand there was a spirit of confidence and
power about him that all could see (“the Spirit by whom he spoke”). This means that
our non-verbal presence (tone of joy, boldness, yet loving sensitivity) is as important
as our verbal presentation (logic, illustration, brevity, clarity).

c) Third, there was a unique blend and balance of two seemingly opposite
qualities--he was full of both “grace and power” (v.8). This is striking because they are
characteristics that seem opposed to each other. A person who is very "gracious" or
who is said to be marked by "grace" is compassionate, sensitive, and peaceful. On the
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other hand, a person who is "powerful" is forceful, bold, forthright, direct. How can
these two things go together? Stephen has the Spirit (6:6) of Christ, who is both a
Lion and a Lamb (Rev.5:5-6). Only the gospel can produce humble-boldness. Why? If
we are saved by our works, we can either be bold, but not humble (if we are living up
to our standards)--or we can be humble, but not bold (if we have been failing our
standards). But the gospel tells us we are helpless sinners (creating a humility that
does not go away) but we are completely accepted in Christ (creating a boldness that
does not go away). Thus it produces both grace and power.

In short, Stephen not only knew the gospel, but the unique character that the gospel
produces shone out in his very persona and demeanor when he spoke. Thus we see
that before his final sermon, “his face was like the face of an angel”. (v.15) He was a
man who was just overflowing with God. He was “full”. Whenever he spoke, his joy
and deep sense of the gospel’s richness was obvious to anyone looking at him.

2. 6:13-14. Summarize Stephen’s message from his accusers. How does the
gospel change the way we look at the temple and the law? Why is it
significant that the future apostle Paul listened to this Stephanic gospel
presentation (8:1)?

The charge against Stephen was that he was preaching that Jesus made the temple
obsolete, and that Jesus also made the law of Moses obsolete. Clearly this was
alarming to the religious leaders of Israel.

Now Jesus most definitely taught that he made both the temple and the law of Moses
obsolete. He claimed to replace the temple (John 2:18-19), and this was one of the
accusations that led to his execution (Mark 14:58). When he died, God ripped the veil
in the temple to show that Jesus was right (Mark 15:38). Jesus also said that the
Mosaic ceremonial laws were obsolete in him. The dietary laws and the various
customs that made someone “clean” for entering the temple were merely symbolic
methods to show worshippers that they needed spiritual cleansing in order to go in to
a holy God. But Jesus said that these external rituals could not make someone clean
(Mark 7:1-20). But it is Jesus who makes us “clean” and fit for God by his works and
efforts, not by ours (John 1:12).

In Peter’s preaching of the gospel, up until now, this theme of works-versus-faith has
been muted. Stephen evidently pressed home that Jesus is our temple and Jesus is
our “cleanness” before God. Jesus had fulfilled the law, so we were not now saved
through law-keeping. “What Jesus taught, then, was that the temple and the law
would be superseded...that they would find their God-intended fulfillment in
him...Jesus was the replacement of the temple and the fulfillment of the law.” (Stott,
The Message of Acts, p.129.)  This kind of language is always interpreted as law-
lessness by religious people when they first hear it. No wonder it got Stephen killed.
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It is interesting that Stephen’s face shone radiantly (6:15) just as Moses’ face shone
when he came down from Mt.Sinai with the law (Exodus 34:29). Was this God’s way to
show that Stephen’s message of the gospel was not dishonoring to the law but the
very message of God? Is it possible that Paul had Stephen and Moses in mind when
he said that the giving of the law came with such glory that no one could look upon
Moses’ brightness (II Cor.3:7-8) but that the gospel message brings an even greater
radiance (II Cor.3:9-11)?

The themes that Stephen hits upon were brought to tremendous development in the
ministry of Paul. His gospel presentation heavily depends on these ideas--far more
than the writings of John or Peter, for example. Probably, the young “Saul”, though
he gave consent to Stephen’s death (8:1), never forgot that sermon. It sank deep into
his heart. Stephen had a very short ministry, but through his impact on Paul, he has
influenced millions. So we must remember, as we minister, that we might be the
instrument of reaching someone who will be much more productive for Christ than
we. Yes, reaching just one person might be the main thing we do for the kingdom in
our entire lifetime! But with God’s help and wisdom, it will be enough.

3. 7:1-50. How does Stephen’s very long speech answer the original question
(v.1)? How does each section about Abraham, Joseph, Moses, and Solomon
advance his basic argument? How does he adapt his argument to the
premises and nature of his audience?

Stephen’s speech is very long, and at first glance, most of it does not seem to be
answering the question! The question is: “are these charges true--do you teach that
the temple is unnecessary?” (7:1; cf. 6:13-14). But the basic argument of Stephen is
this. God is a living god, not restrained or confined to a building. His glory presence is
available without traveling to Jerusalem to a building. God is not in a box! God is on
the move! The ancient preacher John Chrysostom understood Stephen to be teaching
that “the holy place is wherever God may be” (cited in Stott, The Message of Acts,
p.138. The structure of Stephen’s speech is as follows, and he makes this argument at
each place.

v.2-8 Covers Abraham up to the Patriarchal Age. Long before there was a
Holy Place or a temple, God visited Abraham in a pagan land and sent him
out. He finally brought him to the land of Israel, but he never received “even a
foot of ground” (v.5) there. God was not confined to Israel.

v.9-19   Covers Joseph up to the exodus. Joseph was sold into slavery in a
pagan land, but again “God was with him” (v.9). God is not confined to Israel.
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v.20-43  Covers Moses and the wilderness wanderings. God comes to Moses on
“holy ground” (v.33), though it is outside of Palestine. God is not confined to
Israel.

v.44-50  Covers the history of the tabernacle and temple from Moses to David
and through Solomon. When Moses builds the tabernacle, it is only an image
of a pattern Moses saw on Mt.Sinai (v.44). When Solomon finally built a house
for God, God warned that he was not actually confined to any “house made by
men”. Stephen cites Isaiah 66:1,2 in this regard. There God forcefully says that
he is not confined to Israel, and that his “face” is available without going to the
temple.

Stephen begins by addressing them as “brothers and fathers” (v.2) and by identifying
heavily with them, speaking of “our father Abraham”, and so on. And as we read this
long speech, we can’t help but notice that there is no reference to Jesus at all until
the very, very end. (See below.) Stephen is seeking to use, not Jesus’ teaching, but the
very teaching of the Old Testament itself to show that the temple must point beyond
itself. He shows that for Abraham, for Moses, and for others, it was possible to come
into the presence of God. He refers to the “pattern” Moses saw. He quotes Isaiah. In
other words, he seeks to say, “your own authorities, your own prophets and law--show
that the temple-building is not the ultimate way to meet God. It is only a copy of a
pattern. It is only an object lesson to teach us. It is not final.” He uses only the
authorities they subscribe to. It is powerful as an argument! It shows why Stephen
was unbeatable in a debate (6:10).

4. 7:37-43. How do these verses address the place of the law in Israel? 7:51-
53 How does this charge follow from his whole speech?

7:39-43. Stephen’s accusers had accused him of “speaking against the law” (6:13), and
here we see his defense. He is saying, “I do not disregard the law--it is you who do so.”
Here in v.38 Stephen shows that he believes Moses is divinely called and brought
God’s words of truth to us. But then Stephen shows that from the very beginning,
Israel has failed to obey the law. This happened under Aaron (v.40-42), and
continued under the prophets who condemned Israel for their continued disobedience
to the law. (In vv.42-43 he quotes Amos.) But Stephen shows from the entire history
of Israel that every prophet and leader was persecuted by their own people--Joseph,
Moses, David. So there is no way that Israel is going to be saved by obeying the law!

Finally, the devastating charge of vv.51-53 brings the whole argument down to one
point, and lays it directly on the heads of the hearers. He says that their concern for
external ritual (like circumcision) is vain, because they are uncircumcised in their
hearts--they need, therefore, a new birth. And the evidence is that they have rejected
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and persecuted Jesus just like all the others. This shows that they cannot possibly
obey the law (v.53) unless they get new hearts (v.51). A whole different way of
salvation must be found.

It is very possible that the name for Jesus is chosen carefully, in line with the
speech’s argument. Jesus is called the Righteous One, because he is the fulfiller of the
law who thus opens the way into God. He is the fulfiller of both the law and the
temple.

5. 7:54-8:1. What happens to Stephen to prepare him for death so well?  Why
does it lead to courage and forgiveness (v.60)? How can we know more of
this ourselves?

Leader’s note: we touched on this experience of Stephen in the project in Week 2. We
connected it to Pentacost.

When Stephen was dragged before a human court, he was condemned unjustly and
was about to be executed. But he was “filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 7:55). What
happened? He saw “Jesus, standing at the right hand of God” (v.56). What was the
significance of that? There are other places in the Bible where Jesus is seen seated at
the right hand of God (Hebrews 1:3), with “sitting” representing a finished work. But
here Jesus is standing. The best guess is that this refers to his work as our
Intercessor (Heb.7:25). The Bible speaks of his intercessory work as an ongoing work,
in which he stands before the Father as our representative, so that we are regarded
by God in him. Compare I John 2:1-we have an advocate with the Father, one who
speaks in our defense--Jesus Christ the Righteous One. He is the propitiation for our
sins. F.F. Bruce says, “Stephen has been confessing Christ before men, and now he
sees Christ confessing his servant before God.” (Bruce, The Book of Acts, p. 168.

Therefore, at the very moment that an earthly court was condemning him, Stephen
realized that the heavenly court was commending him. In other words, the “fullness
of the Spirit” that he experienced was an experience of the gospel. At that moment,
he got an extremely vivid, powerful sight of what he already knew intellectually--that
in Christ we are beautiful in God’s sight and free from condemnation (Col.1:23). But
the Spirit took that intellectual concept and electrified his entire soul and mind and
heart and imagination with it. At that moment, the verdict there (at the throne of
God) became so real and overwhelming to him that the verdict here (in the earthly
kangaroo court) became inconsequential. He faced his accusers with not just
boldness, but even with a calmness and joy (v.56), and forgiveness (v.60).

To the degree we are aware of Jesus’ work as our advocate, as our righteousness
before the Father, we will have courage, love and power.
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How can we know more of this ourselves? There are many answers that will depend
on a person’s specific circumstances. But Stephen had these conditions. First, he was
being daring in witness. God gave him this help because he had stepped out for
Christ. Second, he knew the Scripture--he was soaked in it. Third, he “looked” to
heaven (v.55). Did he look because he saw something, or did he see something
because he had looked?? We have to take time to really cry out to God to send the
Spirit so that the things we know intellectually become things that we spiritually
“see.”
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Week 8 Project - “Oikos” Evangelism: I

Read silently and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The Main Method of Evangelism

In the book of Acts, especially in the chapters 10 and following, the “main method” of
evangelism of the early church emerges. It is not a program or a well-oiled scheme--it
is what we will call “oikos evangelism”.

“Oikos” is the Greek word for “household”, but we must be careful not to read into this
term our own concept of the nuclear family. A Graeco-Roman household contained
not only several generations of the same family, but also included servants, the
families of servants, friends, and even business associates. Essentially, new believers
shared their faith with other members of their “oikos”, and thus people came to faith
through web networks of relationships.

Not only church history, but modern research has shown that the vast majority of
persons come to faith through the witness of a friend, relative, or associate--not
through massive programs or campaigns.

Biblical examples

“The following day [Peter] arrived in Caesarea. Cornelius was expecting them, and
had called together his relatives and close friends. As Peter entered the house,
Cornelius met him...”  Acts 10:24

“On the Sabbath, we went outside the city gate to the river....We sat down and began
to speak to the women who had gathered there. One of those listening was Lydia, a
dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira...The Lord opened her heart to respond
to Paul’s message. When she and the members of her household were baptized, she
invited us to her home. ‘If you consider me a believer in the Lord,’ she said, ‘come stay
at my house’.” Acts 16:13-15

“He then brought them out and asked, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be saved?’ They
replied, ‘Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved--you and all your household.’
Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that
hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he
and all his family were baptized.”  Acts 16:30-34

“The first thing Andrew did was to find his brother Simon and tell him, ‘We have
found the Messiah’ (that is, the Christ)....Philip found Nathanael and told him, ‘We
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have found the one Moses wrote about in the Law, and about whom the prophets also
wrote - Jesus of Nazareth, the son of Joseph.”  John 1:41,45

“As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax collect’s booth.
‘Follow me’, Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him. While Jesus was
having dinner at Levi’s house, many tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were eating with him
and his disciples, for there were many who followed him.” Mark 2:14,15

Principles

1. Definition. In Manhattan, there are not so many oikos’s which consist of large
extended families. Nonetheless, everyone has an “oikos”. Notice that Levi (Matthew)
the tax collector had a household that consisted mainly of business associates rather
than relatives.

An “oikos” is a web of common kinship affinity (relatives), geographical affinity
(neighbors), vocational affinity (co-workers), associational affinities (special interest
colleagues), and plain friends.

2. Advantages.  “Oikos” evangelism is the most personally demanding of all the
methods of evangelism, because it requires primarily that you be a changed person,
transformed by the gospel. Your life is the main attractor and the main evidence for
the truth of the faith. In “oikos” evangelism, your life is under observation by those
who don’t believe. You can’t run and you can’t hide! If your character is flawed (or
even unexceptional), you won’t be effective.

“Oikos” evangelism is therefore very non-manipulative. The person outside the faith
is, in a sense, “in the driver’s seat”. He or she gets to raise questions and determines
at what speed the process proceeds. There is no “canned” presentation. He or she also
has a personal knowledge of the evangelist, and thus gets a very good and fair view of
what Christianity is all about and how it works in someone’s life.

In short, all the “advantages” of oikos evangelism are for the unbeliever, not the
believer. No wonder it is so effective!

3. Pre-requisites.

Essentially, the pre-requisite is that the gospel change us. Until that happens, we
will be ineffective witnesses. First the joyful effects of the gospel in our own lives must
give us an enormous energy for witness. How can we keep our mouths closed about
such a wonder? If that energy is not there, we must repent and seek God until it flows.
But second, the humbling nature of the gospel must lead us to approach non-
believers without superiority and with lots of respect. Since we are saved only by
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God’s grace and not our goodness, we expect to often find wisdom and compassion in
non-Christians which at many points may exceed ours. Is that humility and respect
there? If not, we will be ineffective. Third, the love experience of the gospel must
remove from us the fear of others’ disapproval. Is this boldness increasing? If not, we
must repent and reflect on the gospel and God’s acceptance with us until this fear
diminishes.

These three character qualities are absolutely necessary. Put another way, if you are
not effective in reaching others for Christ, it is because of a lack of joy, a lack of
humility and gentleness, or a lack of boldness. Which is it?

If the gospel fills us with joy, humility, and confidence, then we will not treat non-
Christians as “evangelism cases”--people that we relate to, talk to, and care for only
in order to win them over to our side. That is to objectify and dehumanize them, and,
ironically, it is unwinsome. We should not love people in order to evangelize them.
Rather, we should evangelize them in order to love them. The more these dynamics
are present in our lives the more we will draw in new people like a magnet (Acts 2:47).

4. Planning. In this week’s project, we will only talk about the first step in an “oikos”
evangelism plan--choosing 4 people to begin to pray for. Make a list of 4 people that
fit these qualifications: a) We hit it off well together. b) We share some common
interests. c) This person would probably enjoy our church or small group. d) This
person is open to me.

Make the list: __________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

__________________________________________________

Now begin praying for them, and begin thinking of ways to strengthen your
relationship with them.

Discussion Questions:

1. What most helped you in the reading? What questions did it raise?

2. Which of the three pre-requisites for witness do you most need? How did
Stephen show all three in his life (Acts 6:8-15; 7:54ff)?
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3. Share your list of 4 people with someone in the group and pray for the
other person’s “oikos” by name as well as your own.
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 9 - Acts 8:1-40 The Ministry of Philip

1. 8:1-4. What are the results of the execution of Stephen and the persecution that it
brought? (Have you seen God work good things through a disaster?) How does this
result fit in with Stephen’s message?

There is a three fold “cause and effect” chain in these verses. First, “on that day”, Stephen’s
death, caused “a great persecution” (v.1a). Second, the persecution caused “all except the
apostles” to be “scattered” (v.1b) Third, the dispersion caused “those...scattered” to “preach
the word wherever they went.” (v.4). The death led to persecution. The persecution led to
scattering. The scattering led to increased ministry. Those who wanted to stamp out the church
only served to spread it tremendously.

Even though Jesus told the disciples that the gospel was for every nation and people (1:8), and
even though Pentecost brought them a miracle in which the gospel was proclaimed in the
languages of all the nations (Acts 2:4-11), the early Christians were only spreading the gospel
among their own people. (A quick look at Acts 2, the confrontation of Paul and Peter, shows how
difficult it is for even the strongest believers--e.g. Peter--to understand that the gospel is for all,
not just for “our kind of people”.) We have seen that Stephen seemed to be the first Christian
leader to grasp that the gospel has a radical missionary energy to it. He realized that the gospel of
Jesus means that God’s presence is not tied to one land or people. Stephen was the first “martyr”,
but now we see that the immediate results of his death is the very accomplishment of his
message! “All except the apostles were scattered...throughout Samaria...Those who had
been scattered preached the word wherever they went.” (8:1,4).

Amazingly, God had to use a persecution to get the early Christians to do what he had told them
from the beginning that he wanted them to do. (Samaria was Gentile territory.) And he used
Stephen--his death was by no means in vain. See what God can do through one fully yielded to
His service--and what God can do through (what appears on the surface to be) a “disaster”. In
the history of the church, there have been other notable examples of this. One of the most famous
was the expulsion of all missionaries from China after the Communist takeover in the 1949. It
seemed to be a disaster. But the result was a) many of the expelled missionaries went to other
parts of Asia, and so spread the faith in unreached places, and b) Chinese lay leaders took over
the Chinese church and, since they were indigenous to the people, the church exploded in size and
vitality over the last few decades. It is now 30 to 40 times larger than it was 40 years ago. Both
the missionaries and the Chinese Christians had become complacent.

But personal “disasters” are also ways for the gospel to spread in our lives. See Romans 8:28, and
Hebrews 12:1-18. In some ways, the worst thing for the spread of the gospel is success and a
comfortable life!
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2. 8:1-4. Who is doing the preaching of the word in these verses and what is the
significance of that?

One of the most significant little phrases in the book of Acts is in v.4 “they who had been
scattered preached the word wherever they went.”  Who was scattered? Not the apostles--
they stayed in Jerusalem (v.1). “All were scattered except the apostles” (v.1)  It was everyone
else, the “laypeople”, not the clergy, who were scattered. And the Greek word rendered by the
NIV translation as “preached the word” is the Greek word evangelizdomai, the word
“evangelize”. This then is how Christianity in 300 years spread from this little handful of people
into every nook and cranny of the Roman empire, until it even converted the leadership and made
that old pagan culture into a Christian society. Why did Christianity triumph in a world of dozens
and dozens of competing religions and philosophies with far more and far more influential
adherents? Every Christian evangelized wherever they went.

Apparently, when the Christians were all together under the powerful and gifted leadership of the
apostles, they had been fairly passive in their ministry. They had simply brought their friends to
hear the “great preaching” at the church in Jerusalem. But when they were scattered, away from
their leaders, they gathered up the courage to communicate themselves what they had learned.
The result was that, though they were probably less eloquent than the apostles, they were in the
end more effective. Why? Because lay people (being 100 times more numerous than
“professionals”) can reach more folk, and because a lay person’s testimony often has a more
authentic ring to the listener than a well-polished articulate speech.

This is one of the key practical differences between the other faiths and religions and Christianity.
It was not the job of the clergy to do evangelism. They did it to model and encourage the people,
who had the main task of “preaching the good news”.

3. 8:5-25. What was so amazing about Philip’s act of going to Samaria? What were the
elements in his effective ministry? What would be the equivalent of his bold ministry
action today?

You don’t have to much reading in the New Testament to know that the Jews and the Samaritans
hated one another fiercely. It was a bitter ethnic rivalry on the order of the most terrible conflicts
we have in various parts of the world today(Beirut, Belfast, S.Africa, etc.) When Assyria
conquered the northern tribes of Israel (which had Samaria as its capital) most of the people were
deported. The Assyrian government then repopulated Samaria with foreigners, who intermarried
with the Jews who were left. The result was what the nation of Judah saw as a “mongrel” race.
The Samaritans built their own temple on Mt.Gerizim and repudiated most of the Old Testament
Scripture, so the Jews saw them also as heretics. Thus the hostility between Jew and Samaritan
was far worse than relationships with the Greeks or Romans or any other pagans. Cf.John 4:9,
where the writer simply observes that “Jews do not associate with Samaritans”.

But here we are told that Philip went to preach the gospel to a city in Samaria. He did urban
ministry (“a city”) among the most despised people group that he as a Jew could know
(“Samaria”). What does that tell us? It means that the gospel had changed Philip’s whole way of
looking at the world. He did not feel superior any more to the Samaritans. Before the gospel came
to him, Philip would have regarded the Samaritans as to hopeless and too evil for salvation. Now
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the gospel has shown him that a) everyone is as hopeless apart from the gospel, and b) everyone
is evil and lost apart from the gospel and c) therefore, no one is really more hopeless and evil than
anyone else and so d) anyone can be saved and changed and incorporated into the family of God.

What were the elements in his ministry?  Philip did two things, and then two things resulted. First,
Philip came with words. He “proclaimed the Christ” (v.5) which showed that he did not come
teaching morality and religion in general, but the gospel in particular. Christianity IS Jesus. It is
making Jesus your Everything. Second, Philip came with deeds. He healed sick people and cast
out demons (v.7). What were the results? First, Philip’s deeds made the crowd pay close attention
to Philip’s words (v.6). That is a very interesting statement. Philip demonstrated the power of the
gospel by changing lives, and as a result, the crowd listened to his words. Finally, then, the ultimate
result was that “there was great joy in that city”. (v.8) The spiritual and physical healing lifted
the whole city into a state of joy.

These statements are so simple that we may overlook the wisdom herein. The only way we will
see a movement of God that lifts our whole city is if there is a combination of word and deed. We
must not be too distracted by the fact that Philip’s “deed-ministry” was miraculous. We have
several times discussed the fact that we should neither insist that all miracles have ceased, nor
insist that the church exhibit the same kinds and number of miracles at every time and place. The
fact was the Philip say physical misery around him and worked on it (“healed the sick”). Also he
saw spiritual bondage and healed it (“cast our demons”). They the crowds flocked to and listened
to the preaching. In the same way, the people of a city need to see a) Christians having
compassion on the physically suffering (e.g. the poor, the dying, the orphans, etc.) and they need
to see b) the changed lives of people who through Christ have been delivered from psychological
and spiritual bondage. Then they will listen to the gospel en masse.

What would be the equivalent for us today, to do Philip’s kind of ministry? Well, for everyone it
would be different, somewhat. It depends on who you are. The most obvious equivalents to
Philip’s ministry would be when, for example, blacks and whites share leadership in a church in
South Africa, or when Ulster Scots and Irish blue collar workers share the leadership of a church
in Belfast. But a milder form of this would be when middle class people from American suburbia
move into New York City and minister there with love and respect for all the different types of
people around them. In any case, to do “Philip” ministry in a city, you must: a) combine word
ministry with deed ministry, and b) combine intellectual argument with demonstration of personal
changed lives.

4. 8:9-25. Did Simon really believe (cf.v.13 with v.21-23)? What was Simon’s main
problem? How can we avoid his mistake? Do you think he repented?

Verse 13 says that “Simon believed and was baptized”,  yet Peter says later that his heart is
“not right with God” (v.21), which means that he is not a Christian. Some would say that Simon
had been converted, but had fallen away from grace, had lost his salvation. But Peter’s words in
verse 23, “For I see you are (lit.) in the gall of bitterness and captive to sin” has the sense of
“now I perceive your true state”. The best way, then to read v.13, is the Simon intellectually was
convinced of the truth of Christ, but there was no real change of heart, no new birth.
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Why? Verse 19 shows that his interest was “this ability”. He saw the power to heal people
physically and spiritually, and he wanted that power for himself. He had been a magician, and the
work of a magician is to have power. Now in the gospel he saw a greater power, and he just
wanted this for himself, too. In other words, Simon’s fundamental and basic heart attitude had not
changed at all. He had just gotten into Christianity because he hoped to use it as a more effective
way to rise up and get power over people. He was still, in a sense, trying to save himself and keep
control of his life. The way he had always done that was through gaining power over people. Now
he wanted to do this through this new religion.

This is subtle and a great warning to us all. Some of us feel that we need approval in order to have
happiness and value. So we may appear to “convert”, but we may be getting into Christianity just
to get this nice group of people to love and approve of us. So our real “salvation” is not Christ, but
the approval of other Christians. There has been no real heart change, no real abandoning of our
good works for faith in Christ’s work for us. We are just doing the old self-salvation in a new
way. Or, here’s another example, closer to Simon’s pattern. Some of us feel that we need power
over others in order to have happiness and value. We may always feel that we need to be running
things, be telling others what to do. So we may appear to “convert”, but we may be getting into
Christianity just because we see a new place where we can run things and pontificate and tell
people how they ought to live. So our real “salvation” is not Christ, but power over others. There
has been no real heart change, no real abandoning of our good works for faith in Christ’s work for
us. We are just doing the old self-salvation in a new way.

So this mistake of Simon is much easier to do than you think! It is being done in the church all the
time!

Did he repent? We cannot be sure, from his reply in v.24, but John Stott does not think his reply
indicates that he did.

“Simon’s response to Peter’s rebuke is not encouraging. He showed no sign of
repentance....Instead of praying for forgiveness...What really concerned him was
not that he might receive God’s pardon, but only that he might escape God’s
judgment...Simon’s tears [may] have been tears of remorse or rage, but not of
repentance.” Stott, The Message of Acts, p.151.

In other words, Simon seems only concerned that he might be hurt, not that he has hurt God. That
is not a good sign!

5. 8:14-17. This is a highly unusual and puzzling passage, and people have been
debating it for years. Let’s be guided by this note from John Stott.

I think Professor Howard Marshall is right to call verse 16--’the Holy Spirit had not yet
come upon them; they had simply been baptized into the name of Christ’--’perhaps the more
extraordinary statement in Acts’. For Peter promised the Spirit to those who repented and
were baptized (Acts 2:38). How then could the Samaritans been baptized and not received
the Spirit?...Now when [Luke] describes the Samaritans as not having received the Spirit,
but as having ‘simply’ (NIV) or ‘only’ (RSV) been baptized into Christ...only implies that the
two things were expected or accustomed to go together....Luke implies that there was



acts9.lg 5

something distinctly odd about their separation. It was because of this irregularity...that two
senior apostles [Peter and John] came down hot-foot to Jerusalem to remedy the
situation....The most natural explanation of the delayed gift of the Spirit is that this was the
first occasion on which the gospel had been proclaimed not only outside Jerusalem but
inside Samaria...The delay was only temporary, until the apostles had come down to
investigate, had endorsed Philip’s bold policy of Samaritan evangelism, had prayed for the
converts...and had thus given a public sign to the whole church, as well as to the Samaritan
converts themselves, that they were bona fide Christians, to be incorporated into the
redeemed community on precisely the same terms as Jewish converts. -- John Stott, p.157-
158.

6. 8:26-40. What do we learn about sharing our faith from the story of the Ethiopian’
conversion?

We need to know several things about the Ethiopian. First,  “Ethiopia” in those days corresponded
to the Upper Nile region from Aswan to Khartoum. The Ethiopian was a eunuch, a person
castrated in his youth, so that he could work in the royal court with out distraction. (This was fairly
common at the time among men who were going to be groomed for administrative leadership.)
This man was a black African, and a high official. He “had gone to the temple to worship”,
which means that he was a believer or at least a seeker after the God of the Bible. However, we
can doubt that he got a warm reception there, for the Old Testament forbid eunuchs from going
into the presence of God (Deut.23:1).

Why was the Ethiopian reading the Isaiah scroll? (v.28) It is possible that he was doing so
because in Isaiah 56:3-4 the prophet predicts a time in which eunuchs will be accepted by God into
his courts and into his family. Philip finds him reading one of the Servant Songs of Isaiah about the
Messiah to come, from Isaiah 53:7-8. He explains the gospel of Jesus on the basis of this passage.
The Ethiopian responds in joy. Perhaps he now sees how eunuchs can be given “an everlasting
name that will not be cut off” (Is.56:4). He sees that, through this Messiah, we can live on, even
if we do not have children. He responds in joyful faith.

What do we learn about evangelism? First, God guides us into “divine appointments” (v.26). We
need to look around us, for the people God brings into our paths are people we are to share our
faith with. Second, we must not be put off from talking to someone who is extremely different
from us. Obviously, an African official was very different than a Jewish commoner! Yet God can
use us in the lives of people who are utterly different. Third, we must not be prejudiced. Isn’t it
amazing that one of the first conversion stories we have in Acts is the story of a Jew leading a
black man to Christ? In Christ, these divisions dissolve. Philip did not let prejudice keep him from
being a warm, respectful witness. Fourth, Philip started by asking a question. Instead of giving a
“canned” presentation, he discovered what was on the eunuch’s mind and heart. Philip essentially
asked him “what is your point of interest and need right now? What is your main question?” Philip
did not answer questions that the eunuch was not asking! He made sure to present the gospel as
an answer to the particular concerns of this man. Fifth, Philip evangelized through a small group
Bible study! So often, this works well. It is natural, it gives the Christian the “backing” of the
Bible’s authority, so it is clear that the gospel is not just something you have made up. Often this is
one of the best ways to share your faith--to have both Christians and non-Christians discussing a
passage of the Bible. Sixth, Philip did not just talk in general terms, but he helped the eunuch to the
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point of decision. The only reason the eunuch would have asked for baptism (v.36), is if Philip had
been explaining it to him. We must encourage people to a point of decision.  (Keep in mind that
Philip was a public speaker (8:4), and not everyone can do that. But here we see Philip
evangelizing in a way we all can do.)
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CONVERSION PROJECT

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

Christianity without conversion is no longer Christianity, because conversion means
turning to God. It involves forsaking sin, with its self-deifying attitudes and self-
serving conduct, and turning to Christ, whose death on the cross is the basis for
God’s offer of mercy and forgiveness. Jesus was judged in our place so God could
extend his righteousness to us.

David Wells, Turning to God, p.27

In most translations of the Bible, the word “conversion” appears very seldom. But that does not
mean that conversion is not absolutely central to Christianity. Rather, the New Testament
writers use many different words to describe the process.

The Book of Acts records the conversion of Paul three times (9:5ff., 22:6ff., 26:12ff.). In
addition, it tells us of the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch (8:25ff.), of Cornelius, (10:44ff.),
and of the Philippian jailer (16:29ff.). But moreover, it records Paul telling us that all the Gentiles
who were entering the church were entering by “conversion” (Acts 15:3). Thus the book of
Acts shows the indispensability of conversion to being a Christian.

But what is conversion? In is common to use terms like “converted” “born again” “believed”
“received Christ” all interchangeably. But the Bible makes some important distinctions.

To “become a Christian” is both “Conversion” and “Regeneration”. They are two sides of the
same coin, and cannot be separated, yet they must be distinguished. One is something God
does and one is something we do. The first is the theological, the other is behavioral. The
theological element (what we are in Christ--regeneration) is the same for all, but the behavioral
(what we do--turning) is the different for all. Regeneration is an act of God at a single and
specific point in time (though we may not be conscious of exactly when that point has occurred).
Turning is a process of ours, which may be dramatic or gradual, depending on many factors.

An “insider” to Christianity (i.e. a child raised in a Christian home) may find conversion so
natural that he or she cannot pinpoint the time of the change at all. (Some churches create
venues for children to “give their lives to Christ”, to help them pinpoint their conversions. But
usually the process is extremely gradual. There may be several preparatory steps in which God
“illuminates” the youth through the Holy Spirit, providing pieces of the gospel, until it “comes
together” for them after a number of years. On the other hand, an “outsider” to Christianity (i.e.
a person raised Jewish or Muslim or secular) may have much more of a “Damascus Road” (i.e.
Pauline) conversion experience. So the theological side of conversion is always identical--
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regeneration. But the behavioral side of conversion is always different, depending on culture,
personality, and prior world-view.

A. Regeneration.

This is a work of God in which the power and holiness of God enters our hearts in the form of
the Holy Spirit. This is so radical a reality that it is called “partaking of the divine nature” (II
Peter 1:4), becoming a whole new creation (II Cor.5:17; Gal.6:15), being born again (John
3:3). In Titus, Paul says, “he saved us...not because of deeds done by us in righteousness,
but in virtue of his own mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewal in the Holy
Spirit, which he poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, so that we
might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life.” (Titus 3:5-7).
What the Holy Spirit does is called “regeneration” (paliggenesias), which is the same word as
“rebirth” (gennetha anothen-”born from above”). We have a new “genesis”, we are born
again. See also I John 2:29, 3:9-10; I Peter.1:3,2, 2:2; James 1:18).

B. Conversion.

The New Testament uses the word epistrepho, to “turn” as the word for conversion. Almost
always, the word is used as an intransitive verb--it is what we do. (On the other hand,
“regeneration” or “rebirth” is what is done to us.) Just as we cannot enter the kingdom of God
without being born again (John 3:3), we also cannot enter the kingdom of God unless we
convert (Matt.18:3). Everyone must convert, whether Jew (Acts 3:19; 9:35) or Gentile (Acts
11:21; 14:15).

Because the word for conversion is “turning”, there are therefore two parts to conversion--
turning away from and turning toward. Thus the Thessalonians turned from idols and turned to
the living God (I Thess.1:9). These two aspects are metanoia, repentance (turning away) and
pistis, faith (turning toward). We are only converted as we turn away from sin and self-
salvation, and to faith in Christ and his salvation.

Summary:

Now we can see that, though it is fair and right to use the word “conversion” to refer to both
rebirth and converting, and it is fair to use the word “reborn” to refer to both rebirth and
converting, that they are two aspects of the same thing.  John brings them together when he
says: To all who received him, who believed in his name (conversion), he gave full rights
as children of God, who are born not of nature or of the will of man, but of the will of
God (rebirth). John 1:12-13. Rebirth/conversion is also called a change of ownership
(Rom.6:17-18), a change from darkness to light (Acts 25:18; II Cor.4:6; I Pet. 2:9), a change
from death to life (John 5:24; Eph.2:1-6).

So--we can outline “becoming a Christian” like this:
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Rebirth (what God does)
Conversion (what we do)

Repent (turn from self-salvation and serving self)
Faith (turn to Christ salvation and serving him)

Discussion Questions:

1. What helped you most?

2. What questions were raised?

3. How does this shed light on your own conversion experience?
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 10 - Acts 9:1-31 The Conversion of Saul

1. v.1-2. How do these verses shed light on John 6:44 and John 15:16? How is this an
encouragement to us doing evangelism?

In John 6:44 Jesus says, “No one can come to me unless the Father draws him.” In John 15:16
Jesus speaks to his disciples and says, “you have not chosen me, but I have chosen you, and
appointed you to go and bear fruit”. One thing is certain from these texts. We do not, initially,
“seek” God, unless first God comes and seeks us. The Bible says that in our natural state: “No
one seeks for God” (Rom.3:11). That is categorical. Since no human being will naturally seek for
God, those who are seeking do so because God has been at work on them. He opens our hearts
(Acts 16:14). We only love him because he first loves us (I John 4:10, 19).  Throughout the years,
Christians have differed over whether this “seeking grace” from God is resistible or not.  Those
who believe in predestination say “no” and those who do not believe in predestination say “yes”.
But there is agreement that we cannot turn to God unless he comes to us first.

These two verses illustrate this very well. Saul was completely hostile to the gospel and the
church. He was not “open” or “seeking” at all. Because the Christians had “dispersed” away
from Jerusalem because of the persecution (Acts 8:1-4),  Saul was now willing to travel to
neighboring cities to find Christians and to bring them home for punishment (v.2). So his opposition
to the gospel was fanatical. Thus his conversion is proof of the power of God’s sovereign grace to
bring people up short and take the scales off their eyes. C.S.Lewis, in his account of his
conversion, likens God to a fisherman after his fish, or to a cat after his mouse, or to a pack of
hounds after his fox, or to a divine chess player putting him into checkmate. (See Surprised by
Joy, last chapter)

When we are sharing our faith, we must keep Saul in mind. First, we must not think much in terms
of people who are very “likely” to become Christians versus others who are very “unlikely”.
There are plenty of people who seem very wild, very hostile, and very “far” from the faith, and it
is typical for Christians to think that their case is spiritually hopeless. We do not even consider
trying to share the faith with them. And, in addition,  Saul represents a particular kind of non-
Christian that often intimidates Christians.  He was brilliant, a leader, a member of the “elite”, and
highly educated.  Believers often either despise or fear the many non-believers in those ranks. But
this incident proves that everyone is equally “unlikely” to believe (since every conversion is a
miracle) and therefore, everyone is equally “likely” to believe. Have hope for everyone.

2. v.3-4. Compare this account of Jesus first words to a fuller account in Acts 26:13-
14. What indication is there that Saul’s conversion was not as “sudden” as it seems?
What could these “goads” have been? What were the “goads” Jesus used on you?
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In Saul’s account of his conversion experience in Acts 26, he mentions that Jesus said to him, “It
is hard for you to kick against the goads” (26:14).  “Goads” were sharp sticks used by
farmers to get animals to obey their commands and move along in the prescribed way. If an
animal kicked against the goads, of course, they hurt worse than if they had obeyed.  But what
were these “goads” of Saul’s of which Jesus spoke?

Although the specifics were only speculation, in general the reference to “goads” must mean that
Saul was actually wrestling with doubts and conviction about Christianity.  In fact, his fanatical
opposition to Christianity evidently was his effort to silence his ambivalence.  What might some of
these goads have been? Well, Romans 7:7ff indicates that Saul had come under tremendous
conviction that he could not fulfill the law of God. In particular, the tenth commandment “thou
shalt not covet” convicted him. He says that one day this commandment came “alive” to him (he
realized what it demanded) and it “slew” him (he was devastated).  Here he was, a Pharisee with
great pride in his ability to satisfy the law, and he realized that the law demanded a kind of inner
peace and contentment that he did not have (“not covet”).  So, on the basis of Romans 7:7ff, we
see that he already was having some severe spiritual problems in the area of his conscience. No
wonder he was so vigorously persecuting Christians, as a way to eliminate his self-doubts.

But then there was Stephen. We know that Saul had heard Stephen’s speech, which indicated that
Jesus came to replace the temple (as the final atonement) and to fulfill the law.  Saul had seen the
amazing joy and love in Stephen’s face (6:15; 7:58-60).  If Saul had been under deep conviction of
his moral inadequacy (Rom.7) and heard Stephen’s proclamation of a whole new way to God
(Acts 7), then he would certainly have been deeply “pricked” and troubled. These were Jesus’
“goads” in his mind and conscience.

So Saul’s conversion was not as instantaneous as it might appear. Jesus had been drawing him
with his grace very gradually, and the dramatic “Damascus Road” experience brought it to a
head. So conversion virtually always has a divine preparation.

3. vv.3-9. Some have said that Saul’s conversion is a very strong piece of evidence for
the supernatural origins of Christianity. How would that be so? (Compare 9:1-9 with
Acts 22:3-16 and 26:9-18).

It is evident from the Book of Acts, Saul often told the story of his Damascus Road conversion--
he does so in Acts 22:3-16 and 26:9-18.  In every one of the three accounts of his experience, his
traveling companions are specifically mentioned, and what they heard and saw is specifically
mentioned as well. Each account mentions that he had “companions” who also saw the light (see
Acts 22:9), and heard the voice (see Acts 9:7), and fell to the ground from amazement at the
phenomena (Acts 26:14). Yet, though they heard the “sound” (9:7) they could not make out
specific words (22:9), and though they saw the light (22:9), they could not make out a specific
figure (9:7).

Why were these companions so critical, and why did Saul always include exactly what they
experienced and what they did not? Saul was an extremely public figure, and his conversion would
have created an extremely unpleasant situation for the opponents of Christianity.  When he
immediately began to publicly proclaim that he had met the risen Christ on the Damascus Road
(Acts 9:27),  there would have and enormous desire on the part of the religious authorities to
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disprove his story. Obviously (from Saul’s subsequent career), they could not. He publicly
mentioned the fact that he had witnesses to his encounter--and he would only do that if it bolstered
his case and if they were available for cross-examination.  So Saul’s conversion was another
empirical, historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

4. v.4-5. What is the significance of Jesus’ statement that Saul is persecuting Him?
(How is a convicting statement? How is it an encouraging statement?)

Jesus statement that Saul is “persecuting...Jesus” is surprising, since Saul thought he was
persecuting a heretical Jewish sect. That is the reason that, when the voice says, “why are you
persecuting me?”, Saul understandably asks “But who are you? I’m not persecuting you!”
There are at least two implications.

First,  though we are seldom conscious of the fact, we are all enemies of God, hostile and
“persecutors” of God, until we are reconciled to him through the gospel. Paul says in no uncertain
terms that we are all the Lord’s enemies (Rom.5:10; Col.1:21). Our problem is not just that we are
failing God, but that we are fighting God. Our natural state is not just that we break the rules and
fall short of being good, but that we resent God’s control over our lives, and we set ourselves up
as our own savior and lord, and we resist his exertion of his power over us.  Evidently, Paul never
forgot this lesson, because in Romans 5 and 8 and Ephesians 2 and elsewhere, he insists that even
very religious people who seek to obey the Bible are enemies of God, as long as they seek to save
themselves by their goodness and holiness. They are trying to be their own Saviors,  and they thus
feel continually angry at God for not giving them their “due” in life. Spiritually, we are hostile and
we attack God.

So “why do you persecute me” is, on the one hand, very bad news.

But second,  on the other hand, it is very good news. For Jesus is saying that he so identifies with
his people that he sees anyone assaulting us as assaulting him. This has many wonderful
implications, but we will mention only three here. a) First, it shows that to become a Christian is
not just to join a club, but to be grafted into a Body, the Body of Christ. When we get the Holy
Spirit,  which is the Spirit of Christ, that unites us to all other Christians by a unique, spiritual, living
link (I Cor.12:13)  b) Second, it shows that Jesus does protect us. He takes any assaults on us
personally. We must be careful not to assume that this means we are exempt from harm! The
book of Acts shows that Christians are tortured and die. But this means that Jesus is always
present with us to “sanctify our distress to us” (e.g. II Cor.1:3-11; 4:16-18), and that he sometimes
does deliver us from imminent danger (Acts 12:1ff.).  c) Third, it hints that not only is Jesus
identified with us, but that we are identified with Jesus. In other words, because he is loved by the
Father and because he is at the right hand of the Father--then we are loved by the Father and we
are at the right hand of the Father (Eph.2:6-8).

5. v.10-31. What are the results of Saul’s conversion evident in these verses? In other
words, what changes do we see?

First, v.9 and v.11 together show that Saul was fasting and praying.  This was not intermittent,
periodic prayer, but very concentrated and prevailing prayer.  So the first change is a new
relationship God himself.
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“Not that he had never fasted and prayed before....But now through Jesus and his
cross Saul had been reconciled to God, and consequently enjoyed a new and
immediate access to the Father....What was the content of his prayers? We can
guess that he prayed for the forgiveness of all his sins, especially his self-
righteousness...for wisdom to know what God wanted him to do now...No doubt also
his prayers included worship, as he poured out his soul in praise that God should
have had mercy on him.”

-- John Stott, The Message of Acts, p.175

Second, he had a new relationship to the church. Ananias rightly is shocked and incredulous that
Saul could really be a Christian (v.13-14). But he does go to Saul and immediately calls him
“Brother” (v.17). We should not overlook the significance of this. Saul doubtlessly had killed
people that Ananias had known and loved. Yet the gospel destroys the old ties and identities, and
now that Saul is Christian, he is Ananias’ brother! We see that Saul, both in Damascus and in
Jerusalem, seeks out “the disciples” (v.19, 26), even when both churches were very wary of him
and reticent to embrace him,  (It is understandable that the Christians might have suspected his
conversion to be a ruse to get inside the Christian community for the purpose of more devastating
persecution.

So we see that conversion fundamentally changes our closest associations. Our new “family”
becomes other Christians, regardless of our past record, regardless of class and national
distinctions.

Third, we see that Saul has a new sense of obligation for the world. He risks his life immediately
by proclaiming the gospel publicly. He has a new sense of his responsibility, since he has powerful
gifts of knowledge and articulation. His sense of this responsibility was so strong that he was
willing to risk his own suffering and death.
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Week 10 Project: Joyful Boldness

Introduction: We tend to talk boldly about the things that bring us the greatest joy. Our job, a
wedding, a child’s birth, or something new. So it shouldn’t surprise us that boldness in
witnessing should follow a personal, intimate, joyful encounter with the living God.

I.  Read John 1:35-42.
A.  Why was Andrew joyful?

B.  How did Andrew demonstrate his joy and boldness?

C.  What resources do we have that Andrew didn’t have that should foster joyful 
boldness in our witness to others?

D.  How do we allow ourselves to be robbed of joyfulness or boldness?

II.  The following verses describe the spiritual boldness (confidence) God wants us to
experience in two other areas of our lives. What is the source of  confidence in each
situation...and what are the results?

A.  Heb. 4:16 and 10:19; Eph. 3:12

B.  I John 4:13-19

III.  Ps. 35:9 says, “...my soul will rejoice in the Lord and delight in his salvation”. But
in Ps. 51:12 David pleaded, “Restore to me the joy of your salvation...”.  Which best describes
where you are experientially right now with the Lord? Why?

IV.  Suggested action points:
A.  Remember your conversion. Meditate on the things that brought joy to 
your heart when you first knew Jesus Christ personally. What were a few?

B.  Acts 4:29 assures us we should pray for boldness: “Lord,...enable your servant
to speak your word with great boldness.”  Are you willing to pray that? Continue to
pray for the four people you recorded in a recent project. Have you seen God at work
in any of their lives yet?

C.  Believe that God wants you to be joyful and bold in prayer, witnessing 
and on the day of judgment as you stand before Him, relying on the Father’s
Savior’s and Spirit’s love for you.

Conclude your discussion with prayer for one another...personal requests and also
reflecting on what you’ve shared about joyful boldness in your lives. Don’t miss it!



acts11.lg 1

ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 11 - Acts 9:32-11:18The Conversion of Saul

Introduction:  In the very beginning of the church, Jesus shows clearly that
he wanted the gospel to go to into every culture and national grouping of
people. During the post-resurrection apostolic training period, he said, “You
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
(1:8). On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came down and initiated, in a sense, the
first worship service of the empowered New Testament church. And that first
service was multi-lingual and the audience was multi-cultural. Despite all
these clear signals from God, the early church was almost exclusively Jewish,
and even the apostles were slow to see that Gentiles were to be included in the
church as equals. Beginning in Acts 7, Luke shows how God took off the
church’s “cultural blinders”. First, Stephen as a teacher seemed to grasp better
than others that the gospel had to go to all peoples and all nations. Second, the
persecution in Jerusalem scattered Christians and some went to preach in
Samaria (cf.1:6). Phillip led and Ethiopian to Christ (Acts 8). Third, God calls
Paul to himself in Acts 9, and Paul of course was to be the main instrument of
God’s mission to the Gentiles. Now in Acts 9:32-11:18 Luke turns to Peter.
“Both [Paul and Peter] had a key role to play in liberating the gospel from its
Jewish clothing and opening the kingdom of God to the Gentiles.” (Stott, p.181)
Whereas Paul had to be converted to Christ, Peter still needed to be converted
in his thinking--to see that implications of the gospel of grace for the breaking
down of cultural and racial barriers between people. So the “conversion” of
Peter is as important as the conversion of Cornelius in these chapters.

1. 9:32-42. Why do you think Luke includes these two miracles as an
introduction to the longer account of Cornelius’ conversion?

This is a valid question, because all indications are that the apostles did “many
miraculous signs and wonders” (2:43). So if acts were many and varied, why
did Luke select these two to reintroduce us to Peter (who has been missing
from the narrative since the middle of chapter 5.

These two miracles are nearly exact parallels to two of Jesus’ miracles, and
they are even similar to the kind of miracles that authenticated the ministries
of Elijah and Elisha (cf.I Kings 17:17-24; II Kings 4:32-37). The word
“authenticated” is the key. For Paul himself pointed to his miracles as being
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“the things that mark an apostle” (II Cor.12:12). Paul was saying here that his
miracles were done upon the same pattern and with the same power as Jesus’
miracles--and this authenticated him as an apostle whose message was one of
divine revelation. Luke then is probably showing us these two miracles not
only because they are wonderful and encouraging, but because they show that
God was with him and that he was a true apostle. This would then set the
reader up to see his pronouncement about the salvation of the Gentiles (in
Acts 10-11) as authoritative.

The first miracle, the healing of Aeneas the paralytic, is very reminiscent of
Jesus healing of the paralytic in Capernaum (Mark 2:1-12; Matt.9:1-8). Jesus
says, “Get up, take your mat...” (Matt.9:6) and Peter says, “Get up and tidy up
your mat...” (9:34) On the other hand, the raising of Tabitha is also extremely
reminiscent of Jesus’ raising of Jairus’ daughter from the dead in Mark 5. For
there Jesus said, “Tabitha (little girl), get up” (Mark 5:41), and here Peter says,
“Tabitha, get up” (9:40). These parallels to Jesus’ miracles are too strong to be
accidents. Luke chose them because they show (as Peter himself says in 9:34)
that Jesus himself is healing people through Peter (cf. “Aeneas...Jesus heals
you”). Notice also that before he heals Tabitha “he got down on his knees and
prayed.” (9:40) Both incidents show that he is not healing in his own power (as
Jesus did) but is relying on the pattern and power of Christ himself.

2. 10:1-8, 22, 34-35. Cornelius is an example of a “good man” without
the gospel. What do these verses teach us about such a person?

Cornelius was one of those Gentiles called in the NT ”God-fearers” (see Acts
13:16, 26). Who were they?

“A proselyte was a Gentile who undertook to keep the Jewish law it its
entirety and was admitted into full fellowship with the people of Israel by
a three-fold rite: (1) circumcision for male proselytes, (2) a purificatory
self-baptism in the presence of witnesses, and (3) the offering of a
sacrifice....Many Gentiles in those days, while not prepared to enter the
Jewish community as full proselytes, were attracted by the simple
monotheism of Jewish...worship and by the ethical standards of the
Jewish way of life....”  (F.F.Bruce, The Book of the Acts, p.64, 216)

First, Cornelius respected God.
Even if you don’t know this background information, we can see infer from the
text that Cornelius, a) prayed to the one God of Israel (v.2- “prayed to God
regularly, b) obeyed the general moral law of God (though not all the OT
ceremonial regulations) (v.22- “righteous”; v.35- “do what is right”), and c) was
kind to the poor (v.2- “gave generously to those in need”). In sum, he both
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respected and prayed to God in general, and lived a moral life in general. He
was by no means a Christian, having heard nothing yet about Jesus Christ.
He was also not a Jew, though from the Jews he has probably learned things
about God that he accepted and honored. Rather he was the classic “good non-
Christian” who honored God in a general way and lived and exemplary, just
and generous life.

Second, God respected Cornelius!
Two statements are very strong, even startling. First, v.4- “your prayers and
gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering--[mnemosymos]--before
God.” The Greek word is used in the Greek translation of the Old Testament to
refer to the burnt offering (cf.Lev.2:2), which was not a sacrifice for sin, but an
offering of gratitude to God. Second, in v.35, Peter says (referring to Cornelius)
“[God] accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right”. This
means that Cornelius “lived up to the light that he had”--i.e. what he did know
about God he honored. All he knew was that God was great and worthy of
obedience and respect and gratitude. So he gave it. And God in turn shows
Cornelius a certain regard.

The nature of this “regard” is extremely interesting, and we must adopt a very
carefully balanced approach here. Some read the word “accept” as meaning
that people like Cornelius are saved--accepted in the full sense of being
“justified” (Rom.3:21ff). But that not only contradicts the rest of the Bible, but
the rest of Acts (see 4:12) and even the rest of this story--for if Cornelius is
saved, why does Peter need to come to him and preach the gospel to him? On
the other hand, many Christians seem to regard all non-Christians as equally
despicable. Here, however we see God showing some kind of regard and respect
for a man who does not have enough spiritual knowledge to be saved, but who
is honoring all the spiritual knowledge he has. Therefore, Cornelius is a
“seeker” (cf.I Cor.14:24, where “one who does not understand” means “a seeker
after more knowledge; an inquirer”).

Third, nevertheless Cornelius was not saved.
Cornelius, despite all his goodness and desire for God, did not have “life”. 11:18
tells us that only after hearing the gospel was he granted life--i.e. eternal life.
Before, he was a “nice” person, not a “new” person. In order to get life, he
needed to do two things. First, he had to repent (11:18). Obviously, if he
scrupulously obeyed God’s law, then he would have repented for sins often
before. So what is this repentance that he was now, for the first time granted?
He repented not just of his sins but of his best deeds--he repented of “working”
for his salvation (Rom.4:5). Second, he had to believe in Jesus Christ, his
person and work (Acts 15:7). Only then was he “saved” (11:14), have his sins
forgiven (10:43) and receive the Holy Spirit (10:45).
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Conclusion:
Some might say that anyone who has this kind of heart goodness and desire
for God is always a “pre-Christian”--someone who God is preparing and who
inevitably will become a Christian. That is very possible--but this passage does
not say that. What it does say is that, a) first, no matter how good and
wonderful a person is, he or she cannot be forgiven and fully accepted without
the gospel and the new birth. We cannot expect people to be saved without the
preached word of Christ. If Cornelius needed to be saved--everyone does! But it
also teaches us that b) second, we must show great respect for non-Chastens
who obviously are capable of a great deal of moral and spiritual wisdom. Some
theologians would say that we should realize that God gives a lot of “common
grace”--that he gives a lot of moral sense and wisdom and virtue to people
apart from faith in Jesus Christ. And we should recognize such people. God
obviously prefers righteousness to Christians and sincerity to insincerity in
everyone. But we should not on the other hand forget that we need “special
grace”, the revelation of Jesus Christ, if we are to become members of God’s
family. So this passage should not influence us to stop evangelizing the
nations, but it should bring us to do so with a great deal of civility and respect
and honor for those like Cornelius.

3. 10:9-23. How does break down Peter’s racial/cultural prejudices?

The fact that God has to send multiple, strong, obviously-supernatural signs to
Peter, in order to get him to even visit a Gentile--shows how strong racial
prejudices were and how wide was the chasm between Jew and Gentile.

“It is difficult for us to grasp the impassable gulf which yawned in those
days between the Jews on the one hand and the Gentiles on the other.
Not that the Old Testament countenanced such a divide....it affirmed
that God had a purpose for [the Gentiles]. By choosing and blessing [the
Jews] he intended to bless all the families of the earth (Gen.12:1-4)...The
tragedy was that Israel twisted this doctrine of election into one of
favoritism, became filled with racial pride and hatred, despised the
Gentiles as ‘dogs’, and developed traditions that kept them apart. No
orthodox Jew would ever enter the home of a Gentile...all familiar
intercourse with Gentiles was forbidden...” (Stott, p.185)

The Jewish ceremonial laws of clean and unclean foods and garments and
practices were God’s “visual aid” to demonstrate that people were sinful, that
they could not just “come in” to God’s presence, that he was a Holy God, and
that people needed to keep separate from sin and evil. In fact, the clean-
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unclean laws are really impossible to keep completely--which was also God’s
way of showing people that they could never cleanse themselves from sin. But
over the centuries, the clean-unclean laws were twisted into a way of works-
righteousness and as a way to keep separate from other nations! As a result of
all this, God has to send three great “hammer blows” to even get Peter to go to
Cornelius.

First, the vision God sends is of a sheet containing a mixture of animals, many
of which were unclean. (The laws of clean and unclean animals are laid down
in Leviticus 11. Because the sheet contained “all kinds” (v.12) of animals, the
command to “kill and eat” (v.13) was to contradict the OT ceremonial law. This
would have deeply offended Peter’s conscience and disgusted him emotionally.
He says so in v.14. But three times God repeats that “do not call anything
impure that God has made clean” (v.15-16). The vision alone is insufficient to
help Peter. He doesn’t get it (v.17).

Second, God the Spirit directly commands him to go with the men who are
about to appear at his door (v.19-20). Third, he hears from the men that an
angel had appeared to a Gentile centurion, Cornelius, directing him to
summons Peter. Only these three things together were sufficient to even get
Peter to go to the house of an unclean Gentile.

4. 10:34-48. How does v.34-35 (and his presentation of the gospel) show
that Peter understands now the meaning of the vision? What is the
meaning of the vision?

God is saying in the vision: “even those things that are defiled and unfit for my
presence I can make clean and fit for my presence. There is no being that I
cannot make clean.” The key word is “make”. Peter had assumed that some
things just were inherently clean and other things just inherently unclean.
God is introducing a new concept--that salvation is not a matter of pedigree or
even of achievement, but is the result of the action of God. So nothing in
inherently and permanently unclean. The Gentiles, who were ceremonially
unclean, were like the unclean animals in the sheet, mixed in with the “clean”
animals, who represented the Jews. When God cleanses someone from sin,
then they are equal with anyone else and should all be in association together.
“Now I realize..God does not show favoritism” (10:34) means “now I see that
external critieria such as appearance, race, nationality, class, gender make not
a whit of difference for whether I am loved and justified by God”. (Peter,
obviously, knows this at one level--it’s the gospel! But at another level he had
not applied it to his habitual attitude toward Gentiles.) The religion of good
works will definitely give some people the right to feel superior to others. But
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the gospel of grace means that no saved person can feel superior to any other
saved person--because we are all saved by grace alone.

We looked at 10:34-35 above and said that this cannot mean that Cornelius
(and other good, God-respecting people) are saved apart from Christ. Indeed,
Peter shows him that only through Christ will his sins be forgiven (10:43). But
v.34-25 means that Peter finally sees that nationality and race makes no
difference. John Stott puts the meaning of v.34-35 perfectly:

“‘No favoritism’...[means] that Cornelius’ Gentile nationality was
acceptable so that he did not have to become a Jew, not that his own
righteousness was adequate so that he had no need to become a
Christian. For God is not indifferent to religions, but indifferent to
nations.”

The presentation of the gospel that Peter gives is significant in that it is
virtually the same as his gospel preaching to Jews (cf. his sermons in Acts 2
and 3). This does not mean that we do not adapt our gospel communication to
our audience. There is much evidence that Paul did so in the rest of the book of
Acts. But in this instance the substantial sameness of the presentation shows
that the same gospel is to come to all peoples.

5. 10:44-11:18. What is the final (the fourth) sign given by God to Peter
that the gospel is for the Gentiles? How do our converts teach us--ad
Cornelius taught Peter?.

We said that the first three signs to Peter were the vision, the direct voice of
the spirit, and the message from the angel to Cornelius. Now finally, Peter sees
with his very eyes, the signs of Spirit-fullness come upon the Gentiles who
believed (v.44-47). We are told that he was not even finished with his sermon
(v.44) when those who “heard the message” (i.e. who believed) received the
spirit. We know from the rest of the book of Acts that not everyone who
received an anointing from the Holy Spirit speaks in tongues (see 4:31 for
example). But in this case, God evidently wanted to show Peter beyond a doubt
that the Gentiles were full members in the church, so he sent the spirit in such
a way that it resembled the Day of Pentecost. Thus Peter says, “the Holy Spirit
came on them as he had come on us at the beginning” (11:15). In other words,
this was a Gentile Pentecost. Just as on the original Pentecost God had given
special dramatic manifestations to assure everyone of his purpose, so he sent
the Spirit in a powerful way here. Cornelius and the household experienced
tremendous joy and love and power, and they began to praise God and
articulate his glory--it was like Acts 2. Of course, not everyone gets converted
like this! (Many people get converted very quietly. It is often not even possible
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until later to know that you were converted at a particular time.) But God sent
this power to deliver the last “hammer blow” to the stubbornness and doubt of
Peter.

One of the lessons we learn here is that we must not only teach our converts,
but learn from them. Clearly, Peter was as affected by Cornelius as Cornelius
by Peter! And that is a wonder that is often seen. If we win a person to Christ,
often that person will teach us many things. a) Often the person shows us how
little faith we have--especially if the new convert is someone we consider a
“hard case”. When such come to Christ, it really humbles us that we had such
low expectations. b) Often the person can also show us new things about the
faith, especially if the person is of a different culture or personality from ours.
New converts can often see things in the Bible we have been blind to, because
their experience and background leads them to ask God questions that we
aren’t even asking. The Peter-Cornelius story means we must not be too
authoritarian or proud, but should be open and willing to learn from new
believers.
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CONVERSION: Part II PROJECT

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

THE GOSPEL AND THE “SEEKER”

In I Corinthians 14:24 Paul describes a person who comes to a worship service
“who does not understand”--literally a “seeker”. We have seen Cornelius is a
“seeker” who God acknowledges and sincere (Acts 10:1-4). Though they may be
very good persons, they still need to be brought to “repentance unto life” (Acts
11:14). How can we help a person who is “on the verge”--who seems to want to
come to Christ. Here are some helps on helping such persons:

Principles for applying the gospel to seekers

The following is a paraphrase of a lecture in an out of print book by a
Presbyterian minister of the early 19th century. William Sprague, Lectures on
Revival, Lecture 6

1. Determine the amount of knowledge and the amount of feeling.

--if he is long on feeling and short on knowledge, your course of action is fairly
simple. He may be ripe for conversion. Present the truths of the gospel in a
balanced, full way. You may be bold to press for a commitment. If he will not,
discover at what point he has trouble. Review the outline briefly, asking, "Do
you understand and agree that first,___________, and second,_________..."

--if he is long on knowledge and short on feeling, you may need to elaborate the
gospel presentation with vivid illustrations and pointed applications.. Show
him that Christianity is not an academic matter, not a matter of weaving a
web of intricate thought-forms. Say, as Whitefield, "It is one thing to assent
with your mouth, and another thing to believe from the heart. If you have really
done that, a truth affects you mind, will, and emotions.  Have you ever been
saddened by your sins? Have you cried out to God that you need a savior? Has
the mercy of God in Christ seemed precious to you?" [Caution: Keep in mind the
words of Thomas Watson - "But wouldest thou know when thou hast been
humbled enough for sin?  When thou are willing to let go thy sins.  The gold
has lain long enough in the furnace when the dross is purged out; so, when the
love of sin is purged out, a soul is humbled enough, what needs more? If a
needle has let out the abscess, what needs a lance? Be no more cruel to thyself
than God would have thee." --from A Body of Divinity, p. 451

2. Impress on the awakened sinner the need to come to God on gospel
terms immediately.

--God owns you. Every day you rule your own life you become more and more
guilty.
--The concern you have now is the gracious influence of the spirit of God. If you
decide to come to God at your own convenience, you are mocking God. He is too
great for you to snap your fingers when you are ready. Who is King around
here? You are in great danger of losing the openness of heart you have now. Do
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you think you can repent any time you wish? No! Repentance is a gift from
God, which he is offering you now. You must take it or risk becoming too hard
to care. Then you will be lost forever. Don't delay. Even a passing conversation
with a friend can drive away your convictions. Act now.

3. Beware of a spirit of self-righteousness.

--When a man is first awakened to his need, he usually sets out on a furious
effort to please God through his efforts (church attendance, prayer, obeying
the law). Warn him of this.
--Say, "Don't stop striving to please God, but do it in the spirit of the new
covenant, not the covenant of works. There is no actual saving value in your
strivings, only gratitude value (saying "thank you" for a full salvation). Until
you accept this and fall down helpless at the feet of Christ's mercy and are
willing to accept the free gift of eternal life, you cannot be saved."
--Warn him that he can assent to justification by faith in the abstract and still
try to catch God's eye with his efforts, so he must examine his heart.

4. Beware of making comfort your ultimate end instead of giving God
his due.

--If you see yourself as a sufferer looking for relief primarily, you will never
find peace. God is no sugar daddy to be used by you to secure your own
happiness. Say to him: "Blessed are they which hunger and thirst after--what?
Blessedness? No! Righteousness! Happy are they which don't seek happiness,
but rather to give God his due. Happiness never comes to those who seek it
directly. You are a sinner, in need of pardon. Give God what you owe:
repentance, faith, obedience. Your troubles will take care of themselves. Until
you have grasped this in your heart, you’ll not have peace."

5. If, after sharing the gospel, the person is not ready to repent and
believe, yet is still awakened, advise this:

--Spend a lot of time reading good books, the Bible, and in prayer.  Coming to
church meetings and so on is good, but no substitute.  It is too easy to derive
your spirituality from the environment.  Also, many well-meaning counselors
may be confusing. Talk often with one or two spiritual advisors and with the
Lord
--Read the intriguing sermon by Lloyd-Jones on Mark 8:22,26- "Men as Trees,
Walking" in Spiritual Depression: Causes and Cures. He tells about people who
are in a similar condition to the blind man. They seemed to have been touched
by Jesus--they see things they couldn't see before, yet things are still not in
focus. What did the blind man do? He was honest. He did not say, "I see fine!"
He admitted his condition and Jesus touched him again. So tell Jesus what
you see and what you don't see. Ask him to touch you some more until you see
clearly.
--But above all, stress that these means of study and prayer are only means to
the end. They cannot merit anything from God. They are only ways to enable
God to work in you.

Common objections or problems posed by seekers
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1. "I just can't believe" What you are describing is simply the settled
distaste every natural heart has to God. Don't make an excuse for it. In
yourself, you are unable to believe, but the Holy Spirit has already come to
your aid. If you see what you have to do and wish that you could do it, then
that is evidence of the Holy Spirit's work. (You give yourself too much credit!
You couldn't see all these things unless the Spirit was already at work! Don't
despair.) Now, as long as this divine aid is offered to you, you must act. Don't
wait for some kind of psychological sense of certainty; faith is acting on what
you know to be true.

Paul says: "We walk by faith, not by sight". See? He doesn't pit faith against
reason, he pits faith against feelings and appearances. Do you see what you
must do? Then repent, trust, obey Christ.  How can you stand on this plea of
inability? That is an abstract question, and it is a sinful refusal.

2. "I've tried all you've said to do, but it hasn't worked" [Evaluate:
Either he hasn't `tried' properly, or he has a false understanding of what
`worked' means.] What do you mean by `worked'? Did you expect a certain
feeling? Did you expect your problems to go away. Faith is acting on what you
know to be true, despite how things feel or appear ("We walk by faith, not by
sight".) Imagine that a doctor tells you, "You are dying because of all the fat
and starch you are eating; if you stop eating steak and potatoes, your body will
begin to strengthen".  The first time someone beside you eats a big steak
dinner, won't it smell great? It doesn't smell dangerous and deadly.  Now if you
exercise faith, you follow what you know to be true (this food is poison to me), or
you can follow your appetites, senses, and feelings. What if you exercise faith?
Will it immediately feel wonderful? NO! Your stomach will growl and you will
feel unsatisfied. It is only as you practice faith over time that the healing and
health (that is, the good feeling and visible effects) will come.  So it is with
saving faith. You may not at first experience anything remarkable. Nor will all
your problems be solved. But your standing with God is changed, and
eventually, the effects will flow out into your whole life. Phil. 2:12-14 tells us
that the strength and life of God comes as you obey him. He works as we work.

How have you been trying?  Perhaps you have been striving in a spirit of self-
righteousness (see above). Perhaps you have been striving in a spirit of
bargaining with God, instead of approaching him as a sovereign king (see
above). ("I'll do this and that if God will do this and that". Instead say, "I owe
God everything, and he owes me nothing; I'll gladly do whatever he bids me
WITHOUT CONDITIONS". If you have put conditions on your seeking him,
he will not meet you.) [Bottom line.] I'm sorry you have been frustrated in your
seeking God, and I cannot know your heart or God's heart enough to tell you
why you haven't felt that you've connected with him. But I do know this. You
haven't got the option of giving up. His disciples said to Jesus, "Lord, to whom
shall we go? You [alone] have the words of eternal life" (John 6:68). What is
your alternative? You have none. If you keep seeking, Jesus says that no one
who comes to him will he cast out (John 6:37). On the other hand, if you stop
seeking him, you will certainly perish.

3. "I just don't have any sorrow for sin or desire for God" [He may be the
victim of having heard long, lurid testimonies which convinced him that he too
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must have an extended period of self-loathing and weeping over his sin.] It is
not Biblical to require everyone to have equally long, vivid, and horrible
sorrow over sin.  Look at Matthew, Zaccheus, the Phillipian jailer, and Lydia
(Luke 19:9; Acts 16:14, etc.).  There is no indication that they spent time in
terror and horror. They were called abruptly and they came.  Look at Jesus
invitation to the Laodiceans (Rev. 3:15-20). He invites the lukewarm, self-
deluded people to open to him so he can fellowship with him. They were not put
through some long time of conviction.

Listen! If your house had caught on fire, how alarmed would you have
to feel about it in order to be saved?  Just enough to get out! It doesn't matter
whether you leave crying `Oh! My house, my house’ or not. It doesn't matter if
you are in a panic or just a bit upset. THE ONLY GOOD YOUR EMOTIONS
AND FEAR ARE IS TO GET YOU TO LEAVE.  The only good conviction of
sin is to get you to repent and humble yourself under the mighty hand of your
king.  So submit! Don't wait to feel a certain way. [Ultimately, anyone who is
concerned about lack of sorrow and feeling is caught in a self-righteous spirit.
He hopes to please God with his pious feelings.  Don't allow this. Confront him.]

4. "I'm too bad/depressed"  Look how far Jesus came to save sinners! Are
you worse than Paul? (I Tim. 1:15) Jesus loves to save sinners; he delights to
do it. (Luke 15:7; Is. 53:11; Zeph.3:16-17). The Bible says God is "mighty to
save"; are you saying that He is not strong enough to deal with your sins?  Are
you mightier than God? [Again, remember that this complaint is often a subtle
form of self-righteousness. The man thinks he is unworthy. Then he is
assuming his worthiness is the necessary basis for coming to Christ.]

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

1. What did you find most interesting/helpful?

2. What questions did this raise?

3. Is there anything here you wish you knew when you were a young
Christian?



acts12.lg 1

ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 12 - Acts 11:19-12:24 - New Mission Breakthrough

Introduction: The city of Antioch was the third largest city of the Roman
Empire (after Rome and Alexandria) and the capital of Syria. It was unusually
multi-cultural and cosmopolitan, even for a large city. The city officials
encouraged immigration, and offered Jews full citizenship. Thus there were
very large, vital communities of Jews, Greeks, Romans, Asians, and Africans.
This city becomes the site of the next new breakthrough in the Christian
mission.

1.11:19-24. What was the distintive feature of gospel communication
at Antioch? How do you think their preaching would have been
different from the preaching of Peter that we have seen? What were
the results of this ministry?

The earliest evangelists in Antioch were “mavericks”, since most of the
missionaries gave the Christian message “only to Jews” (v.19). But several
daring pioneers preached to Greeks “the good news about the Lord Jesus
Christ” (v.20). This was distinctive, because it had never been done on any
kind of scale before. Of course, Peter had just seen with his own eyes God
convert a Gentile centurion and his family. But no one had acted on this
strategically yet--no one had taken the gospel to the Gentiles. And when
Phillip preached to the Samaritans (8:4-6), that too was a bold move. But the
Samaritans were very close cousins of the Jews (despite the animosity between
them). The Samaritans were racially mixed--half-Jews. And they shared with
the Jews a belief in the God of the Bible, and in a coming Messiah (see
F.F.Bruce, The Book of the Acts, p.177). At Antioch, however, the gospel is
taken to sheer pagans, as a group, for the first time.

 This would have meant a very new approach to articulating the message.
Jesus could not have been proclaimed as the Hope of Israel, as Peter had done.
We are not given any details, but they called him “Lord”, the Greek kurios
(v.20). Many Greeks and pagans at that time were flocking to “mystery
religions” which sought to connect devotees to a divine kurios who could
guarantee salvation and immortality. Now Jesus was being proclaimed as that
Lord (see Bruce, p.177).
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The results of this ministry were swift and significant. Instead of an isolated
Ethiopian or Roman centurion, now the Gentiles were coming to faith on a
large scale. “The Lord’s hand was with them” (v.22)--this means that there was
a greater response to the gospel than was usual. God’s power was especially
evident. “A great number of people believed and turned to the Lord” (v.22).

2. 11:22-26. What were the reasons that Barnabus was sent? What
were the elements of his ministry--and the results of it?

There were probably two reasons that Barnabus was sent (v.22). The first
reason is in v.23a--to look for “evidence of the grace of God”. This was
essentially a quality control. Certainly some of the people who sent Barnabus
for this purpose were suspicious and negative about this astounding
“innovation”. The Jerusalem Christians could not believe in the authenticity
of this new work without one of their own “signing off on it”. Nevertheless, it is
good to have such accountability for missionaries and new works. The second
reason for Barnabus’ visit is in v.23b--to “encourage...them to remain true to
the Lord with all their hearts”. Young Christians and churches do not just
need evaluation and accountability. They also need the encouragement and
affirmation of wise and mature leaders. In summary, the components of his
ministry were a) evaluation and accreditation (v.23a), and b) joyous (“glad”)
affirmation and encouragement teaching (v.23b).

The results of this visit were far-reaching. On the one hand he did see that this
was a real work of God. (This “evidence” that he discovered would have
included things like: changed character, genuine worship, and a grasp on the
doctrines of grace.) And so the first effect of his ministry was on the whole
church at large. If he had been a narrow minded man, he could have turned
the rest of the church against this new form of gospel communication and
mission. It could have split the young church very easily. But God had seen to
it that the emissary sent from Jerusalem at this extremely crucial moment was
a wise and generous man. The second result of his visit was on the Antioch
church itself. His joy was obvious, and he began a teaching ministry that was
not as much prophetic (challenging, convicting) as priestly (encouraging,
confirming). Since he called them to “remain” true to the Lord, that meant he
was telling them that they had found the Lord and were following truly. Now
he gave them pointers in how to continue on in their path of discipleship. If we
look at the sentence carefully, we see that his “encouragement” (Grk.
parakaleo) produced “remaining true”. In other words, his encouragement
produced endurance in them.

The result of this priestly ministry is very striking. v.24 says that “and a great
number of people were brought to the Lord”. This is a new influx of new
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converts--not the same as the first wave of v.21--which is the result of
Barnabus’ ministry. It is intriguing, since Barnabus did not do an evangelistic
ministry--his work was directed to encouraging and stirring up the joy and
love of the new believers. So how could all the new converts be the result of his
ministry?  The only answer is that his work of encouraging and supporting
gave the new believers the stimulus to continue their friendship evangelism.
Here then we see the “clergy” training the lay people and the lay people doing
the evangelism.

We’ve seen the first two elements in Barnabus’ ministry: accountability/
evaluation and encouragement/ motivation. But in vv.25-26 we see that
Barnabus did a third thing--he built a ministry team and developed new
leadership. It is a sign of his remarkable humility that Barnabus would want
to share his ministry with Saul (St.Paul). Remember that Barnabus was the
only mature leader in Antioch, surrounded by hoardes of adoring new
believers, and his minstry was bearing enormous fruit. Instead of
consolidating his own pre-eminence, Barnabus seeks out Saul, a man he knows
is multi-gifted and extremely talented--more talented (as history proved) than
Barnabus himself. But Barnabus knows that the ministry will not multiply if
he holds on to it and becomes a “bottleneck”, so he seeks out a man who will
outshine him.

Why did Barnabus seek out Saul? Surely he knew of his talent, and also of his
cosmopolitan education and breadth of experience--he was a natural for a
sophisticated, multi-ethnic city. But Barnabus may have known also of Paul’s
original calling to go to the Gentiles (9:15,27). At any rate, Barnabus is a great
model to us of ministry. He humbly shares his minitry with potential leaders.
He does not work alone but in a team. He does not hold on to ministry but
raises up new leaders and gives his responsibilities away.

3. 11:19-30. Look at the whole history of the young church in Antioch.
Mark the number of stages in its development and name each one.

First, there was the cross-cultural and courageous preaching of the gospel by
the Cypriot and Cyrene missionaries (v.20). They sowed the “good news”.

Second, God responded and his hand (power) caused many to believe: “the
Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number...believed and turned” (v.21).

Third, the new converts are quickly examined and encouraged/confirmed by
Barnabus. They get lots of affirmation. (v.22-24).
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Fourth, the encouraged converts leads to a greater dynamic of evangelism,
and lots more people come to faith (v.24).

Fifth, a team ministry of in depth training and discipleship and leadership
development is begun by Barnabus and Saul. (For Saul, this is his own
advanced training.) This lasts one year (v.25-26).

Finally, the young church begins to help its mother church and begins to serve
and minister in deed (v.27-30) and eventually in word (by sending out Saul
and Barnabus to plant new churches (13:1ff.) Notice that one of the first signs
of vitality is, again, financial generosity! (cf. Acts 4:31-37).

4. Why do you think that Christians weren’t called “Christians” until
Antioch (v.26)? Why do you think the Antioch church was so
successful in showing the power of the gospel?

The Antioch church was the first place that the gospel had created a truly new
humanity out of many different nationalities. Before, when the outside world
saw a group of Christians meeting together, they only saw Jews, and they
figured that this was just some variety of Judaism. It is also true that, if the
outside world had only seen Greeks together or Romans worshipping together,
then it would have figured that it was just some variety of Greek religion or
Roman religion. The world believes that religion is just a function of your
culture, family, or class. But when they saw something absolutely new--people
coming to faith across cultural and racial and class boundaries--then they
realized that this was something unique and different. The multi-cultural
shape of the Antioch church seriously undermined the popular skepticism that
believed all religion to be just a part of one’s culture. (e.g. “I’m Catholic
because I’m Italian, I’m Presbyterian because I’m Scottish, I’m Muslim
because I’m Bosnian”)

There was no more powerful witness to the unique power of Christianity than
its “inclusiveness”. A historian explains why this made Christianity stand out
from all other religions of the time:

“A fourth reason for Christianity’s success is to be found in its
inclusiveness. More than any of its competetors it attracted all races and
classes....Judaism never quite escaped from its racial
bonds....Christianity however gloried in its appeal to Jew and Gentile,
Greek and barbarian. The philosophies never really won the allegiance of
the masses....they appealed primarily to the educated....Christianity,
however...drew the lowly and unlettered...yet also developed a philosophy
which commanded the respect of many of the learned....Christianity, too,
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was for both sexes, whereas two of it main rivals were primarily for men.
The Church welcomed both rich and poor. In contrast with it, the
mystery cults were usually for people of means: initiation into them was
expensive....No other [religion] took in so many groups and strata of
society....The query must be raised of why this comprehensiveness came
to be. It was not in Judaism. Why did it appear in Christianity?” --
K.S.Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity vol.1 (Harper
and Row, 1937).

This may be a reason why the Antioch church and the multi-cultural
congregations of the Graeco-Roman cities grew even more rapidly than the
Jewish churches. Barriers that separated people (normally) did not just come
down as a result of the gospel preaching, but the broken barriers were actually
a major part of the gospel communication. They shocked onlookers--no other
religion had produced it. How could this religion, then, be seen as simply the
power-grab move of a particular culture or strata of society? It could not. That
is why only in Antioch were believers called “Christians” and only there did
the world realized something remarkable had been unleashed in the empire.

Follow up question: Answer Latourette’s question. What does the
gospel have (that other religions don’t) that leads to breaking of
social barriers? Have you seen evidence of this power first hand?

Refer to the study of Act 2 for insights. Other religions believe in justification
by works--and thus they encourage people to have pride in their cultures and
customs. But the gospel teaches that we are sinners saved by grace alone. It
undermines the need to look down on other cultures, it humbles us, and it
keeps us from turning our cultural customs into absolutes. There are many
ways that the gospel undermines social barriers, race- and class- pride. Think
of more!

5. 12:1-24. What does the incident about Peter teach us about prayer?

v.5 tells us about prayer’s character--it must be earnest and corporate. The
word for “earnestly” can be translated “agonized”. It is the strongest word
possible--it means intensity of feeling, of thinking, and of will.

v.6-11 tells us about prayer’s power over obstacles--Peter was a) chained, b)
between two soldiers, c) then guarded by two sets of sentries, d) finally locked
in behind an iron gate. Prayer cut through them all.

v.12-17 tells us about how little we believe in the power of prayer. Even the
people whose prayers were strong enough for God to work did not have enough
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faith to believe they were answered. Do we believe that intercessory prayer has
this kind of power? Cf.II Cor.1:8-11; Eph.3:20,21).
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ENCOURAGEMENT PROJECT

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

Introduction:  Acts 11:19ff shows the importance of the ministry of
encouragement. vv.22-24 virtually glows as we read it. Clearly, Barnabus’
ministry of encouragement was enormously powerful in the history of the
church. We tend to underestimate the importance of this work. Barnabus’
ministry is “sandwiched” between the ministry of evangelism and of
training/discipleship. It is a crying need of new Christians in particular, and it
is like the “oil” in the church’s “engine”--it is a vital spiritual lubricant.
Without it, we burn up and burn out.

Definition
The very name “Barnabus” means “son of consolation”. Encouragement is not
the same as discipling and teaching. It is not the same as evangelism. It is
affirming, confirming, supporting, coaching, consoling, cheering. It doesn’t
seem to take as much knowledge or skill as evangelism or discipling per se, but
here we see the power. Without encouragement, we will never do the work of
evangelism and discipling that we need to do.

The very Greek word translated “encouragement” is “para-kaleo” which
literally means “to call alongside”. It means to come near, to identify closely, to
motivate and build confidence and create endurance in another person. To
encourage is not to say, “get going” or “do what I have done” but “let’s get
going”. An encourager is good at putting him or herself in another’s shoes.  It
is often used as a synonym for “counseling” in the New Testament.

In some of these passages parakaleo is translated “exhort”, but it is always
exhorting with a strong proportion of comfort and affirmation.) Encouragers
are patient (I Thess.5:4) gentle, affectionate (I Thess.2:7-11), positive and non-
argumentative (II Tim.2:24-26), and is more effective when using the Bible
skillfully (Rom.15:4; II Tim.4:1-4).

Place
Encouragement is especially important for newer believers, which we see both
here and in Acts 14:21-22, where again we see that encouragement is
something done for young converts after they have heard the good news.

Encouragement is also something necessary for those going through difficult
times (II Cor.1:-9; Acts 14:22-23).
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Sometimes even people who are being disobedient respond better to
encouragement (II Thess.3:11-13; Heb.3:13) than to warning.

Responsibility
So often our problems are aggravated because we do not have encouragers in
our lives. Sometimes we don’t get encouragement because we are too proud to
seek it or let people know we need it. Other times we are afraid that if we share
our weakness we will get warning instead of encouragement. We have to be
willing, however to meet and make ourselves vulnerable to others (James 5:16;
Heb.10:24-25), in order to receive encouragement from God through other
brothers and sisters.

It is also our duty to look around us and notice who needs encouragement. On
the one hand, all Christians are to encourage each other (Heb.3:13; 10:24-25),
and therefore we must always be on the look out. But some people have a gift
of this--it is listed as a spiritual gift in  Romans 12:8. One sign that you are
good at this is that people tend to want to open up to you about their problems.
Consider ways that you could make better use of this gift. The church needs
more Barnabuses!

Application Questions:

Think of other marks and characteristics of an encourager.

Is the ministry of encouragement something you particularly need
right now?

Is it something that you could give to someone in need right now?
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 13 - Acts 12:25-13:52 Paul Presents the Gospel

Introduction: Luke shows us that the gospel is a living thing. Often called “the
word of God”, Luke depicts it as growing and multiplying under its own power
(Acts 6:7; 12:24; 19:20). Luke has been outlining how the gospel has been flowing
and progressing according to the pattern Jesus laid down in Acts 1:8. There he
directed the apostles to go “Jerusalem...Samaria...the ends of the earth”. In Acts 2-
6 we saw the gospel spreading like lightning in Jerusalem (“so the word of God
spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly” 6:7). That was the
first stage. Then in Acts 7-8 we saw the gospel begin breaking through both
human cultures and the disciples’ expectations. First, through the deacon-
evangelists, Stephen (by his theology and death) and Phillip (by his mission to
Samaria) we saw the gospel break out of Jerusalem into its first new cultures--the
Samaritans and the Ethiopian. In Acts 10-12, through the conversion of Cornelius
and the great new church in Antioch, we saw the gospel show its power not only
to enter any and every culture and class, but to also unite Christians with a bond
deeper than any human distinction. For the first time, the world was seeing a
religion that is truly super-natural and trans-cultural. To become a Christian a
Greek does not have to become a Jew, a plebeian does not have to become
patrician or vica versa. For Christianity is not the product of national and
cultural consciousness--rather it is the shaper of consciousness. Acts 7-12 then
was the second stage, in which the gospel spread across all cultures, and thus we
read at the end of this period (“But the word of God continued to increase and
spread” 12:24).

Now the stage is set for the final stage. “All the time the action has been limited to
the Palestinian and Syrian mainland. Nobody has yet caught the vision of taking
the good news to the nations overseas.” (Stott, p.215) The gospel has spread across
cultures, but now it is about to explode geographically. It has become clear that it
can transform anyone, and so the stage is set for the gospel’s spread “to the ends
of the earth”. It begins with the church of Antioch. Paul and Barnabus had taken
an offering to Jerusalem (11:29) and now had returned (12:25).

1.vv.1-3. This body became the first missionary-sending body in
history. What led them to this? Notice the role of a) their leadership
make-up, b) their routines,  c) the Holy Spirit.

Antioch first missionary sending church in Christian history. The evangelistic
efforts in Samaria and Antioch were not strategically planned by the
Jerusalem church. In both cases, Christians fleeing persecution simply shared
their faith through friendship with the people around them in their new cities
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(see 8:1-4 and 11:19-20). How did the church in Antioch receive the insight to
begin the worldwide missionary project?

a) Their leadership make-up.  The church at Antioch had a council of leaders
(evidently functioning something like a board of elders) who were “prophets
and teachers”. (Luke does not tell us if all were prophet/teachers or if some
were one and some the other. Nor does he define either here! Pity.) What is
remarkable is the diverse range of human stations from which these men are
drawn. Barnabus was a Cypriot Jew (4:36). Simeon was called “Niger” which
means “the black”, almost certainly indicating that he was black African.
Lucian was from “Cyrene” which was in North Africa. He may have been black,
but most of the people of N.Africa at that time were not. He was probably one of
the original Cyrenian evangelists who came to Antioch in the first place
(11:20). Manaen was either a foster-brother or relative of Herod Antipas, and
thus was of royal, upper class status. And then there was Saul, who was a Jew
and, essentially, an “academic”--a professor. The leadership of the church
reflected the multi-class and -cultural membership of the church.

Experience tells us that such a group would not have always seen eye-to-eye!
(Consider how Peter--a Jew with little sophistication, and Paul--a Jew with
great education and sophistication--had conflicts due to differences in
background.) Yet the leaders in such a diverse body would have continually
cross-pollinated each other’s consciousness, so that they would have all been
far more aware of the needs and opportunities of the whole Mediterranean
world than any homogeneous leadership team. In general, a group of very
different people who can agree on common goals is a far more creative body
than one made of similar people. The concept of strategic missions was born in
such a group. It figures.

b) Their routines. Luke indicates that the Antioch church did not come to the
concept of strategic missions as a result of their seeking it directly. v.2 says,
“while they were worshipping the Lord and fasting”. The most natural reading
of these words is that they were not in a special season of prayer, nor were they
specifically and deliberately planning for missions. Rather they were going
about their routine work of worship and seeking God’s presence. (Who was
praying? v.1 refers to the whole church along with the leaders, so it is probable
that this prayer time was not just for the 5 prophet/teachers. Though we
cannot be completely sure.)

What do we learn from this? Surely, we cannot infer from this that special
seasons of prayer or deliberate planning is wrong! Rather, what we learn is
that what would seem like “special” prayer for us was clearly “routine” for the
Antiochan church! Periods of intense worship, fasting, and seeking God’s
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presence were just normal for them. And it shows us that this is the kind of
church that God reveals himself to.

c) The Holy Spirit. Luke leaves us in the dark as to exactly how the Holy Spirit
showed the church that he wanted Paul and Barnabus to become missionaries.
This is very frustrating, of course! Did God send a prophecy through a member
of the church (cf.11:28)? Was it an idea that came to some of them while they
prayed and after deliberation decided the Holy Spirit was leading them to do
this as a body (cf.15:28 with 15:1-22)? The Holy Spirit spoke to the church in
both ways. The fact that Luke leaves us in the dark means that it is not
necessary for us to know the method. If fact, by omitting the specific, he may be
better teaching us that God will lead his church if we are seeking him in that
way.

It is also important to notice that the Holy Spirit does not give many details!
“Set apart for me Barnabus and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”
(v.2) The message does not indicate exactly what countries to go to nor what
methods to use. This means that it was only shown to the church to send the
two missionaries out, but not to tell them exactly what to do. It takes a sense of
adventure to follow the Holy Spirit’s calling. He does not show you the whole
map, but takes you one step at a time.

Finally, notice that prayer was not only the cause of the word from the Lord,
but it was the result. Possibly, during the meeting one or more people received
the insight that Saul and Barnabus should be sent to plant new churches in
other countries. In response to this insight, we see in v.3 we see that they
again fasted and prayed some more. Why? They did so until they “placed their
hands on them”. The laying on of hands is always a way of identifying with
someone, saying “we are with you, part of you, agreeing with you.” What this
meant was that the whole church was confirming and agreeing that the Holy
Spirit had truly called them. So, in response to the Spirit’s leading some
members, the whole group prayed and confirmed it.

2. vv.1-3. What can we learn from this incident for our own churches
today?

John Stott has great way of summarizing what happened here. “In our
anxiety to do justice to the Holy Spirit’s initiative, we should not depict
the church’s role as having been entirely passive...This balance will be a
healthy corrective to opposite extremes. The first is the tendency to
individualism, by which a Christian claims direct personal guidance by
the Spirit without reference to the church. The second is the tendency to
institutionalism, by which all decision-making is done by the church
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without reference to the Spirit...Personal choice..is safe and healthy only
in relation to the Spirit and the church”.

Thus we learn that, on the one hand, we are not to be self-accredited, saying,
“God told me this” before we get confirmation from other Christians. On the
other hand, we are not to turn our church into a bureaucracy, where decisions
are made through mechanical processes only. We must seek to hear the Holy
Spirit in the community, together. Then we must seek confirmation of what we
have heard in the community, together. This is the way we balance and avoid
individualism and institutionalism.

In v.2 we see that the leaders (and probably the people) prayed and sought
God intensely, and were open to God’s leading at such times. The leaders did
not simply hold meetings together; they worshipped together. That guards
against institutionalism. In v.3 we see the leaders (and probably the people)
prayed some more in response to God’s leading and finally reached consensus
that this strategy was the right thing to do. That guards against
individualism.

3. vv.6-12. Why was Paul so forceful with Elymas? Why was the
miraculous judgment on Elymas appropriate?

Paul’s condemnation was very severe. He plays on the Elymas’ proper name,
“Bar-Jesus” which means “son of salvation”, and says, “you are a child of the
devil” v.10 (i.e. not of salvation). The miraculous judgment was that he was
struck blind. Luke uses two words--”mist and darkness”--that at the time were
medical terms for the loss of sight (Stott, p.220). Paul explains that the
blindness is “for a time”.  Paul’s forcefulness seems linked to a) the public
nature of Elymas’s opposition to the gospel, and b) the openness of the
proconsul Sergius Paulus to the gospel. Paul discerned the official was “on the
fence” and therefore acted decisively.

The judgment sign is “apt”--it is no mere stroke of vengeance by God or Paul.
It is appropriate in two ways. First, it had instructive or revelational value. It
was a perfect illustration that if we forfeit and deny the light (the truth) that
we do have, we will become spiritually blind and confused. Surely Paul
remembered vividly what it meant to be struck blind by God, as a sign to show
him his spiritual blindness (Acts 9). In other words, nothing was happening to
Elymas that had not happened to Paul! Second, the judgment had possible
redemptive value. The blindness was temporary, not permanent. If Elymas
“got the point” as Paul did, it could be the way for him to find God.
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In the same way, we must be willing to speak out clearly, especially when there
is a public opposition to the gospel that is spiritually harming a potentially
open person. But despite the apparent sharpness of the rebuke, we should
follow Paul’s pattern of being “appropriate” in our opposition. In other words,
we should be opposing people only in order to redeem them.

4. vv.13-41. Read Paul’s gospel presentation. What can you tell from
the address about its intended audience? How does he make the case
that Christianity is true in vv.16-25 and 31? What does he say the
heart of Christianity is in vv.26-37? How does he call upon them to
respond in vv.38-41?

Some have pointed out that each presentation of the gospel in Acts has four
basic components: a) the gospel witnesses (its case for credibility), b) the gospel
promises (its relevance for our needs), c) the gospel events (its message of what
Jesus has done), d) the gospel conditions (how to appropriate it for oneself).
Luke provides three summaries of Paul’s gospel preaching. Here in Acts 13, we
see him communicating to Jews and Gentile God-fearers. In Acts 14, we hear
his message to non-educated pagans, and in Acts 17, we read a digest of a
sermon to philosophers and educated pagans. It is instructive to see the
different ways that the capacities and beliefs of his audience shapes the way
Paul both presents and argues for the gospel.

The audience.
In any synagogue outside of Judea there would have been a combination of
Jews and Gentile “God-fearers”, some of whom had been circumcised and were
full converts to Judaism, and others of which (like Cornelius) had adopted
monotheism and Biblical morality in general ways, but had not converted. His
audience is explicitly named in v.16. But it is easily deduced by the very way
that the gospel is presented and defended. Anyone in the synagogue respected
the authority of the Jewish Scriptures, the Bible (Old Testament). That is
particularly evident in vv.16-25, his opening “argument”. In vv.16-25, Paul
makes his case for the truth of Christianity, and throughout he assumes that
his audience already trusts the Bible. So all his arguments come from the
Scripture.

The gospel witnesses.
Paul makes his case for Christianity by appealing a) to two recognized
authorities (the Scripture and John the Baptist), and b) to eye-witness
evidence Throughout vv.16-25 Paul makes his case for Christianity by
stressing how God has always taken the initiative of grace in the history of his
relationship with his people. God “chose” the Jewish patriarchs (v.17). He
stayed with them, but only because he patiently “endured” them (v.18). He
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“gave” them all their leaders and deliverers--first Moses (unnamed but alluded
to in v.17), then the judges, prophets, and kings (v.20), especially David, the
greatest deliverer of all. All through this summary of Israel’s history, he shows
that God’s favor has never been earned, has always been graciously given, and
has always been mediated through great leaders who saved the people by
God’s gracious power. This is a complete denial that salvation can be by
goodness and morality and religiousness. When he gets to David, he
immediately jumps to Jesus and points to him as David’s son (v.23), the
“promised” One that had been foretold. Then he finally notes that John the
Baptist accredited Jesus as the Messiah.

In all of this, Paul is appealing to authorities that his hearers respected. He
uses these authorities to remind them that we need to be saved by grace
through great deliverers who God sends, and then reminds them that the
Bible has predicted a final, great Savior, who John the Baptist recognized as
Jesus. Finally, in v.31, he refers to the eyewitnesses to the resurrection of
Christ (as Peter always did). So Paul’s case for the gospel is: a) Jesus life and
death fits the Scripture’s prediction of the Messiah, b) the greatest prophet,
John the Baptist, recognized Jesus as the Messiah, and c) we have evidence for
the reality and truth of the bodily resurrection of Christ.  It is important to see
that the apostles’ never proclaimed the gospel by saying, “just believe because
I told you so” or “just believe because it will feel wonderful”. They made a
reasonable argument for the truth of the gospel.

The content of the gospel.
Now in vv.26-37 Paul shows that “Christianity is Christ”. The focus is not on
his teaching but on he himself--his person, life, death, and resurrection. Paul
shares the death (vv.27-29) and the resurrection (vv.30-32) of Christ. Paul first
shows that Jesus was sentenced for sins he did not commit (“though they found
no...grounds, they...had him executed” v.28). The reference to Jesus dying “on a
tree” is a connection to the Old Testament statement that a tree was a place of
divine curse (Deut.27:26. cf.Gal.3:10). Thus he was the innocent person
suffering a curse for the guilty. Then he was buried but raised. Paul again
makes a case that the resurrection of David’s descendant was predicted in
Ps.2:7, Isaiah 55:3, and Ps.16:10 where David says that God will not let “the
holy one” decay. “How can that be, since David did decay??” asks Paul. He
reasons “therefore it must be that the Messiah from David’s line would be
raised and never see decay” (v.36-37) So the heart of the gospel message is not
that a teacher has come to show us how to save ourselves, but that a Savior
has come to die and be raised for us.

The commitment to the gospel.
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Paul now gives the hearers a choice that is very characteristic of Paul’s later
writings (Romans and Galatians). He says that  in Jesus we can receive
“forgiveness of sins” which is available for “everyone who believes” (v.38-39).
Then he introduces his famous word “justification” and insists that through
belief in the life and death of Christ for us, we can be “justified”, i.e. made “just”
or righteous before God. This is more than simple forgiveness--it means to be
in a state of approval and honor. It means to be considered, simply--
righteousness and blameless. Then Paul brings warning. He says that by
obeying “the law of Moses”  we cannot be justified from our sins and made right
with God (v.39) and finally ends with a blunt statement that those who scoff at
the great thing God has done in Christ will perish (v.41).

In many ways this is a more developed gospel presentation that we have seen
in Peter’s early presentations. Here we begin to get insights into how Jesus’
work saves us and what happens to us when we believe. And yet it is the very
same gospel outline that we have seen in every “sermon” since Pentecost.
There is the gospel content (death and resurrection of Christ), the gospel case
(the Scripture and the eyewitnesses), the gospel conditions (repentance and
faith). Then for those who accept these, there is the gospel promises
(forgiveness and justification). John Stott writes:

“Paul is [here] addressing Galatians. Only a few months later he will be
writing his letter to the Galatians. It is very striking that he brings
together here...five of the great words that will be the foundation stones
of his gospel...having referred to Jesus death on the tree (29 cf.Gal.3:10-
13), he goes on to speak of sin (38), faith, justification (39) and grace (43).

5. vv.42-52. a) Why do the ones that reject the gospel do so? b) Why do
the ones who accept the gospel do so?

a) Why the gospel is rejected.
The historical specifics of this situation are these. Both Jews and Gentiles
initially responded favorably to the gospel (v.42), but as the gospel took hold in
the city, the Jewish members of the synagogue began to turn away from the
Christian message (v.45). Why? “Jealousy” says Luke. We can remember that
Paul’s message in the synagogue was mainly to Jews, talking about “our
fathers” (v.17) and showing Jesus to be the Christ of Israel. So that
presentation showed that the history of the Jewish people was central to God’s
saving purposes for the world. That is very honoring and flattering to the
Jewish people, and was surely a cause of rejoicing. But the following Sabbath it
began to dawn on the Jewish listeners that the Christian message is this:
though salvation has come through ethnic Israel, it is now for the whole world
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and all peoples. That was too much for them to take. (Consider how long it took
for the rest of the apostles to understand it!)

This explains the specific reasons for the rejection of the gospel, in this case.
But there is a deeper spiritual principle going on. Paul says to them, “you...do
not consider yourselves worthy of eternal life” (v.46). Paul is not saying that he
considers them unworthy of eternal life. (That would contradict his teaching
elsewhere, namely that no one merits eternal life.) He says they don’t “consider
themselves” worthy of it. The phrase is an ironic twist. The Jews found the
freeness of the gospel--its offer to all, good and bad, religious and pagan--
insulting. The gospel demands that recipients of eternal life admit that they
are not worthy of it, whatever their record. But the Jews in Pisidian Antioch
considered themselves too worthy to receive eternal life! One of the ironies of
the gospel is that the only way to be worthy (or “fit” for it), is to admit you are
completely unworthy (or unfit for it). Since Antiochan Jews considered
themselves worthy of eternal life, they were not worthy of eternal life.

This is a universal condition and principle. The gospel is so absolutely free
that, as one writer put it: “all you need is need; all you need is nothing.” But
that is the very sticking point for people. If we cannot admit our need and
unworthiness, then we cannot receive eternal life.

b) Why the gospel is accepted.
Though human beings must accept responsibility for rejecting the gospel when
they do so, they cannot take responsibility for accepting it when they do so.
vv.48 tells us why some people responded to the gospel while others did not.
“When the Gentiles heard this...all who were appointed for eternal life believed.”
It does not say that “all who believed were appointed for eternal life”, but “all
who were appointed for eternal life believed.” This categorically says that, if we
respond positively to the gospel it is because there was a prior “appointment”
give to us. We see a similar statement in Acts 16:14 - “One of those listening
was a woman named Lydia...The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s
message”.  John Stott writes:

“Some commentators, offended by what they have regarded as an
extreme predestinarianism in this phrase, have tried in various ways to
soften it. But the Greek verb tasso means to’ ordain’ (AV, RSV),
sometimes in the sense of ‘to assign someone to a certain classification’.
F.F.Bruce refers to the papyrus evidence that it means ‘inscribe’ or
‘enroll’ in which case it is a reference to the ‘Book of Life’. Certainly those
who have believed in Jesus and received eternal life from him all ascribe
the credit to God’s grace, not to their own merit. The converse is not so,
however. It is significant that in this very passage, those who rejected the
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gospel are regarded as having done so deliberately, because they did not
‘consider themselves worthy of eternal life’ (46).  (Stott, p. 227-228)

Many questions arise about “predestination”, but it is best to simply rest in the
helpful and clear facts given here. When we reject the gospel, it is done so
freely. We are not forced to do so--we are responsible for what we have done.
But if anyone accepts the gospel, it is because God has been at work
overcoming our freely chosen hostility (cf.John 6:44). Thus after we believe we
have no one to praise but God (cf.I Cor.1:26-31).
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THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part I - Overview

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

How can we communicate the gospel to someone so that they can receive
Christ and become children of God (John 1:12-13)?

The character of the gospel in the book of Acts
The gospel is the essential Christian message. In the book of Acts we see the
apostles delivering it in every place and setting. It is called “the gospel” (Acts
14:7,21;16:10), “the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24), “the word of his grace” (Acts
20:32), “the good news about the Lord Jesus” (Acts 11:20), “the message of the
gospel” (Acts 15:7), “the message of his grace” (Acts 14:3), “the message of his
salvation” (Acts 13:26), or even just “the message” (Acts 11:19. cf.Acts
2:41;4:4;10:44:17:11). What do we learn from these descriptions in Acts?

First, we learn that the gospel is not so simple and rigidly fixed that it is
presented identically in every setting. A survey of gospel speeches in the book of
Acts shows what great variety in presentations there were. The gospel is adapted
differently to different audiences.
Yet, second, we see, that this is a very definite and limited body of knowledge
with a set content. Thus the writer refers to the word, the message. We see from
the accounts in Acts that it can be expounded in a single talk. It can be “received”
(Acts 8:14;17:11). We are told that when Cornelius’ household “received” the
message (11:1), the Holy Spirit fell on them (10:44). This shows that the gospel is
not “everything in the Bible”, but a set of core truths which, when understood and
received, saves us.
Third, we see that when the gospel is summed up in one or two words, it is
usually said to be about “salvation”, “grace” or “the Lord Jesus Christ”. Thus we
see the essential message is that through Jesus we are saved by grace.

Does is the gospel “elementary” truths as opposed to “advanced” truths? No. The
gospel does not relate so much to the rest of Christian truth as the first step
relates to a staircase, but rather as the heart relates to the rest of the circulatory
system (or as the brain relates to the nervous system). The rest of Christian truth
is just an unfolding of the gospel--it is the working out of its implications and
ramifications, intellectually, spiritually, behaviorally.

An overview of the gospel in the book of Acts
Despite the significant adaptations, depending upon the audience, each gospel
presentation has several core components. John Stott breaks them down into four
basics, and calls them the gospel “events, witnesses, promises, conditions” (See
J.Stott, The Message of Acts, p.79-81). Over and over again, the apostles talk about
“gospel events” (Jesus’ death and resurrection for our sins), “gospel promises”
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(objective pardon for sins and subjective freedom and joy), “gospel witnesses” (the
testimony of the Bible and the eyewitnesses to the resurrection), and “gospel
conditions” (the requirements of repentance and faith).

These do not come in the same order or in the same terms, and it is very
important to notice that. This means that we are free to juxtapose these in the
best way to reach people in our particular time and place. But these components
are always there. We will reorganize the outline and give new names.

THEORETICAL OUTLINE

“Why should I believe?”
The Case

Relevance (“gospel promises”) We show the listeners that the gospel answers
their deepest problems and issues. They should receive it because they need it.
Credibility  (“gospel witnesses”) We show the listeners that the gospel is
supported by strong evidence. They should receive it because it is true.

“What must I believe?”
The Content (“gospel events”) The heart of the gospel.

Sin and self-salvation.  We show the listeners that they are under the guilt and
power of sin, which leads them to seek to be their own savior and lord.
Grace and Christ’s salvation.  We show the listeners how Jesus life, death,
and resurrection in our place saves us and opens the way to God.

“How can I believe?”
The Commitment (“gospel conditions”)

Turning. We show the listeners that they must turn away from their former life and
honor Christ as Lord.
Trusting. We show the listeners that they must trust cease self-salvation activity
and trust Christ as Savior.

PRACTICAL OUTLINE

We see in the book of Acts that changes in the audience most effect how the “case” part of the
gospel is presented. The Case part of the gospel addresses the basic question, “why should I
believe this?” As we outlined it, there are two very important and fairly different lines of
argument for Christianity.  First, people should believe because they need it, it is relevant to
them. It meets the deepest aspirations of the human heart, and solves the most basic problems
of the human condition. But second, people should believe because it is true, regardless of what
they believe. It is the most rational way to account for the world and life we see.  To sum up--
”why should we believe?” Because it is both subjectively true (the relevance case) and objectively
true (the credibility case).

As important as these two “cases” are, they are rather different. Some people and groups have
an acute consciousness of subjective needs, and they will be extremely sensitive to hearing more
of the relevance-case. Others may have low awareness of any subjective needs, and they must be
pressed to see the objective truth of Christianity, whether they like it or not!  Which of these
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should come first? We see Paul talking to religious educated people in Pisidian Antioch, and
there the credibility case (Acts 13:16-31) came before relevance case (Acts 13:38-39). But in
Lystra, when Paul was speaking to uneducated pagans, the appeal and relevance case (Acts
14:15a) comes before the credibility case (Acts 14:15b-17). How do we do it today? Obviously, we
need to be flexible, but here is a good procedure for our time and place.

Step #1- Case for relevance Answers: “Why do I need this?”
First, we discern the person’s own “themes of relevance”--basic aspirations/hopes and
fears/struggles. Then we ask how their basic beliefs about God and the world are
helping them face these things.

Step #2- Brief content   Answers: “What is the Christian message?”
Second, we supply a brief gospel summary but geared to show how it meets the needs of
the listeners, their “themes of relevance”.  This is a “brief summary of the gospel” (see
previous document) which is not designed to explain the whole.

 Step #3- Case for credibility. Answers: “How can you know it’s true?”
Third, we begin to answer more intellectual objections. The brief summary lets them set
the agenda, so you do not answer questions they aren’t asking. Sometimes there is a
return to “relevance”, with questions about “how does it work for you?”

Step #4- Full content. Answers: “What must I believe?”
Fourth, we return and unpack the gospel, this time explaining the two basic points
more fully--who we are (the character of sin), and who he is and what he has done (the
character of God, Christ, and grace). Sometimes this leads back to step 3 again!

Step #5- Commitment.  Answers: “How can I believe--make it mine?”
Fifth, we explain how to appropriate the work of Christ, so that the gospel promises
(named under “the case for relevance”) become ours. This always has two parts--both
turning and trusting, repenting and resting, making him Lord and Savior.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?

3. What does your own experience of witnessing in New York City lead
you to think about the “Practical Outline”? Is this a good order?

4. Have you used the “Brief Summary of the Gospel” from a former
week? What are the questions you are getting in response to it?
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 14 Acts 14:1-28 The Gospel for Pagans

Introduction: Paul and Barnabus now travel to Iconium, about 100 miles
southeast of Pisidian Antioch. Here we begin to see a key pattern of Pauline
ministry. He always chose the largest and most strategic cities in any new region.
He would begin a work and from there work outward. Iconium was a prosperous
commercial city on a major east-west trade route. (Today it is called Konya,
Turkey’s fourth largest urban area.) Lystra, for example, was a smaller town and
it had a less educated and sophisticated population.

1.vv.1-7.  What were the three main stages of the work at Iconium?
What lessons do we learn for our own ministry?

v.1 - In the first stage of the work, Paul and Barnabus go “as usual” into the
Jewish synagogue to preach the gospel. They were so effective that many
believed, both Jew and Gentile. We can expect that the gospel message would
have been similar to the one Paul delivered in chapter 13, assuming the Bible
as an authority and assuming an acquaintance with Biblical themes and
morality.

vv.2-5 - In the second stage of the work, they preached outside of the
synagogue, in the face of strong opposition, during a period of rising tensions
and animosities. On the one hand their ministry was characterized by: a)
preaching a “message of his grace” (i.e.the gospel), which was b) very bold, c)
accompanied by authenticating miracles, d) over a significant period of time.
On the other hand, a group of Jews from the synagogue stirred up increasing
opposition during this whole stretch, until finally there was a plot to kill them
the missionaries.

vv.6-7 - Having already planted a church in Iconium, Paul and Barnabus now
removed to the nearby cities of Lystra and Derbe. As mentioned in the
introduction, these were smaller places, and lacked the sophistication of the
big metropolis. “The local Lycaonians were largely uneducated, even illiterate.”
(Stott, p.230).

Some of the lessons we can learn: a) In general, the greater the effectiveness of
a ministry the greater the resistance and opposition. We see a note in v.1
about how Paul and Barnabus were especially effective in their ministry in
Iconium. Thus the reaction is swift and severe. We cannot infer that this is an
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absolute rule, but it fits as a general principle. b) Our words must be backed up
with deeds. Because of the opposition, God gave the missionaries an especially
effective ministry of miracles (v.3) which were ordinarily healings. In the same
way, we must be able to show the power of Christ to heal and help people.
Changed lives and ministries to psychological, social, and material needs--
these all “back up” the preaching of the gospel and authenticate it. c) In
general, we see that miracles in the Bible are not random magic tricks, but
always closely connected to authenticating the preaching of the word in a new
region or place. It means that we should not expect to see miracles distributed
everywhere and anywhere in the Christian church. d) We see that the gospel is
essentially a “message of grace” (v.3). e) Even when the opposition seems to
have stopped a ministry, God uses events to spread the gospel into new places
(v.6-7).

2. vv.8-15a. What does the crowd’s reaction to the healing of the
crippled man tell us about them?

Educated people have a tendency to be skeptical of miracles, the supernatural,
and religion, so often the uneducated have an great deal of belief and even
obsession with such things. (This reminds us of C.S.Lewis’ warning that there
are too opposite errors to be made about demons--to disbelieve in them
entirely, or to have an unhealthy fascination and over-interest in them. We
could call one super stition [“over-belief”] and one sub-stition [“under-belief”].

The crowd’s reaction is extreme and fanatical. They cry out in Lyconian (v.11),
meaning that these are not the leading Roman citizens (who would have
spoken Latin) nor are they educated people (who would have spoken some kind
of Greek, the language of cosmopolitan culture). These are “common people”,
and the miracle creates a sensation. They quickly assume that Paul and
Barnabus are gods come to earth. “Local legend told of earlier occasions when
the gods had come down to them in the likeness of men...Ovid tells a story
of...Philemon and Baucis who entertained Zeus and Hermes unaware and were
rewarded...” (F.F.Bruce, p.291). Having heard legends such as this, the people
wanted the rewards that would result in honoring gods in their midst.

All this shows that these were not educated, secularized pagans, but common,
semi-literate, superstitious pagans. Thus when we see Paul’s gospel
presentation, we will be able to contrast it to that of his presentation to
religious and educated people in the synagogue (Acts 13:16ff.)

