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    Acts of the Apostles: Faith at Work
Bible Study

Introduction
When our oldest son, Sam, was little he loved an action figure called Mighty Max. For Christmas he wanted the “Death Mountain” set complete with a figure of little Max and the huge volcano-style mountain he was to conquer. The mountain contained all sorts of perilous trap doors, fire pits, rickety bridges and precipices. Sam could sit for hours inventing scenarios where the hero conquered all obstacles. No doubt our six year old felt more powerful just by being associated with a character that could overcome such immense odds. 
So it is with Acts of the Apostles; Acts lives up to its name. Action packed with real-life action figures and stories of tongues of fire, beatings, trials, shipwrecks, snakes, even magicians. It is, at its core, a story of the Holy Spirit’s action in this world, giving birth through a labor of love and sacrifice to the church.
In the first chapters we read about Jesus’ ascension and the coming of the Holy Spirit on the disciples and other believers, an unsure group of about one hundred and twenty gathered in one place, awaiting directions.  By Chapter 28, we see the Gospel has spread throughout Asia Minor, carried there by men of action who faithfully represented their Lord through the fires of persecution, leaving in their wake believers on fire with the love of Christ living in them. 
With Paul in Rome, awaiting sentencing, the story closes in suspense. But we do know the rest of the story, don’t we?  God sprinkled his message of love, redemption, and forgiveness across the populated areas of the time. From those beginnings, each cell of Christians carried the message with them, soon reaching the known world of the time. 
God gives us his Word and the stories it contains, to teach us about himself, his nature and what he desires of us.  “These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come.” (ICor. 10:11)
As we go through this Bible study, let us always be looking at two central questions:
1. What does this tell me about God, his character and his will?
2. What does this tell me about what God wants to see in me as my character and will conform to his?



How to use this Bible study
This study was written so that it can be used as a personal guide through a study of Acts, but it is primarily intended for a small group to do together, gathering once a week to share insights and struggles while examining the Scriptures.
In order to get the biggest benefit out of this study you are invited to find an accountability partner or group to gather with. Also, pray before opening the Bible each time. The Holy Spirit will guide you through and change you from the inside out if you are ready.
“Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.” I Thes. 5:19-22.

[All quoted Scriptures are from the New International Version (NIV) unless otherwise stated.]






Week 1
Chapters 1-4
Get Going! 



Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 1-4. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
1.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



Chapter  1:
The Story Begins…

1. “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven.”  (v1,2)

What is your favorite story? As a child, I loved to read and I well remember my active brothers’ ridicule, “Mom, all she does is read.” But I couldn’t resist the lure of a good story and even today I often find myself immersed in a book. Luke, a Gentile physician and the writer of Acts, starts out with a greeting to a friend and begins the book as we would start a story. 

· Think about God’s work in your life as a story. His-story. God is always at work in our lives. Are we paying attention today? Are we telling the stories of what he has done for us to others? How does the term “evangelism” compare to “storytelling?” 
For Personal Reflection: As you go through your day, think about a God story to tell someone else. Where do you see God at work in nature or in circumstances around you?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Jesus  promised his disciples a gift—the best gift—the Holy Spirit (v.1-11) 

When my beloved sister-in-law, Nancy, knew that she would soon be leaving this earth, she worked hard to make sure she said all the important things that she wanted her children to remember. She left detailed instructions for them to do some fun things together, taking trips and celebrating important milestones. Jesus also left many words of comfort and direction for his followers:

“Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.”  (1:4)
“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; “ (v.8)
John the Baptist had told the people long before, “I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.” (Matt. 3:11)

The disciples and other followers didn’t know exactly what this gift would look like or how it would manifest itself. But there must have been some sense of excitement and anticipation because they knew they could trust Jesus’ promises. 

	
	





For Personal Reflection: Have you been looking forward to what Jesus has yet to do in your life? Are you asking him for the “much more” of the Spirit? Are you giving him more space in your schedule, your checkbook, your thoughts? 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Get Going!
I grew up on the mission field in Brazil as the daughter of Southern Baptist missionaries. When I was school age, mom and dad were able to scrape together just enough money to buy an old used army style Jeep for mom to drive us to church and sometimes to the local swimming hole. The only problem was that the Jeep went in first gear and maybe in second—on a good day. So we would all load up, desperately hot, anxious for a little whiff of wind and then we would putt-putt wherever we were going. Sometimes it seemed that it would have been faster to walk. We just wanted to get going! 
In these next verses, we see the disciples getting their marching orders and basically told to get going with the job at hand,“…and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth. After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them.  ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back.’” (1: 8-11)
As Jesus left them physically, the disciples naturally strained for one more glimpse. They were rooted to the spot where they last saw Jesus, looking for him there. The messengers from God more or less told them to “snap out of it” for there was a job to do. 
· How many times do we do this in our lives? We spend our time trying to re-create that last spiritual high? We go to the same worship service or the same retreat and look for the same “feeling.” God sends a message here that following him is not about preserving the status quo. It can be about moving out, moving forward, stretching beyond our comfort zone.
For Personal Reflection: Where is God calling you to “move” today?	How are you working to preserve that feeling or keep things just the same? Is this what God wants you to be doing? Or is he calling you to something more in your walk with Jesus?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Committee work
Milton Berle once said, “A committee is a group that keeps minutes and loses hours.” Committees are much vilified institutions but as Scripture points out, committee work was part of the first meetings of the church. After Jesus’ ascension the followers went back to Jerusalem where they gathered together to fellowship and to pray in an upstairs room. During the course of their conversations, it became clear that a successor was needed to fill the place left by Judas Iscariot. 
So how did they proceed?
1. Prayer- v.14
2. Statement of problem and need- v15
3. Nominations- v23
4. Prayer- v24
5. Decision by lot- v26

This process is short and sweet and defined as much by what is missing as by what is stated. There is not a big discussion or disagreements. They appear to have a problem, define the problem, propose solutions and make a decision.
Think about your own life…
· Are you praying before making a decision?
· Are you gathering friends who can help you define the problem and clarify?
· Are you making a decision and moving forward?
How about in our churches?
· Do we suffer from the paralysis of over-analysis?
· Are we able to make decisions and act on them in a timely manner?
· Are we prayerful as we “call for the question?”






Chapter 2: Sound of Love
1. Sound of Love: The Holy Spirit Comes (v. 1-13)
Last year my husband and I were blessed to be able to take a trip to the Holy Land. While there, we saw many beautiful sights but the sounds haunt me still. The mezuzah’s call from the minarets five times a day was heard all over Jordan and Palestine. The sound was calling Muslims to worship, but we used it as a reminder that God was calling us to pray, too. The variety of peoples, both tourists and denizens, reminded us of God’s love for all, “…red and yellow black and white, they are precious in his sight.”
 In Chapter 2 of Acts we see the coming the Holy Spirit, proclaimed by sound: 
“Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting.” (v.2)
“They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire…” (v.3)
 “All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.”  (v.4)
 “When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. Utterly amazed…” (v.6)

· What do you think that sounded like? Have you ever been in really high winds? In a bad storm? How do you think this might have compared?
· The tongues were of fire. What are some things that fire represents? Release of power, energy, light?
· Do you think it was significant that the fire was shaped like tongues? Do you think this was related to their new ability to speak the Gospel?
· Have you ever been to a foreign country and been totally lost with the language? On our trip to the Holy Land we were also in Arab speaking areas. Their alphabet is incomprehensible to those who don’t speak Arabic.  How do you think you would have reacted if you had been present at Pentecost and heard the disciples speaking in your heart language? 
2. The Believers and the Skeptics are already present (v. 12, 13)
	v. 12, “Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, ‘What does this mean?’”
	v. 13, “Some however made fun of them and said, ‘They have had too much wine.’”

As is always the case, when God is present, the opposition is there too. God loves us deeply and completely, but he always gives us the opportunity to make a choice for him or against him. And in this passage we see that the reaction of the people was divided, some believed and some didn’t, choosing instead to make fun.
· How do we treat those that don’t believe? Do we continue to love them with the love of Christ, knowing that though they don’t believe now, they may accept His message another time? 
· Are we faithful in being the witnesses that God calls us to be regardless of the response we see? 
3. Peter’s sermon
Have you ever heard a sermon that really changed your life? There is a funny story about a man that felt he had heard too many sermons and that somehow they weren’t changing his life.
 "I've gone to church for 30 years now," he wrote, "and in that time I have heard something like 3,000 sermons. But for the life of me, I can't remember a single one of them. So, I think I'm wasting my time and the pastors are wasting theirs by giving sermons at all."

This started a real controversy in the "Letters to the Editor" column, much to the delight of the editor.
It went on for weeks until someone wrote this clincher:

"I've been married for 30 years now. In that time my wife has cooked some 32,000 meals. But, for the life of me, I cannot recall the entire menu for a single one of those meals. But I do know this. They all nourished me and gave me the strength I needed to do my work. If my wife had not given me these meals, I would be physically dead today. Likewise, if I had not gone to church for nourishment, I would be spiritually dead today!"
For Personal Reflection: Are you preparing yourself spiritually before going to hear the sermon at church? Are you listening for what God has to tell you and for what he wants you to do with the message? James says, “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” (1:22)
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Peter’s sermon extends from verse 14 to verse 41. If you read it out loud it takes all of about three minutes to read. But his were powerful words, bringing history into a new kind of focus, showing the people clearly that Jesus had been prophesied by Joel and David and had been crucified and raised from the dead. Their reaction is swift and complete: 
(v. 37) “When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’”
Peter responds, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (v. 38)
What an overwhelming response to the first altar call! “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.” 
5. Potluck Suppers
	Potluck suppers were one of the first traditions of the church.  It says it right there in verse 46, “They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts…”  Of course we take potlucks very seriously at our church, even having dessert contests at the annual picnic! 	But eating together, praying, fellowshipping with one another, these were all part of the peaceful, growing time of the church, before persecution came. The people got to know one another, “devoted themselves to the apostles teaching, and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.”  These verses give us a blueprint for how to conduct ourselves in our churches and personal lives. These four elements might be translated to more modern times as:
1. Bible study
2. Fellowship or gathering with other Christians in worship
3. Communion
4. Prayer

· How does this look in your church life? Do you have these four elements represented?
For Personal Reflection: What about in your personal life? Are you keeping the balance spiritually?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
 
The early Christians had open tables and open hearts, “All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.” (v. 44,45)
· Are you generous in welcoming others? Do you intentionally seek out those that are new to church, to your community, to your work and help them feel more comfortable?
· Are you sharing what you have with those who are less fortunate?
· Do you see everything you “own” as being God’s first? 
For Personal Reflection: What changes to you need to make in your own life to become more like the Christians described here?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________






Chapter 3:
1. Praying with friends (v.1-2)
As Acts 3 opens, Peter and John are going to the temple to pray at three in the afternoon, one of the regular prayer times (they also prayed at nine in the morning and at sunset). These two disciples were good friends and companions. They probably did lots of things together and praying was no exception.

· Are your relationships bathed in the habit of prayer? Do you pray for and with your spouse or loved ones when possible? 
For Personal Reflection: What is practical a step you can take to help you remember to pray more?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Walking and leaping and praising God! (v.3-10)
We’ve all seen the ads on TV. The sweepstakes van pulls up to someone’s house and as they open the door they are greeted with the excited announcement that they have won! Often what follows are tears, screams of joy and jubilant phone calls—at least that’s what we see on TV. The story of the healing of the crippled beggar is one of excited rejoicing and it reminds me of the children’s song that repeats the phrase, “He went walking and leaping and praising God!” The man wasn’t just happy, he was ecstatic! And the people around him “were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him.” (V10).
· Can you think of a time when you were literally jumping for joy?
· Are you able to “rejoice with those that rejoice and mourn with those that mourn?” (Romans 12:1)
3. Times of Refreshing (v.11-26)
Can you remember a time when you were really thirsty? Maybe it was in the heat of summer after mowing the lawn, or on a steep hike when you neared the summit, or at the beach. When we are really parched there is nothing quite as refreshing as a tall glass of our favorite beverage. In this scripture, Peter and John promise refreshment after sins are wiped away. And they
 use this opportunity of healing the blind beggar to put the spotlight back on Jesus, his love, his sacrifice, their guilt and the ultimate forgiveness and cleansing provided by our Lord.

“Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” (v. 19)

· Peter and John are quick to deflect any praise for themselves. How can we keep from taking credit that belongs to the Lord? How can we stay humble in our Christian walk?

· The promise of “times of refreshing” is sweet indeed. What refreshes your spirit? How do you stay connected to the Vine (John 15) and keep drawing from the source of Living water?
For Personal Reflection: Spend some time now asking God to give you times of refreshing. 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________






Chapter 4:
1. There is power in the name- v. 1-21

Do you name drop? All of us know that the best way to get a job is to network or to know someone who has the inside track, the hottest tip, the latest scoop. One time my daughter called me in tears from her college during the spring semester of her final year. “Mom,” she said, “How am I going to get a job?” I hung up and prayed. A little later I answered the phone and it was a friend. We discussed whatever she had called me about and then she asked how things were going. I told her about Chrissy’s phone call. She told me she had heard of an internship opening up and one thing led to another and that position eventually became a “big girl job” as my daughter often puts it. But it wouldn’t have happened without that prayer and my friend’s help.

 In this chapter, we see the apostles proclaiming loudly the name of Jesus and letting all know that Jesus is the source of their strength and power. “Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” (v. 12)

· Look through these verses and see how many references you can find to “in the name of Jesus?”

The rulers and leaders could see that these men were something special and that they had extraordinary power and presence:
1. They had a huge audience and following--“But many who heard the message believed and the number of men grew to about five thousand.”  (v4). 
2. They were untrained but had great power- “When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.” (v13).
3. They would not back down- “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” (v19, 20)
What about you?
· Do you name drop? Do others know that you are a Christian? Do you live like the Master?
· Do you call on the power available to you in the Name of Jesus? Do you call on him to work through you?
· Can people tell that you have been with Jesus? 
· Do you stand firm when questioned about your faith?

2. Blessed with Boldness- v. 23-31
When Peter and John rejoined the other disciples and believers, they told them all that had happened when they went before the rulers, elders and teacher of the law. The response of those with them was to pray and to ask God for more power and a bolder witness.
“Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” (v. 30)

· What is your response to a trial, to a hard time? Is it to pray for more? Unfortunately, I think that often I back up, try to retract my words and maybe become less visible. But this is certainly not the example we see from the disciples.  “After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.” (v. 31)
For Personal Reflection: God sent an earthquake-type event to confirm in them that he intended to “shake things up.”  How has God shaken up your life? Is he calling you to some change?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Common Ground- v. 32-36
This section of verses is the second time we see a reference to the fact that the early church lived in an open and sharing lifestyle.  Verse 34 convicts us when it says, “There were no needy persons among them.” They took care of each other and provided for the needs of the believers. 
Being good stewards of what God lets us take care of is quite a tall order. God has blessed us materially in many ways and he expects us, in turn, to share of what we have as he calls us to. 
· The tithe is the minimum requirement. How are you doing in increasing your giving so that it meets the tithe?
For Personal Reflection: How are you doing in helping to care for those in need? Are you giving of your resources, time, talents to reach out to those who Jesus referred to as “the least of these brothers of mine?”
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Barnabas- the Encourager – v. 36-37
	These two verses are our introduction to Barnabas who figures prominently several times in the Book of Acts and is one of our “action figures.”  Here we see him giving the proceeds from the sale of some land to the gathered believers. This is a preface to the horror story that comes next… 






Week 2
Chapters 5-8
Church Organization and First Persecution





Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 5-8. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
5.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
6.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
7.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
8.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



Chapter 5:
1. House of Horrors- The story of Ananias and Sapphira (v.1-11)

In the popular novel by Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility, a husband and wife are left with a large inheritance while the young man’s step mother and four sisters are left at his mercy. He starts out with a spirit of generosity but then with the prodding of his greedy wife, he gradually reduces the amount of the bequest that he will share with the rest of the family until his step mother and step sisters are left fairly destitute while he takes over their home and most of their goods.

While there is a bit of ironic humor in the telling of that tale there is nothing like that with this chilling narration of the events regarding Ananias and Sapphira. 

We can almost picture the scene over coffee that morning,
[husband] “Well, dear, the property finally sold. It’s time to take the profits to the church. It turned out to be quite a bit more than we had thought…” (voice trails off)
[wife] “More than we thought, huh?”
[husband] “Yes, quite a bit-- Maybe we should keep some and tell them that was the price we got.”
[heads together and saying in unison] “No one will ever know.”

That’s a make-believe scene but it’s a real-life story. When Ananias and Sapphira conspired to lie, they chose to try to deceive the Holy Spirit. They showed contempt for God and a desire for pride and prominence and acknowledgement over the attitude God desires: “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” Psalm 51:12

· Does God ever really need our money?
· Why does God allow us to give back to him financially?
· How can we keep our attitudes in line with what he desires to see?
· What can we learn today from this terrifying story?

2. Peter’s Shadow

The Church has now grown to over 5000 people and begins to see further growth as the Holy Spirit enables the apostles to perform many miracles, signs and wonders.  They are meeting in a place called “Solomon’s Colonnade” and Luke makes a comment that no others dared to join them, perhaps referring to the fact that only serious, committed Christians were in the group after what happened to Ananias and Sapphira.

The healings continued and people were brought from far and wide to experience the healing of the Holy Spirit. Such was the admiration for Peter that scripture says, “people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by.”

· Peter’s power was noticed by all. His words and his deeds showed that he was a true man of God. How is your testimony today? Do people notice you are a Christian? Are your words and deeds consistent with your Christian walk?
	Current celebrities and rock stars have an elevated status in our glory-hungry society. Travelling in a different orbit than common folk, celebrities expect and often get, preferential treatment. They sign autographs and people vie to touch their hands and get that perfect Facebook photo. Peter was a spiritual “celebrity,” a giant of the faith who exuded such power that his shadow had a healing effect. Remember, this is the man who a few short months before denied Christ three times and ran away to weep bitter tears.
· How can we experience the transformative power of Christ in our lives? 
For Personal Reflection: Where does your shadow fall? Does it bring goodness, mercy and healing to your area of influence? Are people blessed by your presence?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. The Monster of Jealousy (v.17-33)
	Have you ever been really jealous of someone? I remember when we brought our youngest home. Our four year old daughter was accustomed to being the princess of the house and now, what? an interloper? On his first day home she kissed his little cheek with too much force and left a red mark! I was sure we would be arrested for child abuse. But in time, things settled down and they grew to love each other dearly. In literature we read about jealousy being referred to as green, the same color we associate with nausea and motion sickness, two distinctly unpleasant experiences.
	In v17, we see the true extent of jealousy gone wild. The leaders of the Sadducees were consumed with jealousy and let that rule their actions, “Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy.” Because of their jealousy, they arrest the apostles and put them in jail. An angel releases them and gives them instructions to go “and tell the people the full message of this new life.”
	The fact that they had vanished from the jail while the doors remained locked and the guards were in place, does not register with the members of the ruling party. They are concerned instead with their position and their power. They have the apostles brought back and say, “You have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood.” (v. 28). They are not sorry, ashamed or repentant about their role in Jesus’ murder, only worried about appearances. They totally discount the miracle of God’s freeing the disciples, blinded as they were by jealousy and thirst for power.
· How can we avoid jealousy? 
· How can we avoid becoming focused on our position and on gaining more power?
4.  A Voice of Reason (v33-41)
	When arguments get heated and people get upset, it is good to have a calming voice of reason. That is the role that Gamaliel plays in this portion of scripture.  The other leaders are “furious and wanted to put them to death.” But here Gamaliel interjects a surprisingly effective declaration. 
	“If their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.” (v. 38) With this statement he persuades the group and they decide to let the apostles go but not without first flogging them, a harsh penalty indeed.	“The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.” (v.41)
· Are you a calming presence during an argument or do you fan the flames? If you are passionate how can you become more studied and careful in your speech?
· Have you ever been involved in an activity that you just knew was from God because of the way he opened doors and made things happen?
· Have you been able to see the fruit of your labors when you are working with God?
· How about the opposite? Have you ever been involved with something where you felt like you were spinning your wheels or fighting an uphill battle all the way?
For Personal Reflection: The disciples left “rejoicing” after being beaten. Are we worthy to be called Christians? Do we stand tall for The Name?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________










Chapter 6:
1. Fussiness and Getting Organized. (v.1-7)
Have you ever been on a trip that lasted a little too long? Did you have fun but long to get back home and sleep in your own bed and have things return to a more normal schedule? In Chapter 6 we see a bit of a transition and unease. The nascent church goes from their “honeymoon” phase of sharing and spending full time together to one of discomfort at rubbing elbows constantly, progressing to cries of “that’s unfair.” We see the apostles issue a statement that has an edge of exasperation to it, “So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, ‘It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.’” (v.2) In all the confusion of so many people with needs, the job of food distribution and the simple chore of meal preparation quickly becomes overwhelming. The Disciples come up with a great plan: delegate!

In the Old Testament, we see a similar story with Moses. He and the children of Israel are finally out of slavery, out of Egypt and free, roaming about in the desert on their way to the Promised Land. But Moses quickly finds himself bogged down with detail, trying to be everything to everyone. God (through Moses’ father-in-law) tells Moses how to set up a system to handle complaints and issues between people. “But select capable men from all the people—men who fear God, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain—and appoint them as officials over thousands, hundreds, fifties and tens. “ (Ex. 18:21) The Disciples no doubt know this story from their history and decide to address the issue before it becomes even more of a problem.  So they choose seven who are known to be “full of the Spirit and wisdom.” Among the seven is Stephen.

· How can we avoid getting caught up in pettiness either at church or in our homes and with our families? Do you have any practical ideas that help you?
· How can we be better at delegating tasks? Do we sometimes want to hold onto our positions and not let others help?
· How can we accept help graciously when it is offered?
· Have you ever been in a situation where you needed this kind of advice? Can you share your story?
2.  Stephen Speaks the Truth and is Hated for It (v. 8-15)
	In v. 8 we read a ringing endorsement of Stephen as a man of God, “Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, did great wonders and miraculous signs among the people.”
· Have you ever known someone that would fit that description? Who were they and how did they influence your life?
For Personal Reflection: Stephen’s deeds were consistent with his words. He was filled with God’s power and that resulted in great wonders. Does your life show that same consistency? Are your deeds the deeds of a committed Christian? What about your deeds in secret—the stuff no one else knows about? Are those pure and holy as well?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
	Here the scripture tells us that “opposition arose,” and that “These men began to argue with Stephen, but they could not stand up against his wisdom or the Spirit by whom he spoke.”  (v.10). Commentaries suggest that  Saul of Tarsus, who later becomes Paul, is part of this group arguing with Stephen. Regardless, these men hate him because he shows them their wrong thinking and injures their pride. They hatch an evil plan to accuse Stephen falsely and arrange for some witnesses to lie about him. Stephen is unfazed. In fact as he stands before the Sanhedrin “they saw that his face was like the face of an angel.” (v.15)
· What do you think they mean by “face of an angel?”
· Do you think Stephen is angry? Or worried? Or upset?
· How do you react when you are falsely accused? What can we learn from Stephen?






Acts 7:
1. Stephen Stands Accused (v. 1)
Picture this: The scene is noisy and confusion reigns. The people are there, restless,  stirred up by the accusations. The false witnesses are there; mouths still moist with their lies. The members of the Sanhedrin are there, filling one side of the room. In the middle is Stephen, face shining, ready to speak plainly whatever the Holy Spirit tells him to.
The High Priest asks, “So is it true what they are saying?” His accusers have just told the group that Stephen is speaking against the Holy Place and against the Law. The members of the Sanhedrin were acutely interested in any reports intimating that this burgeoning group of believers wants to change the status quo.
Change. Why is it so hard for us? 
· How do you deal with change? On a scale of 1-10 where 1 is easy with change and 10 is uneasy with change, where would you place yourself?
· How open are we to change within our church? Our home? Our family? 
For Personal Reflection: Do you have trouble when God points out something in your life that needs to change? Where is He calling you to change today?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2.  Stephen answers (v. 2-53)
We live near the Jonesborough Storytelling Center, a cultural treasure where storytellers come to hone their skills and tell their yarns. Once a year we have a world-renown Storytelling Festival. The storytellers come in all varieties and their stories do too. 
Have you ever heard someone tell a long story and halfway through you began to wonder, “What’s the point?” and then just at the end the storyteller releases a zinger, a point so piercing that it causes a strong emotional reaction? Stephen chooses to tell the story of the Children of Israel to answer the question posed to him. He includes most of the highlights of the faith, with an emphasis on where God called people to trust and to change:
· God tells Abraham to “leave” and “go.”
· God promises Abraham blessings for generations to come.
· God gives the people the sign of the circumcision to show that they are changed and belong to God.
· Joseph is sold to slavery but God was with him there and rescued him. 
· God delivers Joseph’s family from the famine by bringing them to Egypt.
· God promises to deliver the Hebrews from slavery and to bring them back to their land.
· Moses was born and became a Prince of Egypt.
· Moses spends 40 years in the desert after murdering an Egyptian.
· Moses sees God in the burning bush and hears God say he has heard the people groaning.
· Moses delivers the people but they turn back longing for Egypt.
· The people long for idols. God gives them the Law and the tabernacle of the Testimony in the desert.
· David desires to build and temple but his son, Solomon is chosen by God.
Here comes the zinger…“However, the Most High does not live in houses made by men.” (v48) And a few verses later, “You stiff-necked people with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You always resist the Holy Spirit!” (v.51) With this, the anger that was running at a low boil spills over…
· What can we do to control our anger so that it doesn’t control us?
· How can we really listen to someone who is from an opposite point of view? 
For Personal Reflection: Pray now that God will help you as you seek to respect others’ point of view.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.  Stephen is martyred (v. 54-60)
“When they heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him.” (v. 54) What follows is a sad scene – the mob is furious and yelling loudly; they take Stephen out of the city to stone him. Through the ordeal, Stephen has the peace of God with him. He sees heaven opened up and testifies to the people that he sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God. The people throw rocks and Stephen, imitating his Lord says, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them. When he had said this, he fell asleep.” (v. 60)
· Forgiveness is hard to give, isn’t it? How can we be more forgiving, especially when we know that we have been wronged?
· What are some practical steps that you can take to help you through the process of forgiveness?
· Is there really such a thing as forgive and forget? Does God forget our sins? What does scripture say about this? 
My husband and I are blessed to have a good marriage. We have been married for almost 28 years now and one of the secrets to our success is being willing to say, “I’m sorry.” I try to say, “I’m sorry we had a fuss” to break the ice for other apologies that I need to make. Somehow getting out the first “I’m sorry” is the hardest part!






Chapter 8: 
1. Persecution Sets In (v.1):
	When we came of furlough from the mission field the year that I was in the third grade, I was in Mrs. Faust’s class. She was an old lady. I know, everyone thinks their teachers are really old, but I think she retired the year I was there. Anyway, I had been homeschooled up to that  point and was accustomed to using my workbooks to write in. So when she told us to get out our spelling textbooks and fill in the blanks, I started trying to fit the words into the tiny squares in the textbook. Mrs. Faust got so mad she came up to me and took me by the shoulders and shook me hard, saying, “Don’t you ever write in a book again!” Naturally, I never did but the unfairness of that first contact made me a bit wary of being friendly with Mrs. Faust. No doubt through the year she regretted doing that when she discovered my story—or one can only hope so!
	Being persecuted unfairly is miserable. It’s hard. In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus told his disciples, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  Even with the promise of a blessing, persecution is a trial when we go through it. It is especially difficult when we know we are doing just what God wants us to do and obeying him every way we know how. 
	In Chapter 8, we see the beginning of the Diaspora of the church—the spreading, scattering of believers throughout the known world of the time. As they went they carried the message of the love of Christ with them in their hearts and on their lips and they shared boldly with all who would listen. In verse 1, Saul is introduced: “And Saul was there, giving approval to his [Stephen’s] death.” It doesn’t say he threw a stone but he stood by and let it happen.
· Are we sometimes guilty of this type of “murder?” Do we see others being put down, torn apart with words, and remain silent, maybe even thinking, “They brought that on themselves.” How can we stand up for others instead of standing by? Speak when words are called for? Be the one to offer the kindness of a handshake, the arm around the shoulder?
· Do we sometimes participate in the murder of someone’s character by watching reality TV, giving approval with our attention? Do we murder others by passing on unkind words? Do we use Facebook and other media to pass on messages that are not uplifting and that can be hurtful to others?
2. Persecution spreads (v. 1-3)
Saul takes up the banner of being zealous for God and becomes a fanatic. Right after burying Stephen and mourning him “deeply” the members of the church are scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. 

Saul is so intent on wiping out this group of believers that he goes house to house and drags off men and women to prison.

· Saul is so sure he is on the right track, isn’t he? What can we do to keep from being misled and misinformed? How can we test what we hear and see to know if it is from God or not?
3. Phillip in Samaria (v4-7):
	It is interesting that Phillip went to Samaria first. Samaria was not the hot spot for Jews to visit. As sworn enemies, Jews went out of their way to go around Samaria instead of through it. In John 3, Jesus breaks with this tradition not just by going through Samaria but stopping to talk with the Woman at the Well. No doubt Jesus’ final instructions are fresh in Phillip’s mind, “…and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8) While Phillip is in Samaria, he does many miracles and because of this “they all paid close attention to what he said.” 
· Do your good works lead others to listen to what you have to say?
· Are your deeds consistent with your words?
Phillip’s words and deeds brought glory to God and “there was great joy in that city,” a sure sign of the presence of God in that place.
· What does “joy” look like in your life?
For Personal Reflection: How can we be more filled with joy? Ask God now to show you the path to more joy in your life.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Simon the Sorcerer- True or False (v. 9-25)
The good thing about a true or false test is that even if you don’t know the answer, you have a 50% chance of getting it right. But in this story of Simon the Sorcerer we see this charlatan as being 100% dead wrong.  Simon was good at magic; he loved the public’s adulation; he signed on right away to join this new movement in hopes of gaining new powers, similar to what he saw in Phillip. The problem with Simon is that he didn’t know how to tell the difference between the truth of God and the false lure of sin. He didn’t understand that he based his life on falsehood and on persuading others to believe him, so that when he saw the real truth, he mistakenly thought he could buy this “trick.”
Peter and John are appalled at Simon’s perception of what they are doing and give him the truth, straight up: “You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is not right before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord.” (v. 21,22) The story doesn’t tell exactly how Simon ended up, only that he was scared enough to ask for prayer after Peter and John told him that he was “full of bitterness and captive to sin.” (v. 24) The apostles could see into his heart and knew what truly motivated him.

· In this section, we see the people being led astray by a sorcerer before they hear the truth of the Gospel. How can we be firm in our faith and not be misled by false leaders and by messages that the world sends us?
· Have you ever been seduced by a lie or a liar? What effect did it have on your life?
· Jesus said, “You will know the truth and the truth will set you free.” (John 8:32). What did Jesus mean when he said this? How does knowing the truth change your life?
5. Phillip and the Ethiopian- Gospel on the Go (v.26-40)

What is your favorite drive through? Nowadays we have “Sonic” where the wait staff comes to your car. In the early years drive-ins were common before someone thought up the concept of a “drive through.” The first drive-thru restaurant was created in 1947 by Sheldon "Red" Chaney, operator of Red's Giant Hamburg in Springfield, Missouri, and was located on the famous Route 66—though there are some disputes about whether he was actually the very first to launch this idea. Here at the end of Chapter 8, the story of Phillip’s journey changes location from Samaria to a road going south from Jerusalem to Gaza. Phillip takes direction from an angel of the Lord and obeys without hesitation.

· How well do we take direction from the Lord? Are we willing to listen and go? Some of the Lord’s directions might have been hard for Phillip to follow. God told him, “Go to that chariot and stay near it.” Phillip might have felt a bit foolish and wondered if the clearly wealthy occupant of the chariot might take exception to him trotting alongside. But he follows the prompting of the Holy Spirit. 
· When have you been asked to do something that made you feel foolish? Has God ever asked you to step out of your comfort zone?
For Personal Reflection: What can we do to follow God’s directions more often? How do we become better at listening to his still, small voice?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

At the Eunuch’s invitation, Phillip clambers aboard the chariot and teaches the Ethiopian about what he is reading, explaining the Good News about Jesus. The Eunuch then asks to be baptized and Phillip does that before being taken away by the Holy Spirit. The treasurer of Queen Candace of Ethiopia goes on his way, back to his home country, “rejoicing” and carrying the news of salvation with him to that distant land. God continues to work out his mighty plan…



Week 3
Chapters 9-12
Saul’s Conversion and Gentile Inclusion




Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 9-12. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
9.________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
10._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
11._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
12._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




Chapter 9:

1. Saul ‘s conversion (v.1-19)

As a child I loved to play dress up. Every day I found new ways to convert myself from a little six year old to a sophisticated lady with long tresses and high heels. When my baby brother was born, I was delighted, and as soon as he would put up with it, I dressed him up too, instantly changing him from a cute little boy to the sister I never had. 
· Can you think of a time when you were converted—not to becoming a Christian but something less dramatic—like from omnivore to vegetarian or from couch potato to exercise enthusiast or from shy recluse to stage performer?

In Chapter 8 of Acts, we see a real conversion. Here is Saul, the absolute epitome of Christian hater and persecutor, traveling the road to Damascus searching for more hidden Christians to put in jail and kill, suddenly blinded by The Light. Saul meets Jesus and becomes an entirely new sort of man—wholly and completely given to his Lord and Master. It is a 180 degree turn.
 Saul was an “all out” guy. He would have been a Navy Seal or an Army Ranger, if given the chance. He was someone that you really wanted to have on your side of any argument because he was not just forceful but fanatical about what he believed in. When he was converted there on the road to Damascus he became a new man.

Saul sees the light coming from heaven and falls to the ground where he humbly asks, “Who are you Lord?” He is already in a right posture before the Lord –on the ground and calling Jesus “Lord.” 
· What kind of posture do we use when addressing the Lord?
· What about the people who were with Saul? What does scripture tell us about them? What did they see and hear?
· How many days was Saul blind?
The Lord appears to Ananias, a disciple, and tells him to go lay hands on Saul. Understandably, Ananias wonders if the Spirit could possibly be right on this one, basically arguing, “This is one bad guy, Lord, you sure you want to cure him?” 
· How often do we argue with the Lord, especially when we know clearly what the Bible has to say on the topic?



For Personal Reflection: What are some things you might be tempted to argue with God about?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
God responds by telling Ananias to “Go! This man is my chosen instrument.” (v15) Do you love that phrase? Don’t we all want to hear God describing us in that way?  Pray  that God will choose us as his instruments.
2. Saul in Damascus and Jerusalem (v.19-31)- Is this for real?
A favorite Coca-Cola commercial advertises the drink as “The Real Thing.” The 1971 lyrics became known worldwide:
“I'd like to buy the world a home and furnish it with love, 
Grow apple trees and honey bees, and snow white turtle doves. 
I'd like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony, 
I'd like to buy the world a Coke and keep it company. 
It's the real thing, Coke is what the world wants today.”

	This song launched an ad campaign that propelled Coca Cola into the stratosphere of consumer and pop culture, soon making it the world’s preferred beverage. Real thing? Maybe when it comes to soda pop but in this scripture we see the new believers struggling to decide if Saul is The Real Thing.
· “All those who heard him were astonished.” (v.21)
· “Saul…baffled the Jews living in Damascus by proving that Jesus is the Christ.” (v. 22)
This man has gone from being a murderer to a potential martyr himself. 
· In our lives, how do we determine if someone has really changed?
· What does scripture tell us about how to know if someone is The Real Thing?
· In our churches and spiritual lives, what are some of the best ways we can proceed in supporting someone new that comes into our fellowship and doesn’t have a proven track record?
For Personal Reflection: Do you believe that people can really change? Is your answer consistent with what the Bible says on the topic?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
A. A time apart-- preparing for battle:
In Galatians, we read, “But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus.” (1:15-17)	Scholars believe this period of preparation may have been as much as three years. 
	There is a saying, “God doesn’t call the equipped. He equips those he calls.” When we hear God calling us to a task, we don’t need to be afraid. He will provide the training, the words, the supplies, and the money—whatever it is that we need in order to do the task at hand.
For Personal Reflection: What do you think God might be calling you to do? Are you spending time in prayer and preparation before going forward?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

B. Lowered in a basket: (23-25)- 
After Saul comes back from his time of preparation, he goes back to Damascus and immediately faces the threat of death. The other believers rescue him and lower him in a basket from a window in the side of the wall and he escapes to Jerusalem.
Saul was doing EVERYTHING God told him to do, and yet he faced opposition, threats, and difficulties. Being lowered in a basket sounds humiliating, doesn’t it? This is not a grand deliverance with fire pouring out of the sky on these unbelievers. No, this is a meek retreat, secretly leaving town under the cover of night.
· How do you think you would feel if you were Saul?
· How do we persevere in doing what God has called us to in the face of great opposition and difficulty?
· How can we discern if we are on the right track or butting our heads against a wall?
C. Mentoring others (v. 26,27)
“But Barnabas took him and brought him to the apostles.” (v. 27)—Barnabas earns his nickname as “Son of Encouragement” here by mentoring Saul. He brings him before the apostles and basically stands up for him. 
· How do you mentor others around you? 
Recently I was in a Bible study group and one of the ladies said she had not been a Christian growing up. But that in the town that she had come from, one of her neighbors invited her to church, bought her a Bible, explained the Bible to her, and helped her through the beginning stages of walking with the Lord. The mentor may not even realize what an impact she has had on my new friend and her family. But the fruit of what she did is showing up here in my town and in my church, as I see this believer in Bible study, doing food assistance, and participating with her teenagers in church related outreach.
D. Peace (v.31)
 “Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit; it grew in numbers, living in the fear of the Lord.” With Saul now determined to indeed be The Real Thing and having him join the believers, there was a time when persecution abated and the church grew, became stronger, and established itself for the times to come.
3.  Peter and Aeneas and Dorcas (v32-42)
Aeneas was among the “saints in Lydda.” Peter goes for a visit and finds this man, paralyzed for eight years, lying on a mat. Peter gives him instructions to get up because, “Jesus Christ heals you.” (v.34) We don’t know more about Aeneas and his healing except that the story was heard far and wide and many people became believers because of this miracle. 
Dorcas was one of those ladies that we all want to have around us. She sees a need—she addresses it, humbly and with love. She is “always doing good and helping the poor.”  Consequently, when she dies, there is a great outpouring of sorrow and Peter is called to come in hopes that he can bring some sense to this tragedy. But the Lord has a much bigger plan in mind. Peter comes and raises Dorcas (also known as Tabitha) from the dead. 

· How can we allow God to use our illnesses and weaknesses for his glory?
· Can you think of a time in your life when God has brought you back from figurative death? Have you ever been discouraged and had a fellow believer take your hand and lead you back?
· How can we be people more like Dorcas who are known and loved for doing good deeds?
· How can we be more like Peter, drawing others back to a life of service for the Lord?











Chapter 10:

1. Cornelius Calls for Peter (v. 1-7)
A popular cell phone company came up with the slogan, “Can you hear me now?” as a way to advertise that their company which boasted superior reception and coverage.  The idea being marketed was that if we used that particular company then we would be able to hear everywhere. We would really be “in touch.” Cornelius is definitely “in touch” with God. Scripture tells us that he is “God-fearing” which meant that though he isn’t a Jew in his practice, he believes in God, prays, and makes offerings to the poor with a sincere and humble heart. God, who knows the true motivation of Cornelius’ actions, sends an angel to deliver the message “Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before God.” (v. 5)

· Cornelius is a man of responsibility and high morals. He is a man of good deeds looking for something more in his life; he is praying about it. What about you? Do you know a Cornelius?
·  Or are you like he is, doing good deeds and living a clean life but missing that relationship with Jesus?
For Personal Reflection: Are you praying that God will lead you into a deeper walk with him?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Peter Gets the Vision (v. 9-23)
Let’s try to see the picture in our mind’s eye: Peter is staying with Simon the Tanner in Joppa, a seaside town. Being a tanner, Simon earns a respectable living, but it’s possible that his house had a certain odor to it associated with tanning hides. It is noon time and Peter decides to go up on the roof to get some air.  The previous verses tell us that Simon’s house is by the sea, so maybe he is up there enjoying the sea view and the breeze. He begins to pray while he waits for lunch to get ready.  Then he sees a vision—a sheet full of animals he wouldn’t think of touching, much less eating. At the same time, he hears a voice that he recognizes as the Lord’s telling him to kill and eat. This happens three times before the sheet and its contents disappear, leaving Peter wondering, “What’s up with that?” While he is still thinking on the matter, the Lord speaks again and gives him instructions to go with these men who are coming to get him.

When the men arrive, “Peter invited the men into the house to be his guests.” (v. 23).

· Peter receives a vision that changes his mind set and the direction of his life. Have you ever been blessed with a vision for a new ministry or a change in direction of something you are already doing?
· Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there is no vision the people perish.” What is your vision for your life? Do you have God-centered goals and objectives? Where do you want to be one year from now? Five years?
For Personal Reflection: Some visions challenge the very core of our being. Peter, up until this time, is a man who is Jewish through and through. He sees Jesus’ coming as the fulfillment of all that had been promised. The vision makes him not just open his eyes to God’s bigger plan but also to take action. The first step he takes is to invite these “unclean” men to stay over in the house with him. Peter really “gets” the vision—he sees and acts. Are you able to move beyond receiving the revelation to taking an action that reflects your change of heart?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Peter at Cornelius’ House (v. 23-48)
In the military, when drill sergeants march their troops, they yell cadences and instructions. Sometimes we hear “about face” and the entire group turns on their heel and heads in the other direction. That is exactly what takes place in this section of scripture. Peter and all the new believers are thinking that this new movement from Jesus is part and parcel with Judaism and that believing in Jesus is good as long as the converts are also busy becoming accustomed to the Jewish laws. With the story of Cornelius we see the beginning of an “about face” for Peter and the church. Welcoming this group of Gentiles by going into their home, sharing the precious Good News and then baptizing them into the fellowship illustrates the giant steps the newborn church is ready to take.

Peter sets out for Cornelius’ house, taking with him some of the brothers from Joppa. He goes to this Gentile’s house without hesitation, acting on the vision that he has been given. When he arrives, Cornelius is expecting him and has gathered his family and close friends to hear what Peter has to say. 

· Are we expectant and ready to hear God’s message when we study his Word, go to church or gather for Bible study? Do we “hunger and thirst for righteousness?” 
· How can we keep from getting stale in our faith and taking the Good News for granted?
· Beyond being expectant, are we ready to act on the instructions that he gives us?

Peter gives his testimony about Christ and starts his speech with this revolutionary statement: “I now know how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear him and do what is right.” (v.34)

· What does it mean to us today?
· How can we live out this knowledge that God looks at the heart of man and not at his color, circumstances, or nationality?

4. The people receive the Spirit (v.44):
While Peter is still speaking, the listeners receive the blessing of the Holy Spirit and begin praising God and speaking in tongues.  Peter then orders that they be baptized, deciding to face the elders in Jerusalem later. He then spends a few days with Cornelius and his family there in Caesarea, teaching them about God and Jesus as God’s ultimate revelation.  Peter accepts Jesus as the Messiah and accepts that the Holy Spirit came because of the Messianic fulfillment.  This experience was to help him understand that the Messiah’s coming meant the reign of the Lord over all men and not just Jews.  It was a matter of the heart and not mere rituals.
· Do you feel the Holy Spirit working in your life today? 
For Personal Reflection: In what ways is the Spirit challenging your current way of thinking and acting?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
 	










Chapter 11:

1. Peter Explains Himself (v.1-18)
Have you ever done something and known that you would get in trouble for it? One time stands out in my mind. I was about 11 years old and we were living in the town of Aracaju in Brazil where my parents were missionaries. I went to a one room school where I gathered with other missionary kids and we did our lessons under the supervision of a volunteer missionary. At lunch we were supposed to ride our bikes several miles home and back. On this particular day, I decided that it was too hot to ride my bike so I told my brothers to send Daddy after me. Boy, did he come! He brought with him a couple of licks for my backside, too! I never hesitated to ride after that.

Peter knows, because of his Jewish upbringing that he is really going to get it when he gets back to Jerusalem. But he is ready to face his accusers and to explain himself without being defensive. 

Let’s look at his argument:
1. He sticks to the facts: “he explained everything to them precisely as it happened.” (v. 4). He doesn’t embellish the story or get angry. He lets the vision and God’s actions stand for themselves.
2. He appeals to the witnesses who were with him: “These six brothers also went with me, and we entered the man’s house.” (v. 12) He is careful to not go it alone, taking with him friends and supporters who could further vouch for the facts.
What about us?
· When we are called on to explain something we’ve done do we get angry and defensive or are we able to state the facts and not embellish?
· Are we careful to enlist the support of others in the church family as we launch out into new projects? 
· In Ecclesiastes 4:9 we read, “Two are better than one because they have a good return for their work.” The Christian walk is not meant to be a solo affair. God calls us to live and exist in community. Are we spending time cultivating friendships and relationships?
· Does it sometimes seem easier to get things done alone? What are some of the pitfalls and difficulties of working together? What are some of the rewards?
2.  The Church Spreads Out (v. 19-30)
	A.  Christians- The leaders in Jerusalem marvel at Peter’s story, saying in wonderment, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life.” (v.18)  We can almost see them in our mind’s eye, scratching their heads and pondering God’s ways. This revelation is like a new day dawning. It expands their horizons far beyond what they were thinking up to this time. The subsequent verses highlight this truth further, and tell us that the Good News spread beyond just the Jews, to the Greeks in Antioch. 
The church in Antioch grows even more through the ministry of Barnabas, “son of encouragement,” who is sent there by the elders in Jerusalem. It is in Antioch, in that Gentile church that the believers are first called Christians. The truth of Christ affects a “great number” of people and Barnabas likely sees the need for some assistance. So he goes off to Tarsus and brings Saul back to help. Together, they minister in Antioch for a whole year.
	B. The Gift- One of the members of the Antioch church makes a prophecy about a famine in Judea. The church’s monetary response is the first time we see a missionary offering. It is conveyed to the central offices of the church to be distributed by Saul and Barnabas.
· How comfortable are we being identified as “Christian?” Do we ever hesitate to express our affiliation with Christ?
· What is our response to needs around us? What do we offer? Prayer, money, time?
· Are we supportive of the organized church and its outreach? In the United Methodist Church, the membership takes a vow when joining that states, “I will support this church with my prayers, my presence, my gifts, my service and my witness.”Clearly, even at the very early stages of the development of the church, the leaders found it was more effective to have an administrative branch to complement the teaching and evangelism. How can you be more supportive of your church?


Chapter 12:
1. Peter Released from Prison (v. 1-18)
A. Persecution resumes and this time it begins with the execution of James, brother of John, son of Zebedee. Of James and John, Jesus asked in Matthew 20:22, “’Can you drink the cup I am going to drink?’ ‘We can,’ they answered.”  At the time, they were interested in sitting on the right and left of Jesus in his Kingdom, showing a sad lack of vision for what Jesus’ reign was all about. However, in Acts, James gives his life by Herod’s sword, no doubt sowing terror in the hearts of the young Christian church and pushing them hard to their knees, especially when another strong leader, Peter, is imprisoned as well. “When He [Herod] saw that this pleased the Jews, he proceeded to seize Peter also.” (v. 3)
· Following Jesus is not always easy or pleasant. In our country we are blessed to not be asked to give up our physical lives for Christ, but at times we lose friends and must sacrifice our livelihood, connections, material wealth to be in Christ’s employ.
· Let’s pause a moment to pray for today’s martyrs. There are many around the world who suffer great persecution for the faith.

B. While Peter is in jail he is carefully guarded by a team of 16 soldiers. The story tells us that he was even asleep between two of them,  and shackled on top of that! An angel comes and nudges him to get up and get out of there. Peter feels like he is in a dream before becoming fully conscious once he gets outside.  He rejoins the believers who had been in earnest prayer for him and then goes into hiding elsewhere. The 16 soldiers are executed by Herod.
· Can you think of a time when you have experienced a great deliverance from the Lord? He can do “more than we ask or imagine.” (Ephesians 3:20) Do we sometimes hesitate to ask?
· We see an angel here delivering Peter from jail—literally walking him out through the gates. Have you seen angels or messengers from God in your own life? Can you think of an experience that you can share? 
For Personal Reflection: Angels are often described as being associated with light. “Suddenly an angel of the Lord appeared and a light shone in the cell.” We have a beautiful lady in our church family who sometimes leads the singing. She loves the Lord so much that when she stands up front she really shines—the light of the Lord comes out of her and pours onto the rest of us as we sing.  What about you? Do you shine and show the light of Christ’s love to others? Ask God to show you today how you can be more filled with his light.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Herod dies (v. 19-25)
How many times do we hear the phrase, “ I’m going to get him back. He’s going to pay for that!” In movies and books, vengeance is a common theme. In one of my favorite movies, “The Princess Bride,” one the characters, Inigo Montoya, has dedicated his life to avenging the murder of his father by the six fingered man. When he finally kills the murderer, he realizes his life has suddenly lost its sense of purpose. In the movie, of course, that is no problem. He quickly takes on another quest: becoming the “Dreaded Pirate Roberts.”

In real life, things are not so simply resolved. Sometimes we live a lifetime without seeing a guilty party receive the judgment they so richly deserve. In fact, as Christians, we are called to go to great length to pray for those who have wronged us and to forgive them so that we can be forgiven.

In the case of Herod, though, God brings about swift justice. “Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died.” (v.23)

· How do you think the church in Jerusalem reacted to Herod’s death?
· Think about your own life. Has there been a time when you have wanted and even sought revenge?
· What makes forgiveness and praying for our enemies especially difficult?
· How do you feel about the fact that often we don’t see God’s justice happen on this earth and that sometimes evil seems to prosper?



Week 4
Chapters 13-16
Missionary Journeys Begin




Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 13-16. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
13._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
14._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
15._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
16._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



Chapter 13:
1. Barnabas and Saul- Missionary Trip #1 (v.1-3)
A few years ago, we took a group of 10 youth from our church on a mission trip to Costa Rica. There were lots of preparations that took place prior to our leaving: passports, shots, packing, planning, and praying. When we finally arrived in the little town where we would stay, we quickly realized that God arrived before us and prepared the way. The people of the church had been praying in the sanctuary early in the morning and late at night for two weeks prior to our coming, asking God for help in completing their building. By God’s hand and his grace we were able to help them make great strides toward finishing the construction project.  God used 10 youth to bring encouragement to a group of Christians in another country. 

In Chapter 13 of Acts, we see Barnabas and Saul setting out on what is the first missionary journey. The chapter opens with them in a time of prayer and fasting with other believers. They hear from the Holy Spirit, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” (v.2)

· I wonder if the Holy Spirit spoke in an audible voice or did He speak to each of their hearts? What do you think? 
· Have you had an experience of being on a mission trip or another journey where you knew God was at work?
For Personal Reflection:  Have you ever felt God speaking to you and asking you to take a radical step of faith?
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
 Stop #1: Cyprus (v.4-12)
Saul,  Barnabas and John (their helper) travelled all over the island of Cyprus which was the next stop for a boat leaving from Antioch. On the island they went first to the synagogues and then to the town of Paphos, and there met a Jewish sorcerer, Bar-Jesus, who apparently took them to meet the man in charge, a proconsul, Sergius Paulus.  During the audience with Sergius the sorcerer tries to dissuade his benefactor from following The Truth. Saul, “filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas [the sorcerer] and said, ‘You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right!’” (v. 10) The sorcerer is then struck with blindness and Sergius becomes a believer. 

· Are you willing to confront evil directly when you see it?
· How hard is it to say something like what Saul said?
For Personal reflection: How can we prepare ourselves to distinguish evil from good and to know when we need to speak? Prayerfully ask God to help you.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Stop #2: Pisidian Antioch- What’s in a name? (v. 13-51) 
The disciples leave Cyprus and head over to the mainland, travelling to the region of Pisidian Antioch, in modern day Turkey. First they go to the synagogue where they are invited to speak, “Brothers, if you have a message of encouragement for the people, please speak.” (v. 15)


When I was a little girl, I had a friend who shared my name. When we were together we talked about changing our names or going by some other name to simplify things. But I resisted going by any name other than my own.  Somehow we figured it out and still had fun playing together.  In the Bible we see many instances of name change: Abram to Abraham, Simon to Peter, and now Saul to Paul. From this point forward in the Book of Acts, Saul becomes Paul and there is a slight shift in the focus to a story more centered on Paul than on the other apostles. Also, at this point Paul launches fully into his ministry to the Gentiles. He invariably goes to the Synagogues first, but when he experiences rejection he opens the Word of God to the Gentiles, who often receive him with glad hearts.


· Have you ever had a name change? Do you have a nickname?
· How has God changed your name by changing who you are? For example, have you gone from “Sally the Short-tempered” to “Sally the patient?” 
For Personal Reflection:  Looking at the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:22-23, “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control,” what would you say is the fruit you exhibit the most? If someone were going to describe you, which fruit do you think they would name? Where do you think God is working in you to produce more fruit?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

A. Laying out the Good News (v. 16-52)
When the leaders of the synagogue asked these guest speakers to deliver a word, they got much more than they ever expected! Starting at the beginning, Paul explains how Jesus is the fulfillment of all the Law and the Prophets.  The apostles sum up their message with the following statement, “Therefore, my brothers, I want you to know that through Jesus the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you. Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.” (v. 38,39) The response to their message is mixed: some follow them out and encourage them to continue “in the grace of God” (v.43) and yet others are “filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying.” (v.45)
· How do you respond to God’s word when it convicts you?
· Are you able to accept correction from others?
For Personal Reflection: Pray today that God will give you a tender heart to his word and to correction.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
B. Bold Response (v.46- 52)
“Then Paul and Barnabas answered them boldly…” (v.46)

Paul and Barnabas did not shy away from the controversy that their words stirred up. Many Gentiles became believers and the word of God spread throughout the region but the opposition to the message also solidified among the traditional Jews. They stirred up anger in the leading women and men of the area and expelled Paul and Barnabas from the area.  The apostles are not dismayed and in fact we see them shaking the dust off their feet and being “filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit.” (v.52) Can’t you just see in your mind’s eye, the small group of missionaries skipping down the dusty road into the sunset, in light spirits, unburdened because they knew they had fully followed what Jesus had instructed them to do?

For Personal Reflection:

· What about you? Are you bold in answering questions about your faith? Are you prepared to give an answer when asked why you believe?
· What is God doing today that you can share with someone you meet or with someone in your family?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





Chapter 14:

1. In Iconium (v.1-7)
Have you ever had to deliver a message that you knew would be unwelcome to some in your audience? As a parish nurse, sometimes I have to remind people of the need for exercise, eating right and eliminating bad habits, such as smoking. Sometimes the message is received well and people take steps toward change but at other times, I can see some in the audience develop frowns or see their expression glaze over. In preparing for those talks, I have to arm myself with the knowledge that sometimes the truth needs to be spoken and people have to decide if they want to take action or not.

As Paul and Barnabas continue their journey and travel cross country to Iconium, they continue to boldly proclaim the Gospel, knowing full well that at times their message will be rejected and that they will be persecuted because of it. Their message causes great division among the people, “some sided with the Jews, others with the apostles.” (v. 4) There is even a plot to stone them and they flee to another region, again leaving in their wake clusters of believers.

· Can you think of a time that you have had to share some news and you weren’t sure how it would be received?
· How can we be more like Paul and Barnabas who delivered the Gospel boldly, despite being unsure of the reception?
For Personal Reflection:
· Who can we speak to this day about the Lord? Try to think of one specific person and pray about an opportunity to share.
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. In Lystra and Derbe (v. 8-20)
I can remember as a kid, loving to swing on the little swing set we had in the back yard. One of the legs wasn’t set down in concrete and if I pumped hard enough I could make the whole set bounce! This delighted me, and I pumped hard to try to get the swing to bounce every time.
 
The story of Paul and Barnabas in these two towns is one of wild swings of emotion and plenty of bounces—the apostles go from being admired as gods to Paul being stoned and left for dead.

The story starts with the healing of a man who is lame from birth; he pays careful attention to the sermon Paul gives and Paul looks over at him and says, “Stand up on your feet!” (v.10) At that, the man gets up and walks and the people around take it as a sign that Paul and Barnabas are indeed gods, specifically Zeus and Hermes. The crowd rushes to find their priests to sacrifice to these apparent gods. Paul sets them straight and scripture does not record their response to the Truth but what happens next is disturbing: the Jews from Iconium come down and turn the people into a mob against Paul. They stone him and leave him outside the city for dead.  That’s where the disciples find him and here something remarkable happens, “But after the disciples had gathered around him, he got up and went back into the city.” (v. 20)

These fickle people go from admiring him as a god to killing him as an impostor all in a short period of time. But Paul has such courage that after he revives from his stoning (possibly by a miracle) he goes back into town.

· What about you—are you able to go back to where you have been persecuted for righteousness sake? 
· When are we like these mobs, swinging from one opinion to the other, emotional and easily swayed? How can we stand firm on the truths that we know and not be susceptible to outside influence?

For Personal Reflection: Are you able to persevere in the midst of trials to continue ministering with a loving attitude toward those who mistreat you and use you? Pray now and ask God to help you forgive and continue in ministry even in places where your feelings or spirit have been hurt.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


3. The Return to Antioch in Syria (v. 21-28)- Home Base and Furlough
This is the age of GPS (global positioning system). We can know where we are at all times by using GPS devices in our cars, boats and cell phones. Theoretically, we can’t get lost but how many times have we had the experience of following that computer lady on our GPS into a dark alley?  I remember one time with our youngest son, Tim. We had gone to a late soccer game, and we were trying to find our way back to the interstate on a pitch black country  road. Apparently “Garmina”(our name for the computer voice) couldn’t find her way either because she kept telling us “Turn left. Turn left.” We tried to oblige her with a left turn that led us to a blind cul-de-sac that had several cars, with people in them, just sitting there in the dark. Needless to say, we made a quick u-turn and got out of there fast!

Paul and Barnabas take a winding path back through the towns where they had previously visited before ending up in Syrian Antioch. But they are far from lost. They are intently following the direction of the Holy Spirit and at each place they spend time in prayer and fasting and in working with developing the local church’s leadership. 
“Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord in who m they had put their trust.” (v.23)

At the end of the road they are back in Antioch where they started, knowing that they had been faithful to complete the mission the church assigned them. “On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them.” (v27).  Also, they stayed there “a long time with the disciples.” In these verses we get the sense that they went back to their home church, reported on what they had done, rested, re-fueled and took stock of their spiritual condition before launching out again. 

· When God answers your prayers and works in your life, are you faithful to share that with other believers? Where is God calling you to speak and tell the great things he has done?
For Personal Reflection:  Are you taking time to be “on furlough” and rest spiritually? How would you go about this in your day to day life? Do you get fed in the spirit regularly by reading books, listening to sermons, participating in group Bible studies?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
My parents were Southern Baptist missionaries in Brazil from 1965 to 1983. During my years as an MK (missionary kid), we came back on furlough to the States two different times. For Mom and Dad it was a much needed rest from the intensity of the mission field. Here, they had a lot of spiritual and family support. They were able to travel to churches and share the stories of what God was doing in Brazil in missions. When they returned to their work a year later, they were ready to go: re-fueled and re-charged.


 
Chapter 15:
1. Controversy and compromise (v.1-35)
“Have it your way” was the slogan Burger King launched to sell its burger in 1974. The idea was that their product was a superior value since you had a choice about the toppings. In the early church we see some controversy about the “toppings” that go with Christianity. Meat dedicated to idols or not? Blood or no blood? What about sexual conduct? For every question it appears that someone in church leadership had a differing answer. It quickly became clear to the central offices of the Christian church, based in Jerusalem, that they needed to call a church conference and make a uniform plan so that consistency would again be the order of the day.

In these verses, we see that the question originates in the Gentile church in Antioch and is brought before the large assembly in Jerusalem by Paul and Barnabas and others. After a discussion where Peter again shares his experience with the Gentiles, the church leaders decide to lay down the law on three things:
1. Abstain from food polluted by idols.
2. Abstain from sexual immorality.
3. Abstain from the meat of strangled animals and from blood.
The leaders send this message in a carefully thought out letter via couriers, Paul, Barnabas, Silas and Judas.  In Antioch, “The people read it and were glad for its encouraging message.” (v.31)

· This section reminds us that there will always be difficult matters for the church to consider and work through. What do you think about how they handled this question? 
· What lessons do you think we can learn about how to disagree without being disagreeable?
· Does compromise have a place in the church?
· The Christians who were members of the party of the Pharisees must have had an especially difficult time with these changes. Their lives were built on following the “rules and regs” in the law of Moses. How can we be the kind of people that love others in spite of radical differences in our outlook? 
For Personal Reflection: What about in your own life? What are some lessons that you can glean from this? Are you a good listener? Do you willingly hear what others have to offer on a topic you feel strongly about?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Personalities Clash (v.36-41)
After some time passes with Paul and Barnabas remaining in Antioch, preaching, teaching and strengthening the church there, Paul gets a sense that it’s time to move again. So he approaches Barnabas with an idea. Maybe their conversation went along these lines:

Paul: Hey, Barnie, let’s go on another trip. I want to go back and check on all those churches we started to see how everyone is doing.
Barnabas: Sounds good, Brother Paul! I’d love to do that. Why don’t we take John Mark with us? He’s young and could use the experience.
Paul: Are you kidding? He left us in a lurch last time and I just don’t think he is ready for this kind of commitment. You know, we put our lives on the line every day out there. And he is young; he’s got his whole life ahead of him. I really don’t think that’s a good idea at all.
Barnabas: Who do you want to take instead?
Paul: I’m thinking Silas would be perfect. He helped us when we had the Council meeting and he handled himself very well during all that time of the controversy.
Barnabas: Look, Paul, I’m going to take John Mark. I think he needs a second chance as an encouragement.
Paul: You have to do what you feel God leading you to do, Barnie. But I’m not going out with him. I’ll take Silas.
And so, they part company. Of course this is a fictional conversation and my personal interpretation of how this might have happened. But the bottom line is that God sends out two missionary teams instead of one and they go in separate directions, teaching and preaching in different places.
· Have you ever had a serious clash about personalities? How did that turn out?
· Have you ever been the Barnabas to someone and stood up for them when others felt like they didn’t deserve it?
For Personal Reflection: How can God take and use something that seems like a negative and turn it into a positive in your life?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Chapter 16:
1. Picking up Timothy (v. 1-5)
When the kids were little we liked to do the chant that goes with “We’re going on a bear hunt. We’re going to catch a big one. I’m not afraid. Are you?” The kids would repeat each phrase after us as we led through gates, high grass, over mountains, through water, and finally to a dark cave that contained… a bear! At that point we would reverse the process chanting as quickly as we could so that the bear wouldn’t catch us. But it was always a close call! Somehow playing that silly game helped the kids conquer their fears and find ways of dealing with imaginary problems and real ones.

As the story of Acts continues, we see Paul and Silas heading back out to face persecutions of many kinds and close calls involving imprisonment and beatings. But this group of disciples is fearless because they have the Lord with them. They are in constant contact with the Holy Spirit and He guides them every step of the way. As Paul and Silas travel back through Derbe and then Lystra they meet up with Timothy, a young believer whose father is a Greek. Paul wants to take him along and circumcises him so that he doesn’t experience any distracting arguments from other Jews.  Paul knows that being circumcised doesn’t make Timothy a better disciple—it has no bearing on his heart as a Christian—but Paul goes through that ceremony so that they can avoid having the topic come up repeatedly.

· How do you face your fears?
· Can you think of a time when you have compromised to keep the peace?  
· What are some examples of things in your life that you feel are not central to your faith but you do them to avoid causing problems for someone else?
For Personal Reflection: What specific verses in the Bible or prayers help you when you are afraid? Spend some time now listing your fears and talking to God about taking care of them.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Paul’s vision (v. 6-10)
Paul and his companions travel throughout the region of Galatia which is today’s Turkey, following the directions of the Holy Spirit as the ultimate GPS. They are “kept” from going into northern Turkey and led instead by a vision to the area of Macedonia which is in modern day Greece. A key phrase here is at the end of verse 10, “God had called us to preach the gospel to them.” That “us” refers to Paul, Silas, Timothy and now, Luke, the doctor and author of the Gospel of Luke and of the Book of Acts. He includes himself here, apparently indicating that he joins the party at this point in time. 

· What are some ways that you discern God’s will in your life?
· How can we stay in better touch with the guidance of the Holy Spirit?
For Personal Reflection: Think about your own life. How does the Lord guide your days? Do you pray about both big and small decisions? What are some of the decisions in your life that you ask God about?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Lydia’s Conversion in Phillippi (v. 11-15)
One time when our three children were still young, we climbed up to the top of Mount LeConte in the Smokies together. The thirteen mile round trip hike is not for the faint of heart but the reward of making it to the top overshadows the effort to get there. On the way up, though, the tendency in our little group was to want to rest every few feet. I remember my husband Wesley’s persistent encouragement, “Just put one foot in front of the other. Keep moving. We’ll get there that way.” And sure enough we did!
In this section of scripture we see Paul, Silas, Timothy and Luke continuing on their journey until they reach Philippi, a Roman colony—first by boat then by land. They travel until they reach their goal without getting side-tracked along the way. The group rests a few days and then on the Sabbath they go out to the river, “where we expected to find a place of prayer.” (v. 13) There they meet Lydia, a business woman who is also “a worshipper of God.”(v. 14) The Lord opens her heart and she responds to the message that Paul brings. Immediately, she opens her home to these men and offers them hospitality.
· Are you staying steady on the path God has placed you on? 
· Are you persevering with daily Bible study and prayer?
· Are you an encourager to others who are on this journey with you?
For Personal Reflection: How do you respond to God’s call in your life? Lydia was “immediately” convicted to offer hospitality? How do you offer hospitality to others? Remember that offering hospitality can take a variety of forms: baking bread for the visitation ministry, making a casserole for a bereaved family’s meal at the church, welcoming a new neighbor with cookies…Do you think these are good examples of hospitality? Write down something specific that God is calling you to do:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Paul and Silas in Prison (v.16-40)
 Paul and Silas and the other disciples continued to frequent the “place of prayer” by the river and gathered a group of interested people around them, including a young slave girl who had a fortune-telling spirit. After several days of having her following them around shouting that they were indeed servants of God, Paul has enough and tells the spirit to leave her. The slave’s owners then put Paul and Silas in prison and have them beaten for the alleged crime. In jail they sing and pray and “the other prisoners were listening to them.” (v.25). A violent and miraculous earthquake releases them from their bonds. The jailer pulls his sword to commit suicide, knowing that he would be executed for allowing the prisoners to escape but Paul stops him. At this point, the jailer sees the hand of God and asks one of the pivotal questions in all of scripture, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (v.30) and Paul answers succinctly, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” (v. 31) The jailer and his household believe and “he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family.” (v.34)

Next comes a section that is mildly funny: the magistrates order Paul and Silas released. At this point, the two send word by the officers that they are Roman citizens and they can’t believe they were beaten and treated so rudely. Completely abashed, the magistrates come to apologize and meekly ask the apostles to leave the area.
The following verses come to mind as we ponder God’s plans and our plans, “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus.” (Eph. 3: 20,21)

· The slave girl was an annoying distraction. What annoys you that you find hard to ignore? What is something that you have made progress in ignoring?
· The other prisoners were watching and listening to Paul and Silas as they prayed and sang there in jail in spite of their wounds from the beating. What do you think those other prisoners were thinking? How do you think they felt when the earthquake came?
· The jailer and his family become believers and are filled with joy. They immediately show the transformation in their hearts by offering hospitality to the two men: cleaning their wounds and setting a meal before them. How do we show that we are transformed from the inside out? Can the people we encounter at work, at the store, on vacation tell that we are Christians?
· Some of the stories in scripture show a sense of humor or poetic justice on God’s part. For example: Jacob deceives his father and is then deceived by his father-in-law. Jacob dresses in his brother’s clothes to trick his dad then he is tricked by Leah in her sister’s clothes. In this story, we see Paul and Silas not only cleared of wrong doing but asked solicitously to leave. Can you think of a time in your life when you have seen God do things in a way that showed his ultimate justice?
Week 5
Chapters 17-20
The Gospel Spreads Through Asia Minor



Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 17-20. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
17._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
18._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
19._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
20._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




Chapter 17:
1. In Thessalonica (v. 1-4)- Frequenting the Synagogue
Paul and Silas and their companions go to Thessalonica, a major city of possibly 200,000 people including a synagogue where a colony of Jews worshipped. Paul goes to the Sabbath gathering “As his custom was…on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them.” (v.2) Paul continues to reach out through the synagogues and in this case he witnesses to them for three weeks. Some of the Jews became believers as did “many God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women. “ (v.4) But there was also the other side of the aisle: the leaders of the synagogue who did not believe and were ruled by jealousy, an ugly beast that rears its head again in this passage.
2. Brave for Jesus (v. 5-9)

We have a funny little dog, Mikey. He barks a lot and is brave only by association—that is, he stands behind me to bark at other dogs. If I’m not around, he goes the other way, barking as he runs away. He basically takes his courage from his association with me.
This section of scripture also highlights the importance of deciding who we will be associated with. The mob is incited to anger and violence by the jealous Jews, members of the synagogue who do not believe the message of the Messiah that Paul and Silas bring. Jason and some of the brothers are persecuted because of their association with the apostles. Jason has extended hospitality to Paul and the others and because of this he is jailed and his life is jeopardized. 

· How brave do you consider yourself to be? Can you think of an example of a time when you exhibited bravery? How can we be sure that we are being brave for the right cause?
· Are we willing to be like Jason, suffering persecution for the sake of Christ and extending hospitality even when it causes us personal suffering?
For Personal Reflection: How can we keep jealousy and anger from taking over our hearts and actions? Think about your life today and write down some areas that you need to turn over to God where anger and jealousy have entered in.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. In Berea (v. 10-15)
Have you ever heard the expression, “Be a good Berean?” Scripture tells us that the Bereans did not just listen to the message they went home and looked up the scriptures every day to see if what they were hearing coincided with the Holy Scriptures. 
“Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scripture every day to see if what Paul said was true.” (v.11)

· Are we faithful to examine the scriptures to determine if what you hear in Bible study, in church, on the radio and on the internet is in accordance with the Word?
· Are we careful not to take a teacher at face value but to carefully examine their life and the fruit they produce to see that all is according to what we know from God?
God calls each of us to a life of holiness before him, producing fruit in keeping with the message he plants in our hearts. In order to be able to believe and accept teaching in righteousness we have to look beyond the words. But don’t take that statement at face value; look it up; it’s in the Bible!

For Personal Reflection: Paul doesn’t have just words but also deeds to shore up his message—he showed that God was with him by the miracles he did, by the brothers that accompanied him and by the many believers that responded and were blessed with the Holy Spirit coming into their lives. How can you be a better Berean? Do you take your Bible with you to study and to worship? Are you familiar with the Word? How can you take action to become better acquainted with the Bible?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. In Athens (v.16-34)- Working While Waiting
I’m not very good at waiting. Being impatient by nature, I like to have several back up activities if I know I’m going to be waiting in a doctor’s office or some other place. With the advent of I-phones, it’s easier than ever to stay busy while waiting: playing “Words with Friends,” texting, reading the Bible on line—plenty of busyness—certainly not as productive as what we see Paul doing while he is waiting!

For his efforts in Thessalonica and Berea, Paul is expelled from town. The unbelievers from Thessalonica follow him to Berea and endanger his life, leading the brothers there to sprint him out of town to Athens where he pauses to wait for the rest of his group to catch up with him. 

But he is not idle while he waits! Not surprisingly he finds a new and unique way of presenting the gospel to a town full of unbelieving Gentiles. Starting first with the synagogue, Paul moves from there to the marketplace and then is invited to the meeting of the debaters in the Areopagus. Verse 21 tells us, “All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.” In this august gathering, Paul presents a sermon based on the statue he finds with the inscription, “To the Unknown God.”  He tells them to repent, believe and accept Christ as Messiah, “For in him we live and move and have our being.” (v.28)

· What about us? How do we use our free time or the time while we are waiting? 
· Is our free time “idle” or “idol” time?
· Are we staying busy with activity that pleases the Lord?
·  Do we debate for the sake of debate or are we fully convinced in our own minds of what we believe and able to stand for it?
· What does the Bible seems to say about these debaters? Is this a good or a bad thing?
· How can we learn from Paul who takes his sermon illustration from something known to the people there?
For Personal Reflection: What has God done in our lives today that we can use as a basis for telling someone about his love?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





Chapter 18:
1. Paul in Corinth (v.1-17)- The Next Door
Last summer, through the leadership of the Holy Spirit, a group of us from our church decided to start a haircutting ministry to help the homeless and the under-employed. After meetings and prayer, we began to look for a space in our large church where we could have a salon. We talked about closets and re-modeling and expansion and all sorts of difficult adaptations. Finally, one day I asked the head custodian, “Do you know a good place where we could have our new ministry, Halo Haircuts?” He said, “Sure,” and led me next door to a nursery that was unused. It couldn’t be a more perfect space for what we are doing with easy access and lots of natural light. Praise God!

Sometimes we have to go next door both literally and figuratively to accomplish what God is calling us to do and in this passage we see Paul putting that idea into action.
In Chapter 18, we learn that Paul leaves Athens and heads across the way to the city of Corinth. No particular reason is given here but we know that Paul continues to follow the guidance of the Holy Spirit while he is waiting for Silas and Timothy to catch up with him.  Paul was a tentmaker by trade and worked with Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth, fellow Jews and apparently Christians who were converted when they lived in Rome.  Paul witnesses in the synagogue every Sabbath until the unbelievers in the synagogue become abusive. At this point he “shook out his clothes in protest” and tells them that he will dedicate himself to ministry with the Gentiles. He then goes “next door” (v.7) and finds a listening audience in Titius Justus and Crispus and their families who are converted and baptized.

For Personal Reflection: Are you struggling with a problem now and persevering but not seeing the results you seek? How about going “next door?” Pray that God will enlighten you to see new possibilities.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Encouragement from God (v.9-17)
“One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision: ‘Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you and no one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this city.” (v.9)
	Several times in Acts, Paul receives some rather direct encouragement from the Lord. Here he has a vision and learns that he will not be harmed in this city. He ends up staying on in Corinth for a year and half. Maybe this is a time of refreshment in the Lord. He knew he would be physically safe so he might have felt a greater freedom to preach the gospel and to proclaim Christ as the Messiah to the unbelievers.

· Can you think of a time when God has encouraged you, either directly or through another person?
For Personal Reflection: Plan to spend some time going through the Psalms and Proverbs finding verses that offer encouragement from the Lord. Pray that God will guide you as you look into his word.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Winding down on the Second Missionary Journey (v.18-28):  Finishing Well
Sprinters are conditioned to save some energy for the “the kick” at the end of their run. They train, building up strength and reserves so that when it comes time for that last lap they have the energy to do it right and win. Paul and his companions leave Corinth and set their sights on home—Jerusalem and Antioch.  They go by way of Ephesus and leave Priscilla and Aquila there to begin the work of spreading the Good News of Jesus as Messiah there. Paul promises to come back but continues on his journey to Cesarea, Jerusalem, and finally Antioch. He spends “some time” in Antioch, his second furlough, before heading out again.

· Think of how God provides “furloughs” in our lives. Why do you think he instituted the day of rest each week? Why does God make us so that we require sleep each day? How about week-ends and vacations? Do you try to maintain a balance of work and rest? Do you keep the Sabbath day holy by setting aside time for worship and prayer?
For Personal  Reflection: If you do not rest adequately, what can you change in your life so that you can regain some balance? Spend some time evaluating your schedule. Look at your calendar and set aside time for renewal and relaxation.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________







Chapter  19:

1. Paul in Ephesus (v. 1-10)- Setting things Straight and Sticking to the Plan.
Have you ever seen one of those mirrors that have an inscription at the bottom, “Objects are larger than they appear?” Owing to the distortion caused by the shape of the mirror, things can appear larger, smaller, fatter or even skinnier—things are simply not what they appear to be, and we must allow for that as we observe. In this section of scripture, we see Paul asking some disciples in Ephesus about their baptism. It makes me wonder what it is about these disciples that prompts Paul ask this question. Did they act differently? Did they have less joy than other disciples? What do you think it was?

At any rate, he straightens out their distorted perception by explaining salvation through Jesus Christ, the Messiah. After that, the Holy Spirit comes on this group of men.

Paul spends about three months in the synagogue—going, as usual, to the Jews of the area first. When he begins to experience opposition to The Way he leaves them and preaches for two years in the lecture hall of Tyrannus.
· Paul invariably preaches first to those at the synagogue. He has an order of priorities that he doesn’t abandon: first the Jews, then the Gentiles. How are you at sticking with the plan and persevering even when the going gets rough? How are we doing with disciplining ourselves to accomplish what we need to do before what we want to do? 
For Personal Reflection: Scripture says, “But some of them became obstinate.” (v.9) Do we sometimes have a tendency toward being obstinate? What has God tried to correct in our lives that we have not yielded to him? Is it being truthful? Taking his name in vain? Lusting? What is that one thing that is off limits to God’s healing touch? Pray that we will be fully yielded to him today and let him set us on a new path?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Power in the Name of Jesus (v.11-22)
Are you a baker or a cook? I think there is a real difference in temperament between the two: a baker is precise, enjoys accuracy in measurements and produces multiple copies of the exact same recipe each time. A cook doesn’t. Recipes are suggestions, used as rough guidelines, intended to inspire the cook to aspire to new heights of creativity. I enjoy cooking, and I especially like the part of putting meals together that lets me dream up some new combination of flavors and textures. My creations are not always guaranteed to be tasty but they are usually different!  The Ephesians see Paul doing “extraordinary miracles” (v.11) amongst them. So much so that even his handkerchiefs were used as conveyors of healing energy. Some of the Jews thought they could replicate his “recipe” for success and used the name of the Lord Jesus as a sort of good luck incantation. But Jesus’ power is not something to be trifled with or taken lightly. The men responsible were severely beaten as a result of their attempt to drive out a demon this way and because of their experience “the name of Jesus was held in high honor.” (v.17)

· Do we sometimes try to capture God’s power by saying just the right words in our prayers or saying them for a prescribed amount of time or in a certain place?
· Are we sometimes guilty of thinking we have a kind of control over God by “claiming his promises” and arguing with Him to do things a certain way?
For Personal Reflection: God allows us the privilege of speaking his word, but he is GOD and he can accomplish his plans and his will even if we are not obedient. However, when we love the Lord and ask him to take over our lives, we become his instruments to be used when and where he chooses to his glory. We do it out of love and devotion to Jesus, the risen Lord. How about you? Are you speaking to others through your words and actions about God’s work in your life? Write down some specific steps you can take to share God’s love today:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Riot in Ephesus (v. 23-41)

In these verses we see a large group of men rioting. The excuse they use is that they are upset that the goddess Artemis is not being honored, but looking deeper they give themselves away with phrases such as, “Men, you know we receive a good income from this business.” (v. 25) Paul’s preaching has begun to reach far and wide. In fact the same men say, “…this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province of Asia.” (v. 26) As the Christian group increases, so does the threat to the business of everyone associated with the goddess, with idol worship and with the temple culture. Persecution inevitably follows as people become jealous and resentful of the Christians’ decisions to abandon their old way of life and live a new life in Christ. By stirring up bystanders, they manage to make a scene, create confusion and lots of noise. In the end they are rebuffed by the city clerk and told to go home.

· Do we sometimes cloak our selfish motives in the guise of being upset about a social problem?
· Do we draw the line on our Christianity when it interferes with our wallets?
For Personal Reflection: How are we doing with our tithes and offerings? Are we being faithful to give God what is his? Take a few minutes to pray and ask God to help you in the area of stewardship of all that he has entrusted to you.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________







Chapter 20:
1. On the Road Again…(v.1-6)
My nursing school friend, Lois Varenkamp, is a Bible translator with Wycliffe Bible translators.  She and her husband Bryan and two daughters have been missionaries for twenty years in Nepal and have recently completed the translation of the New Testament. I knew Lois was smart when in nursing school she made a 100% on the board exam! But then she went on to get a Master’s in Linguistics, learned to speak Nepali and Eastern Tamang and then helped coordinate the work of writing the language, initiating translation and literacy work and finally seeing it through to the dedication of the New Testament. Her life work is a labor of love that has carried her around the globe, motivated her to live in less than ideal circumstances and given her the divine persistence to see this project through. Through it all, she would be the first one to say, “Don’t look to me. Look to Jesus!” She doesn’t want to be the example others follow but she wants to clearly point the way.

In this passage of scripture, we see Paul and his companions travelling all around through Macedonia and Greece offering words of encouragement to the believers and solidifying the faith of the new Christians.  It reads a little like a journal, recording who was with them and what route they took. I think Luke is trying to communicate that through it all they kept their eye on the ultimate goal: sharing the Good News of Jesus. No matter where they went, or how long they stayed, or who they were with, the mission was unchanged and they persisted in doing what God called them to do.

· In his song, “Beautiful Boy” John Lennon wrote, “Life is what happens to you while you are busy making other plans.” Are you living for Christ as you go each day? Or are you thinking, “I’ll start being more Christian once I get married or once I get that promotion or once I finish that degree? “ How can we be fully present for Christ today? 
For Personal Reflection: What is God calling you to do? Is he calling you to full time Christian ministry? Is he calling you to be a faithful disciple in your place of work or in your home? Is he calling you to start a new ministry?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. Breaking Bread (v. 7-11)
Bread all over the world is made from the same basic ingredients: flour, yeast, water and salt and yet how varied it is! Flat or fluffy, cake-like or pretzel-hard breads come to signify the land they originate from.  Bread is indeed the stuff of life. And yet Jesus said, “Man does not live on bread alone,” (Luke 4:4) By saying this, he highlighted our spiritual nature and then he went on to say, “I am the bread of life.” (John 6:35) When Jesus left the earth he left us with the ritual of Holy Communion, whereby we receive through the most common of ingredients the grace of Christ. 

In Acts 20:7, we see Paul and the other followers meeting on Sunday to have communion together, “On the first day of the week we came together to break bread.” I doubt they had anything like the ritual we have now, but I feel sure they repeated the words Christ used when he shared that first Holy Meal with the twelve. Then by intentionally remembering the sacrifice Jesus made on the cross while eating the bread and drinking the wine, they transformed an ordinary fellowship meal into a special act of remembrance.
· What parts of communion are especially meaningful to you?
· How do you feel about the ritual that we use?
· The Methodist church says that receiving communion is a “means of grace.” How do you think you might actually receive grace during communion?
3. Dead Asleep (v. 7-12)
Have you ever been so tired that you couldn’t think straight? I remember when we went to Paris with my brother-in-law, Mike, and my sister-in-law, Nancy. We arrived early in the morning on Sunday and walked around all day until check in time at the hotel that afternoon. We were exhausted after sleeping very little on the plane and also considering the time change. So even though we were in a beautiful place I remember thinking, “This is crazy but all I want to do is sleep!”  My desire to stay awake and see the sights couldn’t overcome the fatigue I felt.

Eutychus must have felt the same way. Here was his big chance to hear the apostle Paul preach and to enjoy communion with the other believers. He really wanted to be awake for the whole sermon but that upstairs room was warm with all the lamps burning so he may have thought he could stay awake better by sitting in the window where the cool air would sweep by and keep him alert. The sermon went on until midnight and his plan back fired when he fell into a deep sleep, slipped out of the window, and landed three stories down on the ground. Paul ran down and revived him, bringing him back from the dead with a holy hug: “Paul went down, threw himself on the young man and put his arms around him.” (v. 10) His family took him home, “greatly comforted.” 

· Do you get enough physical rest each day? How many hours do you usually sleep each night? Studies show that adults often get less sleep than they should as they work longer hours and stay connected electronically. Getting rest is a part of living a well-balanced Christian life.
For Personal Reflection:  Are you spiritually alert for what God wants to say to you in church, Bible study and in your personal quiet time? How can you be more alert and listen with your spirit? What are some specific steps that you can take?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Paul Says Good-bye to the Ephesians (v.13-38)
Saying good-bye can be hard to do. I remember taking our oldest son, Sam, off to college—we unloaded everything and then there he was, standing in this little room surrounded by boxes and looking a bit forlorn. I kept feeling like I needed to say just one more little thing before we left, one final word of wisdom. What had I forgotten to say that would prepare him to go out into this strange, new world? I don’t think I ever came up with just the right thing to say and ended up crying all the way home.

Paul has no shortage of just the right words to say. The elders from the Ephesian church come to Miletus to meet him and he tells them that he will not be seeing them again since he will face persecution as he returns to Jerusalem. He goes on to remind them of all he has taught them and says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.” (v.24) He also says that he is innocent of the blood of all men. In other words, he has spoken at every opportunity for Christ and his conscience is free of any guilt concerning the souls of those he has encountered. 

He closes his comments by reminding them that he has worked hard to support himself while preaching the gospel and that the point of that hard work was to help himself and others. “I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’” (v.35)


· Can you remember a time when saying good-bye was particularly hard for you?
· If you had one word of advice that you could give to a departing family member, what would it be?
· Can you say, as Paul does, that he is innocent of the blood of “all men?” Have you been able to speak about God’s saving work to all within your sphere of influence? That is, indeed, a lofty goal!
· Paul points out that the point of hard work is to supply our own needs and have some to share. How are you doing with sharing with those who are “weak?” And what do you think Paul meant by using that particular word?



Week 6
Chapters 21-24
Back to Jerusalem and Trial Begins




Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 21-24. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
21._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
22._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
23._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
24._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



Chapter 21:
1. On to Jerusalem- (v.1-16)
A young family friend is trying to make a decision about which college to go to. He has four good choices, all of which are schools that are fairly equal in size, scholarship allowance, sports and academics. Even though he is praying about the choice, he is torn between several good options. 

Paul on the other hand, is heading toward definite trouble. All around him, his brothers and sisters in Christ are warning him to turn away from Jerusalem. But Paul, through the guidance of the Spirit feels compelled to keep going. 

Many of the verses shed light on how heart-wrenching this decision was for Paul.
· “After we had torn ourselves away from them…” (v.1)
· “Through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on...” (v.4)
· “A prophet named Agabus…tied his own hands and feet…” (v. 11)
· “…We and the people pleaded with Paul not to go…” (v.12)
But Paul submitted only to the Spirit of God and would not be dissuaded from staying on course to go up to Jerusalem. We can almost see all the believers throwing their hands up in exasperation saying, “Well, what can we do with this man. He won’t listen to reason!” Indeed, Paul does not listen to human reason but seeks only the wisdom that comes from God.
· Can you think of a time when you had a big decision to make? What helped you? What made it harder? If you were giving the young man making his college choice advice, what would you tell him?
· Paul went against the conventional wisdom of the day and against the advice given him “through the Spirit.” How can it be that he went against advice given from other Christians by the Spirit? Does this give you some insight as to why fellow Christians, earnestly seeking God’s will, might come out at different places on a decision? 
For Personal Reflection: How can we be respectful and supportive when someone does something that is contrary to where we see the Spirit guiding?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Paul Arrives in Jerusalem (v. 17-26)
Our family is blessed to have warm in-law relationships on both sides of the marriage. I admire and respect Wes’ relatives and he does the same for mine. This makes for easy family gatherings, memorable holidays, and joyous reunions. Paul’s reunion with his brothers and sisters in Christ in Jerusalem was not a straightforward gathering. In this scripture we see tones and then undertones as everyone tries to figure out how to get along in this new Way. First, Paul, Luke and the other missionaries are received “warmly” and give James and the other elders a full report, detailing especially their ministry to the Gentiles.

What follows feels like a collective shuffling of feet, maybe a lack of eye contact before the spokesmen tells Paul about their problem and the solution that they propose. The spokesman, possibly James, brother of Jesus, explains that many of the Jews who believe in Jesus continue to fervently hold to Moses and the Law. They have heard of Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles and are upset that the new converts are not being required to also become traditional Jews. “So do what we tell you.” (v.23) Next they propose that Paul go to the temple and basically sponsor four men who have taken a special vow. This act would purpose to show all the zealous Messiah-believing Jews that Paul had not abandoned the traditional Mosaic Law.

· Paul went along with the proposal. What do you think his reasoning was? Do you ever “go along” when it’s not harmful?
·  “In essentials, unity. In non-essentials, liberty. And in all things, charity.”–John Wesley quotes St. Augustine. What is an example of a way we can keep the peace in our families and churches?

3. Paul Arrested (v.27.36)
Reality TV is a fairly recent phenomenon. TV cameras are thrust into every day situations at police stations, weight loss contests, homes of hoarders, and the list goes on. Sadly, this skewed version of “reality” passes for the real thing as production engineers alter, fuse and fudge actual events.

Unfortunately, some aspects of reality TV are not all that new. When we look at the events of Chapter 21 we see a spectacle unfold that is solidly based on a falsehood proclaimed by visiting Jews from Asia. In the Holy City for Passover, they see Paul, seize him and stir up the crowd into a frenzy. “The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions.” (v. 30) In the chaos the crowd begins to beat Paul and someone finally notifies the commander who sends soldiers to figure out what is going on. They rescue Paul from the rioters and end up having to carry Paul away while the crowd shouts, “Away with him!” reminiscent of the treatment that Jesus received not too long before this in the same place.

· Paul is falsely accused and beaten by the angry mob. Have you ever been falsely accused or victimized by crime? How did that make you feel?
· How can you help someone who has been a victim?
4. Paul Speaks- (v. 37-40)
This chapter closes out with Paul standing on the steps of the barracks, beginning to address the crowd. Having just been beaten, he takes this opportunity to share the Good News of Jesus with this riotous mob. Somehow he manages to look out at them with the eyes of love and see them as souls in need of a savior.
· How can we follow Paul’s example and share Christ even with those who abuse and mistreat us?
For Personal Reflection: How can we look at the world through the eyes of love and see others not as they are but as they can be when transformed by Christ’s love? Think about someone that you have trouble loving and write down some things the Lord would notice about that person.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




Chapter 22:
1. Paul Speaks to the Crowd in Jerusalem (v.1-21)
When the kids were little, I knew that a sudden silence was not necessarily a good sign. Art on walls, toilet paper rolls no longer rolled, or bangs clipped unnaturally short were all products of sudden “quiet” spells. An experienced mother learns to be suspicious when the yelling and running subside! As Paul stands up to speak to the crowd, he opens his mouth and out comes the local language, Aramaic. Suddenly, the crowd gets “very quiet.” They realize immediately that this guy is local and not exactly what the Jews who spoke Greek had said he was. They begin to listen to what Paul has to say, and even though he is battered and likely bloody, Paul courageously presents the case for Christ. The crowd listens for awhile as the story of the Damascus Road experience unfolds and Paul details how he was sent to minister to the Gentiles. But the tide quickly turns against him as they hear words that assault their closely held traditions and lay out a new way of life. In response, they exclaim, “Rid the earth of him! He’s not fit to live!” (v. 22)

· The crowd gets “very quiet.” Why do you think this is?
· Paul identifies with the crowd and tries to reach them by first establishing some common ground. How can you find common ground with older people? Younger people? How can you adapt at church to present the message in a way that reaches new audiences?
For Personal Reflection: Spend some time in prayer, asking God to show you places where you might be holding traditions above love.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. Paul tells them he is Roman (v.22-29)
Have you ever played the card game, Spades? In it, spades are the trump suit. In other words, you can play in the suit of spades and win just about any hand. In these verses, Paul plays his trump card: Roman citizenship. When the crowd becomes abusive again, the guards carry Paul into the barracks where they decide to flog him and then question him. Their attitude was, “Punish now, get the story later.” So they stretch Paul out to start the beating; Paul asks them if it’s legal for them to flog a Roman Citizen. His guard quickly gets his superior who is impressed with the fact that Paul was born a Roman whereas he had to purchase his citizenship. Suddenly, the questioners withdraw and we see silence descend again as Paul sits overnight waiting to face the Sanhedrin the following day.
· What is your “trump card” in life? Is it being of a certain social standing or physical appearance or is it that you are a child of the King, beloved and cherished for who you are?
3. Paul Goes Before the Sanhedrin (v. 30)
Sometimes, God works in mysterious ways to accomplish his purposes. In this case, the commander releases Paul and takes him to stand before the Sanhedrin so that they can get to the bottom of the story. The commander is anxious to know just exactly why this Roman citizen is in trouble so that he as a commander is not guilty of mistreating a Roman citizen. Though an unbeliever, the commander must have been struck by Paul’s courage and the strength of his convictions. No doubt there is some measure of curiosity involved, “What is this Jesus thing all about anyway?”

· In our journey of faith sometimes it is our role to get those around us asking questions about our faith and then their faith. Have you ever been inspired to greater spiritual seeking by someone of faith? Can you think of what characteristics of that person made you want to find out more? 
For Personal Reflection: List below the names of some people who have contributed to your journey of faith and thank God for them:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________







Chapter 23:
1. Paul Speaks to the Sanhedrin (v.1-10)
Kids are pretty outspoken and will usually let you know what’s on their mind. Here are a few funnies from kids:

TEACHER: Harold, what do you call a person who keeps on talking when people are no longer interested? 
HAROLD: A teacher. 

TEACHER: Cindy, why are you doing your math multiplication on the floor? 
CINDY: You told me to do it without using tables! 

Children sometimes misinterpret or misunderstand what others are saying and respond accordingly. But when Paul takes the floor before the Sanhedrin, they know exactly what he is trying to say—and they don’t like it. As usual, Paul doesn’t refrain from being confrontational and he certainly doesn’t mince any words! He “looks straight at the Sanhedrin” (v.1) and is possibly staring at the High Priest, Ananias, when he delivers his first statement. Ananias, known for his wanton cruelty (he is later assassinated by his own people), takes offense and has the men near Paul strike him on the mouth which provokes Paul to speak the plain, unvarnished truth: “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall!” which is a reference to the whitewashed tombs that were well-known locally.
The meeting falls into a raucous argument after Paul speaks a little more and eventually the commander orders his soldiers to carry Paul back to the barracks for his protection.
· Can you remember a time when someone spoke a truth to you that you didn’t like? How did you react?
· How can we accept criticism without being defensive?
· How can we offer correction in love to our children, family and other believers? What are some practical techniques that might help you be better received when you have something to say?
2. The Lord Comforts Paul (v.11)
Do you find that your fears are amplified in the nighttime? What might seem a perfectly manageable problem during daylight hours for some reason takes on mythic proportions at three in the morning. I wonder if Paul might have been having trouble sleeping the night the Lord came to him…”The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, ‘Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.’” A couple of things stand out in this verse:
--The Lord tells him- “TAKE courage,” not “Be encouraged.” This implies an active role on Paul’s part, not a passive acceptance.
--The Lord lets him know that he is not going to die there in Jerusalem. After the beating of the previous day, he is no doubt still sore, possibly still suffering from his injuries; Jesus’ reassurances had to be refreshment for his spirit.

· Jesus gives Paul just what he needs, right when he needs it. When have you felt that encouragement from the Lord?
For Personal Reflection: The Lord often calls us to actively participate in working out his mission for our lives by taking courage and proceeding as directed. What is God calling you to do today? Where is his voice telling you to be faithful, to spread a good word, to do his will in your day?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3.  The Plot to Kill Paul (v.12-22)
This section of scripture reads a bit like a Shakespearean play. We have our main hero, Paul; our hero-in-waiting, Paul’s nephew; our anti-hero, the commander; and a whole slew of villains-- forty of them, in fact. The story that unfolds is both shocking and suspenseful. Paul’s nephew overhears some men planning a way to kill Paul. The group is  so determined that they vow not to eat or drink until they have completed their dastardly mission. The nephew goes to the barracks and reports what he has heard to Paul who sends him to tell the commander. The commander listens carefully and gives the boy instructions not to tell anyone that he has passed on this information.

· At this point, how do you see the commander? Do you think he has been touched by Paul’s story? Do you think he may be considering a step of faith?
· How do you think Paul was feeling that morning when his nephew came? Do you think he might have still been processing his encounter with the Lord the night before?
For Personal Reflection: In the drama of your life, who are the characters? Is Jesus at the center of the stage?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Paul Taken to Caesarea (v.23-35)
When the kids were young, we took a family trip to the Grand Canyon. It was beautiful but I hardly remember the scenery because I was so concerned about keeping up with our four-year old, Tim. The precipitous drop offs and the signs warning of hikers who had died did little to allay my fears. It was actually a relief when we got in the car, mission accomplished, ready to head back to the hotel. Paul must have felt a huge sense of relief when the commander ordered a detachment of soldiers to accompany him to Caesarea. Most likely, he was glad to leave Jerusalem behind! But the sheer number of guards, horses and spears that the commander ordered make us wonder about the commander’s frame of mind. “”Get ready a detachment of two hundred soldiers, seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen…Provide mounts for Paul.” (v.23,24) In addition to these extreme measures, he sends a letter to Governor Felix explaining the situation.

The governor receives Paul and the letter then states he will wait for Paul’s accusers to arrive. Meanwhile, Paul is to wait under guard. I can’t help but wonder about the forty conspirators back in Jerusalem. They must have been getting pretty hungry and thirsty! They are, no doubt, feeling angry and foolish when they discover Paul has been secretly shipped out.

· Can you think of a time in your life when you experienced physical protection? Did someone move you out of harm’s way?
· Can you think of a time when God moved you to protect you spiritually? Have you ever been in the wrong crowd or close friends with someone that was not the right person for you to be close to? How did God work circumstances together to help you escape?


Chapter 24:
1. The Trail Before Felix (v.1-23))
How are you with public speaking? To some, this skill comes easily, but with most of us, it is a matter of practice and experience. I remember in high school when we were doing a little play for a history class, re-enacting some historical event. I don’t have many memories about the play, but I do distinctly remember how nervous one of the cast members was. He had one line, “It’s almost 11 o’clock,” but was terrified that he would freeze up and not be able to find his voice when it was his turn. He was so nervous about it that it made an impression on me, and I still remember his line! Paul, however, never shows any signs of nervousness though he is certainly in an august court, surrounded by the governor and members of the Sanhedrin. He has reason to be intimidated but is not. He simply and forthrightly explains his case. The Jews then leave to go back to Jerusalem when Felix puts off making a decision and Paul stays on in jail in Caesarea.  

· Can you state clearly why you believe in Jesus?
· If you were accused, in court of law, of being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?
· How can we learn from Paul to be bold in sharing the gospel no matter where we find ourselves?
For Personal Reflection: Write down one way you plan to share your faith today:
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. More talks with Felix (v.23-27)
I like the fast-forward button on my DVD player. If I’m watching a movie and there is something I don’t like, I can just fast forward right on through it to the next thing. In this passage, we see Felix listening to Paul but not wanting to hear some of what Paul has to say. Felix puts Paul in jail but gives him some freedom; his friends are allowed to come and minister to his needs there. Several days pass and Felix and his wife, Drusilla, a Jewess, call for Paul to come before them. The Bible tells us that Felix “was well acquainted with the Way.” (v.22) Paul shares more in depth about his faith, and the couple listens carefully. But when Paul gets to specifics on righteousness, self-control and judgment, Felix suddenly puts a stop to the audience because he is “afraid” (v.25). Over the next two years, Felix keeps Paul in jail but continues to call on him from time to time.

· Are you involved in any kind of prison ministry? Do you think God calls us to reach out to prisoners? What are some practical ways we can do this?
For Personal Reflection: Felix listens but doesn’t allow the Word of God to penetrate his heart. He has head knowledge of the gospel but he doesn’t take that knowledge and transfer it to his heart. Are you a listener who hasn’t fully committed your life to Christ? Today is the day for a decision!  Turn your heart over to him and experience the peace and joy that only a relationship of love with Christ can bring into your life.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________






Week 7
Chapters 25-28
On to Rome



Day 1. The first day reading is an overview to help you get acquainted with the events of these four chapters. 

Read Chapters 25-28. Write down a word or a verse or a thought that the Holy Spirit brings to mind from each of the chapters.

Chapter 
25._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
26._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
27._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
28._______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 


Chapter 25 
1. The Trial Before Festus (v. 1-12)
 When the children were small, I remember hearing the sound of the kids fighting: “Mommmm! He took my toy!” The conflict in the next room often preceded tears and fussing. Whether it was a fight over a toy, a space on the couch, a favorite TV show or the last cookie, perceived injustice required remedy by mom, the all-powerful authority in the home when Dad was at work. Paul’s Jewish brothers were falsely accusing him and they had vengeance on their minds. By appealing to Festus, the new governor after Felix, they went to the highest authority trying to have Paul condemned to death. Their hatred of him was strong and apparently had not cooled during the two years that he had been in jail.
Their first strategy involved having him transported to Jerusalem where they planned to ambush Paul and kill him on the way up. When Festus did not go for that, they travelled to Caesarea and accused him in the court there. Paul lays out his simple defense, “I have done nothing wrong against the law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar.” (v. 8) Paul appeals to Caesar instead of agreeing to go back to Jerusalem for trial; Festus then declares: “You have appealed to Caesar. To Caesar you will go!” (v. 12)
· Do you have siblings? Are you cordial, close or conflicted?
· The leaders of the Sanhedrin held onto their grudge against Paul for two years; they not only held the grudge, they were anxious to act on it by having him killed. What does this say about those leaders? How easy is it for you to forgive someone who you feel has wronged you?
For Personal Reflection: It has been said that “Unforgiveness is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die.” [unknown origin]What are some practical steps you can take today to begin the process of forgiveness and letting go of past hurts?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2.  Festus Consults King Agrippa (v. 13-22)
	Since Festus is the new governor, King Agrippa and Bernice, his sister, come up from Jerusalem to pay their respects. The passage tells us that they plan to stay a few days. Festus is probably trying to entertain them by going over some of the latest court cases. He describes this interesting case of Paul and fills the King in on what has happened to this point. King Agrippa asks to see Paul and Festus readily agrees; they plan the audience for the next day.
· What occupies your mind and your conversation?
· What do you fill your idle hours with? Does it honor God and bring glory to the kingdom?
3.  Paul Before Agrippa (v. 23-27)
	As a child I loved to play dress up and routinely combed through my mother’s clothes and shoes to find that perfectly glamorous outfit that would transform me, via my imagination, into a beautiful princess. When I was seven, my youngest brother was born. As soon as he could walk, he was subjected to playing dress up with his big sister and often unknowingly subjected to the garb of princess as well! King Agrippa and Bernice get all dressed up to come before Festus  “with great pomp.”  In a large hall full of high ranking officers, they sit and wait for Festus to bring out the case of the day – Paul. Festus makes a statement about sending Paul to Rome but asserts that he needs to have something to send along in writing to the Emperor. 
· We’ve all heard people say, “Dress to impress.” Is this necessarily wrong? When can it become a problem? On a scale of 1-10, how clothes conscious are you?
· Why do you think the King and Bernice put on such a show?
· Why do you think Festus was so intent on Paul? What do you think of his statement of purpose in bringing him out?
· Are we sometimes entertained by others’ misfortunes? Is it wrong to watch “Court TV” or police shows? 
For Personal Reflection: Pray that today God will help you as you focus on the heart and not on the outward appearance. Pray also that you will be moved by compassion toward those who are in distress.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 






Chapter 26:
1. Paul Stands Before Agrippa (v. 1-32)
Last year we took our youngest son, Tim, on a college trip to look over several schools. One of them was Asbury University. When we arrived, one of the adult admissions counselors took us on a tour of the campus. The first stop was the chapel. With room for all of the student body at their chapel meetings three times a week, the space is expansive but has the immediate effect of making you want to whisper when entering. As we sat down on the back row, my eyes were drawn to the words over the stage area, “Holiness Unto the Lord.” I felt Holy Spirit chills travel over my body as our guide explained, “The reason to come to Asbury is to seek training to live a life of holiness and service before the Lord.” I felt tears puddle in my eyes when Tim, sitting next to me, gently touched my arm and said, “Mom, I like this place.” Through God’s grace, he is now a happy freshman at the school, enjoying the chapel speakers in that very space.
	
As Paul got up to speak before the group gathered before him, Festus, Agrippa, Bernice and many others, he was not in a holy chapel; instead he was likely in a large audience room crowded with officials and onlookers. But because of his presence and his words, the place became holy. Paul “motioned with his hand,” (v. 1) possibly to quiet the crowd and to let them know that he addressed them as well.  He was in chains and these might have rattled together as he waved his arm, causing the crowd to pause in its chatter. He stood among them, a prisoner, stating his defense, but somehow freer than any of them there. 

·  As you read Paul’s words, think of being a casual bystander, possibly coming in to see the “case of the day” in the court and to watch all the grand folks parade about. Do you think those present might have felt those “Holy Spirit chills” as Paul talked?
· Can you think of a place that is holy to you? It may not be the sanctuary at your church but the chair where you have your devotions, or a bench outside, a mountain top or the waterfall at the end of a trail.
2. Paul’s Testimony (v. 12-18)
This passage reminds me of the Hank Williams’ song, “I saw the light, I saw the light. No more darkness, no more night. Now I’m so happy, no sorrow in sight, praise the Lord, I saw the light!”  Jesus appeared to Paul on the road to Damascus and his life was transformed by that light, “I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions.” (v.13) Paul asked the question, “Who are you Lord?” He must have been completely heartsick and fully repentant when Jesus told him, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” But Jesus doesn’t linger on there, for he has great plans for this sinner who has just seen the true light. The Lord goes on to give Paul some specific instructions and guidance:
1. Get up
2. Stand on your feet
3. I appoint you servant
4. I appoint you as a witness
5. I will show you
6. I will rescue you
7. I am sending you to the Gentiles to turn them from darkness to light
· We are meant to serve as a reflection of Christ’s light. If you could measure your output in wattage on a scale of 0-100 how strong is your light for the Lord? What steps can you take to make your light brighter? 
· Paul keeps repeating this theme about The Light. What message do you feel like he is trying to transmit? Do you think he felt the darkness that surrounded him?
For Personal Reflection: When you fully repent, are you able to accept the Lord’s forgiveness and move on to further instructions? Pray now and ask God to wash away your sins of the past and give you new light for today.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Paul’s Sermon Ends (v. 1-32)
Paul boldly tells his story to those gathered there. He starts out by giving them his background. This allows the Jews present to be able to identify with him. Then he talks about how he persecuted the new sect, telling them he was “obsessed” with persecuting the Christians. He encounters the Lord and proceeds to completely change his life, to obey the vision from heaven. As he closes his discourse, he comes back to the prophets and ends up asking Agrippa to make a decision, “Do you believe the prophets? I know you do.” (v.27) Agrippa responds, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” We have to wonder about the tone of his voice—is he laughing? Is he nervous because Paul has touched a chord in his heart? Is he skeptical or harsh? We don’t know the answers to these questions but we do know that as Agrippa leaves he says that Paul could have been set free had he not appealed to Caesar.

· Paul’s final words are spoken to the whole crowd, and we can almost see his eyes sweeping over the listeners, making eye contact with those who have responded to his words, “Short time or long—I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.”(v.29) God is working in our lives every day, blessing us and protecting us. Think back over the past few days…What “God story” do you have to share? Where have you seen God at work around you?



For Personal Reflection: Paul has an impressive spiritual resume and an exciting story to share. What about you? Are you prepared to tell your story of faith to others? What if someone asks you today why you believe? Spend some time writing out your testimony and practicing with someone you know so that you are better prepared should an opportunity present itself.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





Chapter 27:
1. Paul  Sails for Rome (v.1-12)
In John 15:13, Jesus said, “Greater love has no one than this that he lay down his life for his friends.” When we get a group of friends together to do something fun, there is usually no shortage of takers. Trips, ice cream runs, dinner parties, are all occasions for a “Me, too!” response. But going to court, visiting in the hospital, helping a friend move or paint, these can be true tests of friendship. In verse 1 of Chapter 27, we hear Luke telling us that he is along for this journey to Rome: “When it was decided that we would sail…” He is willing to go with his friend to a decidedly unpleasant destination, one that might also take his life. Through the subsequent adventures they encounter on their journey, we learn what a steadfast friend Luke really is.

The group leaves Caesarea late in the season, just before the winter winds set in. They have great difficulty in making progress and the text lists the various places they stopped along the way. Finally, not listening to Paul’s sage advice to stay put, the captain tries to make it to a good winter port when disaster strikes.

· What kind of friend are you? Are you someone who is there through thick and thin?
For Personal Reflection: Pray for the friends that you have and ask God to show you ways to be a more faithful, self-sacrificing friend.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. The Storm (v. 13-26)
Have you ever been in a really big storm? If you are from the Midwest you know what the inside of a storm shelter looks like. If you are from the coast, you know how to watch the wind for signs of trouble before getting out on a boat. In these days of Storm Tracking Radar, we usually have some warning of impending bad weather. Sometimes we forget how unprepared and exposed these men must have felt. They clearly misread the weather signs and mistook a “gentle south wind” (v.13) for favorable sailing weather instead of seeing it for what it was: the precursor of a dangerous “wind of hurricane force.” (v.14)

Because of the storm, Paul’s prior warning of trouble seems prescient to the men who now turn to him for leadership in this trial. After several days of toughing it out, doing everything they know to do, they are hungry and exhausted. Paul stands before them and offers words certain to bring hope, “Last night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside me and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’” (v.24)

· God comes to Paul at just the right time, giving him words of encouragement and peace to share with others. What words does God give you to share with others during the storms of life? Are you someone that brings calm to stressful situations or to you add wind into the sails of discontent and conflict?
For Personal Reflection: In life, sometimes we are tempted to disregard the warning signs of trouble ahead: a relationship that is not good for us, an activity that quickly spirals into a potential addiction, a “small” sin that we house deep in our hearts. Are we sometimes guilty of comparing ourselves to others instead of to a Holy God by rationalizing, “I’m not as bad as so-and-so…Look at all the good things I do…” Where is God calling you to listen carefully to the warnings of the Spirit and to root out those parts of your life that separate you from him?
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. The Shipwreck (v.27-44)
Two weeks is a long time to spend on a boat!  Our family went on a short four day cruise one time on a big cruise ship, where we could barely feel the motion; the sea was placid. Additionally, we had all we needed on board, from food to entertainment. But when we got off that boat, I still felt that queasy feeling of trying to get my land legs back. In contrast, Paul and his companions fought that powerful storm for fourteen days! Two weeks is a long time to do anything, but to be caught up in an incessant howling wind, in a little, rocking boat that heaved to and fro—it must have been completely exhausting. Paul acknowledges as much when he again stands to speak to the men and prepare them for what is ahead. “Now I urge you to take some food.” (v.34)

Some of the men are unbelieving as they try to escape the boat using the lifeboat and later devise a plan to kill the prisoners. But large numbers of them, including the centurion are accepting of Paul’s leadership and leaning toward God.  We see the believers among them take an actual step of faith as they, “cut the ropes that held the lifeboat and let it fall away.” (v. 32) Paul then gets up and we see him offer the men a means of grace in communion, an opportunity to solidify and confess their faith. “After he said this, he took some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all. Then he broke it and began to eat. They were all encouraged and ate some food themselves.”(v.35) Though this is a regular meal, there is a spiritual undertone to it; as though in taking the bread, the men who are believers take Christ in with it.

By daylight land is in sight and, as promised, all the men, prisoners and soldiers, make it to shore alive. The ship breaks apart on the beach.

· Can you relate to the experience of being “off-center” when adjusting from a boat back to land?
· Physical strength is an important component of being able to do ministry. I work part time as a hospice nurse and struggle to find time to eat and drink during the day to keep my strength up. I notice that if I don’t pause to eat I feel so depleted that I am unable to give encouragement and support as well to my patients. What about you? Do you show good discipline in your physical appetites? Are you able to eat balanced, nutritional meals that keep you going without overindulging in foods that are not good for your body? Do you think that this is part of the life of holiness that we are called to?
· What do you think the scene was like when Paul got up and “gave thanks?” Do you think some scoffers were there mocking him? Do you think the believers were bowing their heads in prayer with Paul? Do you think there might be some undecided people in the middle? Where would you place yourself if you had been there? Can you take the bread of communion that Christ offers you now and accept him into your life? 
For Personal Reflection: The soldiers cut the ropes of the lifeboat, basically saying, “We are in this together.” In your spiritual life, have you cut the ropes to the things that hold you back? What is it that you need to let go? Can you pray now that God will help you release that boat that holds your insecurities, past failures, grudges and other impediments to faith? As you pray, close your eyes, and watch that boat float away. Feel the freedom that comes from giving it all to God.
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________










Chapter 28:
1. Ashore on Malta (v. 1-10)
Once when we were at the beach with friends during the summer, a northeasterly wind blew through overnight. The next day, the sea was choppy and the wind was high. Even though it was warm, the girls begged off but our 12 year old and his 10 year old friend wanted to go down to play in the surf. I agreed to take them and before I could set my chair down on the beach, our godson Nolan was in trouble out in the water. The current was rapidly pulling him out toward some wooden pylons. I rush in without stopping to take my clothes off and pushed our son, Sam, to shore before going out after Nolan. He was caught up in the pylons with the strap from his boogie board slamming against the wood which was covered with razor sharp barnacles. As I held him up, I called out, “Jesus save us!” and for just an instant the water settled enough for me to undo the Velcro that held him and  I was able get him to safety. After stumbling ashore, we ran to the nearest house to call for help. The people inside were surprised but graciously allowed us to use the phone. We must have been wild-looking, covered in water and sand and injured from the barnacles. After a trip to the emergency room and some stitches, Nolan was okay. To this day, I am overwhelmed by God’s graciousness in saving us that day.

Paul, Luke, the prisoners, soldiers, and officers must have had that same shocked expression as they finally made contact with the sandy shore after days of danger and doubt. The residents of the island helped make a fire for warmth as “it was raining and cold.” (v. 2) Paul, always active and serving, never the one to be first to warm himself, collects wood and brings it to the fire. A viper, a deadly snake, latches onto his hand and he shakes it off into the fire, uninjured.

The locals immediately realize that Paul is someone special. God spares his life and gives him a testimony and the authority to go with it right there on the beach. It’s possible that being spared from death by snakebite was enough to have him welcomed at Publius’ house. Publius, the chief official of the island, welcomes Paul and Luke and maybe others for three days. During that time, Paul healed the official’s sick father and then, as news travelled, healed all the sick of the island. No doubt, when they were ready to go again, they left behind many converts to the Christian faith.
· Can you think of a time when God spared your life? You may have a dramatic story or a near miss with a car or a serious illness that you recovered from. How are you different because of your experience? 
· Paul was always looking for chances to serve others—in this case gathering firewood and offering a healing touch.  How are you with taking opportunities to serve? Do you mind doing the lesser, more humble jobs? 
2. Arrival at Rome (v. 11-16)
When we came to Kingsport, we started visiting various churches. After visiting where we attend now, a couple came and brought us a loaf of bread. That gesture of friendship solidified our desire to learn more about the church and we eventually joined. Paul’s journey ended up taking months instead of weeks. He and his group finally arrive in Rome and are greeted by some believers who had heard of his impending arrival. “At the sight of these men Paul thanked God and was encouraged.” (v.15) The uncertainty of what lay ahead had to have been pressing on Paul’s heart and mind. Seeing the other believers come to greet him was enough to restore his spirit after the long journey.

· These believers went out of their way to come to Paul and greet him. Are you aware that sometimes the gift of your presence is an encouragement to your pastor and Sunday School teacher? Sometimes, when you feel like sleeping in or taking the Sunday off, remember what a gift you can be to others just by being there!
· Our modern-day equivalent of what these brothers did is greeting someone in church, at the airport, or welcoming them to the neighborhood. Are you on the lookout for chances to welcome others and make them feel comfortable? Ask God to keep you from getting to comfortable in your current circle of friends. Ask him to help you reach out in love to others.
For Personal Reflection: Write down the names of some people you could reach out to this week to make them feel welcome.
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Paul Preaches in Rome Under Guard (v. 17-31)
After just three days in Rome, Paul calls together the leaders of the Jews there. He tells them his story and they want to hear what he has to say. All day, “from morning until evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God” (v. 23) As was usually the case, “some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe.” (v. 24) They begin to dispute among themselves and Paul makes the following convicting statement (a quote from Isaiah 6:9,10):

 “You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.” (v.26-27)

Paul then tells them that he will preach to the Gentiles because they will listen. He proceeds to preach for two years from his house where he is under guard. Acts closes out with Paul speaking for the Lord. “Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.” (v.31)
· Are you listening, really listening to God’s voice in your life? Will you go where he calls you to go? Will you do what he calls you to do?
· Are you ready to speak for the Lord if he asks you to – boldly and without hindrance? If so, then pray that his love will fill your heart and that his words will fill your mouth; he will be faithful.

THE BEGINNING…


	











 PAGE 96
 PAGE 97
A NOTE FROM JOY






I hope you have enjoyed studying the Book of Acts of the Apostles using this guide. I hope that some of the stories and questions have added to your understanding of what the Holy Spirit is doing in your life. If you have a few minutes and are interested in giving me some feedback, I would love to hear from you.

								Blessings of Grace and Peace!

								Joy Eastridge
								joy@eastridges.com
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