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STUDY BNEXT

Welcome to BNEXT 
I am excited to share this journey through God’s Word with you. As we study Scripture, 
we see an unfolding revelation of who God is, the nature of Jesus, and how we can 
become stronger in our walk with Christ. It is important that we study Scripture for 
ourselves — allowing the Holy Spirit to enlighten us (Acts 17:11).

The Scripture covered by each lesson is listed on the top-right side of the masthead 
of the page. Read the Scripture passages and then begin working your way through 
the lesson. Each lesson in this series contains three pages of commentary, followed by 
three pages of questions that will assist you to dig deeper and reflect on God’s Word.

We have also included a Leader’s Guide that will enable anyone to facilitate a small 
group. Once you have completed this BNEXT study, I hope you will consider leading 
others through this material — whether it is a group of friends, your church, or 
as a ministry outreach. (See the Leader’s Guide at the end of this study for more 
information.)

Again, thank you for allowing me to share this amazing journey with you. 

Your brother in Christ Jesus,

William P. Campbell 
Founder & President | Scripture Awakening

BNEXT Participant’s Guide
Thank you for choosing BNEXT Bible study curriculum. To help you get the most out 
of your study, please take a few minutes to read this information before you begin. 
Studying the Bible is much like going on a journey — it takes us to new places in our 
understanding and our walk with God. The Word of God is transformative — it’s living 
and active, can build up our faith, and call us to move beyond where we are.

Using this curriculum, you may journey alone, or travel with others in a small group, 
or even engage as an entire congregation (with small groups as part of the program). 
Groups gather once a week to review what was read, to share answers to dicussion 
questions, and to deepen their understanding. 



About This Study

This electronic version of the Participant’s Guide contains the same material as the 
printed version. It allows you to electronically record your answers to the questions 
which are part of each lesson. Following each question, you will find a blue text box. 
Click or touch the box and the field within it will turn white allowing you to type in 
your answer. Your answer will automatically be saved when you exit the text box. 
Should you need more space for your answer, the text box will automatically expand 
and insert a scroll bar on the right-hand side. 

Things to Know

These studies are designed to be used in many different settings — individuals, 
congregations (separating into small groups), Sunday school classes, prison ministries, 
military, business groups — virtually anywhere a small group can be formed. 
Experience has shown that participants find the small group experience to be greatly 
beneficial. The input and interaction with others will broaden your perspective and 
stimulate your thinking about Scripture.

The lessons are designed to be done thoughout the week. Each lesson contains a few 
pages of commentary, followed by study questions. There are three types of questions: 
Devotion (Personal Questions), Discussion (Small Group), and Digging Deeper 
(Further Study). While participants may use any Bible translation they prefer, all of the 
Biblical quotations in BNEXT studies are from the New International Version (NIV).

Plan your daily reading. The Scripture readings are located on the right side of the 
masthead of each lesson. Some lessons may cover a few chapters of a book (such as 
Genesis 1-11 in the series, In the Beginning). Longer readings may be broken down into 
more managable daily readings, which may take some thoughtful planning. Some 
readings are as short as a few verses and will not present any difficulties. Some topical 
studies do not have assigned Scripture readings.

If you are meeting in a small group, be sure to first read and complete the lesson 
before the gathering. Once a week, your group will meet to spend time (about an 
hour) discussing the lesson and sharing personal insights.

More of our resources and study aids can be found at ScriptureAwakening.com. 
Please do not hesitate to contact us with any questions or comments at info@
scriptureawakening.com.
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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, after giving 
instructions through the 
Holy Spirit to the apostles 
he had chosen. or John 
baptized with water, but 
in a few days you will be 
baptized with the Holy 
Spirit.
Acts 1:1-2

Introduction

Invaluable insight for Christian living can be unlocked from the book of Acts when it is under-
stood in the context of its time and its location in the Bible. It is not a book of theology, as are the 
letters that follow it, but rather an historical narrative, a demonstration of how the teachings of 
God in the rest of the Bible were lived out by the first century Christians. Studied in this manner, 
the book of Acts may be seen as a delivery room, releasing the life of God into the world.

Anyone who has watched the birth of a baby cannot help but think that a miracle has occurred. 
In these two chapters, we will observe another miracle: the birth of the Church.

The Doctor on Call

The book of Acts begins with a reference to a “former book” (Acts 1:1). This is almost certainly 
a reference to the Gospel of Luke, which with the book of Acts was addressed to “Theophilus” 
(Luke 1:1-4). The name Theophilus means “friend of God,” and may be a generic title for any in-
terested reader. It also may represent an actual person, perhaps a Roman of ficial.  Reference to 
Theophilus functions as a hinge, joining both books at the seam. It is one reason that scholars 
commonly refer to Luke-Acts as one two-volume work. 

Although there is no author’s name attached to the book of Acts, its opening reference to The-
ophilus is but one of many reasons to believe it was written by Dr. Luke, historian and person-
al physician, who traveled with the Apostle Paul. Luke’s authorship of Acts was the consensus 
opinion of early Church leaders such as Irenaeus (AD 130-200), Clement of Alexandria (AD 156-
215), Tertullian (AD 160-200), and Origen (AD 185-254). Additional evidence for his authorship 
will be seen as we journey through the book.

Pregnant with Hope

The hope and anticipation that something significant was about to happen grew inside the 
disciples as the resurrected Christ, “appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke 
about the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). On one occasion, He gave the command, “Do not leave 
Jerusalem, but wait for the gif t my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For 
John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:4-5). 

The disciples, steeped in Jewish history and filled with expectation that the Messiah would 
overcome the Romans and establish His Kingdom in Jerusalem, asked if Christ was implying 
that the time to break the Roman yolk had finally come. Jesus promised them something great-
er: the birth and growth of the Church, the visible expression of God’s invisible kingdom. And 
this kingdom would conquer the hearts of men and women around the world.

“It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own au-
thority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth” (Acts 1: 7-8). 

The geographical demarcations here described by our Lord provide a good summary of the un-
folding work of God as described in Acts. The power of God’s Spirit would bring life to the believ-



© 2018 Scripture Awakening | BNEXT

SHARPEN YOUR ACTS  |  ACTS
New Life  |  Acts 1-2

SERIES
LESSON 1

2

STUDY BNEXT

It is not for you to know 
the times or dates the 
Father has set by his own 
authority. But you will 
receive power when the 
Holy Spirit comes on you; 
and you will be my wit-
nesses in Jerusalem, and 
in all Judea and Samaria, 
and to the ends of the 
earth.
Acts 1:7-8

ers in Jerusalem (Acts 1-7), spread throughout the local regions of Judea and Samaria (Acts 8-12), 
and eventually impact the nations (Acts 13-28). Christ’s followers were to wait for the coming the 
Spirit, for God’s appointed time.

The disciples, about 120 in number, gathered in an upstairs room and continued in prayer, wait-
ing on God’s promise. As they sought God, they also cast lots to find a replacement for Judas. 
Their decision to cast lots reaches back to a practice described nearly 70 times in Old Testament 
(e.g., Numbers 26:55). We never again hear about Matthias, the Apostle they had appointed. 
Perhaps this glaring silence in Scripture tells us that the casting of lots was to be put aside in fa-
vor of the more direct guidance that would be given to them with the coming of the Holy Spirit. 
Paul, the central figure in the last half of Acts, apparently became God’s choice.

The Birth

Several hundred years before the coming of Christ, Jeremiah prophesied, “‘The time is coming,’ 
declares the LORD, “‘when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the 
house of Judah...I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, 
and they will be my people’” (Jeremiah 31:31-33). God had been preparing His people thousands 
of years for the day when His Spirit would not only come upon key leaders, but would also live 
within each believer.          

Christ was crucified on the Day of Passover, fulfilling the millennia-old promise that a perfect 
lamb would be slain for the forgiveness of our sins. Pentecost, exactly 50 days later, was the 
long-celebrated, God-appointed festival, during which the Jews had long given thanks for the 
summer harvest. In the first century, Pentecost would bring an unprecedented harvest of souls 
for God. Jewish rabbis traditionally linked certain Old Testament events to Pentecost, most es-
pecially the giving of the Law to Moses on Mt. Sinai. Now, under the New Covenant, Pentecost 
became the day when the law would be written on the human heart. 

The disciples heard the Holy Spirit sweep into their gathering like a mighty wind and saw it rest 
upon them as tongues of fire. Jews who had gatheared from the nations surrounding Jerusalem 
drew near to God in faith rather than wishing to run with fear, as did the people in the days of 
Moses (Exodus 20:18-19). Some 3,000 new converts were added to the Acts 2 church, in stark 
contrast to the 3,000 who died at Sinai for their disobedience (Exodus 32:28).