Note: It is likely that Paul and Barnabus did not understand at first that the
crowd thought they were gods, because they cried out in Lycaonian (v.11), a
dialect with which they were probably unfamiliar. That explains why the talk



acts14.lg 3

had progressed to the offering of sacrifices to them (v.13) before they seemed to
realize what was happening (v.14-15a).

3. vv.15-17. Though this is a brief summary of Paul’s talk, compare it
to the talk in Acts 13:16ff. How is it different from that talk and why?
To what kind of person would Paul bring such a message today?

First, they were different in the citations of authority for its argument or
“case”.  In Acts 13 he appealed to two authorities recognized by the audience:
the Scripture and John the Baptist. But in Acts 14, these pagans do not know
or trust the Hebrew Bible. So Paul appeals to what they can see about the
natural world around them. First he points to the greatness of creation to show
them that this indicates a Creator God (“God, who made the heaven and earth
and sea and everything in them”-v.16). Then he points to the greatness of
“providence”, how in the midst of the immense forces of nature, they
nevertheless are given food and “joy”--they are given what is necessary for life.
In other words, Paul does not reason from the Scripture (called “special
revelation” by the theologians), but from what people can see about the nature
of the world and life (called “general” revelation). Essentially, Paul reasons
like this: “Look at this and this and that about the world and your life. I can
account for them--these things are there because there is a God who made and
manages everything in the universe.”

Second, they were different in the emphasis and time spent on points of gospel
content. It is hard to miss that the Acts 13 speech talked little about the
nature of God and much about the person and work of Christ. In Acts 14 all
the stress is on the nature of God. Paul shows that there are not many gods--
each of whom has limited regions and specific ranges of power--but only one
God who made everything (v.15), and who has absolute power over everything
(v.17). This “abstract” of the speech shows that Paul did allude to Christ, when
he said, “in the past, he let all nations go their own way” (v.16). This means
that now something momentous has occurred. In 17:30-31, we see Paul saying,
“in the past, God overlooked such ignorance...but now he commands all people
everywhere to repent...by the man he has appointed.” Just as in Acts 17, he
probably spoke about one who God had sent into this world. In summary, Paul
in Acts 13 could assume that they knew who God was in general, and he could
focus on the features of Jesus. But in Acts 14, has to spend more time laying a
foundation of the nature of God, and gives less time to develop the work of
Christ.

Third, they were different in the specifics of the final appeal. In Acts 13, the
people are told to stop relying on the law for their justification with God, and
look to the work of Christ (13:39). This is “the gospel for moral people”. Paul is
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saying, “sin makes you imperfect, unjustified--receive Jesus for forgiveness.”
In Acts 14, however, the people are told to stop worshipping “worthless things”
(v.15), or idols. The word translated “worthless” means “vain, ineffective”. The
people are told to stop serving false gods that cannot satisfy. This is “the gospel
for immoral people”. Paul is saying, “sin makes you a slave, in bondage and
unfulfilled--receive Christ for reality and freedom.” Paul characterizes God as
“living” (v.15) as opposed to the deadness of their false gods; he identifies God
as the source of “joy” (v.17) as opposed to the vanity of their false gods.

To whom would Paul make such a talk today? It would be appropriate for very
irreligious people, and especially the more immoral and less educated types.
Why? a) Such people cannot be talked to from the Scripture, b) they are very
aware of being in bondage to various false gods (through addictions, habits
they cannot break, etc.), c) and they need to have God pointed to as more
powerful than their bondages (v.15) and as the source of the joy they seek
(v.17). With secular people we have to begin with “where people are”--to find
out what we see about the world and life that they “see” too. For example,
secular people “see” that human beings have value, but they cannot account
for it, unless they acknowledge God as the source of it. In other words, we will
have to reason as Paul did. We may start with the human longing for love and
community, for personal significance and meaning, for freedom. In any case,
we will then point to Christ who is both the explanation and the solution for
everything we see.

4.vv.15-17. How is the talk in Acts 13:16ff the same as the speech to
the Lycoanians? What can we learn from the comparison and
contrast of the two speeches?

John Stott says that every gospel presentation in Acts has four parts: gospel
events (what happened), gospel promises (what they bring), gospel witnesses
(why its true), and gospel conditions (what to do). In some sense, Paul adapts
everyone of the four parts according to the capacities of the audience. But in
particular, the “gospel witnesses” are the most affected and changed by the
change in listener. The authorities appealed to and the arguments in Acts 13
and 14 are completely different. There is no reference to Scripture in Acts 14
at all.

However, though couched in different language, the core of the gospel is very
evident in both speeches. Both tell about a God who is powerful and good
(13:16-22; 14:17). Both tell the hearers that they are trying to save themselves
and in the wrong way. (The religious try to justify themselves with the law--
13:39, while the pagans worship false gods and idols--14:15.) Both tell the
hearers that God has done something in history to change how we approach
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him (13:23; 14:16). Both tell the hearers to turn from the old way and turn to
God through the new. In short, the gospel is about how all human beings seek
to save themselves, but how the true God sent Jesus into the world to save us
instead.

Paul does not “change” the gospel, but only “adapts it”. And this is the very
key to effective ministry. If we never adapt the gospel, we will be completely
ineffective. Like Paul, we must deeply discern the particular beliefs, hopes,
aspirations, fears, prejudices, and wisdom of others or we our gospel
communication will seriously miss the mark. But if we change or lose the
basics of the gospel, we will also be completely ineffective. Like Paul, we must
not shrink from declaring that there is only one true God, that every single
person (no matter how nice and good) is sinfully trying to be his or her own
Lord and Savior, that Jesus was really divine and human, that he died in our
place and was raised bodily from the dead. These basic truths and “events” are
non-negotiable. To alter or omit any of them leads to the loss of distinctive
Christianity.

5. vv.21-28. Make a list of all the principles of “follow-up” and
ministry that Paul and Barnabus followed after the many were
converted. Were you properly “followed up”? Do you properly “follow
up”?

When Paul and Barnabus saw a large crowd of new converts (v.21) they
followed a very careful pattern to establish these people in the faith and get
them on a path to growth.

a) First, they retraced their steps to the cities of that region and laid down a
layer of “encouragement” (v.22). Remember how Barnabus did this to the new
converts at Syrian Antioch in Acts 12. This encouraging is here given some
content. They told them, “it is through many hardships that we enter the
kingdom of God” (v.23). We said in a previous study that “encouraging” is
more like counseling than teaching. Here we see Paul obviously talking about
his own severe sufferings of which all the new converts were aware. He had
been stoned and left for dead (v.19); he was in constant danger. But Paul
explained how such sufferings only brought the kingly power of Christ more
into his life (v.22; cf. II Cor.1:3ff.; 4:16-18). This personal sharing prepared the
converts for endurance. He gave them a theology of suffering and a model for
it. No one is ready for the Christian life without these!

b) Second, they did not only do this “counseling”, but they were “strengthening
the disciples...to remain true to the faith.” (v.22) Several other places the Bible,
this term--”the faith”--is used to show that there was a set and recognizable
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body of basic beliefs that the new converts were being schooled in. The
apostolic faith as passed on and taught to each new believer.

c) Third, Paul and Barnabus “appointed elders for each church...” (v.23). This
means two things:

(1).They gave the new churches leadership teams. They identified
persons among the new converts who had leadership gifts, and they set
them apart and gave them authority in the new churches. Notice that
they appointed elders--plural.  They did not set up individuals, but
teams of pastors. The team approach to leadership is a very good quality
control. Instead of some individuals with all the power, leaders could
hold each other accountable. From I Timothy 3 and Titus 1, we know
that these teams were likely to have included elders, deacons, and
deaconnesss--some of which part-time and others full-time. (This likely
differed with the size of the congregation.)
(2) They entrusted the churches to God. This shows a remarkable
amount of trust by the missionaries in the new Christians and
especially in God. They “committed them to the Lord, in whom they had
put their trust.” (v.23) Thus Paul and Barnabus showed a willingness to
lose personal control of the churches. They did not hold on to their
power.

d) Fourth, Paul and Barnabus returned to their sponsoring church in Antioch,
where they reported and encouraged them greatly with the news (v.26-28).



acts14.lg 7

THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part II - Case for Relevance

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

How can we communicate the gospel to someone so that they can receive
Christ and become children of God (John 1:12-13)? First, we make a “case for
relevance”--we discern the person’s own “themes of relevance”--basic
aspirations/hopes and fears/struggles. Then we ask how their basic beliefs
about God and the world are helping them face these things.

BRIDGE BUILDING

1. Building trust.
According to Aristotle, persuasive people combine three different factors in
themselves. "Logos" means they are able to demonstrate clear and persuasive
reasons for what they believe. They show how their minds were changed. But on
its own, "Logos" will not persuade, since is rationality is only one aspect of human
nature. "Pathos" means they show are able to demonstrate both a passion and a
compassion as they communicate what they believe. Thus they demonstrate how
their hearts were changed. Finally, "Ethos" means that they are able to
demonstrate attitudes and a lifestyle consistent with what they believe. They
show how their life was changed. Persuasion involves appeals to reason, emotion,
and experience. Persuasive people earn trust by their thoughtfulness, warmth,
and integrity.

Thus the Christian develops redemptive relationships of active listening, service,
authenticity and consistency. This takes time but it creates openness to the
message when it comes from you. Through discussions and interaction, the
Christian discerns "themes of relevance" (see below)--things that are burning
issues for the non-Christian.

2. Identifying themes of relevance.
A theme of relevance is some true concern or conviction which arises from the
person’s creation in the image of God. The Christian makes contact with the
knowledge of God which every non-Christian has (Rom.1:18-21). Apologetics
recognizes that non-Christians do know the truth about God, but it is
intellectually and emotionally repressed. he Christian makes contact with the
image of God which every non-Christian has (Gen.1:27). Apologetics recognizes
that non-Christians' deepest longings demonstrate the absence of God in a heart
that was designed for him. We were created to be rational, relational, creative,
eternal. And a person fears death, treats love as a reality, and longs for justice
and freedom even when his/her world view can neither explain or satisfy those
impulses.

What are examples of “themes of relevance”?  These are the person’s greatest
hopes, fears, aspirations. There are two basic categories of them. There are Life
Priorities, and Life Problems. Life Priorities include Major job and vocational
issues (“My job isn't fulfilling, I don't know if I want to spend my life on this”);
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Overall life goals (“In my life I want to accomplish...”); Heroes and ideas (“The
person/idea that influences me most...”); Analysis of world problems (“I think the
problem with our society is...”); Love and marriage (“Marriage isn't for me...”). Life
Problems include Guilt or anger about the past (“I regret..., I have trouble with”);
Anxiety and fears about the future (“I am very worried about...”); Boredom or
frustration with the present (“Nothing tastes...”) Ethical dilemmas (“I don't know
what the right thing to do is...”)

3. Identifying belief position
A “belief position” is what the person consciously believes about theological and
religious issues. This includes what they believe about God, about Jesus, about
life after death, about human nature, and so on. But a person’s essential belief
position can be ascertained by looking at these basic questions. God’s nature. (“I
think God is...”) Human nature. (“What I think is basically wrong with people..(or)
what I think is the reason most people are unhappy...”) Moral order. (“I think that
the way to determine right and wrong is...”) Spiritual meaning. (“I think what
would ultimately fulfill me...”)

You will discover two basic kinds of non-believers--those who subscribe to the
basic beliefs of the Christian faith, but have not understood or “grasped” the
gospel. They are trying to save themselves by being good. These people are not
very secular, and generally you can simply demonstrate the case for relevance
with a personal testimony, and go immediately to the full content of the gospel
(there is seldom a need to make a case for credibility). But in NYC, most people
will be more secular, and will reject most or all basic Christian doctrines.
Therefore you need to identify their belief position, and make the case for
relevance as in #4 below.

4. Arousing interest.

a. Show tension between their theme and their belief.
The fundamental way to arouse interest in the gospel is to show a person a
tension between their themes of relevance (which reveals their primal
understanding that there is a God) and their belief position (which
expresses their conscious denial of the Biblical God.)

b. Relate a brief presentation of the gospel to their theme.
Once you have pointed out some tension between the person’s concern or
conviction and his or her belief position, make a brief presentation of the
gospel in such a way that shows how it addresses the person’s “theme”.

The following example shows how this works. It is adapted from account of a
conversation between Becky Pippert (BP) with a black female law student (LS) on
a bus in Salem, Oregon. (in Out of the Salt Shaker, IVP, 1979, p.160ff.)

Becky meets LS on the bus and introduces the subject of heroes.
LS: "I guess Karl Marx is my hero." [Editor's note: Remember, this was 1979!]
BP: "What makes him your hero?"
LS: "I think his ideas were great--they haven't always been carried out rightly of
course."
BP: "But what exactly is so great about his ideas?"
LS: "He's my hero because of his passionate regard for the oppressed"
BP: "I agree with that concern, but...I know Marx holds no belief in God."
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LS: "Yes...he sees the universe as godless, and we have meaning only in a
corporate sense of class. We are not significant as individuals."
BP: "Yet you admire his regard for the oppressed even though they are
ultimately insignificant. It seems strange to value people so highly when they are
random products of a universe. Why not manipulate them as you please?"
LS: "I couldn't do that....I guess if my natural response is to feel [individuals] are
significant then I need a philosophic system that says the same things....But I
believe we are basically good. If we could just live in a classless society, we would
be free of the things that weigh us down....
BP: "Listen, I know a guy who is one of the worst racists...if he lived with you for
fifty years in your classless society, he would still think 'nigger'. How can Marx
wipe out the ugliness and hatred of a bigot?"
LS: [Eyes glaring] "We've been trying to change that for centuries....And all the
rules and laws in the world can't...make you love me."
BP: "Look, you tell me you know individuals are significant, and you need a
system that says so. Now you're saying that the real evil comes from within us.
For external rules or laws can curb but cannot transform behavior. So you need a
system that regards evil as internal and a solution that transforms radically not
curbs superficially. Right?....Well, that's the very kind of system I've found."
LS: "Hey, what kind of revolution are you into?"

(Pippert) "When I told her I followed Jesus, I think I had better not quote her
exact words of response! But after she recovered from her shock she asked me
how I knew it was true. For the rest of our trip she asked me to defend
Christianity. She listened intently, and when we arrived she said, 'I'd like to get
together again....When I went home this weekend my younger sister came to see
me, too. Then she told me she'd become a Christian. I told her it was anti-
intellectual and unsubstantiated. In a furor I packed my bags, walked out saying I
never wanted to discuss it again. And here I got on a bus and sat down next to
you.' We do indeed worship the Hound of Heaven."

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?

3. Think of one key relationship you have with a non-Christian.
Which of the three factors in “building trust” do you most need to
work on, if you are to be a more effective witness?

4. How does Becky Pippert uncover a “theme of relevance” for the law
student? How does she uncover her “belief position”? How does she
show the contradiction between the two? How does she adapt her
gospel presentation to the theme of relevance?
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ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 15 Acts 15:1-16:5 Clarifying the Gospel

Introduction: We have seen how step by step the Gentiles had been brought
into the church. At first there were isolated cases, like the conversion of the
African official (Acts 8) and the Roman centurion (Acts 10-11). Then began the
movement of the Spirit in Syrian Antioch (Acts 11-12) which resulted in the
first multi-ethnic church (Acts 13:1). As a result, the Antiochan church
launched the first strategic mission to the Gentile when it sent Saul and
Barnabus out as missionaries (Acts 13:3). Gradually the (originally) Jewish
Christian church came to see the Lord’s hand in the inclusion of the “nations”
into the church. It was widely understood that the Gentiles were also capable
of “repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18). Inevitably, however, a controversy arose
about how the new Gentile converts were to be incorporated into the church.

1. a) Did the “some men” in vv.1-5 represent the apostles’ position in
Jerusalem? b) Why were they contending that the Gentile converts of
Paul were not obeying the law of Moses? (Were they breaking the 10
commandment?)

a) It is important to read v.1 (some men came down from Judea) with v.24.
There the official letter from the apostles and elders in Jerusalem says, “some
went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you”. So, though
these were men from the Jerusalem church where Peter and James presided
(and even Paul refers to them as “men from James” Gal.2:12), these teachers
did not represent the settled or official position of the apostles.

b) These teachers insisted that all the new Gentile converts had to be
circumcised and adopt all the “custom” and “the law of Moses”. To our ears, this
sounds rather strange. Surely the new Antiochan believers discipled by Paul
and Barnabus were taught to obey the 10 commandments given to Moses.
Surely they were surely not lying and committing adultery at will. So why
would these Judean teachers be concerned that the Gentile Christians weren’t
obeying Moses?

When they refer to circumcision and the law of Moses, they are not thinking so
much of what we might call the moral principles of the Old Testament, but
rather the ceremonial regulations. These regulations were very detailed
prescriptions about food, dress, and other practices that the Mosaic law
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(Exodus through Deuteronomy) said made one “clean” and “acceptable” for
God’s presence in the tabernacle worship. Unlike the basic moral principles
(e.g.“do not kill” “do not steal”) which set the adherent apart ethically from non-
adherents, the ceremonial regulations set the adherent apart culturally from
non-adherents. These regulations determined what and how you ate, how you
dressed, and so on.

What was the purpose of the “Mosaic ceremonial regulations”? In Old
Testament times, the ceremonial law was a way for the Jews to show their
distinctness as the people of God.(It helped them marry within the believing
community, making it much harder to fall in love with an unbeliever.) Also, it
was also a way for God to show those who approached that they had to be clean
and holy and pure, and that atonement and cleansing had to be effected for
them to enter his presence. However, these regulations themselves were never
meant to be ways to literally make one pure and acceptable to God. “...the gifts
and sacrifices being offered were not able to clear the conscience of the
worshiper. They are only a matter of food and drink and various ceremonial
washings--external regulations applying until the time of the new order.”
(Heb.9:9-10; cf. Col.2:16). In other words, these ceremonial laws have not been
so much abrogated as fulfilled. They are fulfilled in Christ--it is Christ that
makes us clean (cf.Mark 7).

So, though it was understandable, it was mistaken for the Jews to come to see
their cultural separation as spiritual separation and purity. These teachers
continued to believe that this cultural change was necessary for all Christians.

2. Read 13:42-48. How is this the background for the crisis of chapter
15? What was different about the Gentiles Paul preached to in the
synagogue (v.43) and the Gentiles who Paul turned to in v.46b? Why
and how did Paul’s ministry arouse such opposition from some
Jewish Christians (15:1-2)?

Jewish Christians had been taught all their lives that Gentiles were “unclean”
and that Jews alone were the people of God. But God sent repeated messages,
recounted in Acts 8 through 14, that Gentiles could be saved too, and made
members of the people of God through Christ. As we can see by the response of
the apostles in Acts 8:17, 11:18, 12:22, this general concept was accepted by
Jewish Christians. But as we can see from 13:26, 46, most early Gentile
Christian converts were already Jewish converts. In other words, they had
already adopted many of the Jewish cultural customs (which Jews had come to
connect with spiritual purity and cleanness). The cultural differences then,
between Jewish and Gentile “God-fearers” were muted.
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However, when the Jews refused to let Paul preach at the synagogue, Paul
announced that he was therefore turning to preach directly to the Gentiles
(13:46). That meant that Paul would not only be preaching to Gentile converts
to Judaism, but to cultural pagans. Now many of the new Gentile converts
were received into the church by baptism, without becoming first Jewish
converts by circumcision. The cultural differences between Jewish Christians
and Gentile Christians now were sharp. They ate and dressed and lived very
differently. Many Gentle cultural practices were highly offensive to Jewish
believers (and we can surmise that Jewish believers looked very straight-laced
and narrow to Gentiles).

This created a huge crisis for the church. John Stott puts it succinctly:

It was one thing for the Jerusalem leaders to give their approval to the
conversion of the Gentiles, but could they approve of...commitment to the
Messiah without inclusion in Judaism? Was their vision big enough to
see the gospel of Christ not as a reform movement within Judaism but as
good news for the whole world, and the church of Christ...as the
international family of God? These were the revolutionary questions...
(Stott, p.241)

In other words, the opponents of Paul were saying, “not all Jewish persons are
Christians, but all Christians must also be Jewish.” Paul was saying that the
gospel is for every culture.

3. vv.7-11. Of what three facts does Peter remind the Council, and
what conclusions does he draw from them?

First, he notes that God had chosen to speak the gospel to the Gentiles through
Peter (v.7). This is doubtless the incident of Cornelius. Peter’s story--including
the vision, the messengers from Cornelius, and the voice from God were strong
evidence that God wanted the Gentiles to hear the gospel.

b) Second, he notes that the Gentiles clearly had received the Holy Spirit (v.8).
This means that the same grasp of the gospel, the same experiences of God’s
presence, the same transformations of character (note: purified their hearts by
faith v.9) have all been observed in the Gentile converts. This is a powerful
point. Even without circumcision, the Holy Spirit very visibly was doing the
work of change and sanctification on the Gentiles.

c) Third, he notes that the Jews had never been able to live up to the
ceremonial law of Moses. ...a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been
able to bear (v.10). Here is a clear admission that the Jews themselves have
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never been able to live up to the standards of the Mosaic regulations. This
point is powerful. He is saying, “how can you demand that they be saved
through obeying these rules when neither we nor our ancestors were ever able
to do it?”

His conclusion is incisive. From the third point, v.10, he concludes that “we
Jews”, if we are saved, are saved apart from obeying the law. From the second
and first point he concludes that the Gentiles are being saved apart from
obeying the law. Therefore--it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ
that we are saved, just as they are.” (v.11)

Application question: How is this problem of culture a continual one
for the Christian church, even when the particular issue is not
Jewish-Gentile tensions?

Richard Lovelace (in The Dynamics of Spiritual Life) explains that, whenever
the Christian church loses its orientation to the gospel of grace (and subtly
falls back into a view that we are saved by our performance), there is a
tendency to grab hold of cultural distinctions and endow them with spiritual
value.

“[When] the church had lost track of an important element in the saving
work of Christ and was teaching that believers are justified not by faith
but by being sanctified...as a result it became very easy for the church to
revert to an Old Covenant lifestyle....Uneasiness about justification [by
grace alone] produced a flowering of asceticism reflecting an unconscious
need for lists of clean and unclean activities and a rebirth of Pharisaism.
Hard-line fundamentalists like Tertullian ruled out many intellectual
activities: the theater (because of its origins in pagan worship), dancing
(because it might inflame ill-controlled sexual passions), and cosmetics
(if God meant you to smell like a flower, he would have given you a crop
of them on your head)

.....Thus [those] who are not secure in Christ cast about for spiritual life
preservers with which to support their confidence, and in their frantic
search they not only cling to the shreds of ability and righteousness they
find in themselves, but they fix upon their race, their membership in a
party, their familiar social and ecclesiastical patterns, and their culture
as means of self-recommendation.  The culture is put on as if it were
armor against self-doubt, but it becomes a mental straightjacket which
cleaves to the flesh and can never be removed except through
comprehensive faith in the saving work of Christ. Once faith is exercised,
a Christina is free to be enculturated, to wear his culture like a
comfortable suit of clothes. He can shift to other cultural clothing
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temporarily if he wishes to do so, as Paul suggests in 1 Cor.9:19-23, and
he is released to admire and appreciate the differing expressions of
Christ shining out through other cultures.  (Lovelace, p.190-191,198)

There are innumerable ways in which we see our cultural distinctives as a
kind of spiritual righteousness. Those of us from more punctual cultures may
disdain cultures which are more relationally-centered than task-centered.
Those of us from more emotive cultures may disdain cultures where people are
more emotionally reserved and cognitive. It is easy to look down at someone
else’s taste in music. On the “mission field” it has been very common for Anglo-
European Christian evangelists to insist on a way to organize churches or
conduct worship that is inappropriate to the new culture. The number of
examples are endless. It is endemic for older churches and older Christians to
impose upon newer churches/believers those patterns that are not essential to
Biblical faith, but rather are cultural accretions promoted to a place of
spiritual principle.

 4. vv.12-21. a) How does James solve the problem theologically? How
does he solve it practically?  b) Read vv.22-35. What does this entire
debate and event teach us about what to do when Christians differ?

a) James’ solution.
In vv.14-18 James solves the theological conundrum. His method is to look at
experience (v.14-Simon has described how God...took from the Gentiles a people
for himself) and correlating it with the Scripture. He quotes Amos 9:11-12. This
is a remarkable prophecy in which Amos refers to the prophecy given to David
himself by Nathan in II Sam.7. There he tells David that he will not build God
a house, but his son will do so. Though at some points in the prophecy, that is
referring to Solomon who will build a literal temple (II Sam.7:14), yet he also
refers to a son who will reign forever and build a house that is eternal (II
Sam.7:13,15-16). This is descendant in the Greater David, the Messiah (Psalm
110). Amos then picks this theme up and talks about a future time in which
David’s “house” and “tent” will be rebuilt by that greater David, yet at that
time he says “remnant” a portion of the Gentiles “who bear my name” will seek
the Lord.

James now sees that, clearly, the Gentiles will be considered part of David’s
house, not through the law of Moses, but through the Davidic Christ. The
inclusion of the Gentiles is therefore not an afterthought or a begrudging
concession or a plan revision--but it was foretold by the prophets. James sees a)
a correlation between the experience of the church (v.12-14) and the theology
of the Word, and he sees b) a correlation between the teaching of the NT
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apostles (Simon v.14) and the OT prophets (Amos v.15). That, for James, is
conclusive.

In vv.19-21 James comes up with a practical compromise that takes into
consideration the interests of both Jewish and Gentile Christian. He lays down
a principle, “we should not make it hard for the Gentiles who are turning to
God” v.19. That is important for all ministry. It is hard enough to believe the
gospel--we should not insist that people become just “like us” as well, in order
to become Christians! Yet, he points out that the teaching of Moses is
extremely widespread, and the feelings about these cultural practices goes
very deep (v.21). Therefore, though Gentiles are not bound by moral principle
to adhere to ceremonial regulations (and therefore they do not have to be
circumcised and take on the Mosaic law), James asks them out of love to
abstain from four practices which were particularly repugnant to Jewish
people.

Those four things include one item that is poses problems for interpreters. The
first three are: to abstain from eating meat offered in idol ceremonies, from
eating meat of strangled animals, and from eating bloody meat. These three
matters are clearly items of the ceremonial law, not of abiding moral principle.
But James includes “sexual immorality” as well, and Greek word Porneia
translated here usually means sex-outside-of-marriage. But since the other
items are clearly matters of the Levitical ceremonial law, most commentators
(see Stott, p.248-250 and Bruce, p.311) think James is referring here to the
Levitical marriage laws, not the seventh commandment (“Thou shalt not
commit adultery”). Those Levitical marriage laws (called “the laws of
consanguinity and affinity” in Leviticus 18) forbid marriage between people of
close blood relationship. These laws were much more particular than normal
pagan customs, and James was asking them to abide by them.

In sum, “the abstinence here recommended must here be understood...not as an
essential Christian duty, but as a concession to the consciences of others.”
(Stott, p.250)

b) What we learn about differences of opinion today.
First, we learn that church councils--meetings of church leaders--do have the
right and authority to regulate belief and behavior. The letter they send is not
just advice, but a judgment.
Second, we learn that we need to give in on some issues, namely those issues
that are “cultural”. We must not elevate customs and traditions that are not
Biblical to the level of absolute principle. Yet,
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Third, we learn that we are not to give in on the gospel. Underneath this
controversy, the gospel of grace was at stake. On that concept there cannot be
any compromise.
Fourth, we see that the Holy Spirit does not just lead through miraculous
revelations. The council clearly prayed, studied the Bible, and debated. Then
they wrote, “it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (v.28)! They saw the
Holy Spirit guiding them through the conversation-debating-discussing--
consensus-building.

5. 16:1-5. Is Paul’s behavior with Timothy seem in tension with his
uncompromising stand in 15:1-5? What does this teach us about
where to contend and where to compromise?

Paul’s behavior here shows the same balance between truth and love exhibited
by the Council. The Council had spoken the truth about gospel freedom, yet
demanded loving consideration from the Gentile converts for Jewish Christian
sensibilities. So here we see that, though Paul would not compromise on the
gospel, he was extremely concerned to maintain Jewish-Gentile unity. It was
important the church stay multi-cultural and in order to do that, he did not see
it as unprincipled for Timothy to adapt to Jewish cultural practices out of
consideration for the people they were seeking to reach and have fellowship
with.

This is no contradiction. See the comments by Lovelace above. When the
conscience is freed from self-justification by the gospel, it makes us very
culturally flexible. We must firmly contend for the gospel, but it is that very
gospel that makes us pliant and open about most everything else!

“Paul was a reed in non-essentials--an iron pillar in essentials.” (John
Newton)
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THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part III-A.- Content: Introduction

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

Introduction: I would like to offer two somewhat different ways to present the
gospel to someone else. Though we may be tempted to choose one or the other
based on which one “grabs” us the most, we should rather choose one or the other
on based on the needs of the person we are addressing.

A spiritual divide
The basic difference between people I meet today has to do with why they may
think that they need the gospel. People from traditional cultures and mindsets
tend to a) have a belief in God, and b) have a strong sense of moral absolutes and
the obligation to be “good”. These folk respond well to a presentation that says,
“Sin keeps you from ever being as good as you need to be, and it therefore
separates you from God.” People with more secular and “post-modern” mindsets
tend to a) have only a vague belief in the divine if at all and, b) have little sense of
moral absolutes. Therefore, they feel the obligation to be free and true to their
own selves and dreams. These folk respond well to a presentation that says, “Sin
keeps you from being free as you need to be, and therefore it enslaves and de-
humanizes you.”

Let me summarize the difference in another way:

The way to show the traditional persons their need for the gospel is by saying,
“your sin makes you imperfect! You can’t be righteous enough.” (Imperfection is
the duty-worshipper’s horror. So you are threatening them.)  But the way to show
more deeply secularized persons their need for the gospel, you say, “your sin
makes you a slave! You are actually being religious, though you don't know it--
trying to be righteous in a destructive way”.  (Slavery is the choice--worshipper’s
horror. So you are threatening them.) Both approaches are true, Biblically, of
course. But each assumes a piece of common grace, a certain insight about truth.
The older cultures saw duty as the key of salvation. The gospel says: “but you
AREN’T living up to your duty unless you come to God through the finished work
of X.” The newer culture sees freedom as the key of salvation. The gospel says:
“but your AREN’T free unless you come to God through finished work of X.” Now
in both situations, we must be careful. The gospel is not a new way to fulfill duty--
it is a whole new kind of life. And the gospel is not a new way to find happiness--
it is a whole new kind of life. In former times, when churches were so filled with
people who were traditional, we had to avoid preaching any “salvation through
duty”.  Now churches are so filled with people who are therapized to seek
fulfillment, we must avoid preaching any “salvation through discovery”.
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Who are the two kinds of people?
Every person must be considered on a case by case basis. But here are some ideas.
The first set of people tend to include: people who are older, who are from strong
Catholic or religious Jewish backgrounds, who are from conservative evangelical/
Pentecostal Protestant  backgrounds, people from the southern U.S., and first
generation immigrants from non-European countries. The second set of people
tend to include: people who are younger, who are from nominal/weak Catholic or
non-religious Jewish backgrounds, who are from liberal mainline Protestant
backgrounds, people from the western and northeastern U.S., and Europeans.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?



ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 16 Acts 16:5-40 Three Surprising Conversions

Introduction: Now begins what many consider Paul’s greatest missionary
journey--his evangelization of the chief cities of three important Roman
provinces, Macedonia, Achaia, and Asia. Here we see very clear how urban-
centric Paul’s missionary strategy was. He won each province by ignoring the
countryside and by focusing on its capital, planting the church within it. This
is often called his “second missionary journey”, since he had returned to
Antioch, his sending church, at the end of Acts 14. In this chapter we see Paul
going to the three major Macedonian cities--Phillippi, Thessalonica, and
Berea. Another important background note is to observe the beginning of the
“we” passages of Acts. We are told that Paul and Barnabus had parted
company at the end of Acts 15. Paul set out with Silas (15:40) and others Luke
calls “companions” (16:6). This company is called “they” up until 16:8, until
they come to Troas. Then, very suddenly, this group is called “we” beginning in
16:10. This means that Luke himself joined the group, and all that occurs in
the next few passages is an eyewitness account.

1. vv.1, 6-10. Trace these moves on a map to see how unusual a route
this is.  a) On the basis of other passages in Acts, what are the
possible ways that the Holy Spirit may have been guiding them away
from these provinces? b) What does this incident tell us about how
God will guide us?

a) How may the Holy Spirit have been leading them?
It can be seen from a glance of the map that Paul and company returned to the
region where they had worked on the first missionary journey--the area of
Pisidian Antioch, Lystra, and Derbe (cf.16:1). It was only natural to assume
that they would proceed to Asia, Mysia, or Bithynia, which are all just north of
that area. Yet, by some unnamed method, they were “kept by the Holy Spirit”
from preaching in those regions. It is very striking to look at the map, for they
had to journey a very long way before they were allowed to stop and minister
anywhere. They traveled and traveled--but “muzzled” from saying anything or
doing anything of an evangelistic nature.

How did the Holy Spirit dissuade them? It is important to look back at how the
very varied ways that the Holy Spirit guides in the book of Acts. Sometimes, he
speaks through a revelation to an individual (Acts 11:28) other times he works



through the very mundane and unremarkable process of debate and study and
group consensus building (Acts 15; cf.15:28). One time the Spirit seemed to
lead the group to a conclusion not through group debate but through group
prayer (Acts 13:1-3). Therefore, we cannot be sure what means the Holy Spirit
used to keep the missionaries from preaching. It could have been a) through
an outward circumstance such as an illness or a legal ban (which Luke
attributes to the providential plan of the Spirit), or b) through an inward
circumstance such as thinking and analysis or conviction in prayer, or c)
through a corporate circumstance such as a lack of agreement within the
group to embark on a local mission, or d) through a miraculous circumstance
such as a prophecy or dream or vision. All of these methods are used by the
Holy Spirit in other parts of the book of Acts. However, it is reasonable to
conclude, since the particular circumstance is not mentioned, that the Holy
Spirit’s guidance was ordinary, not extraordinary. Usually, when there was a
miracle or vision, Luke notes and describes it.

Finally, Paul has a dream of a man of Macedonia callling him to come preach
there.

b) What does this teach us?
First, we learn that God may guide us for a long time sending us only “no’s”
without any “yes’s” at all. When we are in the midst of all these “closed doors”,
we can feel like God has abandoned us, but when we look at the big picture, we
can see that a “no” is as much an act of guidance as a “yes”. If this team had
stopped at any of these provinces, there might never have been the books of I
and II Thessalonians, I and II Corinthians, or Ephesians! Also, the pronoun
change (from “they” to “we”) indicates that they picked up Luke at Troas. Luke
was highly aware that if they had followed their plan, he would never have
joined up with them. Sum: God’s guidance is negative as well as positive--it
consists of closed doors as well as open ones.
Second, guidance is never passively received--it always entails wrestlling with
the evidence and using your mind and making a choice. Notice that, even after
the dream, the team had to “conclude” that God had called them to preach in
Macedonia. This is the Greek word symbibazo which means to literally “put the
pieces of a puzzle together”. These verses show us, probably, some guidance
that was very ordinary and one piece (the dream) that was very extraordinary.
But it still involved thinking, analyzing, and decision making together. Sum:
God’s guidance is rational as well as circumstantial. It is not a matter of
“guessing” God’s will, but of making a wise decision.
Third, guidance is corporate. In every case, the verbs are plural. “The Holy
Spirit would not let them in”, and “we concluded that God was calling us”. We
are not to seek God’s will in isolation from the counsel of others.



Fourth, guidance is gradual. It is possible to go a very long time without
seeing where you are going! When Paul and his companions finally arrived at
Troas, at the “Dardanelles”, the gateway to Greece, they had come an
extremely long way by an extremely circuitous route. They had traveled the
entire length of Asia Minor without anything to show for their effort! They had
planted no churches and had made no converts. Imagine their perplexity.
Surely we can relate to this. There are times in our lives where it looks like we
are getting nothing done, or where it looks like our time and efforts are being
completely wasted. But guidance is gradual. It is like a mountainous road, on
which you often labor hard, doubling back and seeming to get nowhere, until
you come to some vantage point where you can see the “big” picture and see
how much progress you’ve made and where you are going.

2. vv.11-15. What are we told about Lydia? How did she come to faith?
What signs are we given that Lydia was truly converted?

Note: “a place of prayer..on the Sabbath” indicates that these were Jews and
God-fearing Gentiles who met weekly for worship, but that there were not
enough of them to have an official synagogue. So what Paul and his friends
went to was, essentially, a synagogue service of teaching/discussion of God’s
Word.

First, we learn that Lydia was a businesswoman, a dealer in dyed cloth. She
came from Thyatira, a place that was very well known for its dyes (an ancient
inscription in that place refers to a guild or association of dyers that was
centered in that city). Lydia was either a dyer herself or a trader who used her
links to her home city. Second, we learn that she was a “worshipper of God”
(v.14). She was already a convert to Judaism, who respected the Old Testament
Scriptures and who worshipped the one true God.

Here in v.14 we have a classic statement of how people become Christians.
“Whose heart the Lord opened to give heed to the things that were spoken by
Paul” (ASV) On the one hand, God did not call Lydia directly, but only
through the audible preaching of the gospel by a human being. On the other
hand, neither Paul’s words nor Lydia’s heart were capable in themselves of
making any connection. Her response was only possible because her heart was
opened by God. Without that intervention, the listeners’ hearts are closed, and
the speakers words are ineffective against that closedness. This fits in with
Acts 13:44, where we are told that “as many as were appointed to eternal life
believed” --not that “as many as believed were appointed to eternal life”. It is
the same here. Lydia’s heart was not opened because she responded to the
gospel--she responded to the gospel because her heart was opened.



The evidence that she was converted was at least threefold. a) She believed the
gospel - “responded to Paul’s message” (v.14). In other words, she found the
gospel coherent, attractive, convicting. b) She brought her family to the Lord.
We are told she was baptized together with the members of her household
(v.15). The word oikos (household) we have seen was a far-reaching word. It
certainly meant her servants and her children--and the word also was used to
indicate infants. If Lydia was married, it would have included her husband. It
may mean, though we cannot be sure, that she led other adult members of her
household network to Christ as well. c) She made her home a ministry center.
She invited the missionary team to live and operate out of her home. Doubtless
it became a housechurch. Once the heart is opened to God, your resources--
your wallet, possessions, and home--are open as well.

3. vv.16-19. Contrast the pre-Christian spiritual state of the slave-girl
with that of Lydia. Contrast the ministry of Paul to Lydia with that
of Paul to the slave-girl. What is Luke trying to show us?

The contrast between the very mainstream figure of Lydia and the extremly
exotic figure of the slave girl could not be greater. “They differ so much from
one another that [Luke] might be thought to have deliberately selected tem in
order to show how the saving name of Jesus proved its power in the lives of the
most diverse types...” (Bruce, p.332). Who was the girl? The NIV says she “had
a spirit by which she predicted the future” (v.16). But the Greek says, literally
that she “had the spirit of python”. In ancient Greek culture, a “pythoness” was
a person who was believed to be possessed by the spirit of the python which
guarded the mythic temple of Apollo and the Delphic oracle. The Greeks called
these people “ventriloquists” (see Bruce, p.332 n.35), because they
uncontrollably made clairvoyant predictions and proclaimed prophecies and
gnomic utterances in all sorts of strange and foreign voices. Since the society of
that time considered them inspired by Apollo and the python, many people
came to the masters of this slave girl and paid money to ask her questions and
have her make her statements to them (“she earned a great deal of money for
her owners by fortune-telling” v.16). Instead of having any pity on her for her
bizarre behavior and obvious torment, they used her to make money.

So the contrast between Lydia and the slave girl cannot be greater.  Lydia is a
very respectable business woman, a pillar of the community; but the slave girl
is scarcely a member of human community at all. She is almost literally a
piece of property in a freak show. Lydia is a very moral and religious person
who loved and knew the Bible; but the slave girl is completely alienated from
any moral sense or knowledge of the truth. Lydia has much to be proud of; but
the slave girl is a completely marginalized non-person, without a shred of
dignity. Lydia has a moderate amount of power, both social and economic; but



the slave girl is completely powerless, without even any self-control. All this is
to show, as F.F.Bruce said, that the gospel can address and transform
absolutely any condition. It is not only for the cultured and the able, nor is it
only for the helpless and the broken.

The contrast extends to how Paul ministers to the two women. When Luke
calls her a “pythoness”, he is not buying in to all the superstition and
mythology, but he (and Paul) does recognize her as being demon possessed
young girl, controlled by unseen masters and exploited by her human masters.
With one stroke he breaks the power that both have over her. How?

Over a period of days we are told that Paul grew “troubled” (v.18), which
probably means that he became deeply grieved and distressed for her. Finally,
he publically challenged the demonic spirit in the name of Jesus, and it came
out of her. Even her masters saw that she had new peace of mind. She had
become calm and “normal” and they were howling mad!

Lydia had come to Christ very quietly, but the slave girl very noisily! Lydia
had come to Christ in a Bible study, stressing how Christ fulfills the law and
prophets; but the slave girl was brought to Christ through a power encounter.
To Lydia, Jesus was presented as the Messiah of Israel; to the slave girl, he
was presented as the bondage-breaker, the all-powerful liberator. What does
this show us? The fact is that that Jesus is also the liberator for Lydia, and he
is also the fulfiller of the law for the slave-girl--but in their initial encounter,
each was confronted with a different feature of Jesus manifold glory. So we
need to be flexible when presenting the gospel. We must consider how different
a person’s problems, needs, and issues can be!

Again we see that the gospel is as much for moral and “nice” people as for
broken and addicted people.

4. vv.19-40. a) What led the jailer to believe? b) Compare his pre-
Christian spiritual condition with that of Lydia and the Pythoness.
c) How does Paul lead him to Christ? d) Why does Paul insist on a
public apology v.37?

We have to gloss over the way that Paul and Silas found themselves in jail.
The owners of the slave-girl were not interested at all in the fact that she was
now liberated and at peace--they were just furious that their income from her
was gone. They cleverly hid their true anger with Paul and Silas, and tried to
arouse the populace’s racist attitudes by talking about these “Jews” who were
polluting the culture of “us Romans”. Without any trial, the crowd began to



beat them and the magistrates imprisoned them. Then follows the memorable
account of the conversion of the Phillipian jailer. What led him to faith?

a) What led him to seek Christ?
First, he must have been astounded that Paul and Silas, who would have been
bruised and bleeding, were praying and singing hymns to God at midnight
(v.25) (It is hard not to think about Elihu’s assertion that God gives us “songs
in the night” Job 35:10!) So the Philippian jailer, and all the prisoners (v.25)
had a look at the way Christianity fortifies you to face the worst that life can
send.  Second, when the earthquake came, giving all the prisoners access to
freedom, the jailer was shocked to find that Paul and Silas had restrained all
the inmates. By doing so, they had saved his life. This act of service to him
(and respect for the law) humbled him, and the view of their influence and
leadership (over the prisoners) probably awed him as well. This led him to ask
emotionally, “what must I do to be saved”?  In sum: a) he was impressed with
the character of Christians, and b) he was dramatically helped in a crisis by
Christians.

b) Compare his pre-Christian spiritual condition.
The jailer was in many ways “in the middle” between the conditions of Lydia
and the Pythoness. He was not a moral, Bible honoring persons, but neither
was he a person completely out of control and broken. Unlike Lydia, he did not
come calmly and gently during a Bible study, knowing what he was doing. But
neither was he confronted and pursued by the evangelists in a forceful way. It
is doubtful that he knew exactly what he was asking for when asked “what
must I do to be saved?” He could not have known very much about what
“salvation” would mean (unlike Lydia). He was probably just deeply aware that
these men had a power and character and peace that he completely lacked. He
was probably asking: “what do you have that makes you so? without it, I can’t
survive!”

c) How Paul led him to Christ.
First, Paul summarized the gospel: “believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you
will be saved, you and your family” v.31. (Paul does not mean that “if you
believe, your family will be automatically saved”, but “this is the way to be
saved--not just for you, but for your whole family.) But this summary was not
enough. Second, Paul “then...spoke the word of the Lord to him...” (v.32). This
shows that a brief gospel summary is not enough. People need to know what
“believe” means, what “the Lord Jesus Christ”. Third, Paul rather quickly
insisted that this gospel instruction be done in a group! He asked the jailer to
gather the family around him to hear the word. This is wise in so many ways.
If an individual converts without the rest of his/her family, it can lead to
division and alienation within the family. Also, it shows how people tend to



come to Christ through natural relationship networks, not “cold turkey”
evangelism. Fourth, they were baptized when they believed (v.33). Some other
places in the New Testament indicate that the early church gave extensive
instruction to converts before they were baptized--so no particular amount of
time between belief and baptism can be said to be the “Biblical” one. It
depended on the situation. Here Paul thought it important to let the people
show their commitment to Christ in a concrete way very quickly. He leads
them to closure, to “nailing it down”. The results was wonderful joy (v.34).

d) The public apology.
It is not like Paul to be a self-promoter or to try to humiliate an opponent.
Rather, “this may have been extremely important for the freedom of the church
he left behind” (Triton, quoted by Stott, p.268). It was illegal to beat and
imprison a Roman citizen without a trial. The magistrates knew now that Paul
could appeal and create great trouble for them. By showing them this power he
had over them, he was probably guaranteeing that his new church at Philippi
would not be harassed.

5. Surely there were many conversions at Philippi. Why do you think
Luke chose three such disparate people to profile for readers?

As John Stott says, “racially, socially, and psychologically they were worlds
apart. Yet all three were changed by the same gospel and were weclcomed into
the same church.” (p.268). Review the differences. a) Racially--Lydia was a
foreigner from Asia Minor, the slave-girl probably native Greek,and the jailer
probably a Roman. b) Socially--Lydia was probably wealthy, the slave girl was
a non-person socially, and the jailer was a middle class civil servant. c)
Psychologically/mentally--Lydia was very wise and “pulled together”, the
slave-girl was deranged, while the jailer was probably a retired soldier, a
common “working man”. d) “Felt needs”--Lydia’s was probably more
intellectual, responding to a general dissatisfaction with her view of the world
and meaning in life (after all, she had everything else--self-control, success, a
family). And Paul responded with a gentle discussion. The slave-girl’s need
was deep and emotional. She was an addict with a completely broken life. And
Paul responded with a word of command. The jailer’s sense of need was more
acute than Lydia’s and yet less so than the slave-girl’s. He seemed to realize
that “he didn’t have what it takes” to face life. And Paul responded to this man
of action (probably not an intellectual) with a fairly direct presentation and
then he called him to a decision.

What is most surprising (and maybe very deliberate) is that these three
persons were the three persons that were the very opposite of what a Jewish
male like Paul would have been. In fact, every Jewish head of a house would



rise in the morning and thank God (in a very typical and common prayer) that
he was not born a Gentile, a woman, or a slave. Yet here were these three kinds
of people all now united with Paul as brothers and sisters, and now the new
foundation of the new church! It is noteworthy that Luke ends the story
referring to all the new Christians as their “brethren” (v.40). How important it
is to show the world that through Christ people can become brothers and
sisters who, outside the church, cannot even get along.



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part III-A.- Content: Presentation #1

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

As we said last week in the introduction, there are two basic kinds of person to
share the faith with in our western society today--persons with a more traditional
world view, and persons with a more deeply secular world view. Therefore we
provide two ways to present the gospel, one for each kind of person. They differ
mainly in how they demonstrate the hearer’s need for Christ, in how they present
the guilt and danger of sin. Presentation #1 (this week’s project), called “Sin as
Separation”, is for people of a more traditional mindset. These are people with a)
a belief in God and b) a definite sense of obligation to absolute moral standards.
Presentation #2 (next week’s project), called “Sin as Slavery”, is for people of a
more deeply secular mindset. They are people with a) no belief in a personal God
and/or b) little concept of any absolute moral standards.

The “Brief Summaries” and the Extended Gospel Presentations

How do these two extended gospel presentations provided in weeks 16 and 17
relate to the “Brief Gospel Summaries” of week 6? The “Separation” presentation
is an extension of the “Law-Love” summary of the gospel provided in the Week 6
project. The “Slavery” presentation is an extension of the “Slavery-Freedom”
summary of the gospel provided in Week 6. These two summaries take different
perspectives on the subject of sin, and therefore are slanted toward one kind of
listener or the other. The other two summaries, “Do-Done” and “Sin-Salvation”,
would fit with presentations either way, since they both focus not so much on our
need, but on how salvation is accomplished by Christ.

The following is very extensive. I will provide an “easy outline” and summary
later.

PRESENTATION #1 (Sin as Separation)

Pre-Presentation

Refer to previous material on building trust, finding themes of relevance, and
sharing a gospel summary. The following assumes that this presentation is not an
abrupt or an inappropriate changing of the subject.

Opening question: “WHAT DO YOU UNDERSTAND TO BE THE GENERAL

REQUIREMENTS FOR BEING ACCEPTED BY GOD OR FOR ADMISSION TO HEAVEN?”

This question serves two purposes. First, it is a “qualifier”, since it confirms or
denies your assumption that this person has definite concept of God and moral



absolutes (and is thus best helped with the “Separation” approach). The person’s
answer may reveal that they are not sure there is a God, or do not believe in an
afterlife of rewards based on moral behavior. They may say things like: “well, I
think when we die, that’s it.” or “I think if there is a God, God is just the power of
love and life” or “I think God accepts everyone” or “I think after death we all just
get absorbed into God, the light” or “if there is a God and heaven, it will just
depend if you followed your own beliefs very fervently”. In some cases, they may
be very turned off or so confused by the question that they simply do not answer
it. All these responses indicate that the person would be more helped by the
“Slavery” presentation.

Second, this question identifies the person’s “salvation system”. It reveals if they
believe in a “good works” system or a “grace” system for approaching God. These
are the only two possible answers, though there are a great variety of forms.
National surveys show that 35% of Americans, when asked this questions and
given 7 possible answers, choose “because I have confessed my sins and accepted
Christ as my Savior” (G.Barna, Evangelism That Works, p.45n).  The large
majority of responses to this question then are “works” answers. Examples are:
“you have to-- be a decent person” “follow the golden rule” “obey the 10
commandments” “go to church” “follow the example of Jesus” “it doesn’t matter
what you believe as long as you are a loving person”. Often they may give a vague
answer such as “you have to ask God for forgiveness”. But always probe for the
real foundation for their hope. Ask “but why would he forgive someone for sin?”
Often they will say, “because we are very sorry for them and really want to do
better” or “because God is very loving”. All these show a lack understanding that
we are separated from God by our sin and no amount of good works or good
intentions can bridge the gap.  A “grace” answer does not have to be perfectly
precise, but must show that the person knows they are too weak to live up to
God’s standards, that they separated from God and are accepted only by mercy
through Jesus.

Note 1: Sometimes people say they believe in God and heaven, but when you get
into your discussion, you will find they insist that everyone and anyone is saved
or loved by God, no matter what. Essentially, they have no sense of obligation to
be good. (You may ask: “do you really mean everyone is accepted? Even genocidal
dictators?” They may back off then, and you find that they do believe in moral
standards, just very low ones!) People who insist on this kind of universalism or
relativism (despite seeming to have a definite belief in God) are candidates for
Presentation #2--Sin as slavery.

Note 2: People with a Catholic backgrounds need to realize that some Protestants
seem at first sight to believe in a “grace system” but really do not. People from
conservative Protestant churches may give a general answer like: “you have to
believe that Jesus died for you” or “make a decision for Jesus”. But if you ask,
“why does that get you in?” you may find that they really believe they have to love
and follow Jesus as a way to be good enough for God. Many people with
Protestant backgrounds have what’s been called a “sincerity covenant”--they try
to live the best they sincerely can and Jesus makes up the rest with this



forgiveness. That is salvation by a “works-and-a-little-grace” system. On the other
hand, people with a Protestant background need to realize that some Catholics
seem at first sight to believe in a “works system” but really do not. Catholics who
believe they are saved from first to last by grace will take hold and receive that
grace by taking the Sacraments (of baptism and the Lord’s Supper). That does not
mean that they are relying on their works for salvation. In the final analysis,
however, most people with Protestant and Catholic backgrounds are trying to go
to God on a “works system”. They all need the gospel.

This question and approach is not new. D.James Kennedy made it popular in his
book Evangelism Explosion, but evangelists have been using it for literally
centuries. Here is an example of how the British pastor Charles Spurgeon shared
the gospel in the mid-19th century with a “waterman”, a ferry operator. This does
not provide a good example of the language we should use, but it illustrates how
the principles of the gospel have been used across time and culture.

Spurgeon: “Have you, my friend, a good hope of heaven if you should die?”

Waterman: “Well, sire, I think as how I have.”

S: Pray tell me, then, what your hope is, for no man need ever be ashamed of
a good hope.

W: Well sir,...I don’t know that anybody ever saw me drunk...I do think as how
I am as good as most folk that I know.

S: Oh dear! Oh dear! Is that all you have to trust to? [“The waterman then
told me that he was charitable as well, and I told him that I was glad to
hear it, but I did not see how his good conduct could carry him to heaven.
He asked why.”]

S: You have sometimes sinned in your life, have you not?

W: Yes, sir, that I have, many a time.

S: On what ground, then, do you think that your sins will be forgiven?

W: Well, sir, I have been very sorry for them,and I think they are all gone--
they don’t trouble me now.

S: Now, my friend, suppose you were to go and get into debt with the grocer
where you deal, and you should say to her, ‘Look here, missus, you have a
long score against me, I am sorry to say that I cannot pay you for all those
goods that I have had; but I’ll tell you what I will do, I’ll doe. I’ll never get
into your debt any more.’ She would very soon tell you that was not her
style of doing business; and do you suppose that is the way in which you



can treat the great God? He is going to strike out you past sins because you
say you will not go on sinning against Him?

W: Well, sir, I should like to know how my sins are to be forgiven...

S: [“Then I told him, as plainly as I could, how the Lord Jesus had taken the
place of sinners, and how those who trusted in Him, and rested on His
blood and righteousnesss, would find pardon and peace.”] Charles
Spurgeon, Autobiography: The Early Years, pp.373-375

Follow-up questions:  (If a “works” answer) “COULD I SHARE WITH YOU A

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE, HOW YOU CAN KNOW GOD’S LOVE AND ACCEPTANCE AS A

FREE GIFT, NOT ON THE BASIS OF  (WHAT THEY JUST SAID)?” This gets permission
to do the presentation. It has the integrity to say upfront that you are disagreeing
with them, but the extremely positive expression “as a free gift” is usually
winsome and elicits an affirmative answer. Go to the Presentation below.

(If a “grace” answer) “ARE YOU CONFIDENT THAT, IF YOU WERE TO DIE TONIGHT,
YOU WOULD DEFINITELY GO TO HEAVEN?”  This is called the “assurance”
question”. Though they may have given the “right” answer, and have an
intellectual grasp of the gospel, this question helps reveal whether or not they
have appropriated it for themselves. If they gave a grace answer and a “yes”
answer to assurance, then as far as you can tell (without knowing them better),
they are professing Christians. But if the person gives a “no” answer to assurance,
it could be that they realize that they have never made the commitment
themselves. Or it could mean that they have done this, but their lives and
lifestyle has contradicted Christianity. In that case, they have a bad conscience
which blocks their assurance. In all cases, you need to go to the part of the
presentation that has to do with “Commitment” which we cover in a subsequent
week.

Presentation

A. Sin.
Read or quote Luke 10:25-27. “ALL THE MORAL LAWS OF CHRISTIANITY AND

OTHER RELIGIONS AND EVEN COMMON SENSE BOIL DOWN TO TWO MORAL

PRINCIPLES:  1) LOVE GOD WITH ALL YOUR BEING, AND 2) LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR

AS YOU WANT TO BE LOVED.” This really is common sense. First, if God really
made us and keeps us alive every second, then we belong completely to him and
we owe him everything. (Anything you create yourself is yours to do with what
you will.) Second, the “golden rule” for loving others is something absolutely
imprinted on us. You don’t have to teach it to children, they know it instinctively
before they can barely talk (e.g. “I gave you my toy, you give me yours.”)

Read or quote I Corinthians 13:4-8a (to “Love never fails”). “LOOK AT THE SECOND

PRINCIPLE FIRST.  PAUL SAYS THAT REAL LOVE ALWAYS FORGIVES, SERVES, AND

ENDURES BECAUSE IT SHOULD BE UNCONDITIONAL.  THAT IS HOW WE ALL WANT TO



BE LOVED. YET WE DO NOT COME EVEN CLOSE TO GIVING OTHERS WHAT WE

DEMAND OURSELVES. “  What is ‘unconditional love’? It is loving people not for
what they give you, but for simply for they themselves. If that was the case, then
your love would never give up on them--there would be no conditions that it
required.  That is how we all want to be loved. We want to know that others love
us, and not the things we are providing them. Yet we fail to do to others what we
want from them. We do give up on people when they stop being kind and useful to
us. “THE GOLDEN RULE MEANS WE SHOULD MEET THE NEEDS OF OTHERS WITH THE

SAME SPEED, JOY, AND RELENTLESSNESS WHICH WE USE TO MEET OUR OWN”. It
does not take much reflection to see that the golden rule is absolutely right, we
owe it, yet it is impossible to keep.

Read or quote Exodus 20:3. “LOOK AT THE FIRST PRINCIPLE.  GOD SIMPLY ASKS

THAT THERE BE NOTHING MORE IMPORTANT  TO YOUR THINKING, FEELING, AND

BEHAVIOR THAN HE IS. When Jesus said, “Love himwith all your heart, soul,
strength, and mind” he was only being reasonable. If we owe God absolutely
everything, then we should not love anything more than him, nor depend on
anything more than him. But do we come close? Use the test of your thoughts.
When you have nothing else that you have to think of, what do you enjoy dwelling
on? Is it God, or are there other things more absorbing and enjoyable. Of course,
everyone on the earth does not find that God is the most important thing to their
hearts. To put God first is absolutely right, we owe it, yet it is impossible to do.

Read or quote Romans 3:10. “THE BIBLE IS CATEGORICAL THAT ‘NO ONE IS

RIGHTEOUS--NO, NOT ONE’.  NO ONE COMES CLOSE TO OBEYING THE MOST

REASONABLE AND COMMON SENSE MORAL PRINCIPLES.  Of course, some people
are far more moral and decent than others, but Christianity says that is to only
compare less unrighteous people to more unrighteous. Compared to what we all
owe God and our neighbor, we all fail. For example, imagine if you asked three
swimmers to swim from Hawaii to California. One cannot swim and drowns in a
few yards; one is a good swimmer and drowns in four miles; one is a great
swimmer and drowns in a hundred miles. Though one is many times better than
the rest, they are all incapable of swimming to California, and they are all equally
dead.

B. God.  “CHRISTIANITY TELLS US 2 BASIC THINGS ABOUT THE NATURE OF GOD”--
1) Read or quote Psalm 11:7 GOD LOVES JUSTICE AND THEREFORE CANNOT

ACCEPT EVIL OR SIN AT ALL.  We all long for justice. If a man in a car was to back
into your car and damage it, you would not be satisfied if he only said, “I’m sorry”.
You would want nothing short of justice. But God loves justice far more than we
do; he is absolutely just and holy and cannot accept wrongdoing at all. 2) Read or
quote I John 4:8. “GOD IS LOVE, AND HE SEEKS THE GOOD EVEN OF PEOPLE  WHO

HAVE DISOBEYED AND OPPOSED HIM.”  It is perhaps too easy and popular today to
believe that God is love. He is a God who wants to forgive and restore.
Transition: BUT FORGIVING US IS, IN A SENSE, THE BIGGEST PROBLEM GOD HAS

EVER FACED.” These two “sides” of his nature create a dilemma, a great problem.



3) Read or quote Exodus 34:5-7. GOD LOVES US AND DOES NOT WANT TO PUNISH

US, BUT IS JUST AND MUST PUNISH SIN. When God revealed himself to Moses on
Mt.Sinai he made a startling statement. He said that he was abounding in love
and forgiveness, “yet” he will always punish wrongdoing. It seems impossible that
God could be both. “IT SEEMS HE CAN EITHER HE CAN LOVE US, AND NOT LOVE

JUSTICE, OR HE CAN LOVE JUSTICE AND THEN NOT LOVE US--BUT HE CANNOT LOVE

BOTH.  What a problem. If he does not love justice perfectly, what hope is there for
the world? But if he does love us perfectly, what hope is there for us? Imagine an
illustration. If a father was also a judge, and his guilty child was brought before
him, he could not just acquit his child. He could either do what he wanted to do as
a judge, or what he wanted to do as a father, but not both.

C. Christ.
1) Read or quote Acts 20:28. GOD HIMSELF CAME TO EARTH IN HUMAN FORM AS

JESUS CHRIST.  This text tells us that it was God’s own blood shed for us. God
became human and vulnerable and subject to death. 2) Read or quote I Peter 2:22.
JESUS WAS THE ONLY ONE WHO EVER HAD A PERFECT RECORD--LOVING GOD AND

HIS NEIGHBOR. He lived the life we should have lived. 3) Read or quote II
Corinthians 5:21. BUT ON THE CROSS THERE WAS A GREAT TRANSFER--HE IS

TREATED AS OUR BAD RECORD DESERVES, SO THAT WE CAN BE TREATED AS HIS

PERFECT RECORD DESERVES. Look at the verse. It says that Jesus was “made...to
be sin”. Since Jesus did not actually become selfish, cruel, etc. on the cross, that
means that he was treated as if he were sinful--he became “legally” sinful and
liable for our sins. But it says that now it is possible for us to “become the
righteousness of God”. Since Jesus “became sin” by being treated as sinful, so we
can “become righteous”, be treated as perfectly righteous. He is treated as if our
record is his, so we can be treated as if his record is ours. THE GOSPEL IS: GOD

TREATS BELIEVING SINNERS AS THOUGH THEY HAD LIVED THE LIFE JESUS LIVED

AND DIED THE DEATH JESUS DIED.

4) Read or quote Romans 3:26. This is the solution to the dilemma. The love of
God fulfilled the law of God--in Christ on the cross. When Christ was punished,
both his love for us and his love for justice were satisfied in one stroke "that God
might be both just and justifier [judge and father] of those who believe" (Rom.3:26).
BECOMING A CHRISTIAN IS NOT ME DEVELOPING A RIGHTEOUS RECORD THROUGH

MORAL EFFORT AND GIVING IT TO GOD; IT IS GOD DEVELOPING A RIGHTEOUS

RECORD THROUGH CHRIST  AND GIVING IT TO US. A visual illustration to use at this
point. Take a book: “this is a our record, full of sins”. Take a blank white card or
piece of paper: “this is Christ’s record, perfect, a ticket into the presence of God”.
Put one in this hand and one in the other. Then switch them. “He gets our record,
and sinks under it; we get his record and rise with it.”   

D. Faith.
1) Read or quote John 1:12-13. BECOMING A CHRISTIAN NOT TRYING HARDER, BUT

RECEIVING A STATUS--”RIGHTS AS CHILDREN OF GOD”. Notice that becoming a
Christian is like being adopted. Adopting children is a legal act. In one moment,



the children automatically become you heirs. So becoming a Christian is receiving
this new status, being heirs of God’s love and life. IT IS RECEIVED BY “BELIEVING”-
-BY FAITH.
2) WHAT SAVING FAITH IS NOT. Read or quote James 2:19. MORE THAN

INTELLECTUAL BELIEF.  The demons believed Jesus lived and died for sin, but
they are not his children! Saving faith is not less than intellectual belief--you
must have that--but it is more. Read or quote Phil.3:8-9. MORE THAN TRUST FOR

HELP AND STRENGTH.  It is possible to pray to God and trust in him for strength
and protection, but still be trusting in your-self for salvation. Remember your
answer to my first question: you said you thought it was possible to find God
through (what they said). So you see, you may trust God for many things, but you
are trusting yourself for your salvation.
3) WHAT SAVING FAITH IS. Read or quote Romans 4:5 (also refer back to Phil.3:8,9)
REAL FAITH IS REMOVING YOUR SAVING FAITH FROM WHERE IT IS NOW, AND

PUTTING IT ON JESUS CHRIST.  a) REPENT--NOT JUST FOR SINS, BUT FOR TRYING

TO BE YOUR OWN LORD AND SAVIOR. Paul says that first you must “not work”: that
means that you must see that you cannot earn God’s favor with any moral effort,
not even with efforts to develop a penitent, surrendered, sincere heart. You must
admit that it can only be received. b) BELIEVE--NOT JUST IN JESUS IN GENERAL,
BUT IN JESUS AS YOUR NEW RIGHTEOUSNESS BEFORE GOD. Then Paul says you
must “trust God who justifies the wicked”. That means you ask God to accept
(justify) you solely for the sake of what Christ did for you. You say: “Lord, I know
that right now I am ‘wicked’, but I can be just and acceptable through Christ.
Receive me because of him.” Refer back to John 1:12-13. The moment you do this,
you not only receive “rights” as children, but you are “born of God”--God’s spirit
comes in and begins to renew you.

 IS NOT TRYING HARD TO QUALIFY FOR GOD, BUT ADMITTING THAT YOU CANNOT

First, of all--I have good news--better you have--but first, a much higher view of the law. Golden rule. I
Cor.13--go and do that! Do you?



ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 17 Acts 17:1-34 The Gospel for Intellectuals

1. vv.1-9. If Paul’s great burden is the win the Gentiles (cf. Eph.3:8)
why does he always first go to the synagogue in any town? What are
the implications for our own efforts to spread the gospel?

Luke tells us that Paul’s “custom” (v.2) was to go to a synagogue first in any town.
Why did he do so, if his great burden was to evangelize the Gentiles (cf.
Ephesians 3:8)? As is made clear in v.4, some Jews were converted through the
synagogue-mission, but in contrast “a large number of God-fearing Greeks”
believed. By now a very strong pattern is emerging. As in Pisidian Antioch and
Phillipi, it is the God-fearing Gentiles who are the key. They are more receptive
than the Jews and the pagan Gentiles. On the one hand they seem to have been
more spiritually open to the message of grace than were the Jews. On the other
hand, their belief in the God of the Bible made them more open to calls to
surrender and obedience than were the pagans.

Therefore, the moral, Bible-believing Gentiles were the strategic key to church
planting for Paul. Why? First, because they were, humanly speaking, “easier” to
share the faith with than others, and second, because they had extensive personal
relationships and connections to both believing Jews and pagan Gentiles.

But we also see in this passage that the Jews of the synagogue of Berea were
atypical. In that city, unlike nearly all the other towns, there were “many” Jews
who believed and only “a number” of Gentiles. (v.12) The situation was reversed.

What do we learn for ourselves? First there is a basic theological principle. This
shows us first that God not only prepares individuals for the gospel (cf. Lydia,
Acts 16:14), but also prepares groups of people and kinds of people. The ways he
can do so are extremely diverse; he can bring psychological and sociological
factors to bear on a community. We Westerners are very individualistic, and we
are surprised to see that God often tends to “run in families” and communities of
people.

Second, there is a very important practical principle of balance given us here. On
the one hand, we see that it is not wrong to concentrate our own ministry efforts
on a particular group or kind of person; it is not wrong to give a priority (as Paul
did) to a certain segment of the population. On the other hand, it is clear both
here (v.4) and in former missions (from Antioch, Acts 13:1 all the way back to the
day of Pentecost) that the church’s mission is inclusive, and that every church
should aim to be as diverse as possible. Paul gave priority to reaching the God-
fearing Gentiles, yet only as the strategic entry point for reachng the whole city.



He did not concentrate of one group because he liked them better than others.
And if he had become disdainful and rigid in his approach (e.g. if he had begun to
neglect Jews in his work), he would never have been ready for the wonderful
“surprise” of Berea.

2. vv.1-9. What was Paul’s basic strategy in Thessalonica and Berea?
What was the reaction to it and why?

The strategy Paul used follows the pattern we have seen before. In one sense, this
shows us his pattern with Bible-believers. On three Sabbaths he went to the
synagogue and did intensive Bible study with the hearers. His evangelism was
heavily based on the Bible, but it was not just monologue. In Thessalonica, he
“reasoned” “explained” “persuaded”, and in Berea he led the hearers to carefully
“examine” the Scripture. This means that Paul did not preach in an authoritarian
“don’t ask me any questions” mode. There was give-and-take, a willingness to
field questions, an effort to help the listeners discover truth for themselves.  His
line of reasoning and teaching had to do with proving from the Old Testament
writings that Jesus was the promised Messiah. This is of course what Christ
himself did in Luke 24:13-27 and Luke 24:44 and following.

In another sense, we see Paul’s pattern with every audience. First he makes the
case for why they should believe (v.2-3a) by appealing to an authority they trust
(the Bible). Second, he lays out what they should believe in v.3b by “proclaiming”
Christ. Having “proved” Christ, he then “proclaimed” Christ, laying out, probably,
the story of his life and work. Third, he called them to commitment (v.4). These
three basic stages we have called “case, content, commitment”, but here the three
are represented by three verbs that all begin with “p”: “proving, proclaiming,
persuading”.

The negative reaction to Paul’s preaching has a two-fold source: one psychological
and one political. The psychological one is “jealousy” (v.5), which can be best
understood against the background of the earlier chapters of Acts. The Jews were
accustomed to seeing themselves as having a privileged position due to their
faithfulness to the law and their history. The gospel, however “levels” and brings
everyone into the kingdom on an equal footing. We must be careful not to think
that 1st century Jews were unique in this! Throughout history, the most moral
and respectable and community “pillars” have had a) a high regard for religion in
general, but b) a deep distaste for the gospel of grace.

The political issue is intriguing. The opponents claim that Paul’s gospel was
seditious. They heard Paul speak of Jesus’ being a king and of Jesus coming
kingdom, therefore, they accused him publically of defying the power of Caesar in
the name of another sovereign (v.7). Commentators point out that in the sentence
“they have caused trouble all over the world” (v.6) the Greek word translated
“caused trouble” is anastatoo, which means “incited revolution” (see how it is
translated in 21:38). The perceptiveness of this charge lies in the fact that the
gospel of Jesus Christ does undermine and relativize the Christian’s loyalty to



any political regime. Therefore, it was a dangerous accusation because it was half-
true. John Stott writes:

“The ambiguity of Christian teaching in this area remains. On the one hand,
as Christian people, we are called to be conscientious and law-abiding
citizens, not revolutionaries. On the other hand, the kingship of Jesus has
unavoidable political implications, since, as his loyal subjects, we must
refuse to give any ruler or ideology our supreme homage and total obedience
which are due to him alone.” (p.273)

Introduction to the Athenian mission: The city of Athens was the
intellectual capital of the Graeco-Roman world. Before the rise of the Roman
empire, it was the leading political and cultural center of the Greek world. After
it was conquered by Rome, remained the center of learning for the whole Empire.
In this passage we meet the Stoics and the Epicureans, representing two schools
of philosophy of that time. The Epicureans did not deny the existence of the gods,
but they considered them completely remote from the world and life. Therefore,
they saw history as being random, and life as being without any meaning. After
death there was nothing. As a result, this philosophy counseled that people
should pursue whatever brought them pleasure and fulfillment. They saw no need
to do anything that entailed discomfort, pain, or self-denial. The Stoics believed
in God as the world spirit (a form of “pantheism”) which fixed the fate of everyone
and everything. They counseled the pursuit not of pleasure but of duty, and to
courageously accept and face whatever that fate was. Paul’s mission to Athens is
instructive because it shows how he approaches the pagan “cultural elites” of his
day (who were not very different from our own). The “Areopagus” was a council of
the greatest philosophers, opinion-leaders, and influence-brokers. It was roughly
like the Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. It did not have governing authority, but it
controlled matters of religion and culture.

3. v.16-21. From what motives did Paul operate (what did he see and
feel when he first saw Athens)? What can we learn from his example?

1. First, what Paul saw. Paul walked about the city of Athens, which was full of
architectural marvels, but he looked at it with spiritually sensitive eyes. He was
struck by how filled the town was with idols. He was, in a sense, seeing the town
through God’s eyes, because the Greek word (see below) that describes his
reaction to idolatry (“greatly distressed”) is the same one used to describe God’s
reaction to idolatry in (Is.65:2-3). In other words, Paul tended to look at life
through a Biblical “filter”. He was so sensitive to God’s Word and thus to God’s
attitudes and ways and heart that he could not help participating in God’s
response.

What do we learn? (a) First, we learn that we also should try to look at our city
through God’s eyes. It is too easy to become indifferent to the familiar. We need
to imagine how the love and holiness of God would react to the things around us--



then our heart will function like his. (b) Another thing we learn is that we too
should become aquainted with the idols of our city. We will not be able to share
the gospel effectively unless we know the false “gods” of the people we are trying
to reach. For example, there is an old saying about three cities of the
Northeastern U.S. “In Boston, they ask ‘what does he know?’ in New York, they
ask ‘how much does he make?’ but in Philadelphia, they ask, ‘what family is he
from?’” This quip (attributed to Mark Twain) is really an analysis of each city’s
particular idols: education, wealth, family pedigree. The idol of one city is not the
idol of another. (c) Third, we should not be surprised that this intellectual centers
is absolutely filled with idols (v.36) and religiosity (v.22). This is always the case.
The people who seem on the surface to be the most unbelieving are always very
religious after all. Idolatry is promoting created things, goals, relationships,
pursuits into absolute and ultimate values and then replacing God with them or
worshipping God in accordance with them. Anyone seeking to address the
unbelieving elites of any time or place must identify their idols, which will be the
major barrier to belief in God.

2. Second, what Paul felt. We saw that he was “greatly distressed” (v.16) by the
rampant idolatry. The Greek word is paroxymo; it describes a deep mixture of
both anger and sorrow. You don’t have to know the Greek word to see that Paul
was driven to bold witness by a very complex feeling. It was not simply anger-
disgust on the one hand. If he was only infuriated by their rebellion, he would
have simply washed his hands of the place in disgust, or preached with such
condescension and disdain that they would have given him no hearing. However,
that is not what he did. It says he “reasoned” (v.17) which means he did not simply
“declare”, but entered into an engaged give-and-take dialogue with people. He did
not simply declare their judgement and condemnation. We also see his gentleness
in the way he gives them credit, almost a compliment, for their religious activity:
“I see that in every way you are very religious” (v.22)  His discourse is very civil.

However, on the other hand, his feeling was not simply one of compassion and
mercy. Idolatry outraged him. In his speech he accuses these highly sophisticated
and intellectual people of “ignorance” (v.29)--nothing could have been more
insulting to them! And then he declares the final judgement of God (v.31). So
Paul’s feelings that drove him were “complex”. Why? On the one hand, he saw the
idolatry in the perspective of God’s holiness as rebellion--and thus he was
outraged and indignant. But on the other hand, he saw the idolatry in the
perspective of God’s love as slavery--and thus he was moved with compassion for
the people who were enslaved in ignorance and darkness.

What do we learn? Paul felt outrage because of the holiness of God and
compassion because of the love of God. If either of these kinds of feelings are
missing from our witness, our effectiveness will suffer greatly. We will either be
people characterized by force and authority in our tone OR by warmth and
affection in our tone--but not both. Paul evidently was characterized by both. The
two “sides” of God’s nature (his holy law and his love), and the two “sides” of the
gospel (that we are hopeless sinners and loved children) together should create
this “complex” feeling in us. As John Stott wrote:



“We do not speak like Paul because we do not feel like Paul because we do not
see like Paul. That was the order: he saw, he felt, he spoke. It all began with
his eyes. When Paul walked around Athens, he did not just ‘notice’ the idols.
The Greek verb used three times (16,22,23) is either theoreo or anatheoreo
and means...to ‘consider’. So he looked and looked and thought and thought
until the fires...were kindled within...” (Stott, p.290-291)

4. a) What can we tell about how Paul reasoned in the marketplace?
(vv.17-18) b) How does he gain the interest of his hearers in vv.22-23?

a) We are not told many details about what Paul said in the marketplace, we are
only told that he spoke about two things: a) the good news about Jesus, and b) the
resurrection. This gives us some idea about how he “reasoned” there. He did not
argue that Jesus was the Messiah promised in the Scripture. Instead, he argued
first, for the diety of Christ and second, for the historicity of the resurrection.
One does not have to assume the infallibility of the Bible to argue for those
things. A popular modern example of the former is to look at how C.S.Lewis
argued that Jesus is either “liar, lunatic, or the Lord”. There are many popular
examples of the latter, that point to the many eyewitness accounts of individuals
who saw the risen Christ. So here we get a very brief but telling idea of what Paul
pressed on people in the agora.

b) Paul first gains interest by making a very courteous remark about the
Athenians religiosity. He saves his strong words about the “dark” side of this
religiousness--namely the idolatry--for later. He leads off by collecting the good
things he can say and the sincere compliments he can pay and using them in the
introduction. A compliment aimed your way is always interesting to you! Second,
Paul makes use of an altar built “to an unknown God” (v.23). This is another
important element of gaining interest--it is moving from the familiar to the
unfamiliar. Paul begins with something they know about, something familiar to
them, something they themselves do. Third, Paul very subtly appeals to the
Athenians admission of ignorance about the divine. Some people have insisted
that, when Paul refers to this “Unknown God” altar, that he is affirming that all
religions really worship the same true God. This cannot be the case, since later in
the sermon Paul tells them to turn to Christ or be judged! Rather, Paul sees the
altar as the Athenians acknowledgement of the limitations of their religion. The
reason they made such an altar was because they had a deep sense that they were
missing something in their religion, that they had not really broken through. Paul
is saying, “That God that you know you have missed, that you have not been able
to discover--He is the one I will reveal to you today.” It’s a brilliant approach.

5. a) What six principles (at least) does Paul lay out to show them
who the true God is? (vv.24-31) ) b) Some people have criticized this
sermon as not being Christ-centered enough. How would you answer



that? c) How does Paul’s message  fit this audience (refer to the
introduction to the Athenian mission)?

a) Paul has to distinguish the true God from the polytheistic gods and idols of the
Greek pantheon. He does so by telling them five things about God:

(1) That God is the Creator of the world (v.24). “who made the world and
everything in it”. This is a very different that the limited gods of the
Greeks (many of whom were born and created themselves), and from the
all-pervasive God of eastern religions, who is identical with the life force
in all things. Rather this is a God who existed before the world and
brought it into being.
(2) That God is therefore transcendent and not dependent on us or the
world or anything in it (v.25). “He is not served by human hands, as if he
needed anything”. Again, this contrasts God with idols, and the Greek
gods, who need our worship. This is Paul’s warning that the true God
cannot be “domesticated” as idols can. In a real sense, God cannot be
placated or manipulated, because he needs nothing.
(3) On the other hand, that God is also Lord of history. (v.26) “He
determined the times set for them and the exact places that they should live.”
and very involved with us (v.28) “For in him we live and move and have our
being’. Though God is transcendent, Paul says he is not remote, but is
behind all the circumstances of history and is very near and involved with
us.
(4) That God, that God made us for fellowship with him. (v.27) “God did
this so that men would seek him...and find him. God wants us to seek him
and find him. This is a tremendous statement. Paul is indicating that
though God does not need our obedience, he desires to have a relationship
with us. This is not like the western gods who only want loyalty, not loving
communion; this is not like the eastern “pantheistic” god who can only be
sensed and experienced but which is not personal and cannot be spoken to.
This is a personal yet all-powerful God. This also implies a very high view
of human beings!
(5) That God cannot be worshipped by idols and images. (v.29) Now Paul
draws one of his first implications. If God is this great, then he shapes us
and we worship him as he wants it to be done. We must not shape him and
worship him as we want it to be done. He argues that “we are his
offspring”--he created us. How is it then that so many people try to create
their own religion? We must remember that modern people are very much
in the same tradition as those who made their own statues to worship.
Today it is common to hear people say, “I like to think of God as”, or
“everyone has to determine what God is for him or herself”. That is
idolatry. Of what value would a God be who you shaped yourself? That is
Paul’s argument. It still works.
(6) That God has made Jesus Christ Judge of the whole world. (v.30-31).
Finally Paul says, up until the first coming of Christ, God has not visited
judgement on idolatry as he will in the future. “In the past, God overlooked



such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent”.
Finally, Paul comes to Christ. He says that the resurrection proves that he
will return to judge the world.

b) Some people are disappointed that this sermon is not more Christ-centered.
But we must remember that Paul had already laid the groundwork in the
marketplace about the diety of Christ and the historicity of the resurrection. In
other words, he had spoken of the person and work of Christ, but the Athenians
did not have a Biblical conception of a transcendent-yet-involved God, a holy-yet-
loving God. Without that view of God, the person and work of Christ makes no
sense. Now, finally, he connects this God to the career of Jesus. Paul has shown
that there is a God of love who seeks our fellowship (v.27), yet a God of justice
who must punish us (v.30-31) for trying to manipulate him and rebell against him
through idolatry (v.24-25,29). Only if they understand this, does the diety of
Christ (that God himself has come to save us) and the work of Christ (the death
and resurrection) make any sense. For the work of Christ alone resolves the great
tension between the justice of God (he must punish sin) and the graciousness of
God (he wants to forgive and restore us to himself). The work of Christ satisfies
the justice of God with the love of God.

But why does Paul not spell this out? Why does he not spend more time on Christ
in the speech? Here are three possible answers. First, since we know that Luke’s
record of sermons are always summary-outlines, we may surmise that Paul
provided more discussion about the work and especially the death of Christ. But
second, it is also possible that the narrative shows us that Paul did not really
finish his speech, that it came to an abrupt ending before he could have made
further points. “When they heard about the resurrection of the dead, some of them
sneered” (v.32). A third possibility is that Paul simply knew that he had to lay a
groundwork first, and he did not try to say everything at once. He began with the
doctrine of God.  It is true that there were not a lot of converts (v.33), but that
does not mean that Paul made any mistakes in his communication.

c) We have been noting all along how Paul’s message fit the audience. They lacked
a Biblical doctrine of God, so he had to work on that first before the facts about
Christ could make sense to them. We should also notice that the “two sides” of
God’s nature that Paul taught cut against both the Epicureans and the Stoics
views. The Epicureans saw the gods as personal, but remote and uninvolved with
human affairs. They were “happy hedonists”, teaching that life consisted of
following your desires. The Stoics on the other hand saw God as a kind of life
force controlling everything, but not a personal being to know and obey. They
were pessimists, teacing that life consisted of following your duty. To the
Epicureans, Paul said, “God is near and he is a Judge--you cannot do anything you
want!” To the Stoics, Paul said: “God is personal and Savior--you can know hope
and freedom!” He was telling the Epicureans not to make an idol of pleasure, and
he was tellling the Stoics not to make an idol of duty.



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part III-A.- Content: Presentation #2

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is very extensive. I will provide an “easy outline” and summary
later.

PRESENTATION #1 (Sin as Separation)

Pre-Presentation

Refer to presentation #1 on “Pre-Presentation” and to the “Content: Introduction”
on discerning whether a person would be helped by the following approach or not.

Opening question: “WHAT DO YOU UNDERSTAND TO BE THE MOST IMPORTANT

THING A PERSON NEEDS (OR YOU NEED) IN ORDER TO BE HAPPY AND FULFILLED?”
This question is an extremely direct way to find a “theme of relevance” as
described in Part II. “Relevance”. A more indirect approach might be preferable.
The purpose of this question or its like is to find what the person thinks is real
meaning in life. They are likely to give a fairly general, impersonal answer, like
“find what they really want to accomplish in life and do it” or “find people who
love and accept you for who you are”. You should follow that up with genuinely
interested queries to explain, like: “HOW MANY PEOPLE REACH THAT, DO YOU

THINK?” “WHY OR WHY NOT?” “HOW EASY OR HARD ARE YOU FINDING IT?” Just as,
in Presentation #1, it is important to understand their answer, in order to refer
back to it later, so it is here.

Follow-up question:  “COULD I SHARE WITH YOU A DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE,
THAT THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN NEED IS NOT JUST (WHAT THEY JUST SAID)
BUT TO KNOW  AND EXPERIENCE GOD PERSONALLY, AND HOW THAT IS POSSIBLE?
This gets permission to do the presentation. It has the integrity to say upfront
that you are disagreeing with them, but the extremely positive expression “know
and experience God” is usually winsome and elicits an affirmative answer. Go to
the Presentation below.

Presentation

A. The problem--Slavery.
1) NOBODY IS BORN WITH A SENSE OF WORTH OR VALUE IN THEMSELVES.  All
persons need to establish a sense of worth or value--nobody is born just having it.
And we cannot just give it to ourselves--we must have the love and approval of
others. Now there are innumerable ways we seek this sense of worth-- career,
possessions, appearance, love, peer groups, achievement, good causes, moral



character, family, personal “bests”, certain kinds of relationships--or a
combination of a several. A very liberal person will have a different path by which
to prove him or herself than a very conservative person. But we all have a path.
This means two things--
2) THAT EVEN THE MOST IRRELIGIOUS ARE REALLY  WORSHIPPING SOMETHING.
Whatever thing or things from which we choose to derive our value become the
ultimate meaning in our lives. Whatever is ultimate serves as a ‘god’ and a
‘righteousness’ even if we don’t think in those terms. These things control and
disappoint us if we find them, and devastate us if we lose them. For example, they
enslave us with guilt and self-hatred (if we fail to attain them) or with anger and
resentment (if someone blocks them from us) or with fear and anxiety (if they are
threatened) or at least with drivenness (since we must have them). In other
words, we are not free. Whatever is the most important thing in life for us
controls us. We do not control ourselves.
3) THAT EVEN THE MOST RELIGIOUS, ARE NOT REALLY WORSHIPPING GOD.  There
are plenty of religious and moral people in the world. But they are not
fundamentally different from the irreligious people, because they too are trying
to prove themselves through their performance in order to establish their value
and worth. They may use religion and morality to do it. They may look to God as
Helper, Teacher, and Example, but their moral performance is serving as their
Savior. They are just as guilty and self-hating if they fail it, just as angry and
resentful if someone blocks it, just as fearful and anxious if something threatens
it, just as driven “to be good”. So there is no really fundamental difference
between religious and irreligious people.

B. The Solution--Redemption.
The word “redemption” literally means--”bought out of slavery”. Jesus came not
primarily to be our Helper, Teacher, or Example, but as our Savior. We must see:
1) WE ARE LIBERATED NOT SO MUCH THROUGH THE TEACHING, AS THROUGH THE

WORK OF CHRIST.  Our deep sense that we need to be good and loving to others is
not mistaken, but we will never earn our sense of worth by trying to love others.
No one has ever “done unto others as we would have them do unto us”. We will
always fail. Jesus, came not primarily as example, but as a substitute. He came to
live the life we should have lived and die the death we should have died (as
penalty for our failures).
2) WE ARE LIBERATED NOT BY GIVING A WORTHY RECORD TO GOD, BUT BY

RECEIVING A WORTHY RECORD FROM GOD. When we believe,  we get Christ’s
spotless record, and therefore the rights that go with it. It is transferred--and
then we are worth what Christ is worth. The Bible calls this worthiness our
“righteousness”. We all make something our righteousness. But Jesus’ free
righteousness is the only true righteousness. It is the only one that is perfect, can
stand up to any circumstance or human failure.
3) WE ARE LIBERATED BECAUSE JESUS IS THE ONLY GOD WHO DOES NOT ENSLAVE.
As a fish is only free in water, we are only free when serving Jesus supremely.
For he is the only source of meaning that we cannot lose (freeing us from fear and
anger) and that is a free gift (freeing us from guilt and drivenness). He is the only



God who can forgive--none of the other ones can or will. Read or quote Matt.11:28-
30. His "yoke" is the only one that does not enslave.

C. The Reception--Adoption.
How do we “receive” this record?
1) CHANGE NOT THE AMOUNT BUT THE DEPTH OF YOUR REPENTANCE.  You have to
“repent”, but the repentance that receives Christ is not so much being sorry for
specific sins (though it is that), but it is admitting that your main sin is your
efforts of self-salvation, at trying to be your own Savior. Don’t just repent of sins,
but of the self-righteousness under all you do, bad and good. Repent not just for
doing wrong, but for the reason  you did right!
2) CHANGE NOT THE AMOUNT, BUT THE OBJECT OF YOUR FAITH.  You have to
“believe”, but the belief that receives Christ is not so much subscribing to a set of
doctrines about Christ (though it is that), but transferring your trust from your
own works and record to Christ’s work and record.
Read or recite John 1:12-13.
3) ASK DIRECTLY FOR A NEW FAMILY RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD, FOR JESUS’
SAKE..Imagine you worked for a very rich man. Your relationship depended on
your performance week by week. But then imagine that this man adopted you.
Suddenly the relationship would become loving and intimate, and his wealth
would all be yours automatically, and it would not come to you on the basis of
your performance, but on the basis of the legal relationship. That’s what it means
to become a Christian. Pray: “Lord, if I have never done so before, I thank you for
the magnificent, sufficient sacrifice of your Son for me, and I ask you to receive
and adopt me as your child, not because of anything I have done, but because of
what Christ has done for me.”

D. The New Life of Growth.
This new life of freedom
1) , left-over systems of self-salvation. Under every problem there is something
more important than Jesus that is operating as our functional righteousness and
worth.
2. Growing experience of grateful love.  A new quality of life results as you
lose the old motivation of selfish fear (“slave” mentality) and become empowered
by the new dynamic of grateful love (“child of God” mentality). Without an
experience of grace, all our good deeds are essentially self-interested,
impersonal, and conditional. But the gospel moves us to love and serve God for
who he is in himself.

Slavery
Redemption
Adoption
Reception





ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 18 Acts 18:1-28 Mission to Corinth

Introduction.  The city of Corinth was at the very narrow bridge of land (only 3 and a
half miles wide) that connected the Peloponnese peninsula with the mainland of Greece
to the north. It not only was at the center of the north-south trade route, but also of the
east-west route. Goods could be brought to a port just to the east of Corinth and
transported over land a few miles to a port to the west--this saved a 200 mile journey by
ship around the south of the peninsula. As  result, Corinth was a major commercial and
finance center. Like many urban centers based on business and wealth--Corinth became
famous for a degree of corruption and immorality that was remarkable even for the
ancient world. In classical Greek korintheazdo (literally, to “Corintheanize”) became a
synonym for fornication. At the center of Corinth was the temple of Aphrodite, which
employed thousands of female slave/priestesses who roamed the city as prostitutes.

These cities were immense, especially by the standards of the time. In 1850 there were
only four cities in the world with overf 1,000,000 inhabitants, yet in Paul’s day, we
believe that Ephesus was over a half a million, Corinth nearly 750,000, and Rome over a
million. To put things in perspective, it may be helpful to think of Athens as the
intellectual center of the empire (like Boston in the U.S.), of Corinth as the commercial
center (like New York City), of Ephesus as the popular culture/occult center (like Los
Angeles), and of Rome as the political power center (like Washington, DC).

1. Compare Paul’s choice of ministry sites with 16:12, and what you recall
from the rest of the book of Acts. What kinds of places does he give priority?
Why? What impact should that have on Christians today?

What kinds of places?  Paul’s pattern is extremely clear. In Acts 16:9-10, Paul is called in
a dream to preach in Macedonia. In 16:12 we are told that he went then to Phillipi. Why?
Because it was “the leading city of that district of Macedonia”. By going to Athens,
Corinth, Ephesus, Paul is choosing to go the biggest and most influential cities in every
location. When he was done planting a church in a major city, he left the region,
considering his work finished there. It is clear that Paul’s mission was almost
completely an urban ministry. He concentrated completely on cities and passed over the
countryside and smaller towns.

Why? The conscious reasons Paul had for going to cities is a bit speculative, but we have
a degree of certainty about at least one. Paul had learned that the most strategic and
receptive population to the gospel were the “God-fearers”, Gentiles who had come to
believe in the God of the Hebrew Bible. On the one hand, they were more open than
many Jews to the gospel, because they did not have their moral pride. On the other
hand, they were more open than many Gentile pagans, because they had the basics of a
true understanding of the nature of God as holy and gracious. And when God-fearers



became Christians, they were natural “relational bridges” to the broader Gentile
population. To find synagogues and Jews and God-fearers, Paul had to go to the cities.

Others have pointed out the tremendous advantages of evangelism in the city over
towns and country. 1) City people are less conservative and set in their ways, and
therefore are more open to new ideas like the gospel. 2) City people are more mobile and
therefore converts in the city soon becomes little core groups in new cities, creating
natural bridges for ministry. 3) City people are diverse culturally and racially, and
therefore conversions in a city bring the gospel quickly into dozens of new language
groups and cultural groupings. 4) Cities are the seat of media, learning, and culture, and
therefore converts in the city have influence over the whole society (while converts in
small towns only have influence in small towns). Wayne Meeks, historian at Yale, says
that by 300 A.D. half of the populations of the cities of the Roman Empire were
Christian, though the countryside was pagan. But, as we know, “as the city goes, so goes
society”, so the Roman world very quickly became a Christian civilization.

What does it mean for us? It means that, in general, the most strategic place for
Christians to live and work and minister is large cities. This is not a law for everyone,
just a general truth for the church at large. John Stott puts it rather pointedly:

“In 1850 there were only four ‘world class cities’ of more than a million inhabitants;
in 1980 there were 225, and by the year 2,000 there may be 500. In 1980, 40% of the
world’s population are city-dwellers; by the end of the century the ratio will be more
like one-half....On the one hand, there is an urgent need for Christian planners and
architects, local government politicians, urban specialists, developers and
community social workers, who will work for justice, peace, freedom and beaut in
the city. On the other, Christians need to move into the cities, and experience the
pains and pressures of living there, in order to win city-dwellers for Christ.
Commuter Christianity (living in salubrious suburbia and commuting to an urban
church) is not substitute for incarnational involvement.” (Stott, p.292-293)

2. vv.1-18. Notice the distinct stages in the Corinthian mission. What were
they? What led to each move to a new stage? What obstacles did he meet at
each stage, how did he respond each time, and how did God respond each
time?

The first stage could be called the “tentmaking” phase from vv.1-4. During this time,
Paul was not in full-time ministry. He worked at a craft and only did ministry in the
synagogue on the Sabbath, evangelizing Jews and God-fearers (v.4). The reasons for tent-
making included a simple need for funds, as v.5 shows. But Paul’s additional reasons for
tentmaking in some situations he notes in Acts 20:33-34 (to avoid any appearance of
greed) and in I Thess. 2:9 (to avoid burdening the people he is trying to reach). Obstacle:
During this time the ministry moved slowly, as is obvious from the lack response,
negative or positive. Paul did not have a lot of time to give, and he had little in the way
of fellowship and partnership. How did he respond? Note the word “trying” in v.4. He
simply persisted faithfully at the same approach. God’s encouragement: But God sends
help in the form of fellowship.



The second stage began when Silas and Timothy came from Macedonia (and Phillipi).
This led to Paul going “full time”--”Paul devoted himself exclusively to preaching,
testifying...” What led to this great move forward? Probably three things. a) The
encouragement of fellowship--having his friends and fellow workers with him, b) the
help of a financial gift (which is not mentioned here, but is noted in Phil.4:14ff. and II
Cor.11:8-9), and c) probably the good news about how the converts were flourishing in
the new churches Paul had left behind (see I Thess.3:6). This is a great testimony to the
importance of fellowship and sharing of love, burdens, and resources for the spread of
the gospel. Obstacle: Though as usual, some Jews believed, Jewish leaders rose up to
oppose Paul’s preaching (v.6). How did he respond? This time he changed venues and
approaches completely. God’s encouragement: And God then blesses this new method
richly.

The third stage began when he moved from the public ministry in the synagogue to a
private home. Titius Justus was a “God-fearer” (v.7). Paul began meetings in his home,
very much like home outreach meetings have been conducted over the years--
ministering to the friends and relatives and neighbors of the householder. This approach
was very fruitful (v.8), and there was a great evangelistic harvest of new converts.
Obstacle: Interestingly enough, a new “obstacle” appears here (we will look more at it
under the next question). Paul seems to need a special vision because he was
experiencing an unusual amount of fear and discouragement. God’s encouragement:
God’s vision is a personal counseling session for Paul.

The fourth stage appears to be a long-term discipling ministry. v.11 tells us that Paul
stayed a year and a half “teaching them the word of God”. This means that Paul did a very
long term educational ministry, grounding all the new converts in the Word. This is an
unusually long time for Paul to stay. Some of the reason for this may have been due to
the unusually dark spiritual atmosphere in Corinth, and, perhaps, the need for Paul to
“heal” from a dark spiritual depression of his own. (See the next question). Obstacle: The
Jewish leaders decide to make a formal attack on Paul, charging him before the
proconsul with disobeying the Roman law. God’s encouragement: Gallio’s retort that this
had to do with “your own law” (v.15) was a great success for Paul. Why? Judaism was a
religion legally approved and protected in the Roman Empire.(“Judaism was a religio
licita, [an authorized religion], but Paul’s Jewish opponents refused to recognize the gospel
he preached as having anything to do with their ancestral faith....it was, they urged, a
religio illicita.” (F.F.Bruce, p. The Jews were trying to make a case that Paul was
teaching a new religion that was not authorized, but Gallio clearly rules that this was an
“intramural” debate: “it involves questions about words and names and your own law--
settle the matter yourselves.” (v.15) This extended to Christianity the Roman protection
given to Judaism, marking it as a close “cousin” or outgrowth of Judaism. This was a
triumph for the Christians, and that is why we read that, as a result of this incident,
Paul remained in Corinth for some time (v.18).

Note: v.17 is a bit confusing, because we are not sure who “they all” refers to. But it
probably means the a mob of Gentile onlookers turned and beat the synagogue head.
This is, sadly, a typical example of ethnic hostilities in general and the anti-Semitism in



particular. The mob took the opportunity of a negative ruling against the Jews to vent
their hatred, and Gallio looked the other way.

3. vv.8-11. What is surprising about the emotional condition of Paul in v.9
in light of v.8? Should it be surprising? Why would Paul find ministry in
Corinth so difficult (cf.I Cor.2:2-3)? How does God respond to him?

What is suprising? Should it be? In v.8 there is a huge influx of new converts after a long
time of patient but unfruitful work (v.4). We would expect that Paul would be a)
confident and b) encouraged. Instead, v.9 indicates that he was so a) afraid and b)
discouraged that he was ready to give up and quit. This seems to be counter-intuitive,
but this rings very true to experience. (And it is one of the reasons that we know Luke
could not have made this up!) Many people who have experienced great periods of
success (especially “spiritual success”) after a dry period often find that they do not
respond emotionally with joy but with depression. Even Jesus, after the “high” of his
baptism and the manifestation of the open heavens--was immediately set upon by the
devil in the wilderness. This is not at all an unusual order of things.

Why would Paul have been discouraged? The fear does seem unusual, because Paul has
faced even greater physical danger elsewhere. There are at least two reasons that Paul
could have experienced such discouragement in the wake of the conversions. First, of all,
Paul tells us in I Cor.2:2-3 that he came to Corinth in an unusual amount of “fear and
trembling”. This was probably because of the reputation Corinth had for spiritual
darkness.  Like New York City, it was filled with very proud, confident, tough, hard,
sophisticated, and immoral people who were quite proud of being everything on that list!
There was no place in the Empire, not even Rome, where there was more bald-faced
corruption. Second, the long period of unfruitful ministry, maybe combined with the long
months and years of Paul’s missionary journeys, may have led him to a “burn out”
moment. Often, though overwork, a person becomes drained of any real satisfaction in
what he or she is doing. Often when “success” comes, the person suddenly realizes that
he/she is too tired, numb, and hardened to enjoy it. Of course, there may have been other
reasons that Luke does not let us in on.

How does God respond to him? God’s vision is a kind of counseling session, an
encouragement. And before anyone thinks “I wish I had that kind of help from God” we
should realize that God’s message is almost completely just the repeating of promises
already in the Old Testament. “Do not be afraid” and “I am with you” are continually
being said to his people by the Lord. (For example, look up Gen.26:24; Jer.1:8ff). This
means that God can speak to us in the same encouraging way when he takes Scriptural
promises and, through the Spirit, makes them “come alive” as if they were being spoken
just to us. In other words, Paul is exhorted by the Word of God in his moment of crisis.
See Heb.12:5-6 to see how the Scripture continues to be a way for God to exhort and
counsel us.

4. Collect and list all the ways that God’s help and encouragement comes
to us. What can we learn from a) Paul’s actions and b) God’s directions (in
v.9-10) about how we can receive God’s help ourselves?



God’s help comes in at least these forms:
a) First, it can come through Christian friends and fellowship (v.5) Even the St. Paul,
arguably the greatest Christian leader and preacher who ever lived besides the Lord
himself, could not “pull off” the Corinthian mission all by himself, without co-workers,
fellowhip, emotional and financial support. Some of us face problems and refuse to get
human help, rationalizing that “I should be able to face this just with God”, but in reality
there is a cowardice or a pride that makes us try to go it alone. This text shows us that
one of the main ways God gives us what we need is through other Christians. We must
not tell God what channels he is allowed to send his help!
b) Second, it can come through the Spirit working through the Word. (v.9-10) Many of us
need a “word of exhortation”from God at certain times. We have just said that we must
not cut ourselves off from community, but now we see we must also “get alone with God”
and put in the time in prayer and reflection necessary for him to comfort us.
c) Third, it can come through “providential” protection and success. Just as God opened
people’s hearts (v.8) and guided Gallio’s thoughts (v.15). This is usually the main and
first way that we expect and want God’s help! We want him to reach down and change
other people’s minds and hearts. We want him to overrule circumstances and make
history go in a particular way. But we should remember that he did not do that for Paul
right away (v.4) and in many ways, we have no control over this particular means.
Rather, we should go to Christian friends, and to God in prayer, a) and b) above. We do
have control over that.

From Paul’s actions in vv. 1-18 we learn:
a) Sometimes the only way through obstacles (as in the first stage of mission, vv.1-4) is
faithfulness, patient “plodding” along, and waiting on God for relief, but b) other times
(as in the second stage, vv.5-8) it is best to be aggressive and take a whole different
approach! Some will be confused and say, “but how do you know which situation is
which?”  That of course takes wisdom, but it also takes the confidence that comes from
meditating on the promises and directions of God in v.9-10. In other words, we should
not be paralyzed with fear, when we consider whether to “patiently plod” or change
directions. We make our decision even if we are not sure, because we remember what
this whole passage has taught us, namely, that God is supervising things and will help
us, though that help can come in all sorts of times and all sorts of shapes.

From God’s directions in v.9-10 we learn:
God first of all tells Paul: do not be afraid”. How can that be a command? It is best not to
think of this as a separate command from what follows. You do not have to try to directly
stop yourself from feeling the feeling of fear. Rather, we should understand that God is
saying, “you will not be afraid if you do the following things”. What are those things? He
tells Paul to--
a) Do something. “Keep on speaking”. Here is a command to do an act of the will. God is
telling Paul to open his mouth and share the gospel despite his fears.
b) Remember something. There are two things that God calls Paul to remember if he is
to get his courage back: (1)  “For I am with you”. The word “for” means that Paul is not
simply to speak out, but to speak out remembering and meditating on the fact that God
is with him. Of course, the very experience of the vision brought Paul a vivid sense of
God’s presense. So we are to take this as a direction to seek a sense of God’s presense.(2)



Secondly, he says “no one is going to attack and harm you” which is a reminder that God
is lord of history and nothing will happen that is not for God’s glory and Paul’s benefit--
this a Romans 8:28 sort of assurance. Notice how later in the chapter Paul attributes
everything that happens to “God’s will” (see 18:21), and how Luke offhandedly remarks
that people only believe or are converted “by grace” (18:27)
c) See something. “I have many people in this city”. This is the most remarkable direction
of all. Paul is told not to look at Corinth as full of enemies, but full of friends. God is
saying that he has many people he intends to call to himself, and Paul is to see the city
through God’s eyes--filled with potential and future children of God. God wants to use
Paul and protect Paul for their sake. So should we look at our city!

Introduction to the the end of the second missionary journey:
vv.18-23 is a very compact, condensed summary of the latter part and conclusion of
Paul’s “second missionary journey”. Don’t spend much time on v.18! No one is really sure
what the vow was nor even who it was that made it. The main matter of importance is
our introduction to the formidable Christian leader, Apollos.

5. vv.24-28. What can we learn for our own effectiveness in ministry from
Apollos? From Priscilla and Aquila?

a) Apollos is admired by Paul for being both learned and with a thorough knowledge of the
Scriptures. (v.24)Too often, those have been seen as opposites. “Learned” means “broadly
educated and knowledgeable”. Apollos was very much a man of the world--he did not
only read or study books and thinkers who agreed with true religion. On the other hand,
he had a mastery of the Bible. This is a balance we need.

b) Apollos also combined great fervor with teaching about Jesus accurately (v.25). This
too is something of a rare combination. Many Christians who put emphasis on doctrinal
accuracy and cognition are lacking is spiritual and emotional fervor, warmth and action.
Our churches are very often divided into “teaching” churches on the one hand , where
education is important but worship/prayer/witnessing is stagnant, or fervent, emotional
churches which are just the reverse. But Apollos comined both the ardor and the order
of the gospel.

c) Apollos finally, was a teachable man. We don’t know exactly at what points he
understood the Christian faith and at what point he didn’t. On the one hand, Luke says
that he taught about Jesus accurately (v.25), but he knew only John the Baptist’s
teaching and baptism and therefore needed to know the way of God “more accurately”
(v.26). We know that John the Baptist pointed to Jesus, and therefore Apollos, having
learned about the Messiah through John’s disciples would have known much, but not all
he needed to understand. At any rate, Apollos was a man of superior intellectual ability.
(We know this because he was a superb public debater, impossible to defeat--see v.28).
Apollos was clearly the superior personality and far more gifted than Priscilla and
Aquila. Yet despite the fact that he surpassed them in most areas, he was willing to
listen to two Christian brethren who knew better than he at certain specific points. This
is remarkable and rare. It is so hard to listen to people that the world has told you is
beneath you. We have to let the gospel mold our relationships, not the world’s proud



standards, or we won’t listen to people who seem to be less accomplished and talented
than we are. (One other thing--notice that Apollos received instruction from a woman--
not a normal state of affairs in those days.)

d) We need to infer that Priscilla and Aquila were both bold and gentle in their
approach. They spoke to him privately, in their home, rather than confronting him in a
public place (v.26). There’s the gentleness. Yet it took real boldness to speak to such a
formidable preacher about anything in his preaching.



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part IV-A.- The Case for Credibility: Why Bother with Belief?

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends who
don’t believe the Christian faith. You can choose the parts that fit the
questions that they have, or you can go through them in order.  Read each one
and answer the following questions at the end.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more information?

3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What would be
helpful to them? What might not be helpful?

4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-believing
friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing their reaction next
week with the group?



WHY BELIEVE
THE CHRISTIAN FAITH?

It is very difficult to examine the Christian faith rationally and with a measure of
objectivity.  We come to the evidence with a myriad of biases for and against it.
For example,  most of us have met religious hypocrites, which make us question
the validity of the churches they belong to or the faith they espouse. Also we have
seen that many sincere believers have committed terrible injustices and have
held back social and scientific progress in the name of God. On the opposite side,
many of us have been raised in families and cultures in which there is a great
deal of social support and even pressure on us to believe. Or we may fall in love
with someone who has strong faith.  Though all of these factors are very
influential emotionally,  not one of them really proves or disproves Christianity at
all. What all this shows us that coming to solid, relatively unbiased conclusions
won’t be easy.

To help with the process,  we have developed this series of brief guides which
aquaint you with the essential issues and essential rational bases for the
Christian faith, all in an order that we hope will be helpful. The outline:

A. Why to Bother with Belief

Answers: “I don’ t see why to begin a serious examination of the Christian
faith. I’m content where I am.”

B. How to Believe in Anything

Answers: “How can we go about determining if Christianity or any religion is
true?”
Big objection #1 - “Why should I believe if you can’t prove God?”

C. Why to Believe in God

Answers: “How do we know there is a God?”
Big objection #2 - “I can’t believe in God when there is so much
evil and suffering.

D. Why to Believe in Christ

Answers: “How do we know that claims about Christ are true?”
Big objection #3 - “I can’t believe that good people are lost just
because they don’t believe in Jesus.”



A. WHY BOTHER WITH BELIEF?

The following sheets are pointed conversation guides designed for use for people
who want to know if it rationally justified to believe the Christian faith. The
question is: “how do we know if Christianity is true or not?”

There are plenty of people who would reply that they don’t even see the need to
get started with such an examination. Two reasons often given go something like
this:

1. “Many people are religious because they have a personal need for it; it may
be right for them, but I don’t feel any particular need.”

Of course, (as Freud and others have pointed out), many people do believe in
Christianity, not for rational reasons, but simply because human beings have an
emotional need to think that there is a heavenly Father that cares for us. On the
other hand, we should also admit that many people do not believe in Christianity,
not for rational reasons, but simply because human beings have an emotional
need to think that we are free to live as we like, without the interference of a
heavenly King. Aldous Huxley freely admitted this:

"I had motives for not wanting the world to have meaning; consequently I was able
without much difficulty to find satisfying reasons for this assumption. The
philosopher who finds no meaning in this world is not concerned exclusively with a
problem in pure metaphysics. He is also concerned to prove that there is no valid
reason why he personally should not do as he wants to do....for myself, the
philosophy of meaninglessness was essentially an instrument of liberation, sexual
and political."

Imagine this. A case comes to a judge which involves a company in which she has
a huge financial investment. What does the judge do? She will decline to sit in
judgment on the case. She cannot trust herself to rule objectively, for the result of
the ruling will effect her financially. Now when seekers after truth read the case
for Christianity, they know that if it be true, they would "lose control" of their
lives. For example (ala Huxley), they won’t be able to sleep with whomever they
wish. It will be just as hard to judge objectively.

The honest observer should realize that every person has as strong a set of
emotional reasons against believing in God as for it. So what do we conclude?
Persons who have a strong sense that “I have a personal need God” should not just
go ahead and believe. They should undertake a careful examination of the
arguments and evidence, assuming they won’t really want to be rational, checking
and re-checking it all diligently. But on the other hand,  persons who have a
strong sense that “I don’t have a personal need for God” should also not just go
acquiesce in that indifference.  They too should undertake a careful examination
of the arguments and evidence, assuming they won’t really want to be rational,
checking and re-checking it all diligently. That’s what the honest judge would
have to do if she simply had to sit in judgement on her case.  Have you ever taken
a long, hard look at the evidence? This is your chance. Why not?



2. “But I doubt that it’s possible to know anything about these things for sure.
It would be much better for the world if we suspended judgement”   

It is good to begin the examination of the Christian faith with a healthy
skepticism. It is either lazy or arrogant to be too quickly convinced by an
argument. A fair-minded and humble skepticism honestly admits that it does not
know the truth of an issue, but then it also admits that someone else may know
it. However, many go beyond this to “total skepticism” and say, “no one can know
about religious truth” . This is, I contend, not a tenable position.

All the proponents of religions say: “our knowledge is certain; we are right about
religion and you others are wrong.” Many modern people find this repugnant. But
when they say, “no one can know” to the religious, they are saying: “our
knowledge that you cannot be certain is certain; we are right about religion and
you are others are wrong.”  “Total skeptics” claim of certainty at the very instant
they say certainty is impossible;  they do what they forbid. To illustrate what is
happening, consider a very popular parable:

“Six blind men examined an elephant. One at the trunk said ‘an elephant is thin and
flexible like a snake’; one at the leg said, ‘an elephant is thick and inflexible like a
tree’; one felt the body and said, ‘an elephant is impossible to get your arms
around’. They argued, but were all correct--and incorrect. None could see the
whole. So with religions. All are partly right, but none see the whole picture.”

The philosopher Michael Polanyi has pointed out that you can only tell this story if
you assume that you see the whole elephant! There is an appearance of humility
in claiming that “no one can know” truth about God, but where do you get a
vantage point so superior to that of every religion in the world that you are able to
be certain that they are all partial?” Muslims claim superior knowledge from the
Qu’ran and Christians from the Bible. But “total skeptics” insist that there is no
such source, then nonetheless operates as if they have it!

“Total skeptics” turn their skepticism toward other people’s religious faith, but not
toward their own. “But I have no religious faith--I suspend judgement”, you may
protest.  But you have not suspended judgement about God at all. (No one can.)
You won’t admit the religious faith positions that are at the heart of your religious
doubts. 1st, you’ve assumed an almost God-like knowledge of the human situation,
that there is no truth about God.  This is a much harder position to defend than
the traditional religions’ claims of revelation. They say, “God told us this.”  But the
total skeptic says, “I just know this myself about ultimate reality”. Then 2nd,
you’ve ordered your life, and its decisions based on this position. You are not
suspended--you are believing and committed.

In light of this, I propose that no one insist that “I have suspended judgement, and
no one can know any religious truth”.  That is really just a way to avoid testing
your position over against other religions. If I asked you, “how do you prove your
conviction that we cannot know God?” would you know how to respond?  It is
unfair to ask some to rationally justify their religious views if you can’t justify
yours.  Therefore,  I hope you’ll continue to look at the Christian faith, now that
the idea of “total skepticism” is somewhat unmasked.



3. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, as long as you are sincere and are a
good person.”

 This is to say, “it is simply not important to determine whether this or that claim
about God or Christ is true or not. In the end, it doesn’t make any difference.
What does matter is how you live and how you treat people.” Here are two
responses.

First, in most areas of life, sincerity is not enough. Take politics for example.
Certainly we know that at the extremes of the political spectrum, people have very
strong, sincere beliefs. Do we think that those beliefs will make no difference to
our society, as long as they are sincere? And consider medicine. Medical
professionals used to do bloodletting in order to help sick people recover. They did
so sincerely. Do we think those beliefs made no difference to the patients, as long
as they were honestly and fervently held? In all these areas, we know that we
need to not only be sincere in our beliefs, but right. Why would we then assume
that religious beliefs cannot be wrong and cannot have consequences? Why is the
religious realm so different? And if we are honest, we all believe that some
religious beliefs are wrong. For example, there have been (and still are) people
who sincerely thought that child sacrifice was a way to appease the gods. Do you
think those beliefs are all right? If not, they we should admit that we do need
criteria for judging beliefs. What are those criteria? That is all we are asking you
to consider. (It comes up in the next sheet.)

Second,  as we just hinted, belief does matter, very much, with regard to how you
live. Doing good, or doing anything at all,  proceeds from what we believe about the
nature of life and about the right and wrong ways to live it.  For example, you say
that it is important to be a good person. But that is not a scientific fact.  Why be
moral and good? Whatever answer you give to that question will be a belief--about
the nature of persons or life or the world or reality. For example, the signers of
the famous “Humanist Manifestoes I and II” say all individual human beings have
a “preciousness and dignity”. This view of humanity is certainly not a scientific
fact. It is a faith position, held despite their conviction (also a matter of faith) that
the natural world is all there is (“any new discoveries...will but enlarge our
knowledge of the natural”).  All our actions in the world are based on judgements
about the nature of life, and since we have to live and make decisions, we cannot
suspend judgement on these matters.

So in the end, it does matter what we believe, and we cannot avoid “believing”.  It
is not a question of whether to exercise faith or not, but what kind of faith we are
exercising. But are we examining those beliefs?

Pascal’s famous “wager” in his Pensees went something like the following. Each of
us is either betting that there is a God, or betting that there is no God, and there
is no way to “stay from from the track”--no middle ground. We have committed, we
have bet our lives and our eternal destiny one way or the other. This argument
does not prove that atheism is irrational, only that indifference is! If you don’t
believe, it should not be a choice made only because you are too busy to look, or
too disdainful to examine the evidence, or because you “don’t think it matters”.
Come and examine these issues.





ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 19 Acts 19:1-41 Mission to Ephesus

Introduction.  The city of Ephesus was the principle city, the capital of Asia Minor,
the area that Paul was originally forbidden by the Spirit to enter (16:6). Though Ephesus
was  commercial center as well, it was pre-eminently a center of pagan religions and
occult practices. The Imperial cult flourished there, with three temples dedicated to the
practice. But the pride of the city was the Temple of Artemis (Diana) whose building was
four times the size of the Parthenon and called one of the seven wonders of the world.
The temple was such an attraction that it drew huge numbers of people from all over the
world. As a result, the temple became an enormous economic boon to the city, generating
a great deal of income from visitors, and serving as a banking institution in its own right.
Because of the prominence of those two cults, a tremendous variety of occult groups and
practices flourished in Ephesus.

1. vv.1-7. Recall what we know about Apollos (18:24-28). How does that
account for the “problem” of these men? Do you think these men were
Christians? Look at Paul’s questions and try to discern what elements were
missing and what elements must be present before a person can truly said
to be a Christian?

The problem. Apollos, who had ministered in Ephesus, originally preached Jesus, but
only “knew only the baptism of John” (v.25). In other words, John the Baptist’s disciples,
who believed Jesus was the Messiah, had also spread the word about the Christ. But, of
course, the disciples of John had not been instructed thoroughly in the Scriptures by the
risen Christ as had the apostles, including Paul. Thus Luke said that Apollos in some
ways “taught about Jesus accurately” (v.25), but needed more “adequate” knowledge and
instruction in the “way of God” (v.26). From our vantage point, it isn’t possible to be sure
what these rudimentary Jesus followers knew and did not. But this partial or faulty
knowledge is the reason for the inadequate experience of the twelve men here, who only
knew John’s baptism and who had not received the Holy Spirit (19:2-3).

There have been some who have insisted that these twelve men were real Christians
(i.e. born again) but they had not received the Holy Spirit’s power with the
accompanying sign of speaking in tongues. Many Pentecostal churches have pointed to
this as a norm for Christians, who first are born again and later receive the Holy Spirit.
But that is a very dubious reading of the passage. These men evidently called
themselves “disciples” (v.1) of Christ, but most commentators, including many
charismatic ones such as Michael Green, acknowledge that these are clearly not
Christians. How do we know that?

Are they Christians? First, Paul asks if they have evidence of the Holy Spirit in their
lives. They respond that they didn’t even know there was a Holy Spirit. (v.2) That shows



that these men did not hear the gospel from anyone who went out from Christ’s church--
no one would preach the gospel without talking about the spiritual new birth at least.
This ignorance of the Holy Spirit--both intellectual and personal--is not characteristic of
a born again person who needs spiritual power. These men were devoid of the Holy
Spirit at all. Second, we notice that, when they said that they did not receive the Holy
Spirit, Luke says, “so Paul asked, ‘then what baptism...’” (v.3). This shows that the fact
that they did not receive the Holy Spirit was abnormal. Paul says, “if this is the case,
how did you receive Christ at the beginning?”  He does not proceed and say, “oh, well,
then you need to have me lay hands on you so you can receive power.” Rather, their lack
of spiritual experience makes him re-examine their foundations. Clearly, this is not a
“norm” for anyone.

What are the elements? Paul asks, “what baptism did you receive”? (v.3), and discover
that it was “John’s”. Paul responds that John’s baptism was, in essense, only “half a
gospel”--the “bad news” of repentance. “John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance, [but]
he told the people to believe in the one coming...in Jesus.” (v.4). In other words, he is
saying--”you repented, but you did not yet believe. John told you that you did need to
eventually believe, and now I will tell you about the one in whom you must now trust”.
In a sense, Paul is using the term “baptism” to mean “message”. John’s message was not
the full gospel. He showed people that they could not save themselves by their good
works, that they had to repent. That is the first half of the gospel, a true and right step
away from moralism and human religion. He also indicated that there was a second half
to the gospel--belief in the one coming after him. Now Paul explains the way of Christ to
them. We don’t know what they didn’t understand-- it could have been that they did not
understand the meaning of Christ’s death and resurrection on our behalf. But when after
“hearing this” they were baptized into the name of Jesus (v.5). That phrase “into the
name” means that they came to know who Jesus was. This time, God showed everyone
that they had been born again with a visible manifestation of power with speaking in
tongues. We have seen that at other important times (but not always) God sends these
little imitations of the day of Pentacost (Acts 8, 10, and here) as a way to show his
approval and presence.

The elements are these then: a) there must be repentance, b) there must be faith in
Jesus, c) there must be the new spiritual birth and presence of the Holy Spirit. That is
what makes a Christian a Christian.

2. vv.8-22. What was Paul’s main method in his mission in Ephesus, and
how does it compareand contrast  with those in Corinth and Athens? Make
a list of all the methods of evangelism you’ve seen Paul use.

First, we can see the similarities:
a) He began again with the synagogue, where he always can get two things done: (1)
discharge his passionate obligation to win his own people to Christ (cf. Rom.10:1), and (2)
to win the strategic people, the “God-fearers” who are the natural bridges to the broader
pagan society. This he did both in Athens and in Corinth.
b) After winning some “disciples” there (v.9b) he took them into a new venue to reach the
Gentile public, by going into the “lecture hall of Tyrannus” (v.9). This he did also in



Athens (by going into the public marketplace) and in Corinth (by going into the home of
Titius Justus).
c) Finally, his teaching resulted in an uproar, the riot of vv.23ff. In Athens, the uproar
was very mild, it took the form of mockery and intellectual scorn by the Aereopagus. In
Corinth, it was more serious, with the Jewish leaders making a lawsuit against Paul to
stop his ministry. Here we have a riot by a pagan mob. But in every case, there was some
sort of strong public resistance to the work of the gospel that Paul had to respond to.

Second, we see the dissimilarities:
The lecture hall ministry a first for Paul, though it was something like the marketplace
ministry in Athens. This was a public meeting place, a school. Unlike the home meetings
in Corinth, this was a more academic setting. It is important to see that this was not
preaching, but rather he “had discussions daily”. The NIV translation is seeking to get
across the Greek word dialegomenos--to dialogue. This is very daring, because it allows
the non-believing listener to partially set the agenda, to raise questions and respond. It
is not like either a sermon or a “gospel presentation”, it allows give an take. It is also not
like “friendship evangelism” since it was done with all comers. It is also not like the
informal dialogues on the street, since the listeners can return week after week. It is
mostly like a class.

So this “dialogue” evangelism in a public place with all comers is different than

a) The “preaching evangelism” in the synagogue. This was with Biblically literate people
and consisted of long Biblical sermons.
b) The “contact” evangelism in the marketplace. This was essentially street evangelism
with strangers, and probably onsisted of short presentations of the gospel followed by
give and take dialogue.
c) The “friendship” evangelism in homes. This was with friends and relatives and
consisted of informal conversation.
d) The “apologetic” evangelism in the Areopagus. This was with cultural elites, and
consisted of a well-reasoned “apologetic” or defense of the gospel, using authorities and
sources that are well-respected.

3. Take some time to reflect on how Paul’s mission methods (especially in
Acts 17-19) instruct the modern church? What does he do that we neglect or
omit?

a) First, he is more flexible than most ministries or churches. He has a very broad array
of different approaches, and he tried them all. Generally, churches and minstries settle
on one approach. Now that is good, in that most of us are not as multi-gifted as Paul, and
we cannot do them all. We should concentrate on what we can do with our skill-set.  But
on the other hand, most ministries and churches tend to see their method as the only
one, the best one. We are so uncreative that we look at the city through unconscious
“screens” and mental filters, so we see only the opportunities for our pet methods, or we
see only the people who can be reached with our methods. We need to be far more
creative and multi-dimensional.  In our city, we should find people who can do them all.



b) Second, he spent far more time sharing his faith in secular spaces than “sacred” ones.
Though he went to synagogues, he spent far more time in private homes, market places,
and public buildings.  If we are to follow Paul, we will not do most of our ministry “at
church” but out in the workplace, the marketplce, the home, lecture halls, clubs, and so
on. We see him finding opportunities to speak, dialogue, and make presentations of the
gospel in every setting possible.

c) Third, his presentations were very well reasoned, intelligent. He was completely
unafraid of questions and debate and intellectual engagement. The two Greek verbs
continually used in both chapter 18 and 19 are dialegomai (“to reason” or “to argue”) and
peitho (“to persuade”). As we have seen throughout the book of Acts, the gospel is not
simply proclaimed, but reasons for belief--both personal and intellectual--are always
given as well.

“Because [Paul] believed the gospel to be true, he was not afraid to engage the
minds of his hearers. He did not simply proclaim his message in a ‘take it or leave
it’ fashion; instead he marshalled arguments to support and demonstrate his
case....What he renounced in Corinth (See 1 Cor 1 and 2) was the wisdom [the
premises of the world], not the wisdom of God, and the rhetoric of the Greeks, not the
use of arguments...We must never set...trust in the Holy Spirit over
against...arguments...as alternatives. No, the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of truth, and
he brings people to faith in Jesus not in spite of the evidence, but because of the
evidence, when he opens their minds to attend to it.” (Stott, p.312-313).

d) Fourth, we see Paul identifying with the people of the city and got to understand
their life and ways. He spent a year and a half at Corinth (18:11 - but v.18 indicates he
spent time after that--perhaps two years all told.) Then he went to Ephesus where he
stayed three months at his synagogue preaching-evangelism and then two years at his
lecture hall dialogue-evangelism. (19:8,10). We know from 20:34 that Paul continued his
tent-making in Ephesus. In other words, he really became part of those communities,
living and working among the people and getting to know them from the “inside”, not
just as a traveling speaker who was only, essentially, a tourist.

To learn from Paul’s “tentmaking” we need to extend the application and talk about the
importance of community involvement. At one point in the Corinthian ministry, Paul did
“full time evangelism”, but both at Corinth and Ephesus he participated in the economic
and social life of the city as a co-citizen. It is important that some Christians become
very involved in the social and economic life of the city, doing significant labor for safe
neighborhoods, economic development, etc. Christians need to be fully engaged in the
civic life of the city.

e) Fifth, we see Paul made himself accessible to the unbelievers. He allowed people to
come back at him, to get to know him. Paul essentially allowed the non-believing listener
to be co-partners in setting the agenda for each presentation of the gospel. There is an
ancient textual footnote to 19:9 that tells us Paul lectured from 11:00 am to 4:00 pm
everyday. (F.F.Bruce proposes that classes probably took place in the hall during the
morning, at the same time Paul did his tent-making. Then he went to the lecture hall
and dialogued all afternoon--5 hours a day! See Bruce, pp.388-389). By putting himself in



a public place, day after day, he showed himself ready to answer any questions. He was
not defensive or “pontifical”, but accessible and engaging.

“When we contrast much contemporary evangelism with Paul’s, its shallowness is
immediately shown up. Our evangelism tends to be too ecclesiastical (inviting
people to church) whereas Paul also took the gospel out into the secular world; too
emotional (appeals for decision without an adequate basis of understanding),
whereas Paul taught, reasoned and tried to persuade; and too superficial (making
brief encounters and expecting quick results), whereas Paul stayed in Corinth and
Ephesus for five years, faithfully sowing gospel seed and in due time reaping a
harvest.”  (Stott, p.314)

Follow-up question:  Make a list of way that our church or ministry could
do all of the five methods that we have seen Paul use.

a) Preaching “synagogue” evangelism.
Sunday preacher preaches to both Christians and non-  routinely.
Christians bring a friends to church.
Response classes for seekers at church.

b) Contact “market square” evangelism.
“Booths” and evangelism at public events: parades, fairs, expos.
Street/ park evangelism: outdoor concert and speaker and follow-up.
Tracts and literature handouts.

c) Friendship “household” evangelism.
Home small group fellowship meetings with non-believers present
Home discussion group series targeted just for non-believers
Home Outreach event (BPO HOB’s; many variations possible on an evangelistic

dessert or reception for friends)
Personal friendship evangelism with relatives, associates, over coffee or meal

d) Dialogue “lecture hall” evangelism.
Evangelistic lecture, dialogue at colleges and grad schools or artistic/cultural

institutions (Christian perspective on subject of broad interest)
Evangelistic breakfasts, luncheons in business centers, clubs (Talk and dialogue

on subject of broad interest to business men and women)
“Open Forum”: artistic presentation and evangelistic talk and dialogue in some

public concert space or theater
e) Apologetic “Mars Hill” evangelism.

Regular column in major newspaper or respected periodical
TV/radio venues that reach non-Christians (not media aimed at Christians)
Addressing major associations of academics or media elite or other opinion-

makers
Books aimed at unbelievers that command broad respect (e.g.”Mere Christianity”)

or respect from specific “elite” audiences (e.g. philosophical works)
Major movie that establishes some parts of Christian truth/message



4. vv.11-20. What can we learn: a) about the place of miracles in ministry
from vv.11-12, b) about the power of Jesus’ name from vv.13-16, c) about the
marks of real conversion from vv.17-20?

a) We should see a balance here in Luke’s description of miracles. First, Luke calls them
“extraordinary” (v.11). That is not just a gushing remark, as to say “wonderful,
tremendous”. The Greek word tychousas literally means “singular” or “unusual”. That
means that these were very unusual signs, sent by God to support the Ephesian
ministry. There is no indication that they happened everywhere, nor is there indication
that Paul and his team expected them to. We are not to assume miracles as typical and
normal in ministry. Even the great St.Paul did not consider them normative in his
ministry, and he was an apostle--how should we then do so? But second, on the other
hand, this account should make us wary of being skeptical and cynical about the power
of God to heal. We should pray for God’s power to heal people (as we are told in James
5:16).

b) We should see her that Jesus’ name is not magic. The story is actually very humorous.
Seven Jewish exorcists had heard about the “power of Jesus name”, and decided to “try
it out”. They clearly don’t understand the gospel for themselves. They say, “I command
you in the name of Jesus, who Paul preaches” (v.13) because they themselves do not
preach or present Jesus. The demon says, in effect: “I know Jesus and Paul--but who the
heck do you guys think you are?” and jumps them! The point is the there is nothing
mechanically or automatically powerful about the sound “Jesus” made when the breath
passes through the voicebox in a particular way. The efficacy of Jesus “name” lies only in
the understanding of what Jesus came to do--its the gospel of Jesus which is powerful.
When we use the gospel of Jesus on our lives, it cleanses and transforms and heals. But
therefore Jesus’ name has no second-hand power--it only works first hand, when
appropriated through personal understanding and commitment.

We may want to look at ourselves here. Don’t be too sure that we don’t do what the
Seven sons of Sceva did. When we invoke his name and ask for his help and power while
we are a) not enjoying him, and b) not obeying him--is magic.

c) We learn in vv.17-20 that true conversion leads to a concrete change in lifestyle. These
new converts had been involved in occult practices and “evil deeds”. They made open and
visible changes in their lives. Those who renounced sorcery and burned their magic
books did so at great financial loss. (Had they sold their manuscripts to keep their value,
the books would have led others to stumble and be entangled.) Sometimes, becoming a
Christian will mean walking away from lucrative business practices.

5. vv.23-41. What caused the riot? What lessons can we draw from it? What
do you think was Luke’s purpose in relating this account of the riot?

As we noted in the introduction, the Diana-cult was probably the most important
“industry” to Ephesus’ economy. Demetrius, who may have been the head of the
silversmith’s “guild” or association, was outraged that the growth of Christianity was
leading to fewer idols and shrines (made by the silversmiths) being sold. Though



Demetrius’ concern was purely economic (not ethical or religious), even the ancient
pagans did not want to look greedy. So when he begins to stir up opposition to Paul, he
does not directly mention any loss of revenue. He appeals to their professional pride
(“our trade will lose its good name” v.27) and their civic/religious pride (“the goddess...of
Asia...will be robbed of her divine majesty” v.27). Frankly, these were “code words” for
plain greedy materialism and xenophobic patriotism! Notice how later, there was no
willingness to let the Christians defend themselves. When they “saw he was a Jew” ,
their racism asserted itself they simply shouted the Christians down (v.36).

It is unpleasant to contemplate the lessons from this account. Clearly, there will be
much opposition to the gospel which is not sincere or reasonable. It is intellectually and
spiritually completely closed to the truth, and it is concerned with nothing by a power
play. Paul wanted to reason with the people (v.30-31) but he was foolish to want to do it.
There are times in which Christians should not make themselves accessible to evil
purposes. It is never loving to make it easy for someone to sin against you.

Luke probably wrote this down for the same reason he mentions Gallio’s pronouncement
in chapter 18. The city clerk, like Gallio demonstrates that Christianity was not illegal,
for it posed no threat to the civic order, that opposition to it was purely personal. Surely
many opponants of Christianity in Luke’s time were trying to stop the gospel in any way
possible. One of the ways was to try to get it banned from the public arena by branding it
unpatriotic or subversive of the public order. But both in Corinth and Ephesus, public
Roman officials rule that this is not the case. Luke is therefore citing legal precedent in
order to anticipate possible objections and head them off. Maybe Luke had been a lawyer
as well as a doctor!



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends who
don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the most
difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of them. But
they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people, especially those
who have thought through their objections to Christianity in a coherent way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more information?

3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What would be
helpful to them? What might not be helpful?

4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-believing
friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing their reaction next
week with the group?



B. HOW TO BELIEVE IN ANYTHING
B-1

How can we come to know if a religion like Christianity is true?  Before we outline
an approach (in B-3), we need to deal with two common assertions in B-1 and B-2.
These are by far the most difficult sheets of the series.

1. “I don’t have to believe in God unless you can prove his existence.”

Many people have taken this for granted for years, but there are grounds why this
isn’t a rational assertion (on its own terms), nor a fair one.  First, it is in the end
a self-contradictory statement.  To say “belief in God is only rational if there is
proof” puts a burden on belief in God that you don’t put on yourself for many of
your most basic beliefs.   1) You cannot prove that you were eating lunch today--
because memory is something we must take on faith.  2) You cannot prove that
because paper is flammable in the past it will be in the future, because cannot
prove the uniformity of nature,  but rather must assume it.  3) You cannot prove
the existence of other persons, that your senses are showing you the real world
“out there”.  Why not? You can’t prove logic without using logic, which is to
assume the very thing you are trying to prove.  You can’t prove that our sense
experience is valid without using our sense experience,  which is to assume the
very thing you are trying to prove.  You can’t prove that the future will be like the
past without saying, “well it always has been so in the past”, which is to base your
argument on the principle you are trying to prove.  So we cannot prove our most
basic beliefs about the existence of persons, the uniformity of nature,  the
reliability of our senses, and yet we consider someone who denies them as
irrational!

I know that this kind of thinking makes one’s head hurt.  But we have to address
this very common assertion.  The assertion “a belief is only rational if it is proved
by logic or scientific investigation” is then irrational on its own terms, since it
cannot be verified in the way it makes demands on other assertions. “Proof”, then,
is not the only way to know things for certain.

Second,  the statement is not fair.  Belief in God is not like belief in the Yeti, the
“abominable snowman”. There would be no warrant to believe in such a thing
without empirical proof.  But two people who disagree about the Yeti can still
agree about the rest of the reality, whereas two people who disagree about the
reality of God have a different view of everything else.  One person believes
everything exists only because of God, and the other believes all things are able to
exist “on their own”.  Now since the origin and the limits of the universe are
hidden to us, both views of reality are assumptions of faith.  So to disbelieve in
God is at that moment to believe “I live in a universe in which nature is uniform
and in which reason and sense perception work, all without God.”  How can you



prove that?  We’ve seen that you cannot. So the non-believer in God is not in a
neutral, uncommitted position. You cannot act as if the Christian’s world-view is
on trial and yours is not. You cannot demand a proof for the Christian’s basic
beliefs about the universe that you yourself cannot produce.



B-2
2. “But you have demonstrated too much! Since no one can prove anything at
all, no one can be sure of anything at all.”

We have seen that a person who insists that basic belief in God must be proven
gives reason “too much credit”, how it cannot prove any foundational beliefs about
the nature of the universe. But there is an opposite mistake that can be made--to
give reason too little credit.  Many people today are going beyond even the “no
religion is superior” view of A-2 to a radical skepticism, saying that we cannot
know any reality at all. Maybe, these folk say, our faculties don’t tell us anything
about the world as it is, but only impose a “structure” on reality.  So we actually
“create our own reality”.

But this view is untenable because it is dishonest; it will not use its own critical
tools on itself.  Radical skeptics cannot disagree with using  laws of logic without
using laws of logic. They cannot communicate their points without expecting their
words to be understood (thus showing their belief in the reliability of sense
perception). They insist that our perception of reality is not reliable, but they are
assuming then that there is an objective reality that exists or else they could not
say we are failing to see it.  In short,  you cannot contradict the idea of truth
without using it.

Where does this leave us? We said that the “basic beliefs” we mentioned in B-2--
memory, sense perception, the uniformity of nature, the reality of the external
world, the laws of logic--that could not be proven without using them. But now we
also see now that we cannot deny them without using them either. That shows
that though we cannot prove them, we also cannot avoid knowing them, no matter
how much we protest that we don’t believe in them.  We just “find ourselves”
knowing these things inescapably.  If you cannot even doubt something without
affirming it,  there is no use doubting it.

Where does this leave us?  Pascal summarized it perfectly in Pensee 406. "We have
an incapacity for proving anything which no amount of dogmatism can overcome. We have
an idea of truth which no amount of skepticism can overcome." On the one hand, we
must not make the “over-rational” objection that Christianity has to be proven
before it can be believed. On the other hand, we must not make the “under-
rational” objection that there is no objective truth, or that we cannot use our
reason and senses to sift the evidence for it.

Summary: We really do know many things by evidence and probability, but almost
nothing at all by “proof”. Now that we have rid ourselves of  1) the demand for
absolute proof, yet 2) radical skepticism about reason,  and also 3) the mistaken



notion that non-belief in God is neutral and objective, we can get to work to
outline a way to sift and evaluate the evidence for Christianity.



B-3
3. “How can we test different sets of religious beliefs to come to know which
ones are true?”

First we must recognize that  everyone has a "world-view".  This is a master
theory of life which is a set of interlocking beliefs based on some ultimate
criterion for determining truth and falsity. For example, your ultimate criterion
might be logical consistency (rationalism--the mind), or empirical observation
(empiricism--the senses), or one's own experience (existentialism--the feelings),
or some religious authority (the Bible, Koran), or some other authority (family
tradition, ethnic culture) etc.  Now we cannot “prove” an ultimate critierion
without using it, or without assuming some other one.  For example, if an
empiricist says, "I will only believe that which is proven scientifically", you could
be asked, "but how can you prove that scientific proof is the only valid criterion for
truth?" In that case he or she might say, "well, I know it in my heart--I just feel it
is right." Now you are talking like an existentialist, and you aren't an empiricist!
But the next question will be, "how can you know that your heart and experience
is in touch with reality?" And so on.

So are we all stuck within our world-view frameworks? No. Thomas Kuhn, in his
landmark book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, demonstrates how we interpret
"facts" and "evidence" in terms of our own world view (what he calls a paradigm).
But a stream of phenomena may become evident which the paradigm cannot
explain. The lack of the paradigm's explanatory power leads the holders of the
paradigm to question whether it is really in accord with reality. The holders may
posit a new paradigm and see if the phenomena can better be explained and made
to "fit" coherently in this new framework. If they can, there is a "revolution"! The
old world-view or theoretical framework is shaken and falls to the ground and the
new one is moved into.

Second, we need to test our world views using “givens” that we cannot avoid
knowing.  We have seen that all of us, regardless of our “ultimate criterion”
cannot doubt without affirming certain “givens”--that there is a material universe,
that nature is uniform, that our rational intuition works, and so on.  If we agree
on that these things are there, we now can ask: “whose world-view can best
explain what we see, and whose world-view leads us to expect the opposite of what
we see?  We look at the premises of each world view and ask: if the premise of
this world view leads to conclusions that do not fit with what we see, the “givens”,
then we need to reject the premises.

Third, no person can examine Christianity without at the very same time testing
his or her own world-view. Our approach then will be to show that there is more
evidence for Chriistianity than for any alternative world-view (and everyone has



one). Though there are difficulties with the Christian faith, the alternatives have
far more trouble accounting for and “making sense” of what we know. Our
argument will be that Christianity explains and accounts for everything we
observe, not just a narrow range of data. As Pascal put it: “Apart from Jesus Christ
we cannot know the meaning of our life or our death, of God, or of ourselves.” Pensees
417



B-4

4. “But how can I be certain that Christianity is true before I believe in it?”

Actually you can’t. But we must not be too dissappointed or even surprised at this.
Why?  First, because virtually everything else in life works on principles of
rational probability, not certainty, and they suffice for us. Second, because God is
personal, and persons cannot be known for certain without commitment.

First, consider how reason only takes us to a state of probability, and then we
must commit if we are going to reach a state of certainty.  The demand for “proof”
was a quest for religious certainty apart from making a commitment. But the rest
of life does not work that way. If you are going to hire someone to work for you in
your office,  rational inquiry can only indicate who is probably the right person for
the job, but you will have to commit to the candidate (hire him or her) to be
certain.  Also, consider how evidence is sifted and evaluated in a court of law. The
judge tells the jury to convict if the accused is guilty beyond a “reasonable” doubt,
not beyond a possible doubt. In other words, it is virtually impossible to
demonstrably prove that a person did a crime, but that is not necessary for the law
to work.

Second, consider what we said, before, that belief in God is more like belief in
other persons and minds than like belief in the Abominable Snowman. Imagine
that both Susie and Sally want to marry Michael.  Sally is a serial killer in prison,
and she insists she will probably do it again; Susie is compassionate, disciplined,
smart, and kind.  How can Michael be sure which one will be the better wife? All
the rational evidence points to Susie, not Sally.  But he cannot be certain, he
cannot prove that Susie will be a good wife until he marries her. There no
certainty with persons before commitment. He also cannot prove that Sally will not
change beyond a possible doubt--but he can be confident that she will be a bad
wife beyond a reasonable doubt.

Now, in real life, this level of probability suffices us.  Suppose Michael would say,
“since you can’t prove your case, and since it is possible that Sally will be a good
wife,  then that should be my position.”  We would retort, “why?” We would all
think him irrational.  Yet skeptics, in just this way, will often insist that, “since
you can’t prove your case, and since it is possible to disbelieve in God, then that
should be my position.”

So the purpose of our process of rational expression is to show that it is very
rational to be a Christian, in fact, more rational than to hold to any other set of
beliefs.  When we have done that we have done our job. We can go no further,
because no process of reasoning can rob us of the risk of commitment. If we



cannot know any other significant person without it--what makes us think we
could know God without it?



ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

T.Keller, 96-97

Week 20 Acts 20:1-38 Farewell to Ephesus

Introduction: This chapter tells how Paul left Ephesus, where he had lived
for approximately three years. Of particular interest in the “farewell to the
Ephesian elders” in vv.17-38, because a) it is the only speech or address in Acts
which is delivered to a Christian audience, and b) it is the only speech or
address to specifically to the original Christian leaders--elders or bishops (v.17
and 28).  This therefore shows us what the “words of encouragement” were that
Paul used to strengthen young churches and new leaders.

1. vv.1-16. Where was Paul heading when he set out from Ephesus?
Why did he take such a roundabout route?   How were these
difficulties actually an  advantage for Paul and the church? What
do you learn from this for yourself (cf.Gen.50:20)?

Where was he heading?
For some three years, Paul made Ephesus the base for his evangelistic and church
planting ministry in Asia Minor. But Luke shows us that Paul did not intend to
remain there. In 19:21 we are told that Paul planned to return to Jerusalem and,
after that, go to Rome.  16:16 also shows us that Jerusalem was his goal, but early
chapter 20 shows that his trip thereto was continually interrupted and diverted
into detours and delays. Why?

Why did he take such a roundabout route?
a) First, we see that he intended it to be somewhat roundabout, because he
wanted to combine a typical visit to the churches of Macedonia and Greece with
his trip home. v.2 tells us “he set out for Macedonia”, which is of course not the
most direct way to Jerusalem! He could have gone right to the coast of Asia Minor
and sailed home. But he intended to go over to Greece and sail home from there
(v.3-he was about to sail for Syria) so he could visit the churches he had planted.
What does this show us? It again shows us that the ministry of encouragement is
absolutely crucial, especially for newer believers. (Remember the ministry of
Barnabus in earlier chapters.) Again, we have the Greek word paraklesis
(“encouragement”) used twice--Paul encourages the Ephesians (v.1) and then goes
through all the churches providing “many words of encouragement”. So here we
learn that encouragement is such an important ministry that we should let
ourselves be very inconvenienced in order to provide it. It has a priority.

b) But on the way he met opposition and danger, which turned the trip into a far
longer one than he had planned. He got to Greece and stayed for three months,



but there learned of a plot against him. As a result he was forced to return back
through Macedonia, a far longer land route to his destination (v.3). Then in v.16
we are told that he intended to go back to Ephesus, but he again had his plans
disrupted by a reported plot. Thus, by the end of all this, “he was in a hurry to
reach Jerusalem”.

What advantage were these difficulties?
Certainly these dangers were very distressing for Paul and also very frustrating,
since his plans and schedule were continually disrupted. Yet from our
perspective we can see several ways in which God used all the delays. a)
Generally, it means the churches received far more “words of encouragement”
from Paul than he had planned (v.2) to give them. For example, the masterful
“farewell to the Ephesian elders” that takes up the last part of this chapter would
never have been delivered if Paul’s plans had stood. God simply knew that these
people needed more of Paul than he himself had thought. b) Particularly, the
miraculous healing of Eutychus (v.7-12, see below) would never have occurred if
Paul had not returned through Macedonia. c) Most commentators believe that
Paul wrote the book of Romans while he was in Greece on this trip. (See
F.F.Bruce, pp.404-405 for some of the evidence.) So perhaps we can even attribute
our possession of that important work to the delays that gave Paul the time to
write.

In Genesis, Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery in Egypt, and as a result he
rose up to be a great leader who saved his family and the nation. When he
confronts them, he says “you meant it for evil, but God meant it for good”.
(Gen.50:20). What a statement! It does not mitigate the evil intent and sinfulness
of their actions, but insists that God’s loving purposes cannot be thwarted by the
them. In the same way,  the enemies of Paul were used by God for good. This
could not have been something Paul could see from his vantage point at the time,
but we can see it from ours. When our life plans go seriously awry, do we
remember Joseph’s words and Paul’s life?

2. vv.7-12. Why is Luke’s story so detailed? How do the details tell us
about what happened to Eutychus? What evidence is there that Luke
is describing a resurrection, not a resuscitation? What do we learn
here about early Christian worship?

Why is this so detailed an account?
This is an eyewitness account, because we have here a “we-passage” (v.7)
indicating that Luke was present. As a result, he paints a very detailed picture of
what happened.

How do the details tell us what happened?
First, we are told that Eutychus was a neanias (v.9) which is a general term for a
young man, but v.12 calls him a pais which is usually used for someone 10-15.
Second we are told enough about the conditions of the meeting to explain how he
fell asleep. There was an evening meeting, still going at midnight (v.7), and it was



a long meeting, in which Paul stalked “on and on” v.9--an unusually candid
description of a common ministerial sin! Luke also mentions that there were
“many” oil lamps going in that upper room, creating a stuffy atmosphere. The fact
that Eutychus was sitting on the window ledge indicates that he had been
fighting the tendency to fall asleep and had moved to the window to get some
fresh air. As confirmation of this perception, we see that he “was sinking into a
deep sleep” a verb form that is progressive, showing that it was a lengthy process.
He fell asleep and fell to the ground from the third story, and when they ran
down to him, to pick him up, he was dead (v.9). Paul ran down and immediately
threw his body on the boy’s body and embraced him, and said, “don’t fear! He is
alive!” (v.10). It is a very moving sight.

What evidence do we have that Luke was a miracle and not a resuscitation?
a) First, Luke says that when he was picked up, he was dead. The NEB
translations says he was “picked up as dead”, because the translators think that
this was no miracle. But the Greek text simply does not say that. It says he was
dead. b) Second, Luke, a physician, was an eyewitness to the event, and he
pronounces him dead.  c) Third, the action of Paul with the boy is strongly
reminiscent of Elisha’s raising the dead boy in II Kings 4:32-33. The parallels are
obvious. Many believe that the references to Paul prostration over Eutychus
describe mouth to mouth resuscitation, but Elisha did the same physical action,
and it was a resurrection, not a resuscitation.  d) Last, we must ask why Luke
would record a mere mistake and resuscitation? This is another of the miracles
that Luke provides to show us that Paul was God’s instrument.

What do we learn about early Christian worship?
a) This is the earliest reference we have that Christians met weekly on Sunday
(“the first day of the week” v.7) for worship, not Saturday as the Jews had. If we
wonder--why meet Sunday night?--we should remember that in that pre-Christian
culture Sunday was not a “day off”, and since many of the early Christians were
slaves and servants, they would not have been free to meet in the morning.  b)
Secondly, on that day they “broke bread” which meant that they both ate together,
and in that context, celebrated the Lord’s Supper. (See Acts 2:42--where “breaking
the bread” is clearly an act of Christian worship.) c) Third, we see that preaching
was very much a part of the service. On first sight, it appears that it was an
enormously long sermon--he spoke until daylight (v.11)! But John Stott points out
that the word translated “spoke” in v.7 and 9 is the word dialegomai--to “dialogue”
or discuss. And therefore, in addition to teaching, there would have been much
more like a “Bible study” in which there were questions and answers and sharing
of insights and experiences. But the word in v.11 for Paul’s speaking is homileo
(from which the old word “homily” or “sermon” comes). This was a sustained
sermon.

The implications of this are important. We are to combine the Word and
Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper together in worship. Some people insist that this
means we must have communion every time we preach the Word. But this is a
descriptive passage, not a passage that lays down guidelines and rules.
Nevertheless, we should agree to a balance. “High” churches traditionally stress



the sacrament and downplay the “homily” or preaching--”low” churches do it the
other way around. Here we see the early church combined them.

3. Compare vv.17 and 28. What do we learn about how the early
church was governed from these verses?

First, we learn the team-ministry form of early church government. The church at
Ephesus was led by a team of leaders, not by a single minister or central
executive. These are the “elders” and “overseers”--plural words, of course. John
Stott (who is an Episcopalian) infers from this that “there is no Biblical warrant
either for the one-man-band (a single pastor playing all the instruments of the
orchestra), or for a hierarchical or pyramidal structure in the local church (a single
pastor perched at the apex of the pyramid). It is not even clear that each of the
elders was in charge of an individual house-church. It is better to thin of them as a
team, some perhaps with the over-sight of house churches, but others with specialist
ministries according to their gifts, and all sharing the pastoral care of Christ’s
flock. We need today to recover this concept of a pastoral team in the church.

Second, we learn the non-hierarchical form of early church government. There
are three important words that all equally refer to the leaders of the Ephesian
church--the word presbyteroi (v.17), episkopoi (v.28) and poimenoi (v.28).  The word
presbyteroi, from which the word “Presbyterian” comes, means “elders”--mature
and wise.  The NIV translation of the word “episkopoi” in v.28 is “overseers”--
supervisors in authority. But the word “overseers” masks the import of the
phrase. “Episkopoi”, from which the word Episcopalian comes, means “bishops”.
Lastly, the word poimenas which is translated “shepherd” means “pastor”. Now
what does this mean? It means that in this church the bishops, the elders, and the
pastors were all the same group. There is no concept of elders who sit as a kind of
overseeing board but who don’t pastor people. Nor is there the concept of one
pastor who is paid by the elders to do all their ministry. Nor is there any
indication that bishops were a “higher rank” than pastors who are a higher rank
than elders.

We must be careful not to use this one passage to reject and condemn all
contemporary forms of church government. Indeed, this passage shows that the
Ephesian church operated differently to some degree than Presbyterian,
Episcopalian and Catholic churches. We must remember that this is a descriptive
passage, not a passage trying to lay out all the guidelines for church government.
Perhaps other churches had other approaches to government. But we can learn
important general principles. a) There must be team ministry in the church. b)
We should not pay some one or two staff people to shepherd people. c)
Government and discipline in the church should not belong to one autocratic
leader.

4. vv.18-36. Make a list of the specific duties that Paul urges
Christian leaders to do either by a) example, and/or b) direction.



By example:
First, he preached (v.20). This is primary--people need the truth, and he
communicated it to them.
Second, he preached anything that would be helpful to you (v.20). He did not just
preach whatever excited or intrigued him--but he chose and geared all his
teaching to the personal needs of the people. That does not mean he only gave
them what they wanted, but rather what they needed.
Third, he taught this truth in two ways: “both--”

a) Publicly in large group settings, worship services, and so on.
b) From house to house, probably both in informal home settings and in
“house churches”, which are like our small groups.

Fourth, he preached to both Jews and Gentiles, seeking not to neglect any people
group, but to include all in the community of the King.
Fifth, he “majored on the majors”--repentance and faith (v.21), on grace and the
kingdom (v.24-25).
Sixth, on the other hand, he did not “hesitate to declare to you the whole will of
God” (v.27). This cannot mean “everything God knows” or even “everything in the
Bible”. (Keep in mind that he chose what was helpful--v.20). But coupled with the
term “not hesitate” and “I am innocent of your blood”, we see that Paul means he
did not shrink back from telling them the hard things and difficult aspects of the
gospel as well as the blessings and glorious rewards. He did not candy coat what
the gospel required.

By direction:
First, he tells them to keep watch over yourselves (v.28). He wisely puts this first.
They cannot guard and nurture the spiritual life of others if they don’t first do so
with themselves!
Second, he tells them to keep watch over...all the flock”. The word to “keep watch”
and the characterization of the church as a “flock” point to the crucial job of the
shepherd to guard the helpless sheep from predators. In the context of all the
emphasis on teaching the Word of God accurately and courageously (v.28) and
helpfully and practically (v.20), Paul must be concerned about “wolves” who are
false teachers, who “distort the truth” (v.30). So they are being directed to guard
the doctrine of the church. Remember--that means they are to see that the Bible
is taught both accurately and helpfully. (It must be possible to be accurate and
unhelpful)
Third, he tells them to be shepherds of the church...which he bought with his own
blood. [Incidentally, this is one of the most direct and stunning places in the Bible
where Jesus is called “God”--because the church was bought with God’s blood.]
This direction can be paraphrased, “value and cherish the sheep”. It means they
are not simply to dispense good and right information, but to care tenderly and
personal for the people, remembering their value to Jesus. After all--if he was
willing to give of his blood sacrificially, why can you not give them of your time
and energy sacrificially?



5. vv.18-36. Make a list of the specific character traits that Paul
urges Christian leaders to have, either by a) example and/or b)
direction.

By example:
First, he is not cowardly. Notice  how twice he says he does not “hesitate” to
minister the word (v.20 and v.27). He knows that he is bound for death, but he
does not care (v.24).
Second, he is not arrogant. He directly talks of his “humility”, but then elaborates
on what he means when he says he ministered “with tears” (v.19 and v.31). This is
striking--his people knew that he did not “warn” and teach them because he was a
“know it all”, but rather because he loved them passionately and was willing to
sacrifice everything for their benefit.
Third, he is not greedy. (v.33-34) It was clear to all that he was not in the ministry
for the money. He also was an example of positive generosity to other (v.35).

By direction:
He directs them to grow through the Word of God. He tells them to grow through
the word of grace which is able to build you up (v.32). This is a remarkable
description of the gospel, the apostolic teaching. When we go to the Bible, we see
a) it is all about grace as a central theme, and b) it has a vitality to grow and build
us up spiritually.

Consider that these traits can be applied to anyone who is “leading”
or caring for anyone else in the Christian community. They are
requirements at any level. You need them if  you are trying to help a
new Christian grow, or to support a person who is hurting, or to lead
a small group--as well as if you are leading a whole church. How are
you doing at them?



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people,
especially those who have thought through their objections to
Christianity in a coherent way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?

3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?

4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing
their reaction next week with the group?



C. Why to Believe in God
C-1

An Overview
Let’s recap. It is typical for people to say, “I’ll believe in God if you can prove
that he exists using reason and science”.  But God is a foundational
concept, an “ultimate criterion”--for believers he is the way we explain and
understand everything.  Therefore, he cannot be proven any more than
skeptics can “prove” their foundation, their “ultimate criterion”--namely
that through reason and science we must explain and understand
everything. No one can “prove” an ultimate criterion for truth without using
it (or using another one).  For example, if you say, “we can only be sure of
what scientific observation proves” we can ask, “how do you know that, how
can you ‘prove’ that?” You can’t.  Foundational concepts are assumed, and
used to understand the world we see. Therefore, the way we test one
foundation over another is by asking: “which view of the universe explains
rationally what we see?” That is how we test scientific theories about
entities that are not observable (such as quarks)--that is also how we also
test faith-based worldviews, which we all have.  When we put the theistic
(believing in God) world view up against the non-theistic world view,  we see
that it makes much more sense of four things we see: matter, morals,
mind, music.

Matter
What do we see? That the universe came into existence with a “Big Bang”.
That life would have been impossible on earth unless the fundamental
constants of physics (the speed of light, the gravitational constant, the
strength of weak and strong nuclear forces) were all calibrated to exactly as
they are. If there is a God, the Big Bang and the beginning of organic life
are perfectly rational and expected. If there is not a God, we would not
expect them at all. These occurrences are (in such non-theistic world-view)
highly unlikely--the chances are infinitesimally small. When the secularist
says, "well, though there's no God, the universe and life just happened!"
that means that though Christian world view DOES lead us to expect what
we see, and your world view leads you to expect the opposite, you are simply
going to hold to your theory anyway. But if your premise/theory (that there
is no God) does not lead you to expect what we see (a big bang out of
nothing, organic life out of inorganic)--why not change the premise?

Morality
What do we see? That we recognize some behavior as wrong absolutely, not
just as a matter of opinion or taste or culture. If there is a God, the
universal experience of a moral obligation, of moral outrage would be
perfectly rational and expected. If there is not a God, we would not expect



them at all. These things are (in a non-theistic world view) difficult to
account for yet impossible to live without. When the secularist says, "well,
though there's no God, some things are definitely wrong!" that means that
though the Christian world view DOES lead to expect this experience and
conviction, and your world view leads you to expect the opposite, you are
simply going to hold to your theory anyway. But if your premise/theory--that
there is no God--does not lead you to expect what we know (that some
things are wrong, that some laws are unjust despite what the populace
says)--why not change the premise?

Mind
What do we see? That we reason by  a) trusting our senses, b) expecting the
uniformity of nature, and c) trusting laws of logic. If there is a God, who is
rational and created and sustained a rationally ordered universe, then
these things are expected, and even obligatory. If there is not a God, if the
universe is random, just matter in motion, then we would not expect them
at all. These things are (in a non-theistic world view) difficult to account for,
yet impossible to avoid, for we can only deny these things by using them.
When the secularist says, "well, though there is no God, we just know
reason works", that means--that though Christian world view DOES lead us
to expect what we see, and your world view leads you to expect the opposite,
you are simply going to hold to your theory anyway. But if your
premise/theory (that there is no God) does not lead you to expect what we
know (that nature is uniform, not random, that our senses can be trusted)--
why not change the premise?

Music
What do we see? That all natural, innate desires correspond to real objects
that can satisfy them, such as sexual desire (corresponding to sex), physical
appetite (corresponding to food), tiredness (corresponding to sleep),
aesthetic desire (corresponding to beauty), relational desires (corresponding
to friendship).  That there exists in us a desire that nothing in time and
space can satisfy, a desire for an unknown “something” that no amount of
food, sex, friendship, success can satisfy. That human beings everywhere
and at all times have been overwhelmingly religious, believing in something
beyond the here and now that will fill the desire for that “something”.
Therefore, “if I find in myself a desire which no experience in the world can
satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”
(C.S.Lewis) The secularist says, the secularist says, "well, though there is
no God, we just know that this is the one innate, deep, normal desire that
has no object.”  That means--that though Christian world view DOES lead
us to expect what we see, and your world view leads you to expect the
opposite, you are simply going to hold to your theory anyway. But if your



premise/theory (that there is no God) does not lead you to expect what we
know (that the vast majority of people sense that there is another world)--
why not change the premise?

Summary
Someone certainly has the right to say: "I don't want to be consistent--I'm
just going to hold my views arbitrarily."  Of course there is nothing that we
said here that can compel or coerce anyone to believe. We should not even
try to do that. But the point of our discussion is only to show that
Christianity is more rational,  that it makes more sense than non-theism.
So to speak in this way is to concede that point.



ACTS CURRICULUM
Leader's Guide

 96-97

Week 21 Acts 21:1-26 Arrival at Jerusalem

Introduction: Up until this point, the story of Paul shows him very much “in
control” of his life. He makes plans and sets goals and reaches them. He determines
to go to certain places and plant churches in them and, in general, he does. But from
the moment of his arrival in Jerusalem, Paul’s life changes very radically. He is
arrested and imprisoned and the rest of his career is really a set of reactions to the
opposition and assaults of his enemies. Before he was on the offensive, now he is on
the defensive. His history as given in Acts 13-20 follows three missionary journeys,
but his history in Acts 21-28 is a series of five trials and what happened between
them.

What was Luke’s purpose in giving us such a detailed report of the (literal) trials and
tribulations of St.Paul?  a) Luke wants to encourage us to see that, though Paul was
utterly vulnerable to both hostile enemies and indifferent government officials, God
protected him and moreover used his vulnerability and sufferings to take the gospel
to all sorts of places that it would have otherwise not gone. We know how much Paul
wanted to take the gospel to Rome, the heart of the Gentile world. But look how he
gets there--in chains! Doubtless he prayed often that God would open such a door, but
did he ever imagine God would answer his prayer like this?  So we learn about the
goodness yet the sovereignty of God. b) Luke also wants to show how increasingly the
gospel became something that pagan and Gentile people heard and accepted. Of all
the gospel writers, Luke has the greatest desire to show the universal appeal and
spread of the gospel--to all no matter what social condition, no matter what race or
culture, no matter what psychological condition, no matter what moral condition. It is
no surprise that the last journey of Paul (covered in Acts 21-28) is from Jerusalem to
Rome. This is Luke’s way to show us that, though the gospel begins in a particular
time and place, in Jerusalem and Palestine, its destiny is to cover the whole earth.

1. vv.1-9. What do we learn about a) the strength of Christian fellowship
and b) the ways it is expressed and carried out? Can you share examples
of how Christians you didn’t know personally provided support and help
for you?

The teaching of these few verses is that we are to rejoice in and cling strongly to
Christian friends. The importance of fellowship is seen in that Paul had to “tear
himself” from the Ephesian Christians in v.1. The bonds were extremely strong.
Furthermore, it is obvious that Paul was tremendously supported along the way by
Christians he knew and those he did not know. The church at Tyre was probably the
result of the dispersion of Christians after the death of Stephen. cf.11:19-20. But we
have no indication the Paul was the founder. Yet the people were very eager to help



and took him in with a great deal of warmth. This is a remarkable benefit to being a
Christian--that you have brothers and sisters all around the world that you can enter
into fellowship with very quickly, on the basis of your common commitments

The way that fellowship is expressed here: a)First, through taking him into their
homes and feeding him--hospitality. Paul receives Christian hospitality in at least
four places (vv.4,7,8,16). Christians shared their possessions through open homes. b)
Second, through visible, physical expressions of affection. It’s impressive that we saw
in 20:36 the disciples knelt to pray together, then embraced, kissed, and wept. Now in
v.5 here we see that the Christians accompanied Paul out of the city with their whole
families, and also knelt down together on the beach. All these are physical showings
of solidarity. So Christians also shared their affection through open hearts. c) Third,
through praying together v.5. Notice how often this happens! We could say that
Christians shared their Christian faith through open spirits. They clearly talked
about their relationship with Christ and spoke to him together, they worshipped
together. Fourth, they sought the guidance of the Spirit together(v.4). Some of the
Christians “through the Spirit urged him not to go on”. We will discuss the question
this raises under question #3. But the point for now is to see that together they
sought God’s will. Therefore we can see that our faith is not just a “private” matter. It
is for sharing and discussing. We find God’s will together.

2. Look at Romans 12:13; Titus 1:8; I Peter 4:9,10; Heb.13:2; Lev.19:33-34;
Acts 16:15. What do they tell you about a) the importance and b) the
expression of hospitality among Christians. How can you practice it if
you don’t have a family or a spacious home?

The Christian grace and duty of hospitality is assumed all through this passage. When
we do a little digging, we see that it was an extremely important part of the Christian
lifestyle.

The importance
a) Required of leaders. Titus 1:8 shows the importance of hospitality--without this as
a quality and a practice, a man could not be an elder in the church. b) One of the
spiritual gifts. In I Peter 4:9-10, the close link between v.9 and 10 indicates that
practicing hospitality was seen as  spiritual gift, a ministry of “God’s grace in its
various forms” (The two verses could be read: “Exercise hospitality, and whatever
your spiritual gift is, use it.”). c) A fundamental response to God’s hospitality. Peter’s
tells us that hospitality should be “without grumbling”, should be not a duty, but a
response to the grace of God (cf.v.10) that we have experienced. This is beautiful,
since Peter is intimating that our hospitality to others is analogous to God’s
hospitality to us. God has opened his home to us, making us part of his household
(Gal.6:10). When Lydia becomes a Christian, hospitality is one of her first responses
to the gospel (Acts 16:15), another indication that an open home goes along naturally
with an open heart.

The expression



a) Romans 12:13--The link of “share with...who are in need” with hospitality shows
that the basic principle of hospitality is really generosity with your material goods
and resources. b) Lev.19:32-33, though it speaks of Israel’s corporate hospitality to
non-citizens and foreigners, gives us a very practical principle for our individual
hospitality. We must treat guests “as one of your own”. i.e. hospitality is not
“entertaining”, but receiving and accepting the guest as part of the family. c) Heb.13:2
shows us that we are to offer hospitality to people who are newcomers or otherwise
not close friends. It means to be very open to new people--a hospitable person is very
open to new relationships. (Note: It does not mean to open yourself to danger with
people you know nothing about at all.) d) I Peter 4:9 says it should be without
“grumbling”. This means that the attitude and demeanor is as important in hospitality
as the generosity with time and goods. Warmth, open-heartedness. e) I Peter 4:10
probably means that hospitality, while a duty for every Christian (Rom.12:9-13) and a
natural response to God’s grace (Acts 16:15)--is also a spiritual gift that some people
are better at than others. It may mean that some people (who for example are more
naturally extroverted and have a lower need for privacy) have a greater capacity for it
than others. A person with a special gift of hospitality should be sure that he or she
gets in a position to exercise it. Note: There are also different seasons in one’s life in
which hospitality is more of a possibility. It takes several kind of “margins”: in order
to be generous/hospitable, it means you must have the time, the money, and the
emotional capital around to spend.

Summary: The Greek word translated “hospitality” means literally “love for
strangers”. Put a little differently, it means “a love for new people”. It is a willingness
to open your heart to new people and provide them with practical help out of your
resources.

How do you exercise hospitality in a place like New York, where most of us are: a)
single, without families, b) with tiny living spaces, c) unusually busy (compared to
non-urban and non-New York people)?
First, we should acknowledge the fact that NYC conditions mean that there is more of
a need for hospitality here than nearly anywhere else. Why? There is no place on
earth, probably where there are more “new people” (the subject of hospitality). There
is a constant river of new people coming to the city, and these newcomers are in far
more need of guides to the environment than are new residents in other cities. NYC
is much more complex and distinct from the rest of the country, and the just-arrived
would benefit so much from hosptitality.  But then there are a constant stream of
people into our lives who are new to us. Again that happens so often in New York. If
you have lived here for some years, you are constantly saying “good-bye” to people,
and you are constantly going through changes of job, neighborhood, and social
patterns. In other words, people in New York are continually in need of new friends.
So many people in New York do not live in families themselves, and therefore are
much more emotionally affected by these changes. Thus they are greatly helped by
warm welcomes and supportive, personal environments.

But we also should admit that NYC (especially Manhattan) also creates more
difficulties for hospitality than any other place. Like--who has a home? (Remember



homes? Lawns? You know. Houses.) However, if we study the texts we see that the
principles of hospitality are universal. Here’s how we can apply them:

1. The essence of hospitality is welcome and openness. Openness of heart is the
basic spirit of hospitality. You need to be very non-suspicious, very open to a
new face, very warm and ready to listen and help. (At Redeemer there is a
great need for people to greet and meet people--from being an usher to
working the “New to New York” table, or “Redeemer Link”.) You will be doing
an important ministry if, with the Biblical paradigm of grace-and-welcome in
your mind, you do fairly simple actions of greeting and welcome to that
constant flow of new faces. Remember, hospitality is “love for new people”. It is
the willingness to make new friends.

2. The other essential principle of hospitality is generosity with material
things. The idea is practical help, to put your practical resources at the service
of someone new. So one example would be to spend some of your precious time
(without grumbling) to orient a person to how to get around the city. Another
example is to take someone out to eat (to a good but economically priced
restaurant!) This is just as much an act of Christian hospitality as to put
someone up overnight in a home. Many of us simply have no place in our living
quarters to provide lodging--but there is nothing in the Biblical definition of
hospitality that necessitates that you have a house or family in order to do it.
On the other hand, having people into our apartments for coffee or for just a
good talk can be a great way to welcome a new person.

3. Is Paul disobeying the Spirit (v.4 and 10-11) by continuing on toward
Jerusalem (v.14)? Cf. with 20:22-23.

At first glance, the messages from the Spirit seem to have contradicted one another.
In Acts 20:22 Paul says that he is going to Jerusalem “compelled by the Spirit”. In
other words, the Spirit was telling him to take the journey. Yet in Tyre, some
disciples warned Paul “through the Spirit” (21:4) not to go to Jerusalem. Then Agabus
begins a prophecy “The Holy Spirit says...” and then proceeds to warn Paul that he
will be imprisoned in Jerusalem (though this prophecy was not a direct request to
avoid the journey, as in 21:4. But Paul refused to change his course, and resisted the
messages, though they were brought in the power of the Spirit and with loving tears
(21:13-14). Was Paul refusing the Spirit? But that is not the right question--since Paul
says that the Spirit himself was leading him to Jerusalem (20:22), so the question is:
was the Spirit contradicting himself?

The first possible answer we can rule out is the possibility that the Spirit really was
contradicting himself. The second interpretation we can rule out is that Paul was
disobeying the Spirit.  Why can we eliminate these? Not on the basis of some dogmatic
pressupposition, but on the basis of a common sense approach to Luke himself.
Unless he was incredibly unperceptive (which he manifestly was not), Luke could not
have understood this as a real conflict. Luke certainly would know that readers would
not believe the Holy Spirit could contradict himself, and since he records all this



without a comment, he obviously did not understand it as such. So in his mind (and
Paul’s) there was nothing inconsistent here.  Also, anyone can see there that Luke
greatly admires Paul’s courage and integrity here--he is holding him up as an example
for us. Thus Luke would not want us to understand this action of Paul as any
disobedience to God at all. Neither Luke nor Paul understood it as such. It is
therefore our job to understand how it fits together--but we must realize that the
incoherence is due to our limited understanting.

A third solution is possible but also very unlikely. That is to conclude that the
speakers in 21:4 only thought they were inspired by the Spirit, although they were
not. The trouble with that interpretation is that then we would be forced to question
every straightforward statement of the Spirit’s influence as only the subjective belief
by the persons that the Spirit was influencing them. How could we be sure we are
understanding anything then that Luke says?

Virtually the only possible solution is this: that while the Spirit was giving them real
insight about Paul’s future suffering, their interpretation of what he should be doing
about it was mistaken. John Stott says:

“...Luke’s statement is a condensed way of saying that the warning was divine
while the urging was human. After all, the Spirit’s word to Paul combined the
compulsion to god with a warning of the consequences (20:22-23)” Stott, p. 333.

In other words, Paul had also been shown that he would suffer in Jerusalem, but
along with that warning was a leading of the Sprit that he should go anyway, that the
sufferings would be used by God.  Agabus also was shown that Paul would suffer
there. But the Tyre Christians concluded from this that he should not go. They were
wrong. They warned him “through the Spirit”. In other words, their Spirit-engendered
insight about his fate moved them to urge him not to go. Stott points out that, if Paul
had heeded the Tyrian Christians, then Agabus’ prophecy would not have been
fulfilled, and he would have been a false prophet! Thus the loving Christians of Tyre
were obviously wrong in what they extrapolated from their insights.

This is an extremely instructive incident for us. We must never give counsel or advice
with divine authority unless it is the plain teaching of the Bible. For example, you can
tell your married friend, “you must break off your extra-marital adulterous affair!
There is no doubt about it, this is not my opinion, God says so.” Or you can say, “you
must forgive your mother! There is no doubt about it, this is not my opinion, God says
so.” However, when it comes to advice about life choices in areas where the Bible has
not spoken, we must always offer our advice with humility and allow it to be open to
contradiction and discussion. We can never say: “God has shown me that you should
leave your church and go to this one. God wants you to stop dating this woman. There
is no doubt about it.” and so on. We can even perhaps say, “I have felt a burden to
speak to you about this--but I could be wrong, or partially wrong. Nevertheless but I
feel pretty clear about this in my own mind. Here it is....”  The incident in 21:4 shows
that you can have real divine insight from God about a person’s situation and still
misunderstand how to apply it!  And if the Tyrian Christians could have spiritual-



given wisdom and still get it wrong, it must be possible to be completely wrong in our
advice, even if it is loving and well-meaning (as theirs obviously was).

At the present time, many Christians take it upon themselves to invoke divine
wisdom for their advice, and it is very dangerous. If you say to me, “God has shown
me that you need to quit this job”--well, there is not any possibility for discussion!
Instead of seeking God’s will together in fellowship with you, I either have to accept
what you say as God’s word, or I have to reject you as a false prophet. It is clear here
the Christians were not shocked and offended that Paul resisted their advice, they
were only saddened. This is important. If they really believed that their insights were
infallible revelations from God, then surely they would have challenged Paul as being
disobedient to God. But the fact they were not outraged showed that spiritual
insights were offered to one another humbly, in the knowledge that they might be
only partially right in their interpretation and application.

In general, this is probably indicating that New Testament “prophets” (see Acts 21:9)
were not like the Old Testament prophets who brought us the Scriptures. NT
prophets had to be judged and evaluated by the higher authority of the apostolic
teaching (see I Cor.14:29-33, 36-38).

4. vv.17-26. What signs were there that James’ “Jewish” Christianity and
Paul’s “Gentile” Christianity were compatible? If so, what is the problem
here, the point of difficulty?

James was still the recognized leader of the church in Jerusalem and also of the
world-wide Jewish Christian movement. It is interesting, considering that today
Christianity is considered strictly non-Jewish, that we are told “many thousands of
Jews have believed” (v.20). The church in Jerusalem was a “mega-church”, and a
significant percentage of Jerusalem had become Christian. This was the fourth
meeting between James and Paul, the leaders of Jewish and Gentile Christianity,
respectively. John Stott says:

“Some people were doubtless asserting that the doctrinal positions of James and
Paul were incompatible, as they had done before the Jerusalem Council (15:1-2),
[they said that] Paul taught salvation by grace, and James salvation by works.
Hence later Luther’s uneasiness, which led him to dub the Letter of James an
‘epistle of straw’. “ Stott, p.339

However, we see here that while the perspectives and emphases of James and Paul
were different, there is no fundamental incompatibility. First, v.17 Paul was
“received..warmly”. Second, James and the elders heard the detailed report of Paul’s
ministry, and they praised God with them (v.20a). There is not only no sign of
disapproval, but a great rejoicing. Third, we see that James is not like the “Judaizers”
who believe that all people must obey the law of Moses in order to be saved (see Acts
15). Rather, he is only concerned that Christian Jews stay true to the Mosaic law. We
see this in v.21-22 where he clearly tells Paul that the only concern is whether “the
Jews who live among the Gentiles” are being encouraged to turn from the law of



Moses. The language of James in this verse shows that he believes that Paul is not
doing this. Now, if James is only concerned that Jewish Christians still observe the
law of Moses, he must consider such observance an cultural expression, not a
requirement for salvation. The word James uses for the Mosaic teaching is very
telling--”customs” (v.21)l. James and the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 had agreed that
salvation was by grace through faith, and therefore one did not need to be circumcized
in order to be saved.

In summary, James and Paul both agreed that no one was saved by circumcision and
obeying the law (cf. Acts 15). On the other hand, they believed that the moral law was
something every Christian now obeyed out of gratitude (cf. Rom.7:12; 8:4; James 1:25;
2:8). The point of contention was only this: “should Jewish Christians continue to
observe the Jewish cultural customs of their heritage?” Paul was reputed to have told
Jews to not do so.

5. vv.22-26. What does James recommend as a solution? How does Paul’s
action here reflect principles he himself has laid down elsewhere? (cf.
Acts 20:24; I Cor.9:20-23; 10:32,33) How might these same principles affect
our own attitudes toward others? Provide some specific example.

James speaks of four men who have taken a Nazirite vow (cf. Numbers 6:1ff; Acts
18:18ff.) In this rite, a person would refrain from drinking wine or cutting his hair for
a period of time, after which the hair was cut and burned along with other sacrifices.
It was similar to what people seek to accomplish through a fast--it is a way of offering
one’s heart and will to God in a particularly strong way. The Nazirite vow was part of
the Mosaic law. James asks Paul to join them and pay the temple fees that
accompanied the offerings. This would show everyone that he was still a “practicing
Jew” who observed the Mosaic legislation.The second part of James’ plan is to be sure
that the Gentiles accompanying Paul were very careful to stick with the plan
provided by the Jerusalem Council. There were four cultural practices (see our
discussion of Acts 15) which were not wrong in themselves for Gentiles to do, but
which they were asked to avoid out of sensitivity to Jewish believers.

Paul’s response was to do exactly what James asked (v.26). Now we know that Paul
himself was willing to abandon Jewish custom, even for himself, when it meant
reaching out more effectively to Gentiles (I Cor.9:20), or then to adopt it fully (as
here) when it meant helping Jews and Gentiles to live and work together in solidarity
(as when he had the half-Gentile Timothy circumcised in Acts 16:2). What does this
show us? To Paul, cultural practices are matters from which he had been completely
liberated--so liberated that he was not offended or disdainful of them, nor enslaved to
them. Sometimes people think they have been “liberated” from cultural practices, but
their bitterness and contempt for them mean that now they could not engage in them,
even if it would help a relationship. That was not the case for Paul. “A truly
emancipated spirit such as Paul’s is not in bondage to its own emancipation”. (Bruce,
p.432). Paul was not compromising here at all, but acting in accord with his own
principles as stated in I Cor. 9). The gospel frees us from cultural customs so we are
not able to use or not use them for the purposes of fellowship and mission.



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people,
especially those who have thought through their objections to Christianity
in a coherent way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?

3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What would
be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?

4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-believing
friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing their reaction
next week with the group?



C. Why to Believe in God
C-1

The “Matter” Argument for God
One of the things we see when we look at the universe is order and design.
There’s a road out of Tennessee that passes a hillside with a set of rocks that
spell out “Welcome to Georgia”. Though these hundreds of rocks could have
fallen into this pattern by chance,  without an intelligent designer, it would be
irrational to conclude that they did.  Yet the structure and order of the human
brain, or of the solar system itself, is billions of times more intricate.

“But doesn’t evolution explain the design and structure of organisms?”
Evolution can only deal with organic design and it assumes the orderly forces of
nature that even allow ‘natural selection’ to allow fit species to survive. Today,
physicists tell us of the astonishing “fine tuning” of the universe that some call
‘the Anthropic principle’. Life would have been impossible on earth unless all
the fundamental constants of physics (the speed of light, the gravitational
constant, the strength of weak and strong nuclear forces) were calibrated
exactly as they are.  For example, if the universe had expanded even a
miniscule measure faster or slower (after the Big Bang),  life would never have
occured.  The chances are extremely small that all this happned by accident.

“But what if there have been a countless series of universes over time and
we just happen to find ourselves in the one conducive to life?”
Of course,  our argument is “probabilistic” and it is possible that we just
happened to find ourselves here. But Alvin Plantinga shows how irrational it is
to live upon such a possibility.  He asks us to imagine “Tex” dealing himself 10
straight hands of four aces in a game of poker. What if he said, “I know it looks
suspicious! But what if there is an infinite succession of universes, so that for
any possible distribution of possible poker hands, there is a universe in which
that possibility is realized: we just happen to find ourselves in one where I
always deal myself 4 aces without cheating?”  It would be irrational to assume
that Tex is not cheating, though you cannot prove the remote possibilty wrong.
But the “fine tuning” of the universe is far less probable than 10 straight
winning hands of 4 aces!  While all the elements of design could have happened
by chance, without an intelligent Creator, is it rational to live as if that remote
chance must be true, just because no one can prove that it is not?

“But maybe the order we see is merely a product of our minds?”
This question puts you in a very awkward position. You are proposing that our
minds are playing tricks on us, yet you want us both to use our minds to see it.
You say, “maybe there is no order and intelligibility” but then why should our
thinking be orderly about it?

 Conclusion
The non-theists, then, are essentially saying: "well, though there's no God, the
universe and life just happened!" that means that though Christian world view
does lead us to expect what we see, and the non-theistic world view leads you
to expect the opposite, you are simply going to hold to your theory anyway. But if
your premise/theory (that there is no God) does not lead you to expect what we



see (a big bang out of nothing, organic life out of inorganic)--why not change the
premise?



C-2
The “Morality” Argument for God
One of the things we see when we look at life is an inescapable sense of moral
obligation. This is more than saying that there are moral ”values” or moral
feelings. All people know it is right to be generous, kind, honest, courageous,
and fair--and wrong to be selfish, cruel, deceptive, cowardly and unjust.  But
what we mean by “right” is not merely that we feel good about such actions, but
that people are obligated to them no matter what they feel about them. An
obligation is objective, not subjective--it is “there” no matter what anyone
thinks of feels about it.  But if there is no God, it is very hard to see where
these objective obligations come from.

“But I don’t believe in objective moral obligation. Every moral statement in
only an expressin of the subjective feelings of the speaker”.
Consider what you do when you affirm that there are no objective moral
obligations. You are saying, “you ought not to evaluate me by your moral
principles”. But to say this you are pressing an obligation upon me that you are
appealing to, that is outside of me, to which you say I ought to be accountable.
Why? Now if there is a God who created a moral order, so that we are
accountable to him and it, then surely it is fair to say, “we ought to be
reasonable and tolerant”. But if there is no objective moral obligation, how can
you even make an argument?  If you cannot deny objective moral obligation
without using it, then you should admit that you do see it and believe in it.

“But isn’t morality just a product of cultures and relative to them?”
The problem for those who espouse relativism is that they cannot avoid
comparing cultures.  Do you think that it was a good thing for America to
abolish slavery?  Are you critical of any ethical practices in your own culture?
Do you think that child sacrifice was a bad thing? The only way you can do so is
by appealing to objective moral obligations to which others are as bound as
yourself.   

“But isn’t our sense of morality a product of evolution? It helped us
survive.”
One problem with this view is that it is difficult to prove that unselfishness,
kindness, fairness are genetic traits that help one survive! But the problem is
that the evolutionary theory can only account for moral feelings, not moral
obligations. If a person says, “but there are not moral obligations, only evolved,
genetically based moral feelings” that means that they espouse that murder
and rape are not truly wrong, only impractical.  But the one espousing this
shows the very next moment that he or she does not believe it. They should
never be morally outraged or hold anyone responsible for rape and murder.
They should not ever hold people morally responsible for swindling and
cheating. If our actions show that we believe certain acts to be objectively wrong
despite our internal psychology, we show that we don’t believe the evolutionary
model to be true.

“But maybe there just are moral obligations. How does that prove God?”
This is a weak argument. What it is saying is: “while the view that there is a
Creator God would lead us to expect moral obligations, and the view that there



is no God would not lead us to expect it, I am going to hold to an atheistic
viewpoint anyway”.  Moral obligations in a world without God mean that the
atheistic world would be absurd. Here you have unavoidable obligations to do
things that will give you no benefits in this life at all. Honesty and courage and
love are often extremely impractical, leading to diminishment of money, health,
even the end of life.  Why would such obligations have ever arisen in a world
where death is the end of everything?

Conclusion
We know that napalming babies, starving the poor, raping the vulnerable, and
buying and selling people is wrong--does not just feel wrong. But if your premise
[that there is no God] leads you to a conclusion that you know isn’t true
[namely that these things only feel wrong, but are not wrong] why not change
the premise?



ACTS CURRICULUM
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Week 22 Acts 21:27-22:29 Paul’s Arrest and Defense

1. 21:27-36. Trace the parallels between Paul’s suffering and Christ’s?
In what way is this instructive for us personally?

There are a number of ways in which the treatment given to Paul and given to
Christ were similar. a) First, we see that Paul came to Jerusalem though he
knew he would suffer there. In the same way Jesus came to Jerusalem knowing
he would be killed there. b) Second, Paul at the temple is accused of “teaching
against...our law and this place” (v.28). In the same way Jesus was accused of
speaking against the temple, saying that he would make it obsolete. c) Third,
Paul was beaten to within an inch of his life by those who accosted him. Jesus,
of course, was also beaten. d) Fourth, though the Jews apprehended Paul, he
was dealt with by Roman law, Roman jurisprudence. As we will see, Paul like
Christ has both a trial before the Sanhedrin and a trial before Roman judges.
d) Fourth, even the crowd’s cries are the same with both Paul and Christ--
”Away with him!”  e) Fifth, Paul was accused of bringing Gentiles into the
temple area. That was illegal, and the Romans gave the Jews the power to kill
any Gentile that came into the Temple, even if that person was a Roman
citizen. In the same way, Jesus was attacked for eating with and receiving
“sinners”, tax collectors, Gentiles.

It has often been pointed out that Luke wants to draw out the similarities
between Paul’s sufferings in Jerusalem and Christ’s.  But why? Is Luke simply
trying to glorify Paul, making him a divine figure, get us to give him some sort
of super-veneration? Let’s give Luke more credit than that. There is no
indication that Luke thinks Paul’s sufferings redeem us in anyway! Rather,
Luke may be trying to remind us that all Christians have to expect some
overflowing of the pattern of Christ’s life into our own. Every Christian will
have to “take up the cross and follow” Christ (Matt.16:24). What does that
mean? It means, that if we simply obey Christ, at various points we will suffer
because we are obeying. Paul says, “the sufferings of Christ overflow into our
lives” (II Cor.1:5). How? Sometimes telling the truth, or giving love to someone
will result in loss. Sometimes we become vulnerable because we are obeying
Christ instead of looking out for our own self-interest. Other times we will
suffer persecution by others for our Christian profession. Paul makes a
remarkable categorical statement that “all who live godly in Christ Jesus will
be persecutred”. (II Tim.3:12). It means that, even in a society that allows



religious freedom, if we are not cowards about admitting our faith, we will
sometime be the victims of bias or prejudice at least, if not outright attack and
assault.

So, in the end, the parallels of Paul with Christ are not to show us how
exceptional Paul is as a Christian, but how unexceptional he is. Jesus said,
“All men will hate you because of me...a student is not above his master.”
(Matt.10:22,24).

2. 21:30-39. What does it tell us about Paul that he would turn and
speak to the mob when he did?

We cannot fail to ask this question, because it tells us so much about Paul. We
need to remember that the rioters had been beating Paul (21:32), trying to kill
him. They charged him falsely, with deeds he had not done. He had only been
rescued in the nick of time because the soldiers from the nearby garrison
learned of the riot and intervened in the nick of time (v.31-32). Paul could not
have been more than five minutes from his death when he was rescued. The
disappointed crowd, robbed of their prey, pressed forward as Paul was being led
away, and was only restrained by the force of the soldiers.

Now we know two things about how Paul felt. First, when we are attacked as
viciously as he was attacked, there are deep instincts within us released. They
are instincts of anger and fear that enable us to fight back or run. Surely he
was in an extremely aroused state of either enormous anger or enormous fear,
or both. Second, since the crowd was pressing in on Paul, despite the presence
of the military escort, he would have known he was still in acute danger. A
crazed crowd could overwhelm a small entourage of soldiers if it was agitated
enough. Now in light of the anger and fear of Paul and in light of the
continued danger--it is stunning that Paul asks permission to speak to the
crowd about the gospel.

First, why would he care enough for them to want to share his faith with them?
Maybe after some time for Paul’s anger and fear to subside, he might still want
to win them to Jesus--but it is amazing that he conquered those feelings and
had such compassion for people that he could call a group of men who had just
tried to kill him “brothers” and then calmly and respectfully urge them to hear
the message of Jesus. This is a kind of love that really is remarkable. Second,
why would he trust enough, why would he risk his neck to share his faith with
them, when the danger was so high? The only answer is that Paul saw an
opportunity to talk to an assembled crowd in Jerusalem, and he knew very well
that he would not be able to have this opening again. Pual was so eager and



hungry for opportunities to share his faith, he was wiling to risk his life in a
most unpromising situation.

In summary, the love and courage of Paul was enormous by this point in his
life.  He had reached a plain of belief in the gospel that very few others (if any)
attain.

3. 22:1-22. How is Paul’s speech well-designed for its audience and the
situation?

First, Paul’s defense does not consist of a reasoned discourse or even a general
sermon--it is a very vivid personal testimony. He details his past, his
personality and background, and how his encounter with Christ had turned
Christianity’s greatest enemy into its greatest propagator. Considering the
circumstances, it is unlikely that anything less personal could have grabbed
the attention of an agitated, hostile mob. This is a strong reminder that people
who will not or cannot concentrate on an argument are quickly and
immediately interested in a story, a personal narrative. It shows us the power
of a personal testimony.

Second, the use of Aramaic, rather than Greek, was very wise, even cagey. v.2
notes how its use had an immediate pacifying effect on the mob. Aramaic was
the vernacular of Jews in Palestine, and therefore it showed deference to
Jewish culture. By using it, he was essentially hiding the conversation from
the Romans and foreigners present. Here he was addressing a group of Jews
who felt that they were being culturally violated and overrun by unclean
outsiders, and so his choice of their language was a sign of great respect. Some
have noted that many diaspora Jews (Jews who lived outside of Judea but who
came back for religious observance) did not know Aramaic as well--they
ordinarily spoke Greek. Therefore, speaking in Aramaic required that they
listen rather attentively. Going into Aramaic, therefore, was an extremely
shrewd way of calming this crowd down.

Third, everything about the early part of the testimony serves to show the
crowd how much Paul is “one of them”. He shows his deep roots in the Jewish
faith and culture and his respect for and loyalty to them. He calls them
“brothers and fathers”. He stresses his Jewish upbringing in Jerusalem, he
talks of his training in the law of our fathers under Gamaliel (v.3). These
credentials were impressive and impeccable. It would have surprised, even
shocked many in the crowd. Here is someone who had been in the inner circle
of Jewish guardians of the faith and culture.



Fourth, Paul goes on to say that he was, frankly, just as violently fanatical for
his faith and people as the violent mob was that day. “I was...just as zealous for
God as any of you are today”. (v.3) Look how far Paul is going to be generous.
He is describing their mob action as being “zealous for God”. Talk about
“looking at something positively”! He gives them credit for their motivation.
From one vantage point, their actions were abusive, violent, impulsive, and
bigoted. But Paul discerned in their heart a foundational passion to honor the
holy God of their followers, and so he is willing to call what they are doing
today an expression of being zealous for God.  He says that he persecuted
Christianity (v.4-5) out of a desire to serve God. So he is saying in the
strongest terms: “I once was exactly where you are today. I understand exactly
how you feel now. The priest and Council can attest to it (v.5)”. Not only is this
very disarming, but he is being a great story teller. Anyone listening has to be
wondering, “then what could have possibly turned you into a Christian?”

Fifth, Paul then tells the story of his vision and encounter with Christ. Here he
slows the pace of the story down so that he is describing the actual dialogue
between himself and Christ.(vv.6-14). The dramatic effect is strong and no one
could have failed to have been drawn in. Certainly, some in the crowd would
have not only been touched personally, but would have been confronted with a
rather powerful piece of evidence. If this did not happen, how do we account for
the about-face of someone so much like us, so zealous for the God of our
fathers?

Sixth, we see Paul only begins to bring up the less palatable parts of his
message gradually. He decided to begin with all the things his crowd and he
could agree on. He began with all the ways they could identify with him and he
with them. Then he finally moves to those parts of his message that were
challenging to their views. He avoids the implications of Jesus Christ for
Gentiles for a good while. It is not until verse 15 that he speaks of going to all
men--and Paul makes it clear that it was the God of our fathers who had sent
the gospel out. Even in this verse, he avoids using the term “Gentiles”. But
finally he gets to that hated term in v.21, and the crowd explodes. He never
finishes the speech.

4. How is Paul’s speech specifically instructive for us? Have you had
experiences in which someone became very offended by what you said
about your faith? In light of this passage, was the reason for that
mainly in you or mainly in them (or both)?

How is it instructive for us?
a) First, we must learn the incredible balance of Paul in communication.



(1) On the one hand, there is amazing boldness that Paul showed. Paul did not
have to turn and try to witness to a mob that had just beaten him within an
inch of his life (see question #2). So we see he had courage and was willing to
take any opportunity to speak.  We too then must we willing to take some
initiative. We do not have to wait for someone to say, “you are a Christian--tell
me all about it--please, please!” Some Christians won’t take initiative unless
there is that level of invitation. We need to be bolder than that.
(2) On the other hand, we see Paul being enormously generous and flexible
with his communication. He avoids all unnecessary offense. He clearly shows
great respect for the world-view and life of his audience. He not only identifies
with them, but he complements on their good points and ignores (for the
moment) their bad points! At least, that is how he starts. He gives them credit
for all their good motives and leaves their bad ones aside. Of course, in the end,
he tells them all they should know, but he stresses the positive and the
inoffensive at first, and only gradually moves to the difficult. This combination
of courage and deep sensitivity is extremely rare. We either refuse to say
anything, or we speak offensively.

b) Second, we learn that even the greatest effort at gospel communication can
fail. Though Paul make absolutely every possible attempt to avoid offense, the
crowd literally ignited (and perhaps, got worse). So we may find that, despite
all our work, people still reject our message and may even be very hostile to us.
If we get through our lives as Christians without ever upsetting or offending
anyone, we have not ministered with integrity.

Our experiences
Many of us had situations in which people were offended when we tried to talk
about our faith. Often these incidents were with family members. (Thousands
of college students have come home from campus to offend their parents deeply
by informing them that, despite having grown up in their family church, they
had only just now “become Christians”!) But there have been other incidents.
To analyze what happened, ask yourself if a) you were flexible and as
inoffensive as Paul, and if b) you were as compassionate as Paul. Paul’s motive
here was obviously not to win the argument, but to win the hearts. Was that
your motive? Did you work hard at “giving credit where credit was due”? After
all, Paul tells this murderous crowd that he knew they really were trying to
honor God. Have you given people who didn’t believe the gospel credit for what
they are doing right?

On the other hand, realize that even if you were as great as St.Paul, many
people will still want to kill you! (Maybe, if we were as great as St.Paul, there
would be more people who would want to kill you than there are now.)



5. 22:22-29. Compare these verses with 16:22,23,37-39. Why does Paul
mention his citizenship to avoid the flogging here, when he did not do
so in Phillipi? How is this instructive for us?

After the “failure” of Paul’s speech, the garrison commander decided to get to
the bottom of who Paul was through the time honored method of interrogation-
through-flogging. A Roman scourge was more than a whip. It was a set of
leather thongs with pieces of metal and bone on thei ends, attached to a
wooden handle. The flagellation ripped the skin and flesh off a person’s back
and limbs--it was often fatal.

Roman citizenship was not something that all people in the empire had. It was
something given to free-born members of many cities (it could also be bought
or earned through government service). But the law, a Roman citizen could
not be punished by scourging (or even by most kinds of imprisonment) without
a hearing or trial. Paul’s announcement of his citizenship immediately stops
the flogging and even calls into question of the legality of Paul being “in
chains” (v.29).

This is, in some ways, a trick question! We don’t know why Paul in this
situation avoided the flogging and in Phillipi did not. “He seems for some
reason not to have wanted to take advantage of being a citizen except in some
dire extremity”. (Stott, p.349-350). We could spend time speculating, spinning
out plausible scenarios in which Paul could have had reasons for not avoiding
punishment. But they would all be highly speculative. What we do learn is
that Paul did not automatically demand his rights. Self-interest and comfort
was not his highest priority, rather it was the honor and promotion of the
gospel.

Are we willing to give up our rights for the higher priority of Christian
fellowship (as Paul obviously did in Acts 21, when he gave up his right to
freedom from Mosaic customs for the sake of others)? The principles behind
this are seen in Romans 12:14-21. On the other hand, are we willing to give up
our rights for the higher priority of Christian mission (as Paul obviously did
continually in his journeys)?  The principles behind this are seen in I Cor.9:12,
20 and context. Does this mean that we are never to assert our rights? No--we
see Paul doing it here. The point is, when we demand justice, it is for the honor
of Christ or the concern of my neighbor or brother--it is never naked self
assertion. In general, it is not loving to let someone sin against you; it is never
loving to make it easy for someone to sin against you habitually. An
unwillingness to speak up against it is probably cowardice or indifference. If
you love the person who is caught in the sin (cf. Gal.6:1) and want to honor
Christ whose law is being trampled on, we will regularly speak out when we are



being violated--but never, never out of revenge and a desire to pay back or
assert our power.  (Ironically, many people hold a grudge and don’t speak out
when they are wronged--the Bible demands the exact opposite! We are to
speak out but without an ounce of ill will.) But there will be times in which we
will not assert our rights, when we know both God’s cause is better promoted or
loving unity is better promoted when we keep our mouths shut.



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything

Read and mark “!” - for something that helped you
“?” -for something that raised a question

The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people,
especially those who have thought through their objections to
Christianity in a coherent way.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why?

2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more
information?

3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?

4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing
their reaction next week with the group?



C. Why to Believe in God (cont.)
C-3

The “Mind” Argument for God
One of the things that we see is that our minds work, that our sense
perception and rational intuition help us perceive the real world.  But if
there is no God, and everything has a physical, natural cause, then we are
led to some very disturbing conclusions about our own minds.  Thoughts of
the brain are only the results of non-rational, non-intelligent chemical
processes in the brain.  Neuroscientists today tell us that all thinking is the
product of chemicals which are the product of our genetic code, brought to
us by the long process of evolution. Therefore all our thinking and choices
are pre-determined--there is no real freedom of thought. This is an
inescapable conclusion of the belief that there is no God or eternal reality.
But if our thoughts are not free and rational, but determined, then so are
the thoughts that espouse this view, in which case we cannot trust them--
they are only conditioned responses.  And so we are in the position of
listening to a man who says, “don’t trust a word I am saying”. You have to
dismiss that sentence as self-refuting nonsense--failing to satisfy its own
criteria of acceptability.  Any view of the universe which would make it
impossible to trust our thinking or minds to tell us about reality hast to be
dismissed.

“But surely the process of evolution has given us minds that we can
trust, for we could not have survived unless they told us about reality.”
Evolutionary biology is no help here at all. Darwinian theory is that
absolutely every capacity we have is due to a process called “natural
selection”, in which those traits that help us adapt to our environment are
passed along genetically (since only those with those traits survive). Our
minds therefore were not designed by a Creator to perceive the real world, they
are produced by a blind process that helps us survive in the world.  Now we
cannot possibly know that perceiving reality leads to surviving, only that what we
perceive leads to surviving. For example, we know that “psychological” survival
needs regularly lead us to repress or deny realities.  If it is too painful to
acknowledge how angry someone is or how hurt someone is through our behavior,
we may complete deceive ourselves about it--just refuse to “see” it.  What proof
have we that the same thing has not happened to our capacities for perceiving the
physical world. The simple fact is that evolutionary theory says the purpose of
our minds is physical survival, not the production of true beliefs, and therefore it
gives us no reason to trust our minds--quite the contrary. In fact, Darwin himself
admits this, when he wrote: “The horrid doubt always arises whether the
convictions of a man’s mind, which has been developed from the mind of lower
animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy. Would any one trust the convictions
of a monkey’s mind, if there were any convictions in such a mind?” At best
evolution makes us agnostic about our minds, which means we should then be
agnostic about evolution itself, and everything else.

“But maybe our minds just emerged and do ‘work’--why do we have to
have a God for that?”
This raises an additional problem for the non-theistic world-view. The main
reason our minds help us understand the world is what has been called



“the uniformity of nature”. The method of generalizing from observed cases
to all cases of the same kind is called "induction". Without it, we would not
be able to learn from experience, we would not be able to use language, we
would not be able to rely on memory or advance science, all of which involve
observing similarities and projecting them into the future. Now if we set the
theistic view next to the non-theistic (which sees the universe as the
production of random matter-in-motion) and ask: “which view best comports
with the inductive principle?” we have to conclude that it isn’t the non-
theistic view.

Conclusion
So we see the severe problems with non-theistic thinking--it cannot account
for itself! It is belief in God that provides us the necessary pre-conditions for
trusting our minds at all, or accounting for why induction and deduction
and sense perception works at all.  Rational mind appears to be a reality
(and to deny it is self-defeating), yet how do we account for it unless there
is a rational mind behind the universe? Some say, “though there is no God,
I just know that reason works”. What that means is: “though your world-
view does lead us to expect what we see and mine does not, I am going to
hold it anyway.”  But if our premise (that there is no God) leads to a conclusion
that is completely impossible to hold (that we cannot trust our minds, including
the thought that we cannot trust our minds), why not question the premise?



C-4
The “Music” Argument for God.
One of the things that we see in the world is that great art makes us feel
that there is meaning in life, that love is real, that somethings are valuable.
For example, Leonard Bernstein said, “Listening to Beethoven's Fifth, you get
the feeling there's something right with the world, something that checks
throughout, something that follows its own laws consistently, something we can
trust, that will never let us down.” This is a simple fact of experience. We all
disagree on which art is “great” and which art affects us like this, but we
all experience it. But if there is no God, love is an illusion--it is just a function of
my brain chemistry, and beautiful music is also an illusion--it is just the way my
nervous system is designed. Either there is a God, or love and beauty is an
absolute illusion. C.S.Lewis put it quite well:

“Let us suppose that Nature is all that exists... you can’t, except in the lowest animal
sense, be in love with a girl if you know (and keep on remembering) that all the
beauties both of her person and of her character are a momentary and accidental
pattern produced by the collision of atoms, and that your own response to them is
only a sort of psychic phosphorescence arising from the behavior of your genes.
You can’t go on getting very serious pleasure from music if you know and remember
that its air of significance is a pure illusion,that you like it only because your
nervous system is irrationally conditioned to like it. You may still, in the lowest
sense, have a “good time”; but just in so far as it becomes very good, just in so far
as it ever threatens to push you on from cold sensuality into real warmth and
enthusiasm and joy, so far you will be forced to feel the hopeless disharmony
between the universe in which you really live [and the universe in which you think
you live].

So either there is a God, or love and beauty and meaning are a complete
illusion (and why would these deep convictions have ever arisen, anyway?)

“But just because we feel these things are real is no argument that they
exist.”
But are we only talking about “feelings” here? There is a difference between
innate and artificial desires. For example, just because you want a Coke
doesn’t mean there is a Coke at hand, nor does it mean that one exists
anywhere in the world. But thirst is fundamental and innate, and it does
mean that there is such a thing as liquid.  The desire for Coke came from
factors outside of us (advertizing, personal experience), but the thirst desire
is completely natural and innate.  Artificial desires can exist without a
corresponding object.  But innate desires correspond always to real objects
that can satisfy them, such as with sexual desire (corresponding to sex),
physical appetite (corresponding to food), tiredness (corresponding to sleep),
relational desires (corresponding to friendship).

Now there exists in us a desire that nothing in time and space can satisfy,
a desire for an unknown “something” that no amount of food, sex,
friendship, success can satisfy. Human beings everywhere and at all times
have been overwhelmingly religious, believing in something beyond the here
and now that will fill the desire for that “something”. This is an innate



desire. Again, Lewis puts it best. So, a ducking wants to swim--such a thing as
water; a baby wants to suck--such a thing as milk. And if I find in myself a longing
which this world cannot meet, then it probably means that I was made for another
world as well."

Conclusion
The non-theist says: "well, though there is no God, we just know that this is
the one innate, deep, normal desire that has no object.”  That means--that
though Christian world view DOES lead us to expect what we see, and your
world view leads you to expect the opposite, you are simply going to hold to
your theory anyway. But if your premise/theory (that there is no God) does
not lead you to expect what we know (that the vast majority of people sense
that there is another world)--why not change the premise?
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Week 23 Acts 22:30-23:11 Before the Sanhedrin 
 

Introduction: We continue to read of the (literal) trials of Paul. We should keep in mind 
some of the purposes of Luke in giving these to us in such detail. First, Luke shows us how, 
despite the tremendous powers arrayed against Paul and the gospel, God preserved both of 
them for his purposes. By the end of this chapter 23, we will see that Paul is rescued from 
certain death four times (Acts 21:32-33; 22:23-24; 23:10; 23:23ff.) Second, Luke is showing 
us how the gospel continued to spread into wider and higher circles throughout the Roman 
empire.  

 
1. 22:30-23:1- Paul is facing death at any minute. What do we see here is one 
of the secrets of his boldness? How does I Cor.4:1-4 help us understand what 
a “good conscience” is? 
 
What is the secret of his boldness? 
Paul says that “I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good conscience” (23:1). This is an 
important theme for Paul--see how he appeals to it again in Acts 24:16 and II Timothy 1:3.  
Here we see that the secret of confidence before human beings is confidence before God. He 
has not been as concerned to please people as to please God and fulfill his obligations to the 
Lord. As a result, there is a boldness. As Paul says elsewhere--”if God is for us, who can be 
against us?” (Rom.8:31) 
 
How does I Cor.4:1-4 help us understand a “clear conscience”? 
I Corinthians 4:1-4 is clearly an elaboration of Paul’s assertion before the Sanhedrin. There 
he compares and contrasts three different sources of “validation”. First he says that he does 
not seek validation and affirmation from others: “I care very little if I am judged by you or 
by any human court” (I Cor.4:3). Put more bluntly--”I don’t care what you think of me, or 
what anyone thinks of me.” This language is often used by modern people, though it was 
very rare in traditional cultures (where duties to family, tribe, and caste were all-
important). However, in our modern culture, we usually turn to a self-validation. We tend 
to say, “it doesn’t matter what others think of my behavior; what really matters is what I 
think of my behavior.” But Paul rejects that source of confidence and accreditation as well. 
In a startling turn, he says: “I care very little if I am judged of you...indeed I do not even 
judge myself.” (I Cor.4:3) He is saying, “I don’t care what you think of me--and I don’t care 
what I think of me.” Then in v.4 he makes an excellent argument for why this shoud be so. 
“My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent”. Think of how many wicked 
people have done wicked things with a very clear conscience. Are Mafia hit men wracked 
with guilt? Was Hitler wracked with guilt? No--their consciences were clear, but that did 
not make them innocent. So Paul shows here how “dysfunctional” it is to get one’s 
confidence and validation from either other people or one’s own feelings. Finally, he turns 
to the only workable and right source of confidence--”It is the Lord who judges me” (v.4). 
 



It is very important to read Acts 23:1 in light of I Cor.4:4. Some might get the impression 
that Paul is saying in Acts that the main secret of Paul’s boldness is simply the “good 
conscience”, but I Cor.4:3-5 shows that the secret is really the good conscience before God. I 
Cor.4 is a warning against simply going on one’s personal feelings of guilt or innocence 
rather than by what God says in his Word and in the gospel. Clearly “the Lord’s judgement” 
must be something that can contradict one’s feelings of innocence. Therefore, Paul is saying 
that he bases his “self-image” and his “self-evaluation” on neither the human opinion nor 
self-opinion, but on God’s opinion. 
 
2. 23:1.  How can we have a good conscience when we know we are sinners? 
How can Paul (in Acts 23 and I Cor 4:3-5) give us guidance for having the 
same kind of confidence that he had?  
 
It is important to imagine what Paul means when he says, “the Lord judges me”?  He 
probably is looking at all the ways in which we can know God’s and opinion of us. That 
would entail at least three things.  
 
a) We have the duties God gives all of us as Christians in his word that we must do to 
please him (cf. Galatians 5:13-14 “you are called to be free, but do not use your freedom to 
indulge the sinful nature...the entire law is summed up by a single command: ‘love your 
neighbor as yourself’”) So first, we must know that we have made a sincere and concerted 
effort to please God by obeying his will in the Bible. This does not mean that we are sinless, 
but that there are no blatant contradictions between how we live in the world our Christian 
profession (cf.I Peter 3:16). b) Second, we are given spiritual gifts and opportunities to reach 
out and minister to other people, and we all must seek to be use the gifts and opportunities. 
When Paul says to the Ephesian elders in Acts 20:26-27 that he “is innocent of the blood of 
all men” because he has not hesitated to “proclaim...the whole will of God” he is making this 
reference. Because he has not been afraid to use his gifts to minister to others, he has a 
clear conscience.  
 
c) Third, however, Paul teaches us that we are free in Christ from any condemnation 
(Rom.8:1) and are righteous in his sight (Col.1:22). This must be put alongside of the real 
obligation we have in a) and b)--namely, an obligation to please and serve the one who 
saved us. Yet our consciences will never have any peace if we don’t remember that our 
obligation is to the One who already has completely pardoned and welcomed us. If we are 
disoriented about the nature of our free-grace-salvation, we will be trying to earn our 
standing with God through all our obedience (a) and ministry (b). But in Hebrews 9:9 we 
are reminded that all the gifts and sacrifices that were offered in the tabernacle “were not 
able to clear the consciences of the worshipper”.  What can then cleanse our consciences even 
though we are sinners? “How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the 
eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that 
lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!” (Heb.9:14). 
 
If he didn’t believe the gospel, Paul’s statement that “only the Lord judges me” would be 
totally terrifying!  But because of the gospel, Paul can turn to God’s assessment of him, 
rather than to his own feelings or to the opinions of others. And as long as we are a) obeying 
the will of God and b) serving with our gifts enough to evidence that we are really his--then 



our consciences stay clear, not because we are being perfect, but because our behavior 
confirms that we are his adopted children, pardoned and loved.  
 
Let’s take inventory! In order to have a clear conscience: 
 

a) You must not be living in contradiction to what you know is God’s will. Of course 
we disobey God, but are you living in a pattern of disobedience in any area(s)? 
 
b) You must be using your gifts and opportunities to serve him. Are you willing to be 
identified as a Christian to those around you? Are you giving time to ministry that 
fits your temperment and gifts? 
 
c) You must know that a) and b) cannot ever make you right with God, but can only 
provide evidence that you are really an adopted child, saved by grace, and now 
completely accepted by God. Do you understand this? 

 
 
3. 23:1-5. Commentators are divided over: a) why Ananias had Paul struck 
and b) how Paul could have failed to recognize the High Priest. What do you 
think? Was Paul’s anger wrong? How does Paul’s own statement in 
Eph.4:26-27 shed light on this issue? How does Paul get self-control? Where 
do you need to practice these insights? 

 
Why was he struck? Why did he not recognize Ananias? 
Ananias the High Priest was an enormously arrogant and power-hungry man, and he may 
simply have been outraged by Paul’s calmness and lack of intimidation and fear in his 
presence. For evidence F.F.Bruce says, ”Ananias...was one of the most disgraceful profaners 
of the sacred office. Josephus [the ancient Jewish historian] tells how he seized for himself 
the tithes that ought to have gone to the common priests; his rapacity and greed became a by-
word...he made free use of violence and assasination to further his interests...His pro-Roman 
party, however, made him an object of intense hostility...when the war against Rome broke 
out in 66 A.D., he was dragged by the insurgents from an aqueduct in which he had tried to 
hide, and put to death...” (p.449-450). John Stott thinks that Ananias understood Paul’s 
words as a claim that, though now a Christina, he was still a good Jew. “This seemed to 
Ananias the height of arrogance, even blasphemy.” (p.351-352). 
 
Paul’s assertion that he did not recognize the High Priest is hard to figure out. There are 
three theories put forward. First, since this was not an official meeting of the Sanhedrin 
(but rather was a “consultation” called by Roman commander (22:30), Ananias would not 
have been seated in a prominent position. All Paul would have known was that some voice 
somewhere in the room had said, “Strike him!” A second theory (John Stott’s) is that Paul 
had bad eyesight due to some physical ailment, and simply did not see it was the High 
Priest. A third theory is that Paul meant simply, “I spoke before I reflected--before I 
realized the seriousness of my action”. In this latter view, Paul is admitting that he reacted 
before he could “realize” what he was actually doing. The first two theories, or a 
combination of them, seems most likely. 
 
Was Paul’s anger wrong? 



This is a matter of opinion. There is no reason why Luke could not show us Paul sinning. 
After all, the Bible shows us Abraham, Moses, David, Peter--all sinning badly. But I don’t 
think that Paul’s anger is unjustified. First, it was illegal to strike and punish a man who 
has not even been convicted of a charge. The rights of defendents were safe-guarded by both 
Jewish and Roman law. This was a complete disregard of them both.  Second, Paul’s 
characterization of the offender as a “white-washed wall” (v.3) is very fair. The metaphor 
refers to a wall which was rotten and ready to fall but which had its condition hidden by a 
coat of whitewash. If (as most think) Paul really did not realize that it was the High Priest 
who gave the order, he was thinking that some religious leader had done it. Whoever it was, 
that was a person who on the outside was “white-washed” (appearing religious and holy) 
but who internally was proud and cruel. Perhap we may decide that Paul’s expression of 
this anger was too harsh, (and then again, perhaps we can’t), but we probably should not 
say that his anger was unjustified and wrong. 
 
Ephesians 4:26-27. 
Paul’s says here (NIV) “In your anger, do not sin”.  That is significant, for he does not say, 
“don’t be angry”! Some translations put it: “be angry, but sin not”. It is sometimes felt by 
Christians that anger itself is sinful. That cannot be, because God is angry all the time 
(Romans 1:18ff) and because Jesus got angry with Pharisees and with money changers in 
the temple, and so on. Anger is by nature an offensive defense. Anger is energy that arises 
toward a threat against something you feel is an great good.  Anger is not only appropriate 
but right--if something valuable and good is being threatened or trampled upon.  
 
So some distinctions can be made: a) Anger is sinful if it is released in defense of the wrong 
things--such as one’s ego, one’s selfish interests and needs. (For example, often our anger is 
just defense of our “face”.). b) Anger may be righteous but expressed sinfully if it is aroused 
by a real good, but released in a way that is very destructive. It is destructive if it is 
released against the person’s body, reputation, heart, etc., rather than against the evil or 
sin that is hurting both the perpetrator and others.  c) Anger may be both righteously 
aroused and constructively expressed. This doesn’t mean that angry statements cannot be 
pointed and loud.  
 
How does Paul get self-control? 
Paul either visually or cognitively did not grasp that the perpetrator was the High Priest. 
Paul immediately gets control and admits that his words were disrespectful. He quotes 
Exodus 22:28, which forbids talking about the leaders of Israel in a disdainful tone. What is 
remarkable is Paul’s mastery of the Scripture. In such a highly-charged situation, he knows 
the Scripture so well that relevant texts jump to mind! This is how he gets control. He uses 
the Word of God on himself. 
 

“What impresses us about Paul is the instantaneous submission to the law of God, 
once he was made aware that the speaker who so unlawfully ordered him to be struck 
was the high priest With all the pressures flooding in upon him--the threats of the 
mob to lynch him, the feeling that he could not get a fair trial, the injustice of the 
command to hit him--Paul had the presence of mind to recall the Exodus 
command....[As Jesus said], ‘My sheep hear my voice’. As soon as Paul heard the 
voice, every faculty was called into obedience...” (John Sanderson, The Fruit of the 
Spirit, p.124) 
 



Paul was able to use Scripture to “hear his Master’s voice”.  
 
 
4. 23:6-10. What was Paul’s tactic in this hearing? Did it work? Was Paul 
more concerned with his own welfare or more concerned for the truth? 
 
Paul knew that the Sanhedrin was divided between conservative Pharisees and the liberal 
Sadducees. Paul now announces that was a Pharisee by training and belief, and that he 
stood for the resurrection of the dead (which the Pharisees accepted and the Sadduceess did 
not. This immediately set the two parties at such odds with each other that the Roman 
commander had to end the meeting with a detachment of troops! Once again, the inquiry is 
abandoned; no charges are brought or made to stick. The tactic was brilliant in this regard. 
 
But was Paul simply being cagey and practical? Some commentators have felt that Paul 
was being deceptive by calling himself a Pharisee when he really was not. He was simply 
playing this card for effect. That is unfair, however. The Pharisees were supernaturalists, 
who believed in miracles, the soul, in the resurrection, in the absolute necessity of the 
fulfillment of the whole moral law, in the infallibility of the Scripture, and in the coming of 
a Messiah. In all of these things Paul was most definitely still a Pharisee--indeed, he would 
say that he was more truly a Pharisee than all the others, because through Christ the 
entire law was completely fulfilled. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Scripture, the Messiah, 
and is the one who brings us to the resurrection. The Sadducees denied every one of these 
things, and therefore their theology was farther from Christianity. “A Sadducee could not 
become a Christian without abandoning the distinctive theological position of his party; a 
Pharisee could become a Christian and remain a Pharisee--in the early decades of 
Christianity at least. It was not until 90 A.D. or thereby that steps were taken to exclude 
Jewish Christians from participation in synagogue worship.” (Bruce, p.453).  
 
So Paul’s statement was not only savvy, it was a witness for the truth. Paul was genuinely 
concerned with true doctrine, and the anti-supernaturalist stance of the Sadducees was 
inimical to the gospel. 
 
5. 23:11.  How does the Lord encourage Paul? How does he encourage you 
during hard times? 
 
The last time Christ spoke to Paul this directly was in 18:9-10. Then Jesus assured Paul 
that he would not be attacked or harmed. But this time there is no such assurance! Rather, 
there is only an assurance that Paul would live until getting to Rome, and that God would 
work through all the injustice and danger and difficulty to make Paul a greater witness for 
him. This promise surely helped Paul be patient and confident in all that happened over 
the next years.  
 
Actually, the Lord encourages us in the same way, thought not through supernatural 
revelations. First, we also have Jesus’ word in the Scripture. Second, this word also has in 
it promises--not for exemption from harm, but for spiritual growth for us and the 
furtherance of God’s good purposes (cf. Gen.50:20; Rom.8:28).   

 



Why to Believe in Christianity. 
Part 1. - Trusting the Bible. 
 
Why should we trust the Bible in general? Because Jesus taught and believed in the 
Bible’s trustworthiness (John 5:37-39, 46-47; 10:34; Matthew 5:17,19; 19:4-5). But 
how can we know what Jesus did and taught? Because the four gospels in the New 
Testament can be trusted as reliable history.  
 
“But we don’t even have the original manuscripts--we only have copies of copies. 
Who knows how reliable they are?” 
 
No scholars doubt that what we have today is essentially the same Gospels as 
originally written. The earliest copies we have of other documents of antiquity are 
usually 500-1000 years newer than the originals. (For example, the oldest copy of 
Caesar’s Gallic Wars [c.50 B.C.] is from 850 A.D. Yet no historian doubts that we can 
trust it.) Yet we have thousands of copies of the Bible, some within a few decades of its 
composition. 
 
“But weren’t the gospels really legends written long after the events, so that we 
cannot be sure that they reflect accurate first person memory?” 
 
In the 19th century, many scholars insisted that the Bible was written over 100 years 
after the event, but archaeology and scholarship has forced the consensus that all the 
Gospels were written 65-95 A.D., or 30-60 years after the life of Jesus. (And St.Paul’s 
letters, which contain much information about Jesus, were written just two decades 
after his death.) Thus all the essential historical claims of the New Testament (that 
Jesus did miracles such as the raising of Lazarus, that he claimed to be God, that 
dozens of people saw him risen from the dead) were circulating within the lifetime of 
thousands of people who had lived in Judea and had witnessed Jesus’ ministry. How 
could Christianity have flourished when thousands of people (many of them hostile) 
could have contradicted the message?   
 
Imagine a book coming out that claims that on a a day 45 years ago, in a remote town 
of 5,000 in Canada, a flying saucer landed in full view of all the town. Certainly 
someone would go to that town and ask for corroboration. But what if none of the 
1,000 residents still alive, who were there on that day, denied any such memory. What 
if the thousands of residents who were related or who knew the thousands of now 
deceased residents report that they never had heard anything about it in all those 
years? Surely, the author of the book could insist that people were lying, or that some 
miraculous “memory loss” had happened. But the number of believers in the book 
would be exceedingly small. In the same way, it would have been impossible for 
Christianity to have gained such widespread support if its critical historical claims 
were bluntly contradicted by the numerous witnesses who were still alive. 
 
“But still--30 to 60 years is a long time. How can we be sure memories of Jesus’ 
words and deeds were accurate?” 
 
Some have taught that, after the death of Christ, the early Christians spun out stories 
of Jesus’ words and deeds which quickly changed and evolved in the telling, in a sort 



of “whisper down the alley” way. But we know that the rules of Jewish oral tradition 
(which would have governed the teaching of the earliest church) insisted on accurately 
memorizing massive amounts of material.  Jewish disciples of a rabbi would have 
memorized his teachings word for word and then would have passed on the tradition 
faithfully and unaltered. The New Testament itself claims that this is what happened 
(Luke 1:1-4; I Corinthians 15:3-8; Col.2:7), so that when the Gospels were written, the 
writers could draw not only on eyewitness memories, but on large amounts of Jesus’ 
words and deeds carefully preserved in the churches. One of the evidences of this is 
how often the Gospels, written in Greek, preserve Aramaic words and word order. 
(Aramaic was the language of Jesus.) 
 
“But ancient writers were not interested in the difference between fact and 
legend.” 
 
This is simply not the case. While ancient historians were not as critical and precise as 
modern ones, there was a real effort to ask “did it really happen”?  Luke (1:1-4) makes 
a very specific claim to be preserving historical facts through eyewitness accounts and 
the painstaking checking of sources. Also, ancient legends and forms of fiction did not 
contain the kind of detailed descriptions of events that the Gospels do. There are 
numerous examples of “irrelevant details” (like the 153 fish in John 21:11) which have 
no reason to be included in the narrative and would not have occurred to the author 
unless they simply happened.  The “I have been reading poems, romances, vision 
literature, legends, myths all my life. I know what they are like. I know none of them are 
like this. Of this text there are only two possible views. Either this is reportage...pretty 
close to the facts, nearly as close as Boswell. Or else, some unknown [ancient] writer... 
without known predecessors or successors, suddenly anticipated the whole technique of 
modern novelistic, realistic narrative...The reader who doesn’t see this has simply not 
learned how to read.” (C.S.Lewis) Therefore, these are either history or very intentional and 
deliberate fabricated lies, but they are not legends.  
 
“But--no offense--isn’t that what religious activists do? Didn’t the authors 
embellish and shape the story of Jesus to bolster their authority and meet the 
needs of the early church?” 
 
Certainly we must agree that the Gospel writers were not just reporters, but were 
teachers. They had their perspectives and they selected and organized their material to 
get their points across. But all the same reasons (stated above) make it impossible for 
them to have done outright fabrications: the rules of Jewish oral tradition, the non-
fictional literary form, the blunt claims of accuracy, and the continued presence of 
corroborative eyewitnesses. A.N.Sherwin-White, an Oxford historian, studied the rate 
at which legend accumulated in the ancient world and wiped out the core of historical 
fact. It took at least three full generations. The essential claims of Christianity were 
publically circulating within too short a time for that to happen. 
 
“But aren’t the Gospels full of contradictions?” 
 
This is a great misconception. Most of the contradictions between the Gospels are the 
result of the authors’ selective use of data.  For example, Luke 24 seems to say that 
Jesus ascended on the same day that he rose from the dead (thus contradicting the 



other Gospels). But in Acts 1 (also written by Luke) we see that Luke did know about 
the 40 days between the resurrection and the ascension.  Many other apparent 
discrepancies are explained similarly. There are a few difficuties that are harder to 
explain, but we should remember that we are only arguing here that the Gospels are 
reliable history. 
 
Summary. Why are we only arguing for the historical reliability of the Gospels? 
Because if they are reliable, then we can view the evidence for the claim that Jesus is 
the Son of God. If we decide that he is that, we will be able to embrace the entire 
trustworthiness of the Bible, because he taught it. If we do not accept his claims, we 
are not going to accept the whole Bible (nor will we need to).  
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Week 24 Acts 23:11-24:21 Escape to Felix 
 
Introduction: Luke continues to give us the history of Paul’s years of captivity 
and trials and persecution until his arrival in Rome for his hearing before 
Caesar. We have mentioned that Luke has at least two purposes for these 
accounts--one for the outsider/inquirer and one for the insider/believer. For the 
outsider, these accounts show how Paul and Christianity was continually found 
“not guilty” by Roman law when charged with being destabilizing or harmful to 
society. So Luke had a “apologetic” purpose. On the other hand, for the believer, 
these accounts show how God can overrule and work his will through 
tribulations and suffering. Paul was the recipient of a great deal of injustice, yet 
God stayed by him and used him mightily through it all. This account and the 
account of the shipwreck in Acts 27 are some classic examples of how God 
masters and controls historical events.  
 
(Note: Some of this discussion may raise questions about the relationship of 
God’s sovereignty to human freedom and responsibility. e.g.”If everything is 
fixed and predestined, why put forth any effort?” We will look at this issue in 
more detail when we get to Acts 27.) 
 
1. What is the relationship of v.11 to the rest of the chapter? How 
does it shed light on a) God’s actions, and b) Paul’s heart and 
attitude? What does v.11 guarantee, and what does it not 
guarantee? Do we have anything like the same guarantee or 
promise that Paul was given? 
 
How v.11 sheds light on God’s activity in the rest of the passage. 
a) In 23:11, Jesus appears to Paul and promises him that he will “testify in 
Rome”. It is a pledge by the Lord to keep Paul alive until he gets to Rome, 
despite all the numerous plots and efforts to have him killed. Therefore, the 
passage about Paul’s escape from the 40 would-be assasins is not a record of a 
series of fortunate coincidences, but rather it is an account of God’s 
providential control of all the circumstances of history so as to infallibly work 
out his own purposes. Luke is showing us Jesus’ guarantee right before Paul’s 
escape so that we cannot miss the hand of God in all the events. Sum: In 
23:12ff, Jesus begins to keep his pledge to Paul. We are allowed to see (as we 
seldom are) God’s specific purpose directing all the “coincidences” and so-called 
random events of history.  
 
How v.11 sheds light on Paul’s heart and attitude. 
b) This assurance tells us much about Paul’s heart. Notice that Jesus does not 
assure him that he will escape captivity or suffering or injustice or even death. 
He is not promised freedom or security or safety--only an effective witness. All 
he guarantees for Paul is that he will survive until he gets to Rome and there be 



able to testify to the gospel in public. For most people, such a promise would be 
of no comfort, for their greatest longing is for personal peace and comfort. But 
Paul is being given his highest life goal, and therefore this word from Christ was 
profoundly encouraging and empowering. One commentator sees v.11 as 
explaining Paul’s attitude, spirit, and conduct throughout all the rest of the 
book of Acts.  

“This assurance meant much to Paul during the delays and anxieties of the 
next two years, and goes far to account for the calm and dignified bearing 
which seemed to mark him out as a master of events rather  than their 
victim”. (F.F.Bruce, p.455) 

 
What a great way to put it!  To the uninformed observer, Paul looks like a 
victim, like a man completely out of control. Yet Paul’s spirit and conduct 
(especially as it will be evidenced in his speeches before his captors) shows a 
man with a different perspective. He was “a master of events rather than their 
victim”. He was not cringing in a corner. There was a greatness and confidence 
about him. He knew that no one had any power over him except that which was 
lent to them by his Lord, for his purposes. (Cf.John 19:11- “You would have no 
power over me if it were not given to you from above.”) 
 
Do we have anything like the promise to Paul? 
Yes. Paul was given a very specific and remarkable promise, that he would 
make it alive to Rome, and we have nothing so specific in the Bible, but we have 
something that covers all the necessary territory anyway. First, we have the 
assertion in Eph.1:11 that God “works out everything in conformity with the 
purpose of his will”. Thus we see that the circumstances of life--every one of 
them--are being influenced by him so that they follow his plan. But the this 
bare fact becomes a remarkable assurance in Romans 8:28. There we are told 
that God “works” (controls, directs) “in all things” (every single circumstance 
and event) “for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to 
his purpose” (Romans 8:28). This is a guarantee that God’s plan is for our good, 
and nothing can thwart it.  
 
This profound and comprehensive promise should have the same effect on us as 
the Acts 23:11 promise had on Paul. We do not have as concrete an assurance 
as “you will live another two years at least”, but we do know that we will get 
what we would have asked for if we knew all he knows. So Romans 8:28 really 
comes down to being the same thing that Paul had.  
 
We have a case study of this promise’s application in Genesis 50:20, where 
Joseph says to his brothers, who had sold him into slavery, “you meant it for 
evil, but God meant it for good”. Joseph was able to forgive his brothers and was 
able to face life with this form of the same basic assurance. John Newton put it 
this way: 

“Everything is necessary that he sends; nothing can be necessary that he 
withholds.” (Letters of John Newton Banner of Truth, p. 179) 

 



Therefore, we have the same basic resource that Paul did, and we have the 
capability to face even terrible danger and disasters with the confidence and 
peace that Paul did.  
 
2. 23:12-35.  John Stott writes: “the most...cunning of human 
plans cannot succeed if God opposes them.” a) How does this 
passage show this? (Trace the “coincidences”.) b) How has your 
experience shown this? How does Claudius Lysias twist the truth to 
look good? Do you ever do this? 
 
How does this passage show this? 
There is a whole chain of interactions and decisions that had to be made for 
Paul to escape--if any one of them had failed, he would have been killed.  
 
a) First, the plotters had to miscalculate. 
Why would the informants let Paul’s nephew know of the plan to assasinate his 
uncle? Commentators point out that it would have been very unlikely that the 
makers of such a solemn oath and of such a dangerous act of civil disobedience 
would have just let word of this out in a general way. Therefore, there are two 
possible reasons why informants spoke to Paul’s nephew. a) They might have 
been unaware of his relationship with Paul. This is not that likely, but if it was 
the case, we see the hand of God in this first “coincidence”. b) But it is also 
possible, and more likely, that the informants did not think that Paul’s nephew 
would be opposed to plan.  
 
“When Paul says in Phil.3:8 that for Christ’s sake he has ‘suffered the loss of all 
things’, it is usually inferred (and very reasonably so) that he was disinherited for 
his acceptance and proclamation of Jesus as Messiah. His father [would have had 
to be] a provincial Roman citizen, would certainly be a wealthy man. But it appears 
that the mother of this young man retained some sisterly affection for her brother, 
and[/or maybe]  something of that affection was passed on to her son....Whoever 
the young man’s informants were....it may have been common knowledge that 
Paul’s bitterest opponents were the members of his own family.” (p.458)  This is 
an intriguing theory and very, very possible. Why would the nephew have been 
let in on the secret unless it was generally known that his family was against 
him?  
 
b) Second, Paul’s nephew had to have courage and love. 
Evidently, Paul’s nephew did care for his uncle, and he showed a great deal of 
courage to come and inform on the assasins. The commander’s word to him to 
not “tell anyone that you have reported this to me” (v.22) shows how explosive the 
situation was. After all, the 40 assasins were virtually on a suicide mission--
they were in a murderous, fanatical state of mind. The nephew had to risk his 
life to do what he did. He could have easily “chickened out”, but God’s hand was 
on his heart.  
 
Though we cannot know more about Paul’s family relationships, it appears that 
God had kept either his sister or at least his nephew close to the evangelist even 
when much of the rest of his family was probably alienated. We see that this 



was not just a random circumstance of history. If God had not appointed it, if 
the nephew had been an enemy, Paul would have been killed. 
 
c) Third, the commander had to make a wise choice.  
The commander, Claudius Lysias, by his somewhat disingenuous letter (see 
below) showed that he was not a paragon of virtue. Surely it was a great deal of 
trouble and bother to send out such a large entourage of soldiers and cavalry 
just to save one prisoner. But we see that a) Claudius Lysias was a man with a 
basic sense of justice (cf. v.29 “there was no charge against him that deserved 
death and imprisonment”). And in addition, b) he probably felt that it was time to 
simply be rid of the potential political trouble that Pual would continue to bring 
him. After all--what would be next? An outright assault on the barracks? “[The 
commander] could not afford to incur responsibility for the assasination of a 
Roman citizen, or to expose himself to any of the other risks that he must inevitably 
run so long as he had Paul in his custody” (Bruce, p.458). So a combination of 
self-interest and a sense of justice combined to lead the commander to save 
Paul’s life. It is hard not to contrast Claudius Lysias with Pilate. Pilate too felt 
that his prisoner was not worthy of death, but he gave in to the angry populace. 
But here God was directing the one in power to protect the innocent man. 
Summary: a string of coincidences, mistakes, choices and decsions all “worked 
together” to free Paul and take him toward Rome. God was in it all. 
 
How has your own experience shown this?  Is there any incident (probably less 
dramatic!) where a series of apparent coincidences were used by God to protect 
you from some danger? 
 
How did Claudius Lysias twist the truth to look good? Do you do this? 
Claudius Lysias shows his self-interest in v.27 where he twists the facts, 
conveniently omitting the fact that he did not learn Paul was a Roman citizen 
until he was about to be scourged. The commander says that he rescued Paul 
because he knew that he was a Roman citizen. That’s simply a lie to make 
himself look good. 
 
3. 24:1-9. Make a list of the charges brought against Paul before 
Felix? What evidence is mustered for each charge? 
 
There were three basic charges against Paul lodged by the priests and elders 
through a lawyer named Tertullus.  
 
First, they accused him of being a “troublemaker” (v.5) who “stirs up riots among 
Jews all over the world”. This is a reference to something that was very close to 
a fact. There had been numerous argumentsl, conflicts, and even some rioting 
at many cities were Paul ministered. But the implication had “serious...political 
overtones. There were many Jewish agitators at that time, Messianic pretenders 
who threatened the very ‘peace’ that Tertullus had attributed to Felix (v.2)”. (Stott, 
p.360) This charge was so serious that Luke himself is probably trying to refute 
it in this very book of Acts. He shows that the rioting and the agitation was all 
the responsibility of Paul’s opponants, it was not the purpose of Paul’s ministry. 
Luke’s account in Acts shows that competent and impartial judges repeatedly 



confirmed that the Christian movement was not undermining the peace of 
society or the law of Rome. 
 
Second, they accused him of being “a leader of the Nazarene sect” (v.5b). The 
word “sect” in this usage seems to be an effort to distance Christianity from 
Judaism. Judaism was recognized and accepted as a protected religion under 
Roman law. Christians had enjoyed this same protection because they also 
preached the God of the Bible, and in the Roman eyes, the differences between 
Christians and Jews were minor. Tertullus is trying here to identify Christianity 
as a new, unrecognized, and dangerous religion.  
 
The third charge was the most specific. They accused him of trying “to desecrate 
the temple” (v.5c). This is reference to the belief that he had brought 
Troophimus, a Gentile, into the temple courts, in clear violation not only of 
Jewish law, but of Roman law which allowed the Jews power to punish offenses 
against their temple laws.  This is again very serious, because if it was true, 
Felix was obliged to hand Paul over to the Jewish leaders’ jurisdiction.  
 
The basic gist of the accusations here and in all these trials is this: a) They 
charge him with acting contrary to Moses (of being unfaithful to the Scriptures 
and the faith of his people),  and b) they charge him with acting contrary to 
Caesare (of being a disturber of the peace and of undermining society).  
 
The evidence, however, is incredibly weak. The accompanying elders joined in 
the accusation (v.9) but Tertullus can only urge Felix to cross-examine Paul to 
find out the truth of these things. This means that Tertullus is pinning his case 
on the hope that Paul, given enough rope, will say something to hang himself. 
Perhaps Tertullus and company was so self-deceived that they thought Paul 
would admit some of these things.  
 
4. 24:10-21. How does Paul defend himself against the 
accusations?  
 
In vv.11-13 and vv.17-19 Paul takes on the first and third charge that he has 
disturbed the peace in general and broken the temple law in particular. “My 
accusers did not find me arguing with anyone...or stirring up a crowd in the 
synagogue or anywhere else in the city.” (v.12). In other words, the rioting and 
disturbance was caused completely by his opponents and attackers. He 
continually points out that the accusations are unsubstantiated and can easily 
be refuted by recourse to eyewitnesses (such as Claudius Lysias) about the 
incident at the temple. Then in vv.17-19 cannily challenges them to explain why 
they could not even make a charge stick in front of the Sanhedrin. Here he 
refers to his hearing before the Jewish court in early chapter 23.  This is a great 
move. Paul is pointing out that he has already appeared before the highest 
Jewish court of appeal, and they failed to find him guilty of any of these things. 
So, in summary, if neither Claudius Lysias (i.e. the Romans) nor the Sanhedrin 
(i.e. the Jews) could find fault with him, why should there be any question now?  
 



The remaining objection is that Paul is the leader of a “sect” and therefore is not 
being true to the faith of his people. Paul will not admit that Christianity is a 
“sect”--but only that “they call [it] a sect” (v.14).  Rather, he makes four 
assertions to claim that he propounding a faith that is continuous with Biblical 
religion and with the faith of his people. He says a) I worship the God of our 
Fathers, (the God he worships is not a different God but the same God that 
Moses worshipped), b) I believe everything that agrees with the Law 
and...Prophets” (he accepts the whole Scriptures),  c) I have the same hope in 
God (he clings to the same promises in resurrection and judgment in the Bible 
that his accusers cling to), d) I strive [also] to keep my conscience clear. (v.14-16). 
He is saying that ultimately he is not an innovator. He worships the same God, 
abides by the same standards of truth, and hopes in the same salvation as 
they.  
 
5. Are any of these charges against Paul also thrown at Christians 
in New York City? How can we answer them? 
 
In a sense, yes.  The two basic accusations against Paul were that a) he was not 
being true to his own people, and b) he was not being a good citizen of the 
broader society.  In secular cities, when people become Christians, very similar 
objections are raised against them.   
 
First, most converts find that their loyalty or ties to their family and their faith 
is questioned. Often the new Christian leaves the church he or she was raised 
in, and this is inexplicable to family who think of Christianity in terms of 
denominations and institutions rather than in terms of the new birth.  A person 
raised Southern Baptist may become Episcopalian or Catholic, or a person 
raised Catholic may become Methodist, or a person raised in Judaism may be 
baptized a Christian.  Why does this happen?  We don’t become Christians until 
hear the gospel and finally realize that Christianity is a personal relationship to 
God (as opposed to just doctrinal subscription and behavior). Whatever church 
we were raised in did not show us that (or, our spiritual eyes were not opened 
at the time).  Whatever venue (church) n which we understand the gospel--that 
is usually the church we join. But family or friends often will not understand 
because they may still think of Christianity only n terms of institutional 
affiliation. Then in the case of people who were raised with no religion or some 
other religion,  there can be real ostracism from their family and people.  
Parents who raised their child to be an atheist, or to be Jewish or Buddhist may 
be highly offended and feel personally rejected by a child’s conversion. 
 
How do we answer this? New Christians tend to be judgemental. Because they 
are still somewhat new to the idea of being “saved by grace”, they may quickly 
fall into a kind of pride and take their new faith and truth and show all their 
friends and family that they are lost and mistaken. New Christians must realize 
that, since they are saved by grace, we must respect other people’s moral sense 
and wisdom, and we must remember that only God can open eyes and hearts 
(remember Lydia).  
 



Second, many people in secular city feel that Christians are intolerant and even 
dangerous because of their “narrow” moral views.  Though it exists in a very 
different form today, there is still a deep suspision that Christians are bad 
citizens, that if given a chance they would impose all their moral views on 
everyone else.  Some intemperate Christians have made public statements that 
lend themselves to this interpretation. The only way for Christians to show that 
they are good citizens is to first of all be good citizens. We need to be involved in 
our neighborhoods, we need to be involved in serving the human community, 
not just the Christian community. But also, as mentioned above, the gospel 
provides great resources for treating non-believing neighbors with both humility 
and hope. a) We treat them with humility because the gospel tells us we are 
saved by grace alone--thus our non-believing neighbors may have moral sense 
and wisdom that we do not have. We should expect to learn from them. The 
gospel of grace leads us to look at “unsaved” people witht this kind of respect, 
while a religion of works would not do so. b) We treat them with hope because 
the gospel tells us that our salvation is a miracle. We were not saved because 
we were so wise and rational and spiritually open. Therefore we can have hope 
for anyone--even the most closed and seemingly alienated from Christ. So if we 
treat all around us with respect and hope, and if we involve ourselves in the 
human community, not just the Christian community--then we will turn away 
the charge that Christians are not good citizens. 
 



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide 
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything 

 
Read and mark   “!” - for something that helped you 
    “?” -for something that raised a question 
 
The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends 
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the 
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of 
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people, 
especially those who have thought through their objections to 
Christianity in a coherent way.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why? 
 
2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more 
information? 
 
3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What 
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?  
 
4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing 
their reaction next week with the group?  
 



Why to Believe in Christianity. 
Part 2. - The Possibility of Miracles. 
 
Before we can assess the evidence for Jesus’ claims and identity we must first 
be in the position of admitting at least the possibility of miracles. But this is 
something that a great number of contemporary people cannot do. Broadly 
speaking, there are three basic reasons for rejecting the possibility of miracles. 
 
“We cannot believe in miracles in a modern, technological age.” 
This view was put forth in a famous statement by Rudolph Bultmann in the 
1950’s, when he wrote, “it is impossible to use electrical lights and the radio 
and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the 
same time to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles”.  But 
this is not an argument, it is really only just an emotional assertion--”I feel 
when I use technology that miracles don’t exist”. But why should a new 
invention lead us to disbelieve in God? Why didn’t we stop believing in God 
when the wheel was invented (a much more revolutionary technological advance 
than electricity or even the microprocessor). Some people feel skeptical or 
miracles and many others feel the opposite. Such psychological and sociological 
facts do not provide evidence either way. 
 
“Modern science makes it impossible to believe in miracles.”  
“We now know”, this view goes, “that there are Laws of Nature which cannot be 
violated”. But first, fewer and fewer scientists are willing to talk about “laws” of 
nature. Physical science has had a revolution lately in which the assumed 
invoilability of Newtonian mechanics has given way to quantum theory, in 
which physical ‘laws’ are now only seen as regularities of nature. “Laws” are 
really only descriptions of how entities usually behave. Experience can only tell 
us that a “law” or custom of nature has not been violated, but empirical 
observation could never prove that it never can be.  
 
Secondly, while nature has regularities, they can be altered by the actions of 
personal agents. For example, a baseball ought to fall to the ground when I let it 
go (because the the “law of gravity”), but it will not if another person catches it 
and holds it up. Now if personal agents can regularly bring about new events 
that would not have occurred by natural forces alone, how much more, if God 
exists, could he do so? If God exists, the laws of nature are not rules to which 
he must submit, but are just customary ways in which he upholds the world. If 
he wills something unusual on a particular occasion, then a “miracle” occurs, 
but there is nothing analogous to a human being breaking through a barrier or 
violating a law.  
 
“But I don’t know that there is a God, and therefore I cannot assume that 
miracles are possible.” 
But this statement is not really reasonable.  Not knowing that there is a God is 
not the same as knowing there is no God. And you would have to absolutely 
know that there is no God in order to say “miracles are impossible”.  Unless you 
could prove that there is no personal God who can alter nature’s regularities, 
then you cannot assume that miracles are impossible. Since (as we tried to 



show in previous places) no one can prove that God cannot exist, therefore no 
one can insist on the impossibility of miracles. Therefore, we must be at least 
open to historical accounts, like the Gospels, which attest to miracles like the 
resurrection of Christ.  
 
Sum: Miracles are impossible only if you assume (take on faith) that there is no 
personal supernatural God. To say, “miracles are impossible” is thus a 
statement of faith, not something that anyone can prove.  It is to say, “miracles 
cannot happen because miracles just cannot happen.”  Therefore, many efforts 
to explain away Biblical miracles require greater “leaps of faith” than to accept 
them. 
 
“When the Old Testament says that Sennacherib’s invasion was stopped by angels 
(II Kings 19:35), and Herodotus says it was stopped by a lot of mice who came and 
ate up all the bowstrings of the whole army (Herodotus, Bk.II, Sect.141), an open-
minded person will be on the side of the angels. Unless you start by beggin the 
question [assuming miracles cannot happen] there is nothing intrinsically unlikely 
in the existence of angels or in the action described to them. But mice just don’t do 
these things.”  C.S. Lewis 
 



ACTS CURRICULUM 
Leader's Guide 

 96-97 
Week 25 Acts 24:22-25:22 Before Felix and Festus 
 
Introduction: It will be important to know some background information about the 
prominent persons before whom Paul testified. Antonius Felix, procurator 
(imperial governor) of Judea from AD 52 to 59, was a commoner, not an 
“equestrian”--the noble class from which nearly all high Roman officials and came. 
His unprecedented rise from humble social origins to his royal position was owed to 
the influence of his brother Pallas, who had much influence at the Roman court 
under Emperor Claudius. During his term of office, several Jewish uprisings 
occurred and Felix put them down with such extreme ruthlessness that he alienated 
more moderate Jews which in turn led to worse political unrest. Eventually he was 
relieved of his duties because of how his heavy-handedness was backfiring so badly.  
 
Felix at the time of his meeting with Paul was married to Drusilla, the youngest 
daughter of the Jewish king Herod Agrippa I (whose death is described in Acts 
12:19-23). All historical accounts report that she was a ravishing beauty. Originally 
she was betrothed to the crown prince of Commagene, in Asia Minor, but the 
marriage did not take place because the the prince would not convert to Judaism. 
Instead, she married the king of Emesa, a small state in Syria. But according to the 
Jewish historian Josephus, Felix seduced her with the help of a Cypriot magician, 
and she left her husband to marry him. At the time of this incident with Paul, she 
was not yet 20 years old.  
 
Porcius Festus replaced Felix as governor and only served for two years. We know 
little of him, except that during his term there was little of the brutality that 
marked the administrations of both his predecessors and successors. It is thus fair to 
assume that he was a more judicious and fair-minded man than other procurators. 
 
1. 24:22-27. What hints are there that Felix and Drusilla were 
interested in Paul’s message? Why do you think they might have been? 
(Consider what we know about them from the introduction.) What 
does that tell us about how and why people show interest in the 
gospel?  
 
What hints are there of spiritual interest?/ Why might they have been interested? 
Felix’s attitude toward Paul was not just politically ambivalent, but also spiritually 
ambivalent and “conflicted”. He was intrigued and interested, not just in Paul’s case, 
but in Paul’s message. There are at least two hints with regard to this interest. 
First, Luke may be hinting that his interest had preceded this meeting with Paul. 
Verse 22 tells us that he was “well acquainted with the Way” (i.e. Christianity). This 
is fairly suprising remark. Why would a Roman governor be well acquainted with 
this still very marginal religious phenomenon? When we look at Felix’s background 
we note that he had unusually “common” social roots for a man who attained such a 



high standing. He had many friends and acquaintances who lived in the social strata 
where most Christians came from--the working classes and servants. It may be that 
he had contacts with people who had been converted. It may be that he was 
intrigued by the gospel because someone he knew was either interested or believing. 
 
The second indication of his spiritual interest was that he came with Drusilla to 
listen to Paul speak specifically about “faith in Christ Jesus” (v.24). They say and 
listened to it, which is remarkable. (Also, though Luke is very forthright about 
Felix’s bad motives (see v.29a) yet Felix “sent for him frequently and talked with 
him”.)  Again, we may look into historical background for some reasons for this. 
Drusilla may have been in a period of “spiritual sensitivity”. She was Jewish, and 
therefore was steeped in Biblical religion and God’s law. (We know that she did not 
marry one man because he would not convert to Judaism.)  Yet she had committed 
adultery and was now “living in sin”. Was her conscience bothering her? Was she 
therefore searching for God? 
 
What does this tell us about how and why people are interested in the gospel? 
We cannot know the reasons for this spiritual interest for sure, but these hints 
remind us of some important principles about how and why people become open to 
the gospel. It is true that a brilliant presentation of the gospel can surprise non-
believers and give them favorable impressions, but there must be some fundamental 
“shifts” within a person’s heart that create an openness to the gospel. No matter how 
eloquent or rational the presentation, it will not persuade if the hearer has no sense 
of need, of personal relevance.  
 
The two most basic ways of sensing personal relevance are indicated by Felix and 
Drusilla’s history. 1) Friends or acquantances that find Christ. If someone you know 
and have some respect/affection for is either interested in Christ, or has found 
Christ, that makes the gospel suddenly much more plausible to you. Even if you 
don’t “get it”, your friend’s interest lengthens you attention span greatly. You are 
willing to listen more to the gospel, in case you are missing something. 2) A sense of 
personal weakness or inadequacy. If you have disappointed yourself, or if you have 
become aware of failure or powerlessness in some area of your life, your sense of 
spiritual need grows. Again, this lengthens your attention span, and you don’t give 
the gospel a hearing.  It is the people who a) know no one they respect who is a 
Christian, or b) feel very competent and equal to the challenges of life--who simply 
laugh off the gospel.  
 
There are many practical implications. First, as Christians, we should not “push” 
our arguments or our presentation of the gospel on someone who clearly is not 
interested. Unless they have a sense of the gospel’s “plausibility” and relevance, they 
won’t sit still for much explanation of what the faith is or why it is true.  Second, this 
means that there is no more important witness than to: a) live exemplary lives and 
b) gently let people know you are a Christian.  The most direct way to open a person 
is the gospel is to just let them get to know a Christian who they respect. (In New 
York City--people will most respect Christians who are excellent in their work, who 
are compassionate in their concern for people in need, who are fair and civil and 
non-condescending to people with whom they differ.) 
 



2. 24:24-27. What can we tell from this brief description that Paul said 
to Felix and Drusilla? 
 
First of all, Paul spoke of “faith in Christ Jesus”. It is helpful to see how Luke can 
summarize the gospel message in this way. It shows us that the gospel is a) The 
centrality of Christ. He did not come just to show us the way, but he came to be the 
way. He did not just come to tell us what we must do to be saved, but he came to 
save. b) The necessity of faith. We are not saved by what we do, but by believing in 
what he has done.  
 
But Luke also tells us that Paul dealt with three topics. There have been two views 
of what these topics were. The first view thinks that these are the three “tenses” of 
salvation: 
 

“the dikaiosune (‘righteousness’) of which Paul spoke was ‘the righteousness of 
God’ or divine act of justification which he had elaborated in his letter to the 
Romans. In this case, the three topics of conversation were what are sometimes 
called the three ‘tenses’ of salvation, namely how to be justified or pronounced 
righteous by God, how to overcome temptation and gain self-mastery, and how 
to escape the awful final judgment of God. “ (Stott, p.364) 
 

But a second view thinks that these three topics were an personal application to the 
lives of Felix and Drusilla. Therefore “righteousness” had to do with the lack of 
justice with which Felix ruled the country, and “self-control” had to do how Drusilla 
had broken her marriage vows, and “the judgment to come” had to do with the final 
penalty if these things were not repented for.  
 
I prefer to follow John Stott’s interpretation, since I don’t see how a discourse which 
did nothing but denounce Felix and Drusilla’s sins would have a) gotten Felix to say, 
“I want to hear from you again” (v.25b), nor would have b) been summarized as a 
discourse on “faith in Christ Jesus”.  However, I think that it is very clear that a 
presentation of the gospel, and of salvation in all three tenses, would have 
necessarily begun to work on their consciences. In other words, there is nothing 
more convicting than to preach the gospel (rather than the law). To preach about the 
Son of God who came to die for our sins shows a) how serious sin is, and b) how 
much we owe it to him to now follow him.  No wonder Felix was “afraid” (v.25)! If 
Paul had just preached a moral code, Felix would have been angry, not afraid. 
Preaching the Law reveals sin by saying: “You must obey God because he will crush 
you if you don’t stop sinning! Obey him out of fear.” Preaching the Gospel reveals sin 
by saying: “You must obey God because he let his Son be crushed so you could be 
free from sin. Obey him out of love.”  The gospel shows us a God more holy than that 
of traditional religion (since He won’t settle for just our imperfect moral efforts) yet a 
God more loving than that of traditional religion ( since He was willing to sacrifice 
his own Son for us). Thus this kind of God is deeply alarming to the human 
conscience--more alarming than a God who just thunders out the Law and demands 
morality. The God of the gospel deserves more service and surrender, because of 
what he has done for us.  
 



In short, both interpretations of the three topics are essentially correct. By 
preaching the gospel with great thoroughness, the implications for Felix and 
Drusilla’s life became painfully clear. But it was by preaching salvation by Christ 
and not by moral works that Paul convicted them so deeply about their immorality. 
 
3. 24:22-27. What were the four factors that contributed to prevent 
Felix from embracing the gospel? Do the same factors prevent you 
from doing what is right? 
 
The first factor seems almost trivial--an unwillingness to be “inconvenienced” 
(v.25c). Felix did not want his examination of Christianity to get in the way of any of 
his normal life goals or lifestyle. Although this may seen trivial, further reflection 
will reveal its seriousness.  People who don’t want their schedules or routines or 
customary patterns of behavior to be interrupted often refuse to take Christianity 
seriously. They know that if they were to become Christians, it would not require 
huge changes--just inconveniences, minor embarassments, small changes. And yet 
they are unwilling.  
 
The second factor was fear. He was “afraid” (v.25b). We looked at some of the 
reasons above for this fear. But what exactly was he afraid of?  Probably, there was 
a mixture of “right” fear and “wrong” fear. The “right” fear would have perhaps been 
some pangs of conscience. Paul’s eloquent message would have made him afraid that 
maybe there was a God, and maybe he had displeased him. But if the main fear 
Felix had was “right”, he would have moved toward listening to Paul more--not to 
send him away. Surely the fear that blocked the way for Felix is simply the fear of 
the unknown. This is a very general anxiety made up of a jumble of poorly formlated 
fears--what would happen if I converted? would I lose control? would I have to do 
many things that would make me a laughing stock? what will happen to my social 
standing? what will my friends think? 
 
The third factor was politics. “Felix wanted to grant a favor to the Jews” (v.27). 
Becoming a Christian is an individual decision between the person and God. Yet in 
many situations, an inquirer feels great political pressure from organized power 
blocks to avoid Christianity. This goes beyond the normal fear of being laughed at by 
friends. Often a person realizes that his or her conversion to Christianity will mean 
they will be excluded from some important social structure. It may mean the stalling 
of a career or the loss of access to a whole circle of influence and power. In many 
countries it means the loss of many civil rights.  
 
The fourth factor was greed. “He was hoping that Paul would offer him a bribe” 
(v.26). This was completely illegal, even in that time and place, but it was business 
as usual for Felix. Here we see Felix under some spiritual conviction, but his self-
interest, his relentless attitude of “what’s in this for me?” overwhelms any healthy 
seeking.  
 
These four specific factors probably boil down in to two basic motives--self-interest 
and self-protection. If we are not willing to make sacrifices (vs. self-interest) and 



make ourselves vulnerable (vs. self-protection), we will fail like Felix to embrace 
God’s will for us.  
 
4. 25:1-12. How do the charges differ this time? Why did Festus offer 
Paul a trial in Jerusalem? Why did Paul refuse Festus’ offer of a trial 
in Jerusalem and claim his right to appeal to Caesar? 
 
The charges mentioned (v.7-8) are again regarding the Jewish and civil law, but for 
the first time Caesar is mentioned. Why?  
 

“The Jews knew that the Roman governors were unwilling to convict on purely 
religious charges, and therefore tried to give a political twist to the religious 
charge” (A.N.Sherwin-White. Roman Society and Roman Law in New 
Testament Times. p.50) 
 

In other words, the religious leaders now realized that they could never get Paul 
convicted by a Roman governor on moral/religious grounds. Now they knew that 
they had to convince the civil authorities that Paul undermined the peace and civic 
order. Therefore they accused him of causing disturbances that disrupted the pax 
Romana, the peace and harmony in society under Roman rule.  
 
Festus asked Paul if he wanted a trial in Jerusalem before the Sanhedrin. This was 
within the governor’s rights, because he could use anyone, including the Sanhedrin, 
as his jury or as his judicial council. Festus’ offer could not have been well-meant 
toward Paul. If he was totally ignorant of the hostility of the Jews toward Paul, then 
he might have been giving Paul a chance to be tried by his own people, on his own 
“home turf”. But surely he could see the real situation, how the Jews wanted nothing 
more than to get him back. Why was Festus willing to sacrifice Paul to them? It is 
not hard to understand. He had just begun as governor of Judea, and the Sanhedrin 
was the highest court of the people he was to rule. It would be very politic to begin 
his administration by doing something to gain their favor. That politics, and not 
concern for justice, was seen by the fact that Festus completely ignored the fact that 
the Sanhedrin had already tried Paul and failed to find him guilty. (23:30ff; 24:20) 
 
Paul, however, knew his danger. When he realized where Festus was going in his 
desire to please the Jewish leaders, he realized that his only hope was to completely 
remove himself from under the governor. 
 

“If Festus began by making a concession to the Sanhedrin, he might be 
inclined to make further concessions even more prejudicial to Paul’s safety. 
Felix had been an experienced administrator of Judea when Paul’s case was 
submitted to him, but Festus was a novice, and the Sanhedrin might well 
exploit his inexperience to Paul’s disadvantage. There was one way open to 
Paul as a Roman citizen to escape from his precarious situation, even if it was 
a way attended y special risks of its own...appeal to Caesar”. (F.F.Bruce, 
pp.477-478) 
 



The right of appeal to the emperor was a right that Roman citizens had enjoyed for 
centuries. It was not merely the right of “appellatio”, the right to appeal the ruling of 
a lower court, but it was the right of “provocatio”, the right to a trial in Rome. No 
Roman citizen could be forced into a trial by a body outside of Italy.  
 
5. 25:13-22. What do Paul’s actions teach us about our relationship to 
civil authority?    
 
1st, Paul’s actions show that we must respect civil authority as reflecting God’s 
justice in a limited way. Paul in Romans 13:1ff calls Christians to “submit to the 
governing authorities” because they are “established by God” (v.1). The civil 
magistrate is “God’s servant for good” (v.4). There have been many religions (and 
some Christians) who have seen secular governing authority as demonic, and who 
have said that believers have no responsibility toward them. But that is not seen 
either in Romans 13 or in Paul’s actions here in Acts. 
 

“[Paul’s appeal to Caesar] was not because he had lost confidence in Roman 
justice, but because he he feared that in Jerusalem Roman justice might be 
overborne by powerful local influences.” (F.F.Bruce, p. 478).  
 

The fact is that Roman justice, impartial and fair, continually exonerated Paul in 
the book of Acts. Paul’s appeal to Rome shows his confidence that, if human justice 
remains open and fair, it will continue to clear him of false charges. 
 
Behind Paul’s confidence in the impartiality of Roman justice is a view of “common 
grace”, that non-Christians are filled with moral sense and wisdom which God has 
given them (Rom.1:19-20; 2:14-15). He sees civil authorities as being ordained and 
maintained by God, and given general knowledge of truth and justice, even when those same 
authorities deny god.  
 
2nd, Paul’s actions show that we don’t have to fear even bad magistrates. God uses even 
very un-Christian rulers as instruments of his purposes. God calls Cyrus, a pagan king, his 
“servant” (cf. Isaiah 45:1) and Paul writes in the same way about Caesar (Rom.13:4) who at 
that time was Nero! But look at what happens in Acts 25. Festus is a conciliatory but weak 
man who is playing politics. But it is these politics that necessitates the drastic action of 
appealing to Caesar. Yet it is through Festus that God gets Paul to witness in Rome (as 
Jesus promised--Acts 23:11). Jesus told Pontius Pilate that he was doing nothing but what 
God had ordained (John 19:11). So there should be no panicky sense that un-Christian 
people in power are somehow free from God’s control The times and extents of their power is 
limited. 
 
3rd, Paul’s actions show that we must not just blindly or passively accept the actions of 
civil magistrates. Paul is extremely pro-active. He does not just give in, but rather protests 
injustice vigorously and “goes over the head” of Festus to save himself. In the same way, 
Christians can only give “qualified” respect to civil authority. We have a higher standard--
the moral law of God--by which to judge civil authority. We can and must protest and resist 
injustice.  
 
For a remarkable parallel passage to Paul, see Jeremiah 27. There, God through Jeremiah 
tells the Israelite King Zedekiah and his envoys that "my servant, Nebuchadnezzar" (v.6), a 
pagan king, will be in charge of that part of the world (27:1-11). This does not mean, 



however,  that God has forgotten justice, for he also says, "All nations will serve him and his 
son and his grandson until the time for his land comes; then many nations and great kings 
will subjugate him" (27:7). As the old saying goes, "the mills of God grind slow, but they 
grind exceeding fine". It is God's will (v.5) that the Israelites will be in exile in a pagan city 
for a long time ("and his son and his grandson") yet judgment on this wickedness will be 
come. Jeremiah's prophecy teaches us a great deal about our attitude toward pagans in 
power over us. We are to give them calm, qualified respect. a) Respect. Jeremiah sees 
Nebuchadnezzar as being in charge by God's sovereign will. He calls the nations to respect 
the power God has given him.  b) Calm. Since God is totally in control, the pagan king is 
"God's servant"--unwitting of course! But believers are not anxious. Even the pagan king's 
unbelief and violence will play into God's hand. We don't fear.  c) Qualified. But since God is 
judge, we know that the pagan king and his city is also under judgment and will be judged if 
there is no repentance (v.7). 
 



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide 
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything 

 
Read and mark   “!” - for something that helped you 
    “?” -for something that raised a question 
 
The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends 
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the 
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of 
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people, 
especially those who have thought through their objections to 
Christianity in a coherent way.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why? 
 
2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more 
information? 
 
3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What 
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?  
 
4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing 
their reaction next week with the group?  
 



Why to Believe in Christianity. 
Part 3. The Resurrection of Jesus Christ 
 
The case for the resurrection of Christ is very strong, as long as we grant the 
possibility of miracles. If we do that, then three basic lines of evidence converge 
to convince us that Jesus rose from the dead: 1) the fact of the empty tomb, 2) 
the testimony of numerous eyewitnesses, 3) the long-term impact on the lives of 
Jesus’ followers.  If we try to explain these effects away, we find ourselves 
making even greater leaps of faith than if we believed in the resurrection itself. 
 
How do we know the tomb was empty at all? (Isn’t this just legend)? 
 
We know that the early church was proclaiming the resurrection of Christ very 
early. We also know that there was great hostility from the leaders of Jerusalem 
toward the spread of Christianity.  Therefore, since the earliest church preached 
the empty tomb--it must have been empty, or no one would have believed the 
preaching for a minute. 
 
Here is one more piece of historical evidence.  The gospel writers mention that 
the earliest hostile explanation of the empty tomb was that the disciples had 
stolen it (Matt.28:13). It is extremely unlikely that, if the gospel writers were 
fabricating these resurrection stories, they would have made up and provided 
such a plausible alternative explanation for the empty tomb. The fact that they 
include the body-snatching claim is very strong evidence that it existed. And if 
it existed, then there must have been an empty tomb that had to be explained. 
 
But even if the tomb is empty, that does not prove a resurrection. 
 
No, but other considerations make it hard to believe in the three possible non-
supernatural explanations for the empty tomb. First is the theory that Jesus 
did not die on the cross, but revived in the tomb. But this is contradicted by the 
second line of evidence--the eyewitness sightings.  Second is the theory that the 
disciples stole the body. But this is contradicted by both the second and also 
the third line of evidence--the changed lives of the believers.  Third is the theory 
that the enemies stole it. This is the weakest of all the theories, since enemies 
would have had strong reasons to produce the body, if they had it. 
 
Here is one more piece of historical evidence. The account of the folded 
graveclothes in John 20:5-7 contradicts all the theories. It indicates that the 
graveclothes of Jesus left behind in the tomb were still wrapped around, as if 
the body had passed through it. If anyone had stolen the body, why would they 
leave the grave clothes behind, neatly wrapped and folded? Or if Jesus had 
revived, how could he have gotten out of the graveclothes without tearing them 
to pieces? (cf. John 11:44) 
 
How do we know anyone claimed to see Jesus? Aren’t these just legends? 
 
We can tell that the eyewitness accounts were not legendary. Why?  First, Paul 
in I Corinthians 15 makes a long list of people who claimed to have seen the 



risen Christ personally, and notes that “most of them are still living” (I Cor.15:6). 
How could Paul write that “Mary and Peter said they saw the risen Jesus” when 
Peter and Mary were saying, “no we didn’t”? It is extremely difficult to see how 
Christianity could have spread so rapidly if Paul’s amazing assertions were so 
easily refuted. Scholars have noted that legendary accounts of historical events 
take at least two generations to accrue, long after the eyewitnesses are gone to 
act as controls on the narratives.  
 
Second, every gospel states that the first eyewitnesses to the resurrection were 
women. In those times, women’s low social status meant that their testimony 
was usually not admissible evidence in court. There was no reason for Christian 
writers to fabricate accounts of women seeing Christ first. The only explanation 
for the existence of these reports is that they really happened. So we can 
conclude that there really were many, many people who claimed to have seen 
the risen Christ personally. 
 
Couldn’t the eyewitness accounts been a hallucination, or a conspiracy? 
 
Once we grant that the eyewitness claims really occurred, there are two factors 
that make it highly unlikely that they would be hallucination or a conspiracy. 
First, the eyewitnesses accounts are too numerous and the groups of 
eyewitnesses are too large. Paul alone mentions five appearances, and there are 
three or four others mentioned by the gospels. Acts 1:3-4 tells us that for forty 
days he appeared constantly to numerous groups of people. And I Cor.15:6 tells 
us that at one “sighting”, five hundred persons saw him at once.  The size of the 
groups and the number of the sightings make it virtually impossible to conclude 
that all these people had hallucinations.  Either they must have actually seen 
Christ, or hundreds of people must have been part of an elaborate conspiracy 
which lasted for decades. Paul suggests to his readers that any of them can go 
and talk to the five hundred witnesses. This would have been a hoax that lasted 
for years, and one in which no conspirators ever broke down and told the truth. 
 
But the final difficulty with the conspiracy theory is how hard it is to square it 
with the subsequent lives of the apostles and earliest disciples. Scholars 
recognize now that first century Jewish people did not believe in an individual 
resurrrection, but only in a general resurrection at the end of time. But despite 
the fact that their belief system provided no basis for it--they began to proclaim 
the resurrection of Christ. And despite the fact that they were poor and small 
and marginal, they developed a confidence and joy that enabled them to spread 
the gospel so powerfully that it transformed the whole Roman world. Most 
impressive of all is the historical fact that nearly all the early apostle’s died as 
martyrs. As Pascal put it, “I [believe] those witnesses that get their throats cut”. It 
is hard to believe that this kind of powerful self-sacrifice could be done for a 
hoax.  
 
Summary:   It is impossible for Christianity to have begun unless the tomb was 
empty. We know that there were hundreds and hundreds of eyewitnesses who 
claimed to have seen Jesus dozens of time.  There were too many sightings for 
them to be hallucinations. Yet the transformed, sacrificial lives of the early 



disciples surely indicates that the beliefs were sincere.  Therefore, it is most 
reasonable to conclude that the disciples saw what they said they saw.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



ACTS CURRICULUM 
Leader's Guide 

 
Week 26 Acts 25:13-26:23  Before Agrippa (Part I.) 
 
Introduction:  Herod Agrippa II had become king at age 17 when his father died 
(cf.Acts 12:21-23). He technically only ruled a fairly small kingdom (between 
Lebanon and Antilebanon), while the imperial governor had the actual power over 
Judea. Yet Agrippa was the symbolic head of the Jewish nation, and the Emperor 
Claudius had given him the administration over the temple and the power to 
appoint the High Priest.  At the time of this event, Agrippa and his sister Bernice 
have come to pay respects to the new governor.  
 
1. 25:13-27. How is Festus’ summary of the case (v18-20; 24-27)  a 
mixture of truth and untruth? 
 
a) Truth. (1) The Jewish leaders had sought his death (v.24), and (2) Festus had not 
found him guilty of any capital offense (v.25a), and (3) Paul had made his appeal to 
the Emperor (v.25b). b) Untruth. “I have nothing definite to write to His Majesty 
about him.” (v.26a). We saw that in 25:5-8 and 26:8 there were very definite and 
specific charges. One of the charges was difficult for a Gentile to assess--the charge 
of being unfaithful to “the law of the Jews” (25:8), leading a “sect” (24:5). But the 
other two were quite concrete and non-theological, namely that Paul brought a 
Gentile to the temple, and that he had created civil disturbances (24:5-6; 25:8). But 
both times Festus describes the charges to Agrippa (26:18-20; and v.26-27), he 
speaks as if the whole substance is a theological dispute that he could not 
understand. (“I was at a loss as to how to investigate such matters v.20).  
 
2. 25:13-27. How does his “spin” reveal how Paul is a problem for 
Festus?  Why is Agrippa a help for him? 
 
How does this reveal how Paul is a problem for Festus? 
Festus has two problems, one obvious and one less obvious. The obvious problem is 
the one he mentions--he does not know how to discern ”such matters” (v.20). He 
seems to realize that the Jewish leaders have lodged the civil charges as mere 
excuses to get at Paul for what they considered his real transgression--the preaching 
of Jesus. Festus rightly discerns that the theological issue is the real issue, and his 
curiosity is greatly aroused by this, yet he knows he is completely out of his depth in 
this whole area. He does not even know what the points of conflict are, and what the 
merits and weaknesses are of each position.  
 
The less obvious problem is indicated by the fact that Festus needs to send along to 
Rome some statement of charges (v.27).  The civil charges before the governor (of 
violating temple rules and creating riots) simply were not substantiated at all by 
Paul’s accusers. There was no evidence that Paul had defiled the temple or had 
instigated riots. When charges come without any evidence at all, a judge is supposed 
to dismiss the charges and clear the defendant--not pass the case on, to have it go to 



trial. The reason Paul appealed his case to Rome was because Festus had not had 
the courage to declare Paul innocent and let him go. Festus had afraid to alienate 
the Jewish leaders, and sending Paul to Rome was a convenient way “out” for him. 
But now he had to explain why he thought the charges against Paul had enough 
merit that he could not dismiss them. But, of course, this leaves him completely at a 
loss. 
 
Why is Agrippa a help for Herod? 
Agrippa II “had a reputation of being an authority on the Jewish religion [see 26:3], 
and Festus decided that he was the man who could best help him to frame the report 
which he had to remit to Rome in connection with Paul’s appeal...” (F.F.Bruce, p.482) 
Festus hoped that Agrippa could listen to Paul and help him discover what about 
Paul was so disruptive of the peace. Probably, Festus hoped that Agrippa could 
provide some insights about why this case warranted a trial. Festus may have 
reasoned, “this man must be doing something terribly bad or wrong to provoke such 
furious opposition”. He hoped Agrippa could show him what it was.  
 
3. 25:23-27. Why is this such a tremendous opportunity to proclaim the 
gospel. Consider how many things God had to work together for this to 
occur. Refer to the last few chapters. 
 
Why is this such a tremendous opportunity for the gospel? 
First, this is a very strategic opportunity for the gospel because “the chief captains 
and the principal men of the city” were assembled to hear Paul (v.23). Why? It was 
an social and political occasion--it was a way for the elite of the imperial capital to 
maintain cordial relations with the head of the nation. This is why there was “great 
pomp”. But what an opening for the gospel! Here is Caeserea, the royal capital in the 
part of the world, and all the leaders of the city are assembled to hear Paul’s 
testimony and message. Imagine any major city in the U.S. or the world having all 
the leading business and political leaders assembling to hear a preacher of the 
gospel. It hasn’t happened (if it has ever happened) in centuries.  
 
The strategic nature of the moment is better appreciated when we remember that up 
until this point the spread of Christianity had been mainly among the working class 
and the poor. In a highly class-stratified society, it was very difficult for the lower 
classes to share their faith with people of the upper classes. Thus an opportunity 
like this is worth its weight in gold.  
 
Second, this is a very dramatic opportunity for the gospel, because here we see a face 
to face confrontation with the leaders of two completely opposed spiritual 
“kingdoms”. The Herods were the powerful royal family who, though professing the 
Biblical faith, had lived lives of violence and corruption for generations, mimicking 
the ways of the ruling classes of the world. Herod the Great had slaughtered many 
in an effort to kill Jesus. His son Herod Antipas had executed John the Baptist, his 
grandson Herod Agrippa I had killed the apostle James. Now Paul has the 
opportunity to clearly present the gospel which this family had been opposing for 
generations. The confrontation could not be more dramatic. 
 



Consider how many things God had to “work together” to create this opportunity. 
This opportunity for witness--to Felix, Festus, Agrippa, and later to the imperial 
court itself--was the result of a complex, inter-related series of events that have been 
chronicles since chapter 21. They include at least these: 
 

a) Paul sought to appease Jewish Christians by doing rites of purification 
(21:26). If he hadn’t agreed to this, he would not have gone publicly to the 
temple. 
b) Some Jews from Asia who recognized Paul “happened” to be in the temple 
the day Paul went and they began the riot (21:27ff). 
c) The news of the riot “happened” to reach the Roman garrison just in the 
nick of time to save Paul’s life (21:31-32).  
d) The news of an assassination plot “happened” to reach the ears of Paul’s 
nephew, saving him from death (23:16). Yet if it were not for the 
assassination plot, Paul would never have been taken to the royal capital. 
Claudius Lysias would probably have found Paul innocent of the charges and 
let him escape. 
e) The Roman commander, Claudius Lysias, was a fair and just man who 
thought it worth great effort to save Paul and get him a fair trial (23:23ff), 
and so he sent him to Caesarea. 
f) Felix was unscrupulous and unjust and simply left Paul languishing in 
captivity for two years (24:27).  
g) Festus found himself in a political bind over Paul--caught between political 
pressure from the Jews and rules of Roman justice  
h) Agrippa just “happened” to come to the capital for a visit (25:13). 
 

It is remarkable. If Claudius Lysias had been unjust, and Felix just, none of this 
would have happened. It was by a very intricate web of interconnected events that 
Paul is now in a position to proclaim the gospel in a series of “socially lofty” arenas 
that the Christian faith had barely touched.  
 
4.25:23-27.  How many of these factors  were “bad” things? How can 
this illustration of Rom.8:28 help you right now? 
 
How many of these were “bad”? 
Clearly, most of the things that happened in this chain of events were very bad.  
 
(1) First, many of the events that turned out for such good were “bad” in the sense 
that they were the result of evil deeds. The hostile tourists from Asia, the assassins, 
the corruption of Felix, and the cowardice of Festus all were used by God to further 
his purposes. (As did God use the “wickedness” of those who betrayed and killed 
Jesus, cf. Acts 2:23).  
 
(2) Second, many of the events were “bad” in the sense that they were extremely 
painful and traumatic for Paul. He was beaten within an inch of his life, he was 
continually in danger, he had to continually listen to the must vicious and unfair 
accusations and attacks, and he had to stifle his extremely active spirit in order to 



accept years of imprisonment. Yet these were all small costs for the much larger 
reward of bearing witness where he otherwise could not (cf. Acts 23:11).  
 
How does this help you now? 
First, it means we need to look at both a) our own moral failures, and b) those by 
people around us and even against us. The Bible tells us that God never causes or 
tempts us to sin (James 1:13-14). Yet we also see (as in the case of Judas) that all 
sins are woven into a pattern by God’s plan that is redemptive--it furthers his 
purposes and works out for our good (Gen.50:20). Another example is Jacob, who 
deceived his father and cheated his brother (Genesis 27), and whose sin dogged him 
all of his life with severe consequences (Genesis 28-29). But if he had not sinned he 
would not have found his great love, Rachel, nor carried on the Messianic line. Can 
we say that his sin was “fortunate”--no! It had terrible results in his life, and he 
regretted it all his life. Can we say then that his sin derailed God’s plan for him--no! 
Clearly God worked even his moral failure into the right plan--plan “A” for his life. 
Joseph, as we have noted in a previous week, also saw God use other people’s sins 
for good.  
 
Second, it means we need to look at painful and difficult occurrences and 
circumstances and see them through the “lens” of verses like Genesis 50:20 and 
Romans 8:28. This does not mean, on the one hand, that God is the author of evil 
(remember James 1:13). So when terrible things happen, we know he weeps with us. 
We can grieve over and fight evil and suffering in the world, as did Jesus. In John 
11:38, he stood before the tomb of Lazarus, and the text tells us he “snorted in 
anger”. Jesus, though he was God, was angry at suffering, yet not angry at himself.  
We are not to simply be passive toward evil and trouble in the world with a vague 
notion that “it’s God’s will”. Notice how Paul does things. He definitely works to save 
himself from death, and he vigorously contests false accusations and injustice.  
 
But, on the other hand, we are not to be petrified with fear or bitterness by troubles. 
We are to rest in the assurance that God will put a limit on and give a purpose to 
every difficulty. Evil cannot thwart God’s purposes for the world or for you. This 
amazing balance again can be seen in Paul, who is very patient and calm throughout 
the arduous ordeals.  
 
5. 26:1-23. Trace each stage of Paul’s defense by giving a one sentence 
argument that summarizes his point in: vv.2-3, vv.4-8, vv.9-11, vv.12-16, 
vv.17-21, vv.22-23.  Most of us do not have such dramatic “testimonies” 
such as this one, but what can we learn from Paul for our own 
sharing of our experience?   
 
Trace each stage of the argument.  
vv.2-3. Here Paul is not simply flattering the king, but signaling the direction of his 
case. a) He is going to assume that the king know much about Biblical teaching (“you 
are well acquainted with Jewish customs and controversies”), and b) he is going to 
assume that the king has the intelligence and intellectual seriousness to listen to a 
sustained argument (“listen to me patiently”). Paul has, therefore, assessed the his 
listener and adapted his argument to him.  Then by giving him such a sincere 



compliment he, he begins the defense winsomely. Summary: “I sense in you the 
intelligence to listen to a full presentation--so here goes.” 
 
vv.4-11. Paul opens by showing evidence that he is completely committed to the 
Biblical faith of his fathers. He shows that he was a “Pharisee of the Pharisees”--as 
versed in and committed to the Biblical truth and Law of God as anyone ever has 
been. Also, like the Pharisees, he was committed to the future hope of the 
resurrection of the just. Summary: “Despite the charges, my record shows that 
no one has studied and loved the Law of God or hoped in the resurrection 
more than I, and I have not changed!” 
 
vv.9-11. Here Paul brings out a second fact--his violent persecution of Christians. 
This important argument really makes several points. a) First, it proves again that 
he was very committed to the Biblical faith, and b) second, it also in a sense shows 
that he understands how people could be opposed to Christianity and see it as a 
betrayal of the faith. c) Third, this part of his record “sets us up” for the next stage of 
his case, since we now know that the evidence for Christ must have been very strong 
to turn around someone like this. Summary: “Indeed, I can understand how my 
brothers feel--I once saw Christianity this way myself. But the evidence for 
Christ was so strong it changed my mind.” 
 
vv.12-16. The first of the two lines of evidence that Paul uses is the reality of the 
resurrected Christ. Here Paul recounts his meeting with Christ on the Damascus 
road. That this was not a hallucination or just a personal vision is seen by the fact 
that “we all fell to the ground” when the blazing light of Jesus shone on Paul and his 
companions (v.13-14). In this version of his experience he stresses that he was to be 
sent out as a witness to the Christ he met. Summary: “When I was confronted 
with the reality of the resurrected Christ, it changed the whole direction of 
my life.” 
 
vv.17-21. Here Paul gives Agrippa the explanation for the hostility of Jewish 
leaders. It is not because he is being untrue to the Biblical faith and the hope of 
Israel (see vv.22-23), but because he proclaiming that through Christ the Gentiles 
can share and be included in the Biblical faith and the hope of Israel. Summary: “I 
am accused not because I am unfaithful to our God, but because I teach that 
through Christ the Gentiles can also know our God.” 
 
vv.22-23. The second of the two lines of evidence that Paul uses is the testimony of 
the Scriptures. He argues that the Bible pointed to and looked to Jesus Christ. 
Everything about him was predicted, namely, that through his work, his death and 
resurrection, he would bring salvation (“light”) to both Jew and Gentile. Notice this 
careful acknowledgment of a daring truth--that the Jews need salvation from Christ 
as much as the Gentiles. Here, though he is treading very lightly, Paul shows the 
real reason he is being persecuted. Not only is it that through Christ, the Gentiles 
can know the God of Israel, but only through Christ can the Jews be “right” with 
their own God. So, though Paul is proclaiming the God of Israel through the 
Scriptures of Israel and pointing to the hope of Israel (resurrection unto eternal life 
with God), he is putting Jew and Gentile on an equal spiritual footing. They equally 
need Christ’s “light”, and they can equally receive it.  Summary: “And when I 



looked at the Scripture, I found that it predicted this same Christ, through 
whom both Jew and Gentile can have the light of God.”  
 
How does Paul’s testimony give us pointers for our own?  
There are numerous principles--here are just a few. The group can think of many 
others: 
First, Paul shares his testimony repeatedly. This is the third time it is recorded in 
this book.  
Second, Paul adapts his testimony each time. We will look at this more next week, 
but it is clear from a quick scan of the three accounts that there are significant 
differences. Why? It depends on who he is talking to. He plays up certain features 
and leaves others out depending on whether he is talking to secular people or 
religious people. 
Third, Paul always concentrates as much on the personal life change as on the 
account of the experience itself. In each case, there is great stress on his fanatical 
and angry “before” condition contrasted with his new “after” condition. They are 
described in great detail. In the same way, it is important in our testimonies to talk 
about the actual difference Christ makes for us. It is easy to focus on the details of 
how you actually found Christ. Too much emphasis on that may give people the false 
impression that their own process must be just like yours.  



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide 
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything 

 
Read and mark   “!” - for something that helped you 
    “?” -for something that raised a question 
 
The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends 
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the 
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of 
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people, 
especially those who have thought through their objections to 
Christianity in a coherent way.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why? 
 
2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more 
information? 
 
3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What 
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?  
 
4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing 
their reaction next week with the group?  



Why to Believe in Christianity. 
Part 4a. The Challenge of Jesus Christ--His claims. 
 
At the heart of the evidence for Christianity is a great conundrum.  There is an 
unsurpassed moral and spiritual beauty about the character and the teaching 
of Jesus. Huston Smith, in The World’s Great Religions says that only Buddha 
and Jesus so impressed their contemporaries that they were not just asked 
“who are you?” but “what are you?” But the difficulty for observers comes in 
just at this point, for Buddha asserted that he was not a god, but Jesus 
repeatedly and continually claimed to be the God, the Creator of the universe.  
So on the one hand, there is a person of supreme love and moral wisdom, but 
on the other, a man whose claims “if not true, are those of a megalomaniac, 
compared with whom Hitler was the most sane and humble of men.” (C.S.Lewis) 
 
But couldn’t his followers have just make these divine claims up?  
 
No.  A number of reasons were given in sheet #1, above. But the main reason is 
that the original followers of Christ were Jews, and the divinity of a human 
being is the very last thing that first century Jewish minds would be able to 
make up. Buddha, Mohammed, Confucius et al were able, through strenuous, 
emphatic protestations, to convince their subsequent followers that they were 
not to be worshipped, that they were only teachers. Yet their first followers had 
views of God which allowed the possibility of a God-man. But first century Jews 
had a theology and a culture that in every regard was completely and totally 
resistent to the idea of God becoming human. The concept would not have even 
occurred to them.  Many believe that Jesus, like all the other founders of great 
religions, was a humble sage who refused divine claims. But if Jesus had also 
denied that he was God, why would he have failed where the other founders 
succeeded, and with the least likely people on earth to divinize their teacher?  
The letters of Paul (written only 15-25 years after Jesus’ death) and the even 
earlier hymns and creeds he quotes (like Phillipians 2:5-11) show that the 
Christians worshipped Jesus immediately after his death. The only fair 
explanation is that Jesus was the source of the claims--that his continual and 
powerful assertions of deity eventually broke through their walls of resistance. 
 
But why couldn’t he just have been a very good teacher?  
 
The strength of the Christ’s claims make that option impossible. First there 
were all this astounding indirect claims.  (1) Jesus assumed authority to forgive 
all sins (Mark 2:7-10)--not just sins against him. Since we can only forgive sins 
that are against us, Jesus’ premise is that all sins are against him, and 
therefore that he is God whose laws are broken and whose love offended in 
every violation. (2) Jesus claimed that he alone could give eternal life (John 
6:39,40), though God alone has the right to give or take life. More than that, 
Jesus claimed to have a power that could actually eliminate death, and he 
claims not just to have or bring  a power to raise the dead, but to be the Power 
that can destroy death (John 11: 25-26). (3) Jesus claimed to have the truth as 
no one else ever has. All prophets said, “thus saith the Lord” but Jesus teaches 
with “but I say unto you” out of his own authority (Mark 1:22; Luke 4:32) And 



more than that, he claims not just to have or bring truth, but to be the Truth 
itself, the source and locus of all truth (John 14:6). (4) Jesus assumed the 
authority to judge the world (Mark 14:62). Since God alone has both the infinite 
knowledge and the right (as Creator and owner) to evaluate every person, Jesus 
premise is that he has both divine attributes. More than that, Jesus claimed 
that we will be judged in the end primarily on our attitude toward him 
(Matt.10:32,33; John 3:18). (5) Jesus assumed the right to receive worship 
(John 5:23, 9:38; Luke 5:8; John 20:28-29) which neither great persons nor 
even angels would accept (Rev.22:8,9; Acts 14:11-15). (6) His even off-hand 
statements and actions continually assume that he has divine status. He claims 
to have sent all the prophets and wise teachers in the world through all the 
centuries (Matt.23:34). (So he is claiming to be eternal.) He comes to the temple 
and says all the rules about observing the Sabbath are off now because the 
inventor of the Sabbath is now here (Mark 2:23-28). (So he is claiming to be 
Creator.)  He puts his own knowledge on a par with God the Father’s 
(Matt.11:27) (So he is claiming to be all-knowing).  He claimed to be perfectly 
sinless (John 8:46).  (So he is claiming to be completely holy.) He says that the 
greatest person in the history of the world was John the Baptist, but that the 
weakest follower of Christ is greater than he (Matt.11:11). This list could be 
stretched out indefinitely.  
 
Then there are his direct claims, which are staggering. John Stott has organized 
his assertions this way. (1) To know him is to know God (John 8:19), (2) to see 
him was to see God (John 12:45), (3) to receive him is the receive the God (Mark 
9:37). Only through him can anyone know or come to God (Matt.11:27; John 
14:6). Even when Jesus called himself “the Son of God”, he was claiming 
equality with the Father, since in ancient times an only son inherited all the 
father’s wealth and position and was thus equal with him. The listeners knew 
that everytime Jesus called him self “the Son”, he was naming himself as fully 
God (John 5:18). Finally, Jesus actually takes upon himself the divine name “I 
AM” (John 8:58, cf. Exodus 3:14; 6:33), claiming to  the “Yahweh” who 
appeared to Moses in the burning bush.  
 
We must remember one more point. Eastern religions were “pantheistic” and 
understand God to be the spiritual force in everything, so to say “I am part of 
God” or “I am one with God” is not terribly unusual. Western religions were 
“polytheistic” and believed in various gods who could take on human guises. 
But Jesus was Jew, and when he described God he meant the God who was 
beginningless Creator who was infinitely exalted above everything else. This 
means that what he was saying was the most stupendous claim that anyone 
has ever made. And he did not make it once or twice. Rather, his was a 
consciousness which suffused everything he said and did. 
 
We cannot minimize these. If you heard a man saying “I have always existed, I 
created the world, I am ultimate reality. I will return at the end of time and your 
fate will depend on your obedience to me.” --you could not laugh. You would 
reject him, or fear him, or attack him, but you could not consider him a fine 
moral teacher. He did not leave that open.  
 



Please immediately read part 4b. These two parts go together. 
 



ACTS CURRICULUM 
Leader's Guide 

 
Week 27 Acts 26:1-32  Before Agrippa (Part II.) 
 
Introduction: Because this passage is so interesting and rich, we will continue 
looking at it this week.  In case some people were not present last week, be sure to 
begin reading at chapter 26:1. Also, it may be a good idea to review the basic line of 
argument of verses 1-23. Refer to question #5 in the Week 26 study. 
 
1. 22:12-18. How is this account of Paul’s conversion different from the 
others--in 9:1-19; 22:5-16?  How do those differences show Paul 
tailoring his presentation to his audience?  
 
There are several minor differences in the accounts and one major difference.  
 
One minor differences has to do with what Paul’s companions experienced. Some 
had seen these descriptions as blatantly contradicting one another, but it is difficult 
to imagine how Luke could have included them if they were so. If we put all the 
stories together, we assume that the men fell down with Paul, then stood up with 
Paul, seeing the light and hearing a noise without seeing either the actual figure of 
Jesus or his words.  
 
Another minor difference is that Ananias is left out of this account, because Paul 
thought him to be an unnecessary figure to mention. His role was stressed the most 
when Paul gave his testimony before the angry crowd in Acts 22. Why? To a crowd of 
devout Jews, the mention of Ananias was important. He was probably well known to 
many of them and his witness would be very valuable in their eyes. It would make 
Paul’s whole account more credible, since Paul is telling them of someone who could 
corroborate the story. On the other hand, Ananias would have been no one of 
importance to Festus and Agrippa.  
 
The major difference is that only in this text do we learn Jesus said, “It is hard for 
you to kick against the goads” (v.14). This is an agricultural allusion, a “goad” being 
a sharp stick used to herd goats and other animals. Why would Paul bring this out 
here?  
 

“This...suggests that there was already in the depths of Paul’s mind a half-
conscious conviction that the Christian case was true. Stephen’s arguments 
were perhaps more cogent than Paul allowed himself to admit...It was 
probably in large measure to stifle this conviction and impression that Paul 
threw himself so furiously into the campaign of repression. But the goad kept 
on pricking his conscience, until at last the truth that Jesus was risen indeed 
burst forth into full realization...” (F.F.Bruce, p.491) 
 

This statement from Jesus, then indicates that Paul’s conversion was not quite as 
sudden as it might appear. There was a longer process of wrestling with the 



evidence. Paul himself had these same two kinds of evidence that he gives to 
Agrippa even before Damascus road experience--since a) there were hundreds of 
eyewitnesses to the risen Christ in Jerusalem, and b) he heard the reasoning of 
Stephen from the Bible.  
 
Paul is probably bringing this out because he is trying to bring Agrippa to Christ. He 
is beautifully showing that a very educated and sophisticated Jew can be converted 
by the evidence for Christ, even if it means wrestling deeply and even semi-
consciously with it. Surely Paul is saying to Agrippa: “I know you might not be able 
to at first admit the attraction of Christ--I could not either. But ponder these things! 
If you are moved or convicted secretly, just know it is God after you, as he was after 
me.” It is an extremely personal and bold appeal to Agrippa’s heart. That appeal 
becomes even more overt in v.27 (see below).  
 
Additional note:  In this account of Paul’s conversion, Christ’s words to him 
through Ananias are merged with Christ’s words to Paul directly on the Damascus 
road. This is because they are both about Paul’s commission to go to the Gentiles. 
(Note: It is interesting to see how Paul can make these kind of significant editorial 
changes without contradicting himself or misleading. If we only had this last 
account, we’d think Jesus said some words on the road that we know from the other 
reports were said by Ananias. This sheds much light on the alleged “contradictions” 
in the gospels. Often two gospels tell of the same event and the accounts are fairly 
different in many details, such as quotation of Jesus’ actual words, and so on. But 
Paul’s three different accounts of his conversion show that an eyewitness recounting 
real historical events may slightly alter the narrative (through selective use of 
material and some conflation) for his own purposes of communication, without 
compromising the truth of the report. 
 
2. 26:17-23. What does Paul tell Agrippa here about a) the need for 
salvation (our lost condition),  b) the method of salvation (how to 
become a Christian), and finally, c) the ground of salvation (the 
reason God can save us)? 
 
We really see Paul the evangelist at work in these final verses, especially. Though 
the ostensible purpose of the address is to clear him legally, his purpose is to convert 
his listeners, especially Agrippa.  The audience saw Paul as the man in chains, but 
Paul spoke as the free man--and as if it were his audience in chains. He wants them 
to be as he is (v.29). Therefore, we see him providing some very clear summary 
statements of the gospel. 
 
The need for salvation.  
In verse 18 we have a great little summary of conversion. The first half of the verse 
tells us what God does for us, and what condition we are in. He “opens their eyes” 
and breaks “the power of Satan” over us. In other words, we are spiritually blind and 
spiritually enslaved (though we don’t know it). Our spiritual inability is such that 
God must turn us toward the light (cf. Acts 16:14).  
 
The method of salvation 



But the second half of the verse explains what we are to do. We a) receive forgiveness 
of sins, and b) a place among those who are sanctified.  Becoming a Christian is to 
receive forgiveness--not to merit it or earn it. And we do not merely receive 
forgiveness (which is “negative”--a pardon for our failures), but we also receive a 
“place”, a reward, which is also “received”, not earned.  This is a place for those 
“sanctified by faith in me (Christ).”  It is common for us to think of “sanctification” as 
only the process of becoming more godly, and often the word is used like that. But 
the word “sanctified” usually means to be “set apart as holy”. Since the word is in 
the past tense in v.18, we see what an tremendous offer this is. The word “received” 
does not only refer to the forgiveness, but to the place. So, when we believe in Christ, 
we receive--then and there--both a pardon and a standing with God, in which he 
treats us as holy and sanctified.  
 
We also must not be too individualistic in our reading of v.18. Paul is not just 
promising a place, but a place among. We are received into a community, a family. 
When we get God as our Father, we immediately and automatically get a new set of 
brothers and sisters. 
 

“For the new life in Christ and the new community of Christ always go 
together. What was specially significant was that the Gentiles were to be 
granted a full and equal share with the Jews in the privileges of those 
sanctified by faith in Christ, that is, the holy people of God.” (Stott, p.374) 

 
The ground of salvation 
Without verse 23, though, it would be hard to see what “faith in...[Christ]” is. In 
verse 23 he makes it clear that it is not faith in Christ as Teacher or example 
(though he was a peerless Teacher and a perfect example). Rather, it is though what 
he did--his death and resurrection--that secures for us our forgiveness and our place. 
So we do not become Christians by just “living for Christ” in some general way, but 
by transferring our trust and faith from our efforts and work to Christ’s efforts and 
work. Summary: Paul is saying, “When we believe in Christ, we receive complete 
pardon, and we are accepted by the Father as holy and blameless in Christ.” 
 
3. 26:24-27. How does Paul summarize his two lines of argument in a 
final stunning, direct appeal to the king? 
 
Paul’s final appeal is remarkable, both for its boldness and for its brilliance. It was 
bold because it was so direct. Imagine--to try to press the king, to put him “on the 
spot”. Very dangerous. But it was brilliant. 
 
First, Paul again presses his “historical” line of evidence and argument. He counters 
Festus’ outburst that his message is not wishful thinking or fantasizing--it is “most 
true and reasonable” (v.25). He does not say, “well, I just know this because I feel it 
so strongly”. Rather, he insists that it is rational to be a Christian. Then he makes a 
vivid statement, “the king [knows]...these things...for it was not done in a corner” 
(v.26). Paul has such confidence that the miracles and ministry and death of Christ, 
and the resorts by eyewitnesses of the resurrection--none of this could have escaped 
the king’s knowledge. This is very important to notice. It is now 25 years after the 



death of Christ, and yet Paul is able (at such a crucial moment) to assume that 
anyone who has lived in or around Jerusalem would have known about all these 
matters. He can say, “without fear of contradiction--the king knows about this man 
Jesus, the miracles he did, and how his tomb is empty, and how many people have 
claimed to see him risen.” Amazing! These facts were so well known that even 
unbelievers and enemies couldn’t deny them. So though Paul knew that the entire 
story would seem ridiculous to a Gentile pagan like Festus, he knew that Agrippa 
could be challenged and would not be able to deny the basic features of the life of 
Jesus. That is why he makes this bold move. And Agrippa’s response shows that he 
could not deny what Paul said (see below).  
 
Second, Paul also returns to the predictions of the prophets and the Scripture. “King 
Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do.” (v.27). So Paul has boxed the 
King in. And his response has been variously interpreted. Some see it as a joking 
statement (said with a laugh), some see it as an outburst of anger, and some see it as 
a statement that he is sincerely interested (though Paul is going too fast for him). 
Which is it?  It is hard to know. (Maybe it is all three!) No matter what his emotion 
or motivation, however, his statement does not answer Paul’s challenge or question. 
Paul clearly had the king at a spot where he had to simply change the subject.  
 
Paul’s final statement is a lesson in communication. Whether Agrippa’s statement 
was a joke, an outburst, or a request--Paul responds to it as if it were said in a 
positive way. He says, basically, “I don’t care how long you take! I only want you to 
all know him as I do.”  
 
4. Should we be as direct in our argumentation as Paul was? 
 
This question is not asking whether we should be as calm and confident and 
courageous as Paul. We should all be like that always in our discussions with non-
Christians.  But besides this confidence, Paul was also very relentless in his 
argumentation and questioning of the king. Commentators believe it was a breach of 
etiquette for Paul to have addressed Agrippa directly, let alone to put him on the 
spot with such a pointed question, especially one that would be so embarrassing for 
him to answer either way. (If the king said that he did believe the prophets, it would 
be like agreeing with Paul--but if he denied that he believed the prophets, it would 
be a slap to his heritage.) So Paul was very “direct” because he did not provide 
Agrippa with any easy or gracious way to escape his argument. Should we be as 
relentless and direct as Paul?  
 
The only right answer will be--it depends! First, boldness depends on the situation. 
The more public it is (as in this case) the more you need to be fairly direct. The more 
private you are the more you should be gentle, the more you should listen, the less 
you should “go for the jugular”. With individuals you should not push your 
arguments if they are not responding well. Second, boldness depends on your level of 
knowledge and wisdom. Of course, there was no better evangelist in history 
(probably) than the apostle Paul. Even so, we know he took years of study and 
reflection (see Galatians 1:17-18) before beginning such a ministry. We also know he 
spent several hours a day for two years speaking with non-Christians in a public 



forum in Ephesus (cf.19:9-10). Two years of daily dialogues! So Paul knew what he 
was doing--not just through gifts, but through plain practice. Most of us need far 
more practice before we can he push so brilliantly. Thirdly, boldness depends on 
spiritual discernment. Paul was a very godly man, and he probably evaluated 
Agrippa’s condition and assessed that he was ripe for such a thrust.  
 
Because most of our evangelistic discussions are private, and because few of us are 
either as knowledgeable or as discerning as Paul, we should be very leery of getting 
into extended intellectual debates with non-Christians. And when we do, we should 
generally not try to “trap” people with arguments so that there is “no way out” for 
them.  
 
5. 26:30-32. Once again, Luke shows that Paul is not guilty--and that 
Christianity is not disruptive to public order and society? Why do you 
think Luke is pressing this point so much? How can we make the same 
case today? 
 
If there is time to do this question, refer to the last question in the Week 24 study.  
 
Luke keeps showing that Paul is repeatedly found “not guilty” of undermining the 
peace by one magistrate after another. He also shows Paul relying on Roman justice 
and finding it fair and upright. Why was Luke so keen to demonstrate this? In the 
early centuries of its life, enemies of the faith asserted that Christians could not be 
faithful to Caesar, and therefore the spread of Christianity was bad for society. Why 
would anyone say this? Weren’t there many religions in the empire? 
 
Yes, but Christianity challenged the fundamental premise of that pagan world, 
which was religious pluralism. The pagans believed that there were many “gods”, 
that every group and nationality and region and area of life had its own “god”. And 
no one claimed that they had the supreme God over every nation or area of life. 
Rather, everyone had their own religion and their own god which only extended over 
a limited “turf”. The reason this was important in the Roman world was that this 
opened the way for the emperor and other royal persons to be worshipped as gods 
themselves. Thus “institutionalized polytheism” allowed human rulers to take 
enormous power and to make divine claims. In a polytheistic culture, in which no 
one god is supreme, citizens were used to worshipping a small number of gods--and 
they could also worship Caesar. Also, each city had a patron deity which gave the 
rulers of that city power and clout. 
 
But Christianity threatened this entire system. Even the Jews, who believed in one 
supreme God, still (wrongly) understood him as belonging only to them. Thus 
Judaism ironically fit into the pagan schema, at least as it appeared to the pagans 
from the outside. To the Romans, Yahweh was just the God of the Jews. But the 
gospel of Christ was unique, because it not only proclaimed one supreme God, but 
one whose authority extended over every area of life and every nation in the world. 
 

“The message of Christ inevitably posed a threat to the institutionalized 
religious pluralism of the Hellenistic-Roman world. When the apostles 



proclaimed a message from the living God, who alone ‘created heaven and 
earth and all that fills them’, they challenged not merely marble images in a 
city’s temple, but the very concept of divine patrons governing different regions 
or spheres of life. Such a message...could be seen as dangerous, insulting to 
civic dignity, and disruptive of the fabric of social order.” (Dennis Johnson, 
The Message of Acts in the History of Redemption, p.190) 

 
What Luke (and other Christian writers) had to show the world was that the gospel 
did make people great neighbors and citizens, and that the spread of Christianity 
was healthy for society. From the outside, Christianity almost has to look like 
arrogance--because people outside of Christianity (by definition) cannot understand 
that salvation is by grace. Thus they assume that anyone who thinks they are right 
with the one and only God will necessarily feel very morally superior, and will not 
serve their neighbors and honor and respect their rulers who are not Christians. 
However, from the inside, the gospel humbles us deeply and sends us out with 
radical love.  Since salvation is by grace, we expect many non-Christians to be wiser 
and more talented and healthier in many respects. Since salvation is by grace, we 
want to serve others graciously as we were served.  
 
How can we possibly, then, convince a the world that the spread of the gospel makes 
the world a better place? Only by our example. That is what Luke is doing. He shows 
the Roman world that Paul humbly respects and trusts Roman justice, even when 
declaring categorically that Jesus is the Supreme Lord of every single square inch of 
reality. What is impossible for the world to see is that this absolute Lordship is what 
makes us not hostile to but filled with concern for our neighbors and our world, and 
ready to express that concern through deeds of mercy and justice. 



THE GOSPEL: A User’s Guide 
Part IV-B.- The Case for Credibility: How to Believe Anything 

 
Read and mark   “!” - for something that helped you 
    “?” -for something that raised a question 
 
The following is part of a series of sheets to give and discuss with friends 
who don’t believe the Christian faith. This particular set of sheets is the 
most difficult.  With many people, it would be good to skip some or all of 
them. But they will be absolutely necessary with a number of people, 
especially those who have thought through their objections to 
Christianity in a coherent way.  
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 
1. What in the reading was most illuminating or helpful? Why? 
 
2. What in the reading puzzles you or leads you to want more 
information? 
 
3. How do you think non-believing people would respond? What 
would be helpful to them? What might not be helpful?  
 
4. Would you consider lending one or more of these to a non-
believing friend and asking for their reaction and then sharing 
their reaction next week with the group?  



Why to Believe in Christianity. 
Part 4b. The Challenge of Jesus Christ--His character. 
 
The first part of the challenge of Jesus Christ is the extraordinarily self-centered 
teaching.  We must try to grasp how absolutely astounding these claims were to 
the listeners.  We can do that partially by imagining how you yourself would 
react if a neighbor of yours began to claim that he or she was the Creator of the 
universe who would judge the world.  You would almost certainly regard your 
neighbor as either insane or fraudulent.  That, of course, explains the actual 
historical record of human reactions to him. He spawned either passionate 
worshippers or furious people who wanted to kill him.  If he was a “good, moral 
teacher”, we cannot explain either the worshippers or his execution.  Anyone 
who knew anything about him knew that there were only three possibile 
explanations for him: he was either a liar, a lunatic, or the Lord he claimed to 
be.  
 
Well, why could he not have been a fraud, then? There have been lots of 
cult leaders who claimed to be divine.  
 
This brings us to the second part of the challenge of Jesus Christ. What is 
startling is not just that his claims that were so self-centered, but that his 
character and his actions were so completely unself-centered. The accounts of 
him in the New Testament speak for themselves.  He combines qualities that no 
one ever has. Despite his incredible claims, we never see him pompous or 
offended or standing on his own dignity. (As one said, “in thought he put himself 
first; in deed, last”.) Despite being absolutely approachable to the weakest and 
most broken people, he is completely fearless before the proud and corrupt. 
Despite being profoundly human, and becoming weary and lonely and moved to 
joy and love and anger, yet we never see him moody, we never see him 
inconsistent, we never see him being strong where he should be tender or 
tender where he should be strong. Most interesting of all, in the accounts of his 
dealings with people, he is continually surprising us, shocking us, yet never 
disappointing us. One writer summed it up with a remarkable challenge: 
 
“No one has ever yet discovered the word Jesus ought to have said or the deed he 
ought to have done. Nothing he does falls short, in fact, he is always surprising 
you and taking your breath away, because he is incomparably better than you 
could imagine for yourself. Why? They are the surprises of perfection. He is 
tenderness without weakness, strength without harshness, humility without the 
slightest lack of confidence, holiness and unbending convictions without the 
slightest lack of approachability, power without insensitivity, passion without 
prejudice. There is never a false step, never a jarring note. This is life at the 
highest.” 
 
But can we really be sure those Biblical stories aren’t embellished and 
idealized? 
 
We should reflect on why it is that no major religion has a founder which 
claimed to be God, (though many tiny, unsuccessful cults have). There have 



been many people in history who have made divine claims, but they have never 
been able to make their assertions broadly believable except to that tiny 
percentage of the population which is unusually credulous or emotionally 
needy. Why not? First, there are always people who have grown up with and 
lived with the claimant, and they know his or her character flaws. Second, there 
is a huge resistance in the human mind to such an assertion. In Jesus’ case,  
we must also remember that, though there were Jews who claimed to be the 
Messiah, there has never been a member of that culture in its 4,000 year 
history who has even made such an allegation, let alone got anyone to believe it.   
 
Yet this is what Jesus did.  Does a liar produce the kind of humble, utterly self-
less, sacrificial, forgiving lifestyle that Jesus had? What kind of life must Jesus 
have had to have led to overcome the profound resistance of Jews to such 
unique claims? What kind of life must Jesus have had to have led to convince 
even the people who lived with him? What kind of life would Jesus have had to 
have led to do what no other person in history has ever done--convince more 
than a tiny percentage of unbalanced people that he is the Creator and Judge of 
the universe? It would have to have been like the incomparable life depicted in 
the New Testament.  
 
Maybe, then, he really was insane? 
 
But this possibility is greatly undermined by the almost universally acclaimed 
wisdom and beauty of Jesus’ teaching.  The great consensus of history is that 
the teaching of Jesus is at least as remarkable and brilliant as that of any other 
great sage. G.K. Chesterton wrote: 
 
“If I found a key on the road and discovered it fit and opened a particular lock, I’d 
assume most likely the key was made by the lockmaker. If I find a set of teaching 
set out in pre-modern Oriental society that has proven itself of such universal 
validity that it has fascinated or satisfied millions of people in every century, 
including the best minds and yet the simplest hearts, that it has made itself at 
home in virtually every culture, inspired masterpieces in every field of art, and 
continues to grow and spread rapidly...[even today], are they likely to be the work 
of a deceiver or a fool? In fact, it is more likely they were designed by the heart-
maker.” 
 
In summary, then. The claims of Jesus make it impossible that he would be 
just a good man. The character and teaching of Jesus make it nearly impossible 
to believe that he was a deceiver or insane.  The resurrection of Jesus clinches 
the case. 
 
But it is crazy and ridiculous to believe that a human being could be God. 
 
Amazing--yes. But why is it ridiculous?  Once we remove a dogmatic bias 
against miracles (see sheet #2), then it is even more crazy and ridiculous to 
believe the alternatives to the Christian explanation for the phenomenon of 
Jesus.  How could a man who produced a kind of life and teaching that has 
never been produced before be a liar or a lunatic? How could a man make the 



claims he did and make good on them?  How could hundreds of people be 
deceived into thinking they saw him alive after his resurrection?  Yet if they 
were not deceived, but deceivers,  why would have they lived and died 
sacrificially for a hoax?  As hard as it is to believe that he is God come to earth, 
it is more difficult not to.  Is it really impossible for God to become human? 
Why, if God is really all powerful, could he not have done it? And why, if God is 
really all-loving, would he not have done it? 
 



ACTS CURRICULUM 
Leader's Guide 

 
Week 28 Acts 27: 1-44    Shipwreck 
 
Introduction: This description of the voyage to Rome has been admired by many 
scholars for its accuracy. It would be of great benefit to the study if most of the 
members had a map of the Mediterranean to refer to during the discussion. Many 
Bibles include a set of maps in the back, including a map of “Paul’s Journeys”. Make 
sure there are at least a couple of such maps for your use. Another note: In verse 9, 
there is a reference to “the Fast” which means Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, 
which ordinarily fell in late September or early October. Any time after the fast, sea 
travel in the Mediterranean is extremely dangerous, because storms come up 
quickly and fiercely during that season. By November, all sea travel ceased until the 
Spring.  
 
There are many nautical terms and practices mentioned that are not familiar to 
most readers today, especially the passage vv.13-20 which describes the original 
onset of the great storm. Here are some background notes that might be of some 
help: The great storm was such an old enemy of sailors that is had a special name, 
“Euraquilo”, literally a “nor’easter”. When the storm hit, the sailors did the 
following: a) v.16. First, they tried to find some shelter from the wind on the lee side 
of an island called Cauda (the “lee” is the side away from the wind). b) v.16b Second, 
they struggled to haul in the lifeboat (which was towed astern in fair weather, but 
which probably had flooded with water at the sudden onset of the storm). c) v.17a 
Third, they actually “frapped” the boat itself with cables around it which they lashed 
tightly to keep it from breaking apart. d) v.17b Fourth, for fear of being driven on to 
the Syrtis sand banks off the Libyan coast, they lowered a piece of equipment 
variously translated “sea anchor” (NIV) or “the mainsail” (NEB)--(we don’t know 
what the Greek word means!) d) v.18 Fifth, they jettisoned some of the cargo, and e) 
v.19 sixth, they through overboard as much of the ship’s tackle and equipment as 
they could spare.  
 
1. 27:1-12. The account of Paul’s voyage to Rome is vivid with details. 
Why does Luke know so much about the voyage? Make a list of the 
statements in these early verses that indicate first hand experience 
(that the narrator could not know from simply looking at a map).  
 
One of the most famous confirmations of Luke’s report is James Smith’s The Voyage 
and Shipwreck of St.Paul. Smith was Scottish sailor in the nineteenth century who 
lived in Gibraltar, Lisbon and Malta, and spent the winter 1844-45 investigating the 
account of Paul’s voyage by Luke in chapter 27. His conclusion was the portrayal 
was done by a non-sailor, nevertheless by someone who was an eyewitness to the 
events. “No sailor would have written in a style so little like that of a sailor; no man 
not a sailor could have written a narrative of a sea voyage so consistent in all its 
parts, unless from actual observation.” (quoted in Stott, p. 386). 



 
How does the text indicate why Luke knew so much about this voyage. 
The word “we” in the first verse introduces the fourth and final “we-section”, which 
runs from 27:1 to 28:16. This is a claim by the author that he was along on the 
voyage itself. The vivid details in all the “we-sections” are of course due to the fact 
that Luke was writing from first hand memory, and not relying on the accounts of 
other sources. 
 
A list of comments that could not be known from a map. 
Verse 2 - “we boarded a ship...about to sail for ports along the coast of the province of 
Asia”. This first ship was a “coasting vessel”, which was something like a “local” 
rather than an “express” train--it was not made for sailing the open sea, but for 
working its way in the shallow water right along the land, moving from port to port.  
 
Verse 4 - “we...passed to the lee of Cyprus, because the winds were against us.”  Those 
familiar with those waters know that the prevailing winds throughout the summer 
season blow from west to east. Since the winds were against them, they sailed to the 
east and north (“the lee”) of Cyprus, though it was a longer route, so that the island 
could shelter them from the strength of the winds. (In 21:1-3, when Paul was 
making a trip in the reverse direction, he sailed south of Cyprus, to make use of the 
wind.)  
 
Verse 6 - “at Myra in Lycia...the centurion found an Alexandrian ship sailing for 
Italy and put us on board”. Julius was looking to transfer in any port to a ship bound 
for Italy. Myra was a very likely place, since “Myra was one of the chief ports of the 
grain fleet that plied between Egypt and Rome...Egypt was the chief granary of Rome, 
and the corn trade between Alexandria and Rome was of the highest importance”. 
Luke later mentions in v.38 that there was a cargo of grain on board. This all fits 
what we know about the economy of the region. 
 
Verse 7 - “we made slow headway...and had difficulty arriving off Cnidus”. Ships 
heading west could work against a westerly wind by sticking very close to the coast 
as far as Cnidus. The sailor Smith writes that part of the coast: “is peculiarly 
favourable for navigation by such vessels, because the coast is bold and safe, the 
elevation of the mountains makes it visible at a great distance, and the sinuosities of 
its shores...would enable them, if the wind was at all off the land, to work windward 
at least as far as Cnidus, where these advantages ceased.” (quoted in Bruce, p.503) 
 
Verse 8 - “we sailed to the lee of Crete”. Since the west wind continued, they now 
could not cut straight over the lower end of the Aegean Sea, but rather had to sail 
oblique to the wind, almost due south. By sailing south of Crete, they show us that 
the wind was now north-westerly, which Smith says is just the sort of wind common 
in that region in the late summer. 
 
Verse 12 - “since the harbor [Fair Havens] was unsuitable to winter in, the majority 
decided that we should sail on hoping to reach Phoenix...facing both southwest and 
northwest”. Those familiar with the region know that the great danger in those seas 
was the “nor’ easter”, a hurricane force wind that can smash boats even in a harbor. 



Fair Havens “stood open to nearly half the compass” (Bruce, p.507) and was ill-suited 
to protect the boat from such a storm. So the ship owner and the centurion sought to 
find a safer harbor that they new on Crete, further to the west. 
 
 
2. 27:1-26.  How does God give Paul encouragement during the voyage? 
How has God sustained you during tough “voyages”?  
 
First, God gives Paul two forms of Christian fellowship. 
It is remarkable that both Luke and Aristarchus (cf.19:29) were able to go with Paul, 
in the company with “other prisoners” (v.1). The the second ship in particular was 
not a simple passenger vessel but was actually a state ship, under the direct 
authority of the Roman government for grain trade (see Bruce, p.503).  Why would 
the Roman centurion let two men simply “tag along” for a long, costly, and 
dangerous journey?  Some commentators have argued that Luke and Aristarchus 
must have travelled as Paul’s slaves: 
 

“...not merely performing the duties of slaves...but actually passing as slaves. 
In this way not merely had Paul faithful friends always beside him; his 
importance in the eyes of the centurion was much enhanced, and this was of 
great importance. The narrative clearly implies that Paul enjoyed much 
respect during this voyage, such as a penniless traveller without a servant to 
attend on him would never receive either in the first century....”  (Sir William 
Ramsay, quoted in Bruce, p.501). 
 

This is speculatve, of course, but it shows us that, however Luke and Aristarchus did 
it, they overcame very great obstacles in order to be sure that Paul did not face this 
great trial alone.  
 
But in addition to these two companions, God provides a very unexpected episode of 
encouragement and spiritual refreshment at Sidon (v.3) when the centurion Julius 
allowed him to disembark and spend time with the Christians of the church in that 
town. Again, we don’t know the circumstances that led to this unusual privilege. 
How had Paul impressed the commander so much that he trusted his prisoner to 
leave and return?  That does not matter. What is interesting is that the Christians 
in Sidon saw to “his needs”--which could not mean his physical needs. Surely Paul 
had sufficient food and other basic necessities. Rather, this must refer to the deep 
encouragement of Christian love.  
 
The basic lesson of these verses is that Christian fellowship is a “need”, which we 
neglect to our peril. God provided both abiding fellowship (in Luke and Aristarchus) 
and intense fellowship episodes in order to sustain Paul through his ordeal.  
 
Second, God agains sends Paul a special word of encouragement (v.23-25) which we 
discuss under the next question. At this point, though it is important to see this 
pattern with God. Every few years, in times of extreme trial, God gives Paul a 
special word of encouragement direct to his heart. We saw that God did this in 
Corinth (18:9) and in Jerusalem (23:11). We have pointed out before that we do not 



need to read this as a promise that Jesus will give us dreams and visions. But it does 
show us that God will, by his Spirit, bring his Word home to our hearts in unusually 
vivid ways. (That is what Paul prays for the Ephesians in Eph.1:18-21 and Eph.3:14-
29).  
 
Therefore we have two basic ways for God to encourage us during times of ordeals--
his Words (brought home to us by the Spirit), and fellowship with his children. 
 
3.  Compare Paul’s predictions in v.10 and vv.21-25. Does he 
contradict himself here? Have you ever experienced a disaster a) 
which was do to your refusal to take advice, yet b) was graciously 
eased and lightened by God? 
 
Compare v.10 and v.22 predictions. 
At first sight, Paul seems to be starkly contradicting himself, since in v.10 he says 
that he fears “great loss to ship...and to our own lives also”, but in v.21 he says very 
definitely that “not one of you will be lost: only the ship will be destroyed”.  But two 
factors show us why Paul has warrant to change his mind on this.  
 
First, the v.10 prediction is very vague--he does not say the ship will be destroyed or 
who will die, only that there will be “disaster” and “loss”. He actually makes no 
prediction one way or the other about the ship or the life of anyone. He is saying, “I 
foresee a disaster at sea if we continue--with terrible loss, perhaps even to all our 
lives.” Here he claims no divine authority for what he is saying--he later called it 
just “advice” (v.21),  and therefore we can assume that he is speaking as an 
unusually seasoned traveller in the Mediterranean. It is often overlooked that Paul 
had a previous terrifying experience at sea. He told the Corinthians in a letter 
previous to this event that he had once spent 24 hours in the open sea until he was 
either picked up or washed ashore (II Cor.11:25). We can imagine that anyone who 
has been through an experience like that is going to be extremely wary and cautious 
about seafaring for the rest of his life! Thus when they passed the date of the Fast, 
Paul’s heart and intuition told him that they should stay put and stay on land. 
Therefore, Paul’s original prediction, seen as a general warning, was absolutely 
right. 
 
Second, in his v.21 prediction he explains that he has had a divine revelation 
through an angel, which revised his original intuition. Now he is told that there is 
going to be a definite loss of ship, but there is not going to be any loss of life, due to 
the “graciousness” of God (v.24).  
 
Have you ever experienced a disaster like this? 
It is not hard to see the two features of Paul’s disaster as being typical of many of 
our life events. 
 
First, many times we are caught in “life storms” because we failed to heed a very 
basic principle or command of God. The 10 commandments, lay down maybe the 
most basic--don’t lie, be diligent and loving, don’t have sex outside marriage, honor 
your parents. Though the world is filled with terrible suffering and evil that can 



overtake us even if we walk obediently, it is amazing how many of our “life storms” 
were due to failing to take the advice of God’s Word. It is ironic that, since Paul has 
written so much of the New Testament--many of us have been in exactly the same 
“boat” as the sailors, with our lives coming apart because we failed to take Paul’s 
advice. For example, one man I know ran aground because he incurred too much 
debt and ignored Paul’s direction to incur few debts and pay off the ones you have 
promptly (Rom.13:8). Also, many people think Paul is a prude when it come to sex (a 
mistaken view), but have dismissed his advice to their peril and pain. 
 
Second, most of us can also list the many times we invited disaster, but God 
“graciously” (v.24) lessened the consequences, and we escaped basically unscathed, 
just as he so kindly allowed the crew and passengers of Paul’s vessels to escape. 
Many of us have taken stupid and selfish risks, or have mistreated others, or have 
lied and cheated, or have broken promises, but God mitigated the outcomes so they 
were not nearly as damaging as they could have been. 
 
One minister has said, “Never, ever ask God for justice. You might get it.” The 
theological principle behind this striking statement is helpful. We tend to keep a 
record of all the times and places where we did not get the good outcomes we 
thought we deserved. But we don’t keep a record of all the times God prevented us 
from receiving the bad outcomes we deserved.  
 
4.  Compare the response to Paul’s advice v.10 and v.30-32? Why do 
they follow his leadership at the end but not at the beginning? What 
does this tell us about leadership in general? How did Paul’s 
leadership save everyone’s life twice (v.31-32; 42-22)? 
 
Compare the response of v.10 and v.30-32. 
Why did the men listen to Paul in the storm at v.30-32 but did not listen to him in 
v.10? There are two reasons--one obvious and one not so obvious. 
 
The obvious reason is that Paul was proved right about the danger of proceeding. 
Though many of the men were sailors, Paul had proven that his extensive 
experience had given him excellent nautical expertise. Therefore he had shown his 
seafaring wisdom to be the equal of theirs, if not superior. This certainly had an 
impact on the crew. Previously they had probably thought he was just another 
“landlubber”; now they realized his background and competence in these matters. 
 
But there is a less obvious reason that they began to follow him. It is most 
interesting to see how Paul in v.21-22 uses the fact that he had been right and they 
wrong about the decision to sail.  On the one hand, he does remind them that his 
judgment had been vindicated (“Men, you should have taken my advice...”). But Paul 
does not have a proud or “I told you so” attitude. The only reason he brings up this 
up is not to rub their noses in it, but only so that they will now listen to his 
assurance and comfort.  “You should have taken my advice...but now I urge you to 
keep up your courage” (v.22). See his point?  He says, “I only mention my previous 
advice so you will now take my current advice. Don’t panic! I assure you that we will 



all be saved! Keep up your courage.” (v.22) How interesting--Paul only commends 
himself to the extent necessary for them to listen to his comfort.  
 
Why is this the second reason that they listen to him in v.30-32?  If Paul had lorded 
it over them and mocked them for their stupidity, they would certainly not have 
followed his leadership later. He demonstrated his concern for them, and he 
probably got up and gave them this assuring speech at a time when nearly everyone 
would have been in despair of survival. We all know that the biggest skeptics and 
unbelievers are quite happy to have someone pray over them before major surgery, 
and in the same way, these pagan men were deeply grateful and strengthened by the 
words of this man, no matter what his beliefs. 
 
What does this tell us about leadership?  
Most modern students of leadership notice that there is a “task” dimension and a 
“relational” dimension to leadership. On the one hand, we must get our jobs done 
promptly and expertly. We have to reach our goals. On the other hand, we must 
show concern for the people we are working with, listening to their concerns and 
meeting their needs. Of course, the challenge of leadership is how to balance both. If 
we simply push forward to our goals without concern for people, we eventually will 
not get to our goals, because no one will listen to us or follow us. But if we focus so 
much on relationships with people that we do not reach our goals, then people will 
not follow us either, since we want leaders who are competent, who can produce. 
 
Though Paul was only a prisoner, and he never sought to literally take the 
leadership away from the boat owner or the centurion, yet he so beautifully 
demonstrated both the two sides of leadership. On the one hand, he proved that he 
was not just well-meaning and kind, but competent. He knew how to get them home. 
On the other hand, he proved he was deeply concerned for all the men on the boat. If 
he had failed to show them either quality, they would not have listened to him at the 
moment of crisis. It has ever been so.  
 
How did Paul’s leadership save everyone’s life twice? 
In vv.31-32, Paul forbid the sailors to abandon ship. If they had done so, they would 
have been lost in the little lifeboat, and the “landlubbers” on the ship would have 
been helpless in the storm and died on the boat. 
 
In vv.42-45, the soldiers wanted to kill all the prisoners. Since the prisoners were 
their responsibility, they would be held accountable for any who escaped. In a ship 
wreck, of course, there would be no way to keep control of their charges. But the 
actions of Paul had deeply impressed many of the men, and especially the centurion. 
To save Paul’s life, the commander refused to let the prisoners be slain.  
 
5. a) What tension is there between Paul’s prediction of v.22 and his 
command in v.31? b) How do these two statements show the unique 
view of Christianity with regards to the old “fate vs. free will” debate? 
c) Why is this view so intensely practical for our daily living? 
 
What tension is there between v.22 and v.31. 



The tension is very remarkable. When Paul declares that “not one of you will be lost” 
(v.22) he invokes divine authority. This was a revelation of God, direct from an 
angel; this was not Paul’s opinion or intuition. Now that means that this historical 
outcome is fixed--it cannot be in doubt. The Bible says that God does not change his 
mind or repent (I Samuel 15:29). Also, in Deuteronomy 18:21-22, we are told flatly 
that any prophet whose prophecy does not come is a false prophet. Therefore, if Paul 
really has a divine revelation, there is no possibility that anyone will die. However, 
when the sailors tried to escape, Paul says, that they will die unless the sailors stay 
(v.31).  It is striking that Paul does not feel or say, “since I know we are all going to 
be saved, it does not matter what we do!” Rather, he says that everyone has to act 
responsibly if they are to reach safety. 
 
How is this a unique approach to the “fate vs. free will” debate? 
For centuries, human thinking has given us two either-or options to answer the 
question: “why does a particular event in history happen?” One answer has been 
“fate”. This view states that human agents are not causing history through their 
choices, but history is conditioning and causing their choices. Things happen 
because they are destined and fixed, either by blind chance or or blind “Fate” or by 
some God. Different religions and philosophies have had different versions of this 
view, but the best example of this generic approach is the story of Oedipus. He is 
fated to kill his father and marry his mother (as the oracle predicts at his birth). 
Because of this prediction, every effort is made to thwart fate, but in the end, despite 
all the choices of human beings, he lives out his fate. The second answer is “free 
will”, meaning that human choices can alter the events of history. Many science 
fiction stories are based on this idea, for example the popular “Back to the Future” 
movies. In this view, our decisions and choices affect the flow of history and future 
events.  
 
But Paul’s actions show that Christianity does not buy into either view.  Unique 
among all the religions and philosophies, it insists both that everything is 
determined by the plan of God and our choices and decisions matter, are significant, 
make a difference. There is no other way to explain Paul’s behavior. Christianity, in 
other words, believes historical events are determined by God through our choices. 
While the “fatalist” view believes that historical events are determined in spite of 
our choices, and the “free will” view believes that historical events are not 
determined at all. They are caused by us. 
  
Why is this view so intensely practical? 
Intellectually, this subject gives people fits. Most people find it inexplicable that 
Paul could know that they were fated to survive yet be so adamant that they had to 
act in a certain way.  This shows that most of us cannot escape the “either-or” 
dichotomy in our mind.  We think “either things are fixed, and it doesn’t matter 
what we do, or it matters what we do, so not everything is fixed.”  And it is not easy 
to explain logically how the two things--God’s absolute sovereignty and human 
responsibility--can co-exist together. There have been some good efforts, but we 
won’t go into them here.  
 



The beauty of the Christian view is seen mainly in how absolutely practical it is. 
Think. If, on the one hand, everthing was fixed despite our actions, what possible 
incentive would I have to work hard, to do my best? On the other hand, if my 
decisions really determined my life course and the course of history, I would be 
afraid to make any choices at all. If we think back a few years, we can always see 
how completely wrong we were about such important issues. How could I have the 
confidence to make choices, knowing how limited my wisdom is, if I know they can 
revise God’s plan for me? But if we look at Paul we see exactly how this unique 
approach can give us enormous strength. On the one hand, we have to strain every 
nerve and fibre to do our best, because our behavior counts and our choices have real 
consequences. On the other hand, we can relax, knowing that whatever we do or 
whatever happens, it cannot change God’s wise purposes and plan for us.  
 
The other views are most impractical. Anyone who takes the “free will” view ought 
to be extremely frightened (if they are not, it is because of either pride or an failure 
to reflect). Anyone who takes the “fate” view will be indifferent, passive, and cynical. 
The Christian, though, can be like Paul--so calm yet alert in storms that he saves 
the day. 
 



ACTS CURRICULUM 
Leader's Guide 

 
Week 29 Acts 28: 1-31   To Rome (Finally!) 
 
1. 28:1-16. This is the end of the story of Paul’s journey to Rome. Many 
people think this account was too long in proportion to its value. Do 
you? Why? 
 
Many people have thought that, because of the length of this narrative, it must have 
some “deeper, spiritual meanings”.  F.F.Bruce and John Stott tell us of numerous 
attempts to read the voyage as an elaborate allegory. Stott tells us of one writer who 
interpreted the story as teaching that Paul’s boat is the Church, and as teaching 
that, though the church began in good condition at its origin in Jerusalem, it rode to 
its moral and spiritual destruction in Rome, that is, in the Roman Catholic Church! 
(Obviously, the interpreter was a somewhat over-zealous Protestant.)  Others have 
seen the ship owner as representing false teachers and leaders in the church, but 
have seen the centurion as representing those leaders who listen to the Bible (Paul). 
We hope it goes without saying that such fanciful interpretations undermine the 
credibility and the authority of the Bible.  
 
Why then does Luke think this voyage so valuable for his readers to know about? 
Certainly (as we saw last week) there are numerous valuable insights that this 
account brings us. It a) drives home the historicity of the New Testament, b) it 
teaches us of the value of fellowship, c) it shows us something of the nature of 
leadership, d) it provides an example of how to respond in crisis conditions. 
 
But probably the main purpose of Luke is to show the relationship between God’s 
providential control of history and the witness and mission of the church. All 
through the book of Acts, the primary theme has been the communication of the 
gospel through more and more of the world. The early chapters tended to show the 
gospel breaking through barrier after barrier with success after success. There is 
Pentecost (chapter 2), the healing of the crippled beggar (chapter 3), the bold 
defenses before the Sanhedrin and the apostles’ release (chapter 4 and 5), the public 
denouncement of Simon the Sorcerer (chapter 8), the mission to Samaria (chapter 8), 
the conversion of the church’s chief enemy, Saul (chapter 9), the conversion of 
Cornelius (10-11), the planting of the church at Antioch (chap 11), Peter’s 
miraculous escape from prison (chap 12), the striking down of Herod Agrippa I 
(chapter 12), and the highly successful missionary journeys of Paul (chapter 13 on). 
Outside of the death of Stephen, there is almost an unrelenting series of dramatic 
victories.  
 
If Luke had ended the book at chapter 20, the reader would certainly gotten the false 
impression that “if you serve God, he will give you victory after victory”. But the 
history of Paul’s imprisonment, trials, and voyage to Rome gives us a whole new 
perspective. Throughout these accounts (and especially in the story of the voyage) we 



are given the profound lessons:  that God works out his purposes for the spread of 
his kingdom, even (and sometimes especially) through our weakness and ‘defeats’.  
In chapter after chapter we see how God controls history through apparent 
“accidents”, despite hostile behavior of his enemies, despite the sins and flaws of is 
people, and even through difficulties and sufferings for his best servants. The case 
study is right here--God gets Paul to Rome and opens doors for him to preach the 
gospel in the most strategic places, yet he does so through imprisonment, danger, 
and trouble. John Stott says: 
 

“Paul had expressed his desire to proceed straight from Jerusalem to Rome 
(Rom.15:25-29). Instead, he was arrested in Jerusalem, subjected to endless 
trials, imprisoned in Caesarea, threatened with assassination...then nearly 
drowned in the Mediterranean, killed by soldiers, and poisoned by a snake! 
...We must remember that the sea, reminiscent of primeval chaos, was a 
regular Old Testament symbol of evil powers in opposition to God....But by 
God’s providence, Paul reached Rome safe and sound, but he arrived as a 
prisoner.” (Stott, p. 402) 
 

What does this mean to us?  It means we must not set ourselves up for 
disappointment by assuming that God only gives his servants comfortable lives. It 
also means we must assume (even when we can’t see them) that there are ways that 
our trials and difficulties can make us more effective representatives of the kingdom 
than if our lives were going smoothly. And extreme example could be Joni 
Eareckson, a Christian woman who as a quadriplegic has been a help to many, but 
who, without the injury, might have never a) found God as she did, nor b) been such 
an instrument to help people.  
 
2. 28:17-28. What does Paul’s movements in these verses tell you about 
his ministry strategy? 
 
First, he’s a man of consistency. He continues to go to the Jews first with his 
message (see Romans 1:16-17). He does so because of his loyalty to his own people, 
and because the Messiah has come to fulfill the hopes of Israel, and therefore they 
above all others should be able to rejoice in and appreciate it.  
 
Second, he’s a man of integrity. It is amazing that, considering what the Jewish 
leaders in Jerusalem had done to him, that he was willing to call the Jews of Rome 
together and tell them of the charges against him! This shows that Paul did not 
deceive, he was a man who operated “up front”. He let people know what he was 
about. (We must remember, however, that we have seen numerous times how much 
Paul adapted his communication to audiences, being careful not to needlessly 
offend.)  
 
Third, he is a man of forgiveness and compassion. He says, “not that I had any 
charge to bring against my own people”. Despite the great abuse Paul received, he 
says that he has “nothing against” his people’s leaders. Though he does not mince 
words (see his application of the prophecy of Isaiah 6 to his listeners in vv.26-27!), 
yet he clearly must love his people. (See Romans 9:2-3) 



 
Fourth, he’s a man of incredible relentlessness. Again and again he has seen that his 
preaching to Jews divides them and brings many to persecute him. Yet he does so 
again and the same thing happens (v.24-25). Why does Paul keep it up? Because of 
the three traits named above--his consistency, his integrity, and his compassion. If 
we are not patient and long-suffering with people, it is because we lack one or more 
of these. 
 
3. 28:30-31. Why does Luke leave us hanging like this? Does this seem 
like an appropriate ending to the book? Why or why not?  
 
Many have complained that the ending of Acts is anti-climactic. All we are told is 
that Paul was under house arrest and for two years was able to freely conduct a 
personal ministry of evangelism and discipleship. But why end there? And why tell 
us that he did it for two years--what happened then? We are never told if Paul meets 
the Emperor face to face (who was Nero), and we are not given any description of 
that dramatic encounter. Why not end with it? 
 
However, the “two years” statement might be more significant than it looks. Some 
commentators point out that, since two years was the normal statutory period 
within which a prosecution could state its case, that Luke is telling us that no one 
ever appeared to bring a charge against Paul before Caesar. This is very likely what 
happened. “Roman law was apt to deal hardly with unsuccessful prosecutors, 
especially if their charges appeared under examination to be merely vexatious.” 
(F.F.Bruce, p.535). It is difficult to imagine that the Sanhedrin wanted to travel to 
Rome to lodge charges before Caesar that they had not been able to substantiate 
before Claudius Lysias, Felix, or Festus.  Most probably, the leaders of Jerusalem 
did not think it wise or practical to try to pursue Paul farther, and finally Paul was 
released by default of his accusers. 
 
Also, the statement “boldly and without hindrance” is more significant than it looks. 
It means that there in the capital, the leading proponent of the Christian gospel was 
able to minister with the full awareness of Roman authority, under whose eye Paul 
worked. It really is a climax. Through great suffering yet through the help of God, 
the gospel arrived in the heart of the empire and took deep roots.  
 
We are left with a final question--did Paul ever share the gospel with Caesar? Even 
if the Sanhedrin never sent a prosecutor, the Emperor could have had a hearing, as 
did Festus and Agrippa. Did he? It is hard to know, because there is a good 
argument to be made on both sides. On the positive side, we have Jesus’s promise to 
Paul that “you will stand before Caesar” (27:24). On the other side, we know that 
Nero in his early reign very seldom personally heard court cases, but usually 
delegated them and confirmed them afterward. Since Luke’s mention of “two years” 
signals that there was never formal charges brought, why would Nero have heard 
Paul. And if he had, why would Luke leave it out?  
 
On balance, I think Stott is right. If Jesus’ assurance that he would reach Rome 
came true, why not his assurance that he would stand before Caesar. So Paul shared 



the gospel with Nero--something that would never have happened if not for his 
sufferings.  
 
Note: Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus are also written from prison in Rome, as 
are Phillipians, Colossians, and Ephesians. But statements in Timothy and Titus 
about Paul’s journeys do not square with anything we know about Paul from the 
book of Acts. Therefore, we believe that Paul was released after the first 
imprisonment (during which he wrote Ephesians, et al), and probably travelled for at 
least a couple of years before being imprisoned and tried again, and executed in 64 
AD under the first great persecution of Christians by Nero.  
 
 
4. Try to put the theme or message of the book of Acts into one 
sentence. 
 
 
 
 
5. Looking back over the book, what major lessons stick out to you? 
What verses or incidents were the most personally significant for you? 
Why? 
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