At the New Testament Pentecost, Jews who had gathered from surrounding nations heard the 
early believers speaking in their own tongues. Many recognized it for what it was: a miracle. 
Some, however, mocked them, suggesting the followers of Jesus had become intoxicated with 
too much wine. It would take a sermon from Peter to set them aright.

Delivery and nurture

When God poured out His Spirit to bring new life to the Church, everything changed. Peter, who 
seemed to have lost his way when Christ was crucified, now became the flaming evangelist 
God had called him to be. Quoting the prophet Joel, Peter preached with the anointing of God’s 
Spirit and lives were transformed. The Apostle explained that the wind and tongues of fire were 
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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. 
The promise is for you 
and your children and for 
all who are far off—for all 
whom the Lord our God 
will call.
Ephesians 1:13

signs from heaven given by God to awaken them to God’s salvation (Acts 2:17-21). Quoting the 
Psalms, Peter demonstrated that Christ’s resurrection and ascension were also foretold (Acts2: 
25-36). This was the Christ they had crucified. 

The people were cut to the heart and asked what they were to do. Peter told them, “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 gif t of the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far of f—for all whom the Lord our God will call” (Acts 2:38-39).

Thousands of spiritual babies were delivered into the world that day. Those who believed 
would need to be nurtured. They remained in Jerusalem and “devoted themselves to the apos-
tles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer” (Acts 2:42).

Final Thought

The story is told of a professional woodcutter who entered into a daylong tree-felling competi-
tion. Only one other person entered the competition, a younger, stronger, but less experienced 
woodsman. Throughout the day, the aged woodsman took a break each hour as the young man, 
full of vim and vigor, kept flailing away at the trees, taking down one af ter another. As the sun 
began to set and the whistle blew to mark the end of the event, the young man sat confidently 
on a stump and rubbed his sore hands, only to hear the shocking news: his older competitor had 
dropped twice as many trees as had he.

“How is it possible?” he asked. “That old man stopped to take breaks every hour, and he felled 
more than me?” 

The experienced woodsman smiled and held up the shiny head of his axe. “I wasn’t just resting, 
son. I was sharpening my axe.”

Time spent each day and each week to study the Book of Acts is time well spent. It will help us 
understand how ministry happens, and how to make our lives most useful to God. We are wise 
to “sharpen our Acts.”

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. In Acts 1:1 and Luke 1:1-4, we find both letters are addressed to 
Theophilus. From the text in Luke, what do we learn about the 
care and precision of Luke’s writing that may be assumed to be 
carried over to the Book of Acts?

2. From Acts 1:3 describes Jesus making repeated appearances 
to the disciples af ter His resurrection and before His ascen-
sion, during which He taught them about the kingdom of God.

a. Read Luke 24:13-35, which describes one of those appearanc-
es. What did the disciples learn in this encounter?

b. Note the Lord’s appearances in John 20. What did Thomas 
learn in his encounter (John 20:24-31)?

3. From Acts 1:6

a. Why do you think the disciples were so focused on an earthly 
kingdom?

b. In what ways do we tend to focus more on the kingdoms of 
the world than on the kingdom of God? Be specific.

4. Read Acts 1:8. From the commentary, how does this provide 
a simple outline of the Book of Acts. What do you find more 
meaningful about this promise?

Discussion (Small Group Study)

5. Acts tells the story of the birth of the Church. It is thus largely 
experience-based, rather than teaching-based in its content.

a. Do you think Christians sometimes read too much into what 
happened 2,000 years ago (miracles, signs, and wonders) and 
expect it to be just the same today? Explain.
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b. Do you think that some people read Acts, and—based on 
their own experiences or theology—rather than assume too 
much about what might happen today (such as miracles, signs, 
and wonders), they assume too little? Explain.

6. Read the description of the Lord’s ascension (Acts 1:9-11). 
What do you learn from this about how the Lord will return? 
Can you think of any other Scriptures that give insight to our 
Lord’s second coming?

7. In Acts 1:12-26, the disciples cast lots to select a replacement 
for Judas.

a. Note how lots were used in the Old Testament (Numbers 
26:55, 33:54, 34:13; Joshua 18:6-10, etc.) Do you think the disci-
ples were out of order in employing this Old Testament tech-
nique? Explain.

b. Do you ever let your finger drop into a random text of Scrip-
ture to seek out the will of God? Do you think that method of 
seeking God’s will is appropriate for Christians today? Why or 
why not?

8. Acts 2:1-13 describes the experience of the Pentecost out-
pouring. 

a. Do you believe God does this same kind of thing still today? 
Explain.

b. Why do you think God caused the early believers to speak in 
the native tongues of those visiting Jerusalem? Can you use any 
Scripture to support your answer?

9. Read Peter’s Acts 2 sermon again, noting his quotes  from 
Joel and from the Psalms. What can we learn from this about 
Peter’s knowledge of the Bible? Do you think God expects be-
lievers today to be so steeped in His Word? Why or why not?
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Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

10. From Acts 2:42-47:

a. What were the people of the Jerusalem church committed 
to (Acts 2: 42)?

b. What did they see regularly (Act 2:43)?

c.  How did they handle their material possessions (Acts 2:44-
45)?

d. What were the results (Acts 2:47)?

11. Complete this thought: “The most important thing we 
should learn and apply from the experiences the early disciples 
had in Acts 1 & 2 is…”

12. Read the commentary portion of this study guide again. 
Write down one important thing you learned, or one question 
that remains unanswered for you regarding Acts 1-2.

Scripture for Meditation

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on 
you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.

Acts 1:8
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Silver or gold I do not 
have, but what I do have 
I give you. In the name of 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, 
walk.
Acts 3:6

Introduction

“You shall receive power,” Christ told His disciples, “and you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:7b). 
What kind of power were the early believers to receive? The answer is found in their own ex-
perience. It was a power that overcame sickness. It was a power that proclaimed truth. It was a 
power that ignited confidence in prayer. It was the power of God’s love burst into flame by the 
Holy Spirit. 

The Greek word for power, dunamis, is the basis for the English words “dynamic” and “dynamite.” 
Dunamis describes the explosive potential of God’s Spirit in us, and may be defined as, “the 
unlimited ability to bring change.” 

Power Released

When approaching the Jerusalem Temple from outside the city, one would enter through the 
Eastern Gate. It was through this gate that Jesus made His triumphal entry. And it was likely 
through this gate that Peter and John entered at 3:00 in the af ternoon, the traditional time for 
the Temple sacrifice and prayer (Acts 3:1). 

The East Gate led into the Outer or Lower Court also known as the Court of the Gentiles. This 
court was open to the public. A nine-foot high terrace topped by a five-foot wall separated the 
court from the Temple proper to keep the Gentiles out. On the east side of this wall stood the 
most magnificent of all of the Temple gates: the Beautiful Gate, or the Golden Gate. Its six-
ty-foot span contained a sculptured relief of the city of Susa, for which reason this gate was also 
known as “Gate Susan.” According to Jewish tradition, God’s divine presence, or Shekhinah, used 
to appear through this gate and will appear again when Messiah comes (Ezekiel 43:1-3). 

It was here that Peter and John met a man who had been crippled from birth and who appar-
ently made this a regular spot for begging. He was well known by the people. Perhaps he pre-
ferred to sit at the Beautiful Gate because he was hoping to be healed by God. Peter caught 
the man’s attention and declared, “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the 
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” (Acts 3:6). Taking the beggar by his right hand, Peter 
helped him to his feet. 

Instantly, the man’s feet and ankles became strong and he followed the Apostles into the tem-
ple courts, walking and jumping and praising God (Acts 3:8). A crowd quickly gathered and Pe-
ter preached the Gospel of Christ’s resurrection and salvation (Acts 3:11-26) About 5,000 people 
were added to the kingdom of light (Acts 4:4).

True Healing

The We can glean from this incident several truths about God’s healing power. We note, first, 
that only one man was healed, whereas two thousand gave their lives to Christ. The first con-
cern of the Church was and always must be that others find salvation through Jesus Christ. 
The healing of the body is a good thing; the healing of our relationship with God is a necessary 
thing. Our bodies do not last forever as do our souls.
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Repent, then, and turn to 
God, so that your sins may 
be wiped out, that times 
of refreshing may come 
from the Lord, and that 
he may send the Christ, 
who has been appointed 
for you—even Jesus.
Acts 3:19-20

The question may arise as to whether we should expect God to heal physical infirmities today. 
We might expect it to be so, for our Lord “is the same yesterday and today and forever” (He-
brews 13:8). If God does not change, His promises will not change. However, whether or not God 
chooses to demonstrate His miraculous power is ultimately in God’s hands. The Bible teaches 
that God releases His power based on certain conditions.

The first condition is that of relationships. If we want to know God’s power, we must first know 
God’s person. Peter had walked with our Lord for three years, and he had learned faithfulness 
and had developed his faith in God to a level that he urges us also to attain (2 Peter 1:1-15).  

Another condition is that of faith. God does not generally answer prayers unless they are ac-
companied by belief (Matthew 21:21). Sin can block true belief, and unbelief itself causes us to 
miss God’s purpose for our lives (James 5:13-18; Romans 14:23). Jesus, who generally healed all 
who came to Him, could do few miracles in the town of His upbringing because of the unbelief 
of those who knew Him (Matthew 13:53-58).

The Power of Testimony

Acts 4:1-3, we see that the “priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees” 
seized Peter and John and threw them into prison for the night. The captain of the Temple 
guard was second in command to the high priest. The Sadducees were aristocrats who welded 
significant influence in the government and  society. They held the majority of the 70 seats on 
the religious ruling council called the Sanhedrin, the supreme court of the Jews. The Romans 
allowed this court to arrest but not to pass the death sentence on others except in the case of a 
single Gentile who trespassed into the inner sanctum of the Temple. 

The imprisoned disciples were placed before the religious council the next day and were asked 
to explain the power by which they healed the crippled man. Peter, emboldened by the Spirit 
of God, pointed to the resurrection of Christ and proclaimed the way of salvation (Acts 4:8-22). 
This was a risky and bold declaration, for Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection, the af-
terlife, and the very existence of the spiritual world. Concerned about the opinion of the crowds, 
the Sanhedrin nevertheless released the disciples.

When commanded not to teach or speak again in the name of Jesus, Peter said, “We cannot 
help speaking about what we have seen and heard” (Acts 4:20). Those who know God’s purpose 
and power cannot be silenced.

The Power of Prayer and Fellowship

When Peter and John returned to the Christian assembly and gave their report to the disciples, 
the group gave praise and prayers to God. They acknowledged the sovereignty of God over their 
lives, reasoning that just as God used evil and opposition to win their salvation through Christ’s 
death, so would God use persecution and trials to further the kingdom’s cause (Acts 4:27-28). 
Emboldened to follow God at all costs, they asked God for the boldness to speak the Word with 
conviction, and for God to confirm the Gospel with miracles, signs, and wonders. So powerful 
was the presence of God in answer to their prayers that the place in which they were meeting 
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When they saw the cour-
age of Peter and John and 
realized that they were 
unschooled, ordinary 
men, they were aston-
ished and they took note 
that these men had been 
with Jesus. But since they 
could see the man who 
had been healed standing 
there with them, there 
was nothing they could 
say.
Acts 4:13-14

With great power the 
apostles continued to 
testify to the resurrec-
tion of the Lord Jesus, 
much grace was upon 
them all. There were no 
needy persons among 
them.
Acts 4:33-34

was shaken (Acts 4:31). 

If we believe all that the Bible teaches about God’s sovereign reign over heaven and earth, we 
too may become courageous for God. Those who truly fear God can fear none other. When we 
truly love God, we cannot help but love each other. Thus, the early believers were “one in heart 
and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything 
they had” (Acts 4:32). This was not communism, but koinonia, the Greek word for fellowship on 
the deepest level. They entrusted themselves to each other along with all that they owned. 

Final Thought

Gasoline is highly flammable. When spilled onto the ground and touched by a match, it may 
fuel flames that leap into life, igniting a forest or consuming a building. However, if the same 
gasoline is poured into a car’s fuel tank, its power can be focused, harnessed, and used for a 
purpose. 

God does not pour out his Holy Spirit indiscriminately. Holy boldness comes from holy living. 
Fiery testimony comes from a faithful life. Miracles and wonders are given by God to bring glory 
to God. When we seek this glory for ourselves, God will withdraw His blessing. For God “opposes 
the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6).

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Read the commentary portion of this study guide. Write 
down one insight or conviction that remains with you from 
Acts 3-4.

2. Acts 3: 1-10 describes the story of the healing of the crippled 
man. Note in verse 3 that he asked Peter and John for money. 
How do you typically respond to those who approach you for 
money?

3. Peter of fered something much greater than money.

a. Describe the healing that occurred. Do you think God does 
this kind of healing still today? Why or why not?

b. What can we learn from this account, and from the com-
mentary, about God’s healing power?

4. Note Peter’s message to the crowd (Acts 3:11-26).

a. What was the main focus of his teaching?

b. Does this dif fer from the average sermon or evangelistic 
message today?  If so, in what way?

5. Complete this thought: “The boldness and power seen in the 
early church could be more of our daily experience if only we...”
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Peter and John were thrown into jail by the ruling council of 
the Jews.

a. If the Church were to become more alive with the power of 
God’s Spirit and God’s Gospel today, do you think increased op-
position would come from our government? From “religious” 
people? Why?

b. The Sadducees wanted to preserve their influence and priv-
ileges in the society and government of their day. In what ways 
are Christians today like the Sadducees?

7.  The Church grew to about 5,000 members (Acts 4:4). Do you 
think it was, therefore, like the average “mega-church” of our 
day? Tell why or why not.

8. Note Peter’s boldness in Acts 4:8-20. 

a. What caused his boldness?

b. Have you ever experienced such daring courage for the Lord? 
Explain.

9. From the prayer of fered by the believers in Acts 4:23-31:

a. What impresses you about the content of their prayer?
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b. Note how God answered their prayer. If we were to pray the 
same thing in the same way, do you think God would honor it? 
Explain.

10. In Acts 4:32-37, the believers shared everything in common. 
Do you think this is what God expects from all Christians, all of 
the time? Why or why not?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. Reviewing Acts 3 and 4:

a. What were the marks of the early church?

b. What are the marks of the average church today?

c. What steps might we take to draw from the power of God as 
did the early Christians?

12. In a sentence, describe the boldness of the early disciples. 
Pray for your life to be more like theirs.

Scripture for Meditation

And they were all filed with the Holy Spirit and spoke the 
word of God boldly.

Acts 4:31
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Now a man named Ana-
nias, together with his 
wife Sapphira, also sold 
a piece of property. With 
his wife’s full knowledge 
he kept back part of the 
money for himself, but 
brought the rest and put 
it at the apostles’ feet.
Acts 5:12-13

Introduction

“As go the leaders, so go the people.” This generic axiom has proven true throughout history. 
It was true in the days of the early Church, and it holds true still today. Peter, James, and John 
learned how to follow Christ, and it was their task to teach others to do the same thing. Their 
task applied to all people, for everyone leads someone, though not always well. Through the 
dynamic narratives in Acts 5 and 6, we will note three keys to ef fective Christian leadership.

Integrity Check

Acts 5 opens with the startling account of Ananias and Sapphira, a couple who died in their 
deceit. Following the example of Barnabas, this couple sold a piece of land and brought the 
proceeds to the Apostles to help meet the needs of the people (Acts 4:36–5:2). Unlike Barnabas, 
Ananias and Sapphira lied about how much of the proceeds from their land was actually being 
given. Pretending to surrender the entire value to God, they kept part for themselves. 

Peter confronted Ananias and then Sapphira for lying to the Holy Spirit, and thus to God Him-
self (Acts 5:3-4). Both died immediately in God’s presence, causing the early Christians to see 
more than ever the importance of integrity. Had dishonesty and deceit been allowed to grow 
in the Church from this early stage, it could have destroyed the witness of the Church for gener-
ations. Without truthfulness, the reality of the Gospel they were called to proclaim could have 
been called into question.

We see similar such dramatic and divine correctives at other key transitions points in the Bible. 
When the Old Testament priesthood was just getting underway, Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu 
of fered fire on the altar of incense from the wrong source. They lost their lives for their disobe-
dience (Leviticus 10:1-2). When the Israelites began their conquest of the land of Canaan, Achan 
deliberately disobeyed God by secretly keeping some of the spoils for himself (Joshua 7:20-21).  
He died. When the Ark of God’s presence was first brought to Jerusalem, Uzzah grasped it with 
his hands in clear violation of God’s command that it be carried by poles and never touched 
(Exodus 25:14-15, Numbers 4:5-6, 15, 1 Chronicles 15:13-15.). He was killed instantly. 

Beginnings are important. If the foundation of a building is compromised, the entire structure 
may become unsafe. If an arrow is not set properly in the bow, it may miss its target. Likewise, 
when God is leading His people into new phases of His kingdom purpose, their integrity and 
obedience is critical.

Strength Check 

Secular leaders depend on human prowess, wisdom, and ability. God’s leaders must depend 
even more so on the very resources of heaven. The Apostles waited on God, and God confirmed 
His presence through signs and wonders.  The sick were healed and those tormented by evil 
spirits were set free (Acts 5:12-16). This show of God’s strength drew in the crowds and created 
jealousy and concern among the leaders in the Jewish ruling council. 

With the advancement of God’s kingdom arises resistance from the kingdoms of the world. 
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This proposal pleased 
the whole group. They 
chose Stephen, a man 
full of faith and of the 
Holy Spirit; also Philip, 
Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, 
Parmenas, and Nicolas 
from Antioch, a convert to 
Judaism. They presented 
these men to the apos-
tles, who prayed and laid 
their hands on them.
Acts 6:5-6

The high priest and his associates apprehended the Apostles (Acts 5:17). God sent an angel to 
release the Apostles from jail, telling them, “Go, stand in the temple courts and tell the people 
the full message of this new life” (Acts 5:20).  The apostle’s obeyed God and were apprehended 
yet again. When commanded by the Sanhedrin not to teach in the name of Jesus, Peter boldly 
proclaimed, “We must obey God rather than men! The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the 
dead—whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. God exalted him to his own right hand 
as Prince and Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. We are wit-
nesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” 
(Acts 5:29-32)

The ruling council was ready to kill the Apostles and would likely entertain any excuse to do so. 
However, a leading authority in the Sanhedrin, Gamaliel, spoke in their defense. Gamaliel, the 
supposed grandson of the great Jewish teacher Hillel, was known for his moderate interpre-
tations of the law despite the fact that he was a Pharisee. He urged caution with regard to the 
Apostles. The ruling council heeded his advice and gave them a flogging before releasing them.

Flogging was a gruesome punishment.  According to Jewish law, a flogging could include up 
to 40 lashes less one, and it of ten lef t its victims on the edge of death (Deuteronomy 25:1-3; 2 
Corinthians 11:24). The disciples, nevertheless, lef t the council, “rejoicing because they had been 
counted worthy of suf fering disgrace for the Name” (Acts 5:41). In the strength of God’s Spirit, 
their resolve was unabated. “Day af ter day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they 
never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ” (Acts 5:42).

Service Check

Leaders need more than integrity of heart and strength of spirit. They need focus. Christ taught 
his followers, “The greatest among you will be your servant” (Matthew 23:11). Opportunities to 
serve are never lacking for a person who is willing to find them. One such opportunity arose 
immediately in the early days of the Church. They needed food.

More than 5,000 Christians were gathered in the early Jerusalem church, many of them having 
stayed over following their Pentecost pilgrimages from distant lands. There were no local fast 
food restaurants, and they did not come prepared for an extended stay. It was time for the lo-
cals to serve.

The problem was compounded by the fact that the out-of-towners (the Grecian Jews) were not 
receiving as much food from the church’s storehouse as were the local, Palestinian Jews. The 
Grecian widows were especially being neglected. It may be that the natives, who were steeped 
in the customs of the Law and who spoke Hebrew or Aramaic, were considered to be part of the 
inner circle, more worthy of handouts due to their local and historic connections. 

The Apostles gathered the believers into one place and of fered a solution. They told the assem-
bly to select seven men who were “full of the Spirit and wisdom” and to turn the responsibility 
of food distribution over to them, allowing the Apostles to remain dedicated to prayer and the 
proclamation of God’s Word. The people selected seven men for this service, who have become 
recognized as the first deacons for the Church. The word “deacon” (Greek: diakonos) means “ser-
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Now Stephen, a man full 
of God’s grace and power, 
did great wonders and 
miraculous signs among 
the people ... All who were 
sitting in the Sanhedrin 
looked intently at Ste-
phen, and they saw that 
his face was like the face 
of an angel.
Acts 6:8 & 15

vant,” and their role was to serve, in contrast to elders who were commissioned to guide and to 
rule over the church (1 Timothy 3:1-13). Two of the seven men selected would become well known 
for their influence in the early Church, Stephen and Philip. For Stephen, a life of service and 
godliness became a fast-track into glory. He became the first martyr in the Christian Church.

Final Thought

In the next lesson, we will see how Stephen made the ultimate sacrifice as a leader for the 
Church. Everyone is called to lead someone, somewhere. The question is, how are we doing?  
How do we measure our ef fectiveness? Ted Engstrom, the former head of Youth for Christ and 
then of World Vision International, once said, “Ef fective leadership is the willingness to sacrifice 
for the sake of predetermined objectives.” If our objectives are to serve others in God’s strength 
based on true integrity, we will be well on our way to leading through Christlike lives as did the 
early Christians..

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Read the commentary portion of this study guide. Write 
down one insight or conviction that remains with you from 
Acts 5-6.

2. Acts 5 opens with the startling account of Ananias and Sap-
phira. What is the primary message of this story?

3. Apply the Ananias and Sapphira story to your life:

a. Note how their little lie was considered such a grievous 
of fense against God. Are there ways in which you might also 
think of your of fenses against God as of “little” consequence? 
Explain.

b. List specific areas of weakness and sin in your life that you 
wish to make right.

4. In Acts 5:12-16, we see signs and wonders.

a. Do you think God would have displayed such power if the 
Apostle’s did not live with integrity? Why or why not?

b. How much of this amazing account do you think describes 
what God wants to do again in our day? 
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5. If you can, point to other examples in the Bible demonstrat-
ing how the purity of our hearts and the power of God’s work in 
our lives are deeply interconnected.

Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. In Acts 5, the dynamic presence of God in the early believers 
led to persecution by others.

a. Why did the Jewish authorities come against the early Chris-
tians? 

b. Do you see parallels from this account that might be applied 
to our day? Explain.

c. Do you sometimes fear ridicule or persecution? If so, how can 
this account give you new boldness to live for the Lord?

7. When the Apostle’s were put into jail, an angel of the Lord 
let them out. Do you believe angels are available still today to 
help us? If so, can you find a biblical basis for drawing this con-
clusion? 

8. Note the apparent contrast between God’s protection and 
the world’s persecution in this study. 

a.Why would the angels release the disciples only to have them 
apprehended again and flogged?

b. God promises to keep us until the end (1 Corinthians 1:8). 
Does He promise to protect us from all persecution? Look for 
Bible verses to support your answer.
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9. In Acts 6:1-7, we see the choosing of the seven servants.

a. For what task were these people selected and why?

b. Based on the selection criteria, in what ways can you be 
more devoted as a servant for the Lord?

10. a. Describe Stephen’s life (Acts 6:8-15). 

b. In what ways would you like to emulate him? Pray to God for 
this to become a reality in your life.

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. From the commentary and Acts 5-6, in what ways do you 
hope to become a more faithful servant of the Lord?

12. It has been said, rightly, that we are all leaders to some ex-
tent, for each of us has at least some influence on others. Make 
a list of people you influence most directly and pray for your 
example to become a greater inspiration for them to know the 
Lord.

Scripture for Meditation

Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God 
rather than men! ...We are witnesses of these things, and 
so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who 
obey him

Acts 5:29-32
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You stiff-necked people, 
with uncircumcised 
hearts and ears! You are 
just like your fathers: 
You always resist the 
Holy Spirit! ... you who 
have received the law 
that was put into effect 
through angels but have 
not obeyed it.
Acts 7:51-53

Introduction

Seed lef t in a container remains impotent and lifeless. The same seed scattered into the world 
can bring forth a harvest. The word diaspora, which means “scattering,” is used in the Bible to 
describe the dispersion of the seed of the Gospel into the world. This diaspora begins in Acts 7 
and 8.

The Church’s  First Martyr

Two centuries af ter the birth of Christ, Church father Tertullian said famously, “The blood of the 
martyrs is the seed of the church.” So it was in the Book of Acts.  In Acts 7, Stephen was martyred 
for his faith. In Acts 8, the Church was scattered, spreading God’s truth everywhere. If the first 
half of the Book of Acts tells of the new believers cultivated under Peter’s leadership, the second 
half describes the spreading of that life into the world under Paul’s leadership. At first a perse-
cutor of Christians, Paul, became a pioneer for the Christian faith. His life was turned around in 
part due to the bold witness of Stephen (Acts 22:20). 

The name Stephen, Stephanos in the Greek, means “wreath, crown, honor, or reward.” The Bible 
has much to say about the reward of those who suf fer for their faith (Psalm 129:1-4; Matthew 
5:11-12, 10:22; Luke 21:11-19; Hebrews 10:32-39; 1 Peter 4:12-19; Revelation 12:11), and about the spe-
cial reward of those who die for their faith (Revelation 2:10-11; 6:9-11, 11:5-12, 12:10-11). As the first 
martyr, Stephen’s reward was great; he was brought straight into glory. During the next 300 
years, martyrdom would become commonplace in the Church, only to be surpassed in the last 
three centuries.

Stephen’s Witness

Stephen was accused by the people of intending to destroy the Temple and to change Moses’ 
Law (Acts 6:13-14). Similar accusations were brought against Christ (Matthew 26:61). Like his Sav-
ior, Stephen did not defend himself but used their false testimony as a platform up which to 
proclaim the message of God’s salvation.

Stephen reminded the Jewish ruling council of their rich and varied history. Describing the era 
of Abraham (Acts 7:2-8), Joseph (Acts 7:9-19), and Moses (Acts 7:20-44), he demonstrated how 
patient God has been, despite the rebellious hearts of His people. Stephen then drove the point 
home with words as convicting as any spoken by John the Baptist or by Christ Himself: “You 
stif f-necked people with uncircumcised hearts and ears! You are just like your fathers: You al-
ways resist the Holy Spirit! Was there ever a prophet your fathers did not persecute? They even 
killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and 
murdered him— you who have received the law that was put into ef fect through angels but 
have not obeyed it. (Acts 7:51-53)

His bold logic caused them to gnash their teeth in anger (Acts 7:54).  Stephen saw a vision of 
Jesus, at the right hand of God, and declared it publicly. The Jewish rulers could take no more. 
This was blasphamey in their eyes, for he was declaring Jesus to be God. Although the Sanhe-
drein did not have the right to take the lives of others, they dragged Stephen out of the city and 
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While they were stoning 
him, Stephen prayed, 
“Lord Jesus, receive my 
spirit.” Then he fell on 
his knees and cried out, 
“Lord, do not hold this 
sin against them.” When 
he had said this, he fell 
asleep.
Acts 7: 59-60

stoned him. Stephen prayed for God to forgive his tormentors, dying like the Christ for whom 
he had lived (Luke 23:34). 

The Church is Scattered

In Acts 1:8, Jesus told his followers that their witness would not be contained to Jerusalem. They 
would carry the seed of the Gospel into “Judea, and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  Ful-
filling the first half of Christ’s prediction, they “were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria” 
(Acts 8:1), and “those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went” (Acts 
8:4). This dispersion reminds us that with God there are no mistakes. Even the work of the devil 
and the hardships of the world can be used for God’s glory.

We also learn from this text that those who are willing to serve God through means as simple 
as the sharing of bread may be used in unexpected and extraordinary manner. In the words of 
Christ, “Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much” (Luke 16:10). Of 
the seven men selected in Acts 6 to distribute bread to the poor, two of them are highlighted in 
the Book of Acts, Stephen and Philip. Stephen died in the proclamation of his faith, and Philip 
lived on to proclaim his faith (Acts 8:5-40, 21:8-9).  Together, they remind us that it is only when 
we are willing to die for our belief that we are truly able to live for Christ.

Philip became a brilliant demonstration of bold faith. He brought the Gospel into Samaria. 
The Samaritans were a mixed people, part Jewish and part Assyrian. Their history reached all 
the way back to 721 B.C., when the Assyrian army captured the Israelite capital of Samaria and 
dragged its citizens into captivity. The poorest of the Jews were lef t behind to maintain the 
lands. These Jews would eventually become assimilated into the Assyrian populace, creating 
a hybrid population both ethnically and religiously. When Ezra and Nehemiah brought exiles 
back to rebuild the demolished Temple of Jerusalem and to re-inhabit the land, they refused to 
allow the Samaritans to help them in the rebuilding process (Ezra 4; Nehemiah 4). 

Thus began a long history of conflict that was very much alive in the Gospels and in Acts. In 
those days, a Jew traveling north through Palestine would normally go far out of his way not to 
pass through Samaria. Jesus, however, chose to bring His followers into the heart of Samaritan 
territory, thus beginning an outreach that would be extended in Acts 8 (John 4:1-42).

Two Unusual Encounters

Supernatural signs accompanied Philip’s ministry in Samaria. As he proclaimed the risen Christ, 
evil spirits came out of many, and others were healed. Most important, many believed (Acts 8:6-
8). One who turned to Christ was a sorcerer named Simon. This magician, attracted to a pow-
er greater than any he had personally known, of fered to purchase the Holy Spirit with money 
(Acts 8:18-19). Hence the term simony, which means, “the buying or selling of ecclesiastical privi-
leges.” Simon was rightly rebuked for his thought that God’s Spirit can be bought (Acts 8:20-23). 

The Apostles who had remained in Jerusalem heard about this great move of God in Samaria 
and decided to investigate. Peter and John laid hands on those who had not yet received the 
Holy Spirit. God’s presence came upon the new believers visibly, likely through the types of 
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Peter answered: “May 
your money perish with 
you, because you thought 
you could buy the gift 
of God with money! You 
have no part or share in 
this ministry, because 
your heart is not right 
before God.”
Acts 8:20-21 

The eunuch asked Philip, 
“Tell me, please, who 
is the prophet talking 
about, himself or some-
one else?” Then Philip 
began with that very 
passage of Scripture and 
told him the good news 
about Jesus.
Acts 8:34-35

manifestations described in Acts 2. We are not given all of the details perhaps as a reminder 
that God’s first concern is not that we try to duplicate history in every detail but that we learn to 
live in the power of His Spirit today (Ephesians 5:18). 

Philip was directed by an angel to the desert road leading from Jerusalem to Gaza. Here the 
evangelist met an Ethiopian of ficial who was in charge of the treasury of Candace, the queen of 
the Ethiopians. We are told that this prominent Ethiopian had “gone to Jerusalem to worship” 
(Acts 8:27). The eunuch was seeking God but did not yet know God.

Philip explained the meaning of the Isaiah text and the of ficial believed and was baptized. Phil-
ip was then snatched away by the Spirit of God to continue preaching the Gospel all the way to 
Caesarea (Acts 8:39-40).

Final Thoughts

We cannot easily imagine ourselves witnessing with the boldness of Stephen or the power of 
Philip. It must be remembered, however, that these were ordinary people who had surrendered 
to the extraordinary presence of God. They happily distributed bread in the Church and God 
soon used them to carry the bread of life into the world. All of this happened in an environment 
of great opposition. Might it be that despite the opposing forces in our lives, we too may be used 
of God in ways we never dreamed possible?

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Read the commentary portion of this study guide. Write 
down one insight or conviction that remains with you from 
Acts 7-8.

2. Note from last week’s lesson the background we are given 
about Stephen (Acts 6:8-15). Does the way he was set up re-
mind of the accusations that sent Christ to the cross? Explain.

3. Read Acts 7.

a. Why do you think Stephen recounted so much of the history 
of the Jewish people?

b. Note his bold statements in Acts 7:51-53. Do you think he 
knew this would get him killed? 

Why do you think he was so direct?

4. List a few people within your spheres of influence who do 
not believe in the Lord. Do you think that if your witness were 
more powerful and clear, they too would reject you? Why or 
why not?

How much of this amazing account do you think describes 
what God wants to do again in our day? 
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5. What lessons can we learn about the power of our testimony 
from Stephen’s life and death?

Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Acts 7 describes the first martyrdom in the Church.

a. Note in Acts 7:54-60 how Stephen died. What does this tell 
you about the man and his God?

b. Do you see the death of Stephen and others who have died 
for their faith as tragic or triumphant? Why?

c. How do you think Stephen’s testimony impacted Paul (Acts 
8:1, 22:20)? 

7. Note the description of Paul’s activities in Acts 8:1-3. He was 
a Pharisee (a teacher of God’s Word) and he served on the San-
hedrin, the great ruling council of the Jews. Why do you think 
he was so opposed to the early Christians?

8. Philip traveled to Samaria (Acts 8:4-25). 

a. What do we learn from his encounter with Simon the magi-
cian?

b. What questions or insights do you draw from this account 
about the impartation of the Holy Spirit by Peter and John 
(Acts 8:14-17)?
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9. Peter witnesses to the Ethiopian of ficial in Acts 8:26-39.

a. What impresses you most from this amazing account?

b. Why do you think God specifically sent Philip to this Ethio-
pian of ficial?

10. In Acts 7 and 8, we are challenged to step out of our comfort 
zone and to bring the Gospel to those who don’t know Jesus. 
List people for whom you will pray as we continue this study 
of Acts. How might you reach out to them over the coming 
weeks? Think of specific possibilities and pray for God to lead 
you.

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. Note the early clash between the Samaritans and the Jews 
who sought to rebuild the Temple (Ezra 4:1-5; Nehemiah 4:1-23). 
These tensions continued for generations, right up to the time 
of Christ. Read Luke 10:25-37.  Af ter reflection, share a possible 
modern applications of Christ’s parable of the Good Samaritan. 

12. Read John 4:1-42. How did the Lord set the stage for the ex-
citing drama of Acts 8:1-25? Do you believe God can use perse-
cution for good in your life? Explain.

Scripture for Meditation

On that day a great persecution broke out against the 
church at Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were 
scattered throughout Judea and Samaria

Acts 8:1
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Meanwhile, Saul was still 
breathing out murderous 
threats against the Lord’s 
disciples. He went to the 
high priest and asked 
him for letters to the 
synagogues in Damascus, 
so that if he found any 
there who belonged to 
the Way, whether men or 
women, he might take 
them as prisoners to 
Jerusalem.
Acts 9:1-2

Introduction

What miracle can be greater than that of a transformed life? A doctor may change your pre-
scription, a seamstress may alter your clothes, and a counselor may adjust your lifestyle. But 
only God can renovate your life, from the inside out. In Acts 9 and 10, we are given two illustra-
tions showing the change from within as orchestrated by the Lord. The first demonstrates how 
this change occurred for an unbeliever: Saul. The second shows how such a change impacted a 
believer: Peter. Both men, each in their own way, were given the heart of God for the people of 
the world. As we consider their stories, we do well to ask God to touch and change our lives as 
well.

Saul’s Conversion

Acts 9 contains the most famous story of a religious conversion in history. Of ten referred to as 
“Saul’s Damascus Road experience,” this account explains how the man most opposed to the 
Christian faith became its most prominent spokesperson. 

Saul’s Change of Heart

Saul, whose name would be changed to Paul later in the Acts narrative, couldn’t have been more 
opposed to the Christian faith. He was “breathing out murderous threats against the Lord’s dis-
ciples” and taking them “as prisoners to Jerusalem” to be tried by the Sanhedrin (Acts 9:1-2). 
Everything was about to change for Saul as he began his week-long trek toward Damascus, the 
most important city on Palestine’s perimeter. 

The Damascus of Saul’s day was seen as the paradise of the earth. She stood 2,300 feet above 
sea level at the intersection of two major international trading routes. From the vantage point 
of Mount Herman, Damascus appeared as a charming white city, nestled in the green vegeta-
tion that surrounded it. Saul may have been pondering this view when he was overwhelmed by 
the much greater sight of God’s transcendent glory that lef t him blinded. 

Saul’s comrades led him into Damascus where he would wait in darkness for three days, even as 
Christ was lef t in the darkness of the tomb for three days before rising to new life. We can only 
wonder how God spoke to this famous Pharisee during those silent days, calling him to repent 
for his misguided religiosity.

Ananias, whose name means, “the Lord is gracious,” became God’s chosen vessel through which 
God would restore Saul’s sight. To overcome Ananias’ misgivings, God commanded him, “Go! 
This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and 
before the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suf fer for my name” (Acts 9:15-
16). Ananias approached the murderous wrecker of the Church with confidence that God knows 
what He is doing, calling Saul, “Brother Saul” (Acts 9:17). Saul’s sight was restored.

Saul’s Change of Message

Saul spent time with the disciples in Damascus, learning the truth about Jesus. He then began 
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Immediately, something 
like scales fell from Saul’s 
eyes, and he could see 
again. He got up and was 
baptized, and after taking 
some food, he regained 
his strength.
Acts 9: 18-19

preaching what he learned, and the Jews in the city were baf fled. The man who had so op-
posed the message of Christ now proclaimed it with a force of reason and conviction that could 
not be refuted. 

If we compare Saul’s later recounting of his conversion experience as described in the book of 
Galatians with Luke’s description of it in Acts 9, it appears that Saul’s time in Damascus and 
nearby Arabia spanned a period of at least three years (Galatians 1:17-18). It was af ter these 
many days (Acts 9:23) that the Jews could put up with him no longer. They became determined 
to kill this articulate promoter of Christ’s way. If he were not stopped, his convictions might 
spread through the international highways into Syria, Mesopotamia, Persia, and Arabia. 

Saul fled for his life and headed back to Jerusalem. His reception by the saints in Jerusalem 
was cold. They had a dif ficult time believing that he had actually been transformed by God’s 
power.  Barnabas, possessed with the gif t of encouragement, brought Saul to the Apostles for 
their blessing and the people’s fears subsided. Saul preached Christ boldly in Jerusalem as he 
had in Damascus, and once again, his message created such a stir that the Jews sought to kill 
him. Fellow believers helped him to escape and he found his way back to his hometown, Tar-
sus. Thus, the churches in Judea, Galilee, and Samaria enjoyed a time of relative tranquility and 
significant growth (Acts 9:31).

Peter’s Conviction

Rejected again and again by the Jews, Saul would be called by God to reach Gentiles. Peter, 
however, was led by God to remain at Jerusalem and to minister primarily among the Jewish 
Christians. His ministry could not get fully underway, however, until he developed a new set of 
convictions.

Peter’s Change of Heart

WIn the early days of the Church, Jewish believers had a dif ficult time shedding generations of 
belief that Gentiles were “unclean.” The strict Jew had long been taught to avoid doing business 
with a Gentile, never to assist in the birth of a Gentile, nor to visit the home of such a one. And 
yet, God would require Peter not only to visit such a home but to welcome Gentiles into the 
family of faith.

The story begins in Acts 10, where we find Peter residing in the home of Simon the tanner, a Jew-
ish man who made it his business to skin dead animals. By the standards of the long-held Jew-
ish teaching about the avoidance of dead people and animals, this man was unclean (Numbers 
19:11-13). His “unclean” status, along with the foul smell that arose from his work with animal 
carcasses would explain why the tanner lodged near the seashore, outside the urban center. 
Furthermore, a close proximity to seawater would be advantageous for the conversion of hides 
into leather.

The fact that Peter had chosen to reside with a tanner suggests that he was already struggling 
with questions about the ongoing requirements of the ancient laws. However, the notion of 
stepping into an unknown Gentile home and then welcoming Gentiles into the fold of true 
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As they were on their 
journey and approaching 
the city, Peter went up on 
the roof to pray. He be-
came hungry and wanted 
something to eat, and 
while the meal was being 
prepared, he fell into a 
trance.
Acts 10:9-10

Then Peter began to 
speak: “I now realize how 
true it is that God does 
not show favoritism but 
accepts men from every 
nation who fear him and 
do what is right.
Acts 10:34-35

believers would seem to him unimaginable. He and other Jewish believers had forgotten how 
their father of the faith, Abraham, was given promise that through the Jews the entire world 
would be blessed (Genesis 22:18). And now it was about to happen.

While waiting for his meal to be prepared, Peter climbed the stairs to Simon’s flat roof top, a fit-
ting place to be alone in prayer. He fell into a trance and saw as in a vision a large sheet coming 
down to the earth, filled with unclean animals, those that had split hooves or that chewed the 
cud. God commanded, “Get up...Kill and eat.” Peter replied, “Surely not, Lord! I have never eaten 
anything impure or unclean” (Acts 10:13-14). Three times the command was repeated before the 
sheet ascended into heaven.  God informed Peter that three men were waiting for him down-
stairs and that he must go with them. Peter would soon walk through the door of a Gentile 
home, opening a passageway through which Gentiles could enter the kingdom of God. 

Peter’s Change of Message

The men who had come to see Peter were sent by Cornelius, a “devout and God-fearing” man 
(Acts 10:2). The term “God-fearer” was used for Gentiles who had rejected the many gods and 
the immoral behaviors of the Romans who wished to af filiate with the Jews. 

God-fearers were not circumcised, nor were they regarded as full-fledged Jews. They were, 
however, welcomed into the synagogue to experience worship of the one true God. Still un-
der the influence of his vision of the unclean animals, Peter met with the Gentiles in Cornelius’ 
home and declared, “I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts 
men from every nation who fear him and do what is right” (Acts 10:34-35). Peter proceeded to 
preach the good news of Christ as Messiah and the Holy Spirit fell on the gathered crowd, thus 
confirming God’s acceptance of such foreigners into the flock of true believers. The promise of 
Acts 1:8 was unfolding to include the nations. Peter baptized those who believed and remained 
with them a few days, teaching them the ways of God (Acts 10:47-48).

Final Thoughts

Two men learned how great is the grace of our God. Peter would champion this truth among 
Jewish Christians. And Saul would carry this message to the nations. Now, two thousand years 
later, God wants to touch our hearts with this same truth. Christ died for people from every 
tribe, tongue, and nation (Revelation 5:9). Do we live under that conviction? Do we pray for peo-
ple of every language and ethnicity to know the Lord? Are we willing to welcome them into our 
homes and places of worship? If not, perhaps we need to think more deeply about the change of 
heart experienced by Saul and Peter, and ask God to touch our hearts as well. 

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
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life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, 
pray, asking God for special insight into His Word.

Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Read the commentary portion of this study guide. Write 
down a question or insight that you would like to ponder more 
fully on your own or with friends.

2. How is Saul described in Acts 9:1-2? Why do you think he was 
so opposed to the early Christians?

3. Regarding Saul’s encounter with God (Acts 9:3-9):

a. What are the implications of the Lord’s words to Saul (Acts 
9 4-6)? Why would Christ describe Himself as the persecuted?

b. Why do you think God lef t Saul in a state of temporary blind-
ness for three days?

4. Regarding Ananias (Acts 9:10-18):

a. How do you think you would have responded if you were in 
Ananias’ situation and were asked by God to reach out to Saul?

b. What do we learn from God’s answer to Ananias’ fears (Acts 
10:15-16)? Why do you think Saul would suf fer for the Lord’s 
name?

5. Saul’s conversion was dramatic. Do you think the world 
would be in a better state spiritually if every conversion was so 
spectacular? Explain.
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Saul would retell the story of his conversion of ten as he wit-
nessed to others (e.g., Acts 22, 24, & 26; Galatians 1-2).

a. Why do you think telling our personal story of salvation is an 
important part of our witness to others?

b. Have you had a personal experience of conversion? Was it 
immediate, or gradual and not so dramatic? Do you think it 
matters? Summarize your conversion experience below or on 
a separate paper, and if you are comfortable doing so, share it 
with the group.

7. Briefly describe Saul’s experience in Damascus (Acts 9:19-25).

8. Reflecting on Saul’s Damascus ministry:

a. Why do you think the Jews were so opposed to Saul’s preach-
ing?

b. In Acts 9:23, we learn that the Jews sought to kill Saul af-
ter arguing against him for “many days.” What can we learn 
from Galatians 1:17-18 about the actual time Saul ministered in 
Damascus before fleeing? How does this impact your under-
standing?

9. Regarding Saul’s next steps (Acts 9:26-31):

a. Describe his reception in Jerusalem.
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b. Complete this thought: “The part about Paul’s life that I 
would most like to emulate is...”

10. Note from Acts 9:32-43 how much Peter’s ministry resem-
bled that of Christ. Why do you think God gave him such abil-
ities? 

Do you believe the same power is available to every believer 
today? Explain.

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. From Acts 10, why was Peter’s trip to Cornelius’ house and 
his acceptance of the Gentiles so revolutionary? 

12. What do you find most amazing about the Acts 10 account?  

13. What are the implications of the radical love of God for peo-
ple you meet every day? For your own life and ministry? Be spe-
cific.

Scripture for Meditation

I now realize how true it is that God does not show 
favoritism but accepts men from every nation who fear 
him and do what is right

Acts 10:34
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So when Peter went up 
to Jerusalem, the circum-
cised believers criticized 
him and said, “You went 
into the house of uncir-
cumcised men and ate 
with them.”
Acts 11:2-3

Introduction

The word “unstoppable” conjures up many images in our minds: A lion stomping through the 
jungle, a wrecking ball careening into an old edifice, a tornado leveling an entire town, or dyna-
mite blasting through a mountain. Acts 11 and 12 present stories about the unstoppable nature 
of God’s kingdom. When God has a plan, no force in heaven or on earth can contain it, divert 
it, suppress it, or extinguish it. Lives are changed and entire cities are impacted by the power 
of God. Not even the Roman army would be able to impede the forward momentum of God’s 
kingdom in the days of the early Christians. 

And so it is today. Through God’s Gospel, God’s Church, God’s Messengers, and God’s King the 
work of God’s inexorable kingdom advances unabated. 

The Unstoppable Gospel

Good news has a way of spreading quickly, far and wide. The word Gospel means “good news,” 
and it took little time for the fact that God’s salvation was changing the lives of the Gentiles in 
Caesarea to reach the leaders of the Jerusalem church. 

Not all received this news as good, however. It troubled some to hear that Peter had stepped 
into the house of a Gentile. Worse, he had eaten with them (Acts 11:1-3). To share a meal in that 
time and place was to share trust and acceptance on a deep level. Peter had some explaining 
to do.

Peter recounted to the other leaders the fine details of his vision, his invitation, and his preach-
ing of the Gospel to the guests in Cornelius’ home (Acts 11:4-16). Nowhere else do we find such 
a full and complete repetition of an event in the Book of Acts. This was a watershed moment. 
The gates of the kingdom were being opened wide to the Gentile world, and Peter’s experience 
deserved to be so emphasized. To put an explanation point on the end of his story, Peter added, 
“...who was I to think that I could oppose God?” (Acts 11:17)

The Jerusalem team dropped their objections and praised God for the inevitable advance of the 
Gospel, saying, “So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life” (Acts 11:18). No 
law, no religion, no cultural barriers could stop the advance of the Gospel. And so it is with the 
Good News of God’s salvation today.

The Unstoppable Church

In Acts 11:19, we read that the Gospel had spread “as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch.” 
Phoenicia encompassed a 120-mile long stretch of the Mediterranean coast in today’s Lebanon. 
Cyprus was and still is an island in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea. Antioch, 15 miles inland from 
the Mediterranean, was especially significant because it was there that both Jews and Greeks 
responded to the Gospel, and “a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord” (Acts 
11:21).

Antioch was the third largest metropolis of the Roman Empire, surpassed only by Rome and 
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Now those who had been 
scattered by the perse-
cution that broke out in 
connection with when 
Stephen traveled as far as 
Phoenicia, Cyprus and An-
tioch, telling the message 
to Jews.
Acts 11:19

Alexandria. This city of a half million was favored by Roman emperors as a more suitable capital 
for the eastern portion of the empire than Alexandria, which was tucked away in Egypt. Nestled 
on the Orontes River at the crossroads of major trading routes, Antioch’s prosperity became 
a breeding ground for hedonism and immorality. Nevertheless, the beauty of its statuesque 
buildings and marbled sculptures caused ancients to deem it the “Queen of the East.” 

Antioch’s large Greek-speaking Jewish population made it a natural haven for the spread of 
Christianity. From this gateway city, the Church would make its entrance into the world. It has 
been aptly called the “Cradle of Christianity.”

The Jerusalem leadership team sent Barnabas to Antioch to check out and support the ministry 
there. So abundant was the response to Barnabas’ outreach in Antioch that he quickly needed 
help. He traveled to nearby Tarsus to find Saul, and for an entire year they had labored together 
to reap a harvest in Antioch. 

It was in there that the disciples were first called Christians (Acts 11:26), meaning “belonging to 
Christ.” It is possible that this title was initially cast as derision upon the early believers. Nev-
ertheless, they embraced it as a fitting description of who they were and what they believed. 
Soon they would send Saul and Barnabas on missionary excursions that others might belong to 
Christ and become part of the Church. Neither politics nor persecution could stop them.

The Unstoppable Messengers

Herod Agrippa I, the grandson of Herod the Great, was under the false impression that he could 
prevent the advance of Christianity by striking fear in the heart of its messengers. He began ar-
resting believers and had John’s brother James killed by the sword (Acts 12:1-2). Seeking to bring 
more satisfaction to the Jews, Agrippa next apprehended Peter. The king stationed four squads 
of four solders each around the Apostle to ensure that he could not escape prison as he had 
done before (Acts 5:19-22). Each squad was expected to stand guard over Peter for a three-hour 
night shif t.  If they failed at their duty, they would die. With a soldier chained to each of Peter’s 
wrists and two sentries guarding the door, the time of Peter’s trial drew near.

Nevertheless, “...the church was earnestly praying to God for him” (Acts 12:5). Prayer provides 
grace to endure our trials and challenges; it may also change our circumstances. In this case, 
the prayer of the saints became the hinge upon which God opened the prison door for Peter 
once again. An angel appeared in Peter’s cell, smacked him on the side, and ordered him to get 
moving. The fetters fell from the Apostle’s wrists and the iron exit swung wide as the angel led 
him out. When God has a work to do, His messengers cannot be stopped. In the words of the 
Psalmist, “Surely he will save you from the fowler’s snare and from the deadly pestilence ... A 
thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but it will not come near you” 
(Psalm 91:3,7).

The Unstoppable King

Those who lived in the region of Tyre and Sidon had an argument with the king. Quickly they re-
alized that he might cut of f their food supply from Palestine or close their ports, both of which 



© 2018 Scripture Awakening | BNEXT

SHARPEN YOUR ACTS  |  ACTS
Unstoppable   |  Acts 11-12

SERIES
LESSON 6

33

STUDY BNEXT

Then Peter came to him-
self and said, “Now I know 
without a doubt that the 
Lord sent his angel and 
rescued me from Herod’s 
clutches and from every-
thing the Jewish people 
were anticipating.”
Acts 12:11

When Barnabas and Saul 
had finished their mis-
sion, they returned from 
Jerusalem, taking with 
them John, also called 
Mark.
Acts 12:25

would cripple their economy. Herod had a lot of power and he liked to use it—and to abuse it. 
Working through his treasurer, Blastus, they sought to make peace with him. 

Historian Josephus describes how Herod entered a festival in honor of Claudius Caesar, clad in 
a glittering silver robe. Under the glare and glimmer of the sun’s reflection, the people looked 
on with awe and proclaimed that he was truly a god.

Shortly, he was seized with violent pains and carried out of the assembly, dying five days later. 
The Scriptures explain that it was an angel of the Lord that “stuck him down.” Thus, the King of 
the Heavens remained on his throne despite threats from the kings of the earth, and “the word 
of God continued to increase and spread” (Acts 12:20-24).

Final Thoughts

We can look back at the suf fering faced by the early Christians and pity them. Or we can per-
ceive that God worked through their circumstances for good. The same God is at work in our 
lives today. Nothing can prevent our God from fulfilling His purpose. Nothing.

Storms brew, nations war, sickness strikes, tragedy comes into our homes, and our faith be-
comes clouded. Of ten it seems that God is distant and that evil will prevail. Still, the words of 
the Psalmist stand true,“The Lord has established his throne in heaven,  and his kingdom rules 
over all” (Psalm 103:19).

The Lord who reigns as king over the universe has promised, “Never will I leave you; never will 
I forsake you” (Hebrews 13:5).  Therefore we should be at peace. We should be content. And we 
should be confident that God’s plans cannot be undone. God’s kingdom cannot be hindered. 
God’s truth will triumph in the end (Matthew 16:18). 

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study. As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Read the commentary portion of this study guide. Write 
down an encouraging truth that you drew from this lesson.

2. From Acts 11:1-3, note how Peter was criticized. Have you ever 
been criticized unfairly by fellow Christians? Describe such a 
situation, if you can.

3. Regarding Peter’s response (Acts 11:4-17):

a. Describe his approach to criticism. (Did he lash out? Clam up 
and walk away?) What can we learn from Peter here?

b. Why do you think the account of Peter’s vision and his visit to 
Cornelius was important enough to be retold in this text?

4. Regarding the Jerusalem leadership team’s response  to Pe-
ter (Acts 11:18-22):

a. Note how quickly they accepted this significant change (Acts 
11:18). How might Acts have played out if they refused to listen 
to Peter?

b. The Jerusalem believers learned that the Gospel was im-
pacting Antioch and sent Barnabas. From the 11th chapter of 
Acts, what do we know about Barnabas that made him a good 
choice? 
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5. Acts 11 describes a great shif t in focus for the ministry of the 
early Church. What changes are you facing in your life and min-
istry? Pray for God to give you the grace he provided these early 
Christians.

Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. In Acts 11:19-30, we see how Antioch was impacted by the 
Gospel.

a. Why do you think Barnabas chose Paul as his coworker (Acts 
11:25-26)?

b. How did the new church in Antioch bless the more tradition-
al church in Jerusalem (Acts 11:27-30)? What might we learn 
from this example of sharing and caring for the Church of to-
day?

7. What do you know about Herod Agrippa I, who is described 
in Acts 12? Luke tells us about his death. Try using the Internet 
or a Bible Dictionary to find information about his life.  In your 
opinion, what kind of man was he?

8. About Peter’s predicament (Acts 12:2-6):

a. Why do you think God let him get in this fix? 

b. Describe how God got him out of it (Acts 12:7-10). What can 
we learn about God through this story?
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9. Read about Peter’s next steps (Acts 12:11-17):

a. Peter “came to himself” and realized it wasn’t a dream or vi-
sion. Have you ever had such a dramatic answer to prayer that 
you had a dif ficult time believing it at first? If so, explain.

b. The gathered saints also had a dif ficult time believing their 
prayers were answered and that Peter was released (Acts 12:12-
17). How does this reality balance the feelings we all sometimes 
have that God won’t answer our prayers unless we have out-
standing and incredible faith?

10. God released Peter and advanced the Gospel in the most 
impossible situation. It has been said, “our extremities are 
God’s opportunities.” Do you think that axiom is accurate? Can 
you think of other scriptures or examples in the Bible to sup-
port your answer?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. Describe what happened to Herod (Acts 12:20-23). Do you 
think that God may sometimes bring judgment on wicked rul-
ers even today? Why or why not? 

12. Note how God’s mission continued against all opposition 
(Acts 12:24-25). In your opinion, is there any way you or I can 
prevent God’s purpose from being fulfilled in the world?

13. Record the overall theme of Acts 11-12, as you see it. Take a 
few minutes to praise God for this truth.

Scripture for Meditation

Herod did not give praise to God...But the word of God 
continued to increase and spread.

Acts 12:23-24
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So after they had fasted 
and prayed, they placed 
their hands on them and 
sent them off.
Acts 13:3

Introduction

A farmer will sometimes till and harrow a field, and then, leave it dormant, allowing time for 
the soil to once again become enriched by nature. So it is that God, the divine agronomist, pre-
pared the soil of the nations to receive the Gospel of life. He used the Romans to plow under 
the local cultures around the Mediterranean Sea in Europe, Africa, and Asia to create fallow 
ground in which the Christian church could be planted. The Roman system of roads, communi-
cation, law, and government became the rich humus in which God’s kingdom might germinate 
a mighty harvest.

The Send Of f

God discerned the right season to send his laborers into the fields of the world with the mes-
sage of life. As the Christians in Antioch were fasting and praying, God directed, “Set apart for 
me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them” (Acts 13:2). 

It was an eclectic group that first heard and confirmed this call on the disciple’s lives. The proph-
ets and teachers in Antioch, including “Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene,” and 
“Manaen,” represented the cosmopolitan nature of Antioch (Acts 13:1). Barnabas and Simeon 
are Jewish names; Niger means black, possibly indicating the color of his complexion; and Lu-
cius, whose name is Latin in origin, was from Cyrene, the capital of Lybia, from which came 
additional teachers of the faith also serving God in Antioch (Acts 11:20).  Manaen was Herod 
Antipas’ foster brother. This diverse group of men was united by God’s call and Spirit to sow the 
seed of the Gospel of light into the farthest reaches of the first-century world.

Cyprus 

The first stop for this team would be Cyprus — a rugged and mountainous island located more 
than 60 miles from Seleucia, the port city of Antioch in Syria. Barnabas came from Cyprus, and 
he likely had family and friends who could serve as first contacts for the missionary team on 
this third largest island in the Mediterranean (Acts 4:36). They began their outreach in the local 
synagogue.

Paul made it his practice to sow the message of life, first among Jews and then among Gen-
tiles (Romans 1:16). Jews were the recipients and wardens of the Scriptures that prophesied the 
coming Savior. They were the channels through which the Messiah had been brought into the 
world. The Savior himself was Jewish as were the first disciples. Gatherings of worshipping Jews 
were thus a natural soil into which the message of God’s salvation could first be planted.

The team extended their outreach into Paphos on the eastern end of the Island. There they 
witnessed to the proconsul (governor) over the province. Their ef forts were rebuf fed by a Jew-
ish sorcerer, the proconsul’s false prophet, Elymas. At Paul’s rebuke, Elymas became blind, re-
flecting the condition of his soul. The Roman proconsul, stunned by this miraculous judgment, 
believed in the Lord. What a fitting picture this first power encounter provided of the reception 
the missionary team would receive everywhere they labored. Some would believe and others 
would remain blind.
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When they arrived at 
Salamis, they proclaimed 
the word of God in the 
Jewish synagogues. John 
was with them as their 
helper.
Acts 13:5

From Paphos, Paul and his 
companions sailed to Per-
ga in Pamphylia, where 
John left them to return 
to Jerusalem.
Acts 13:13

The Team Reshaped

Up to this point in the Acts narrative, Barnabas’ leadership had dominated the team. Barnabas 
had led the way in providing for the needy in Jerusalem (Acts 4:37). He was the one who had 
introduced Saul, the outsider, to the leaders in Jerusalem (Acts 9:27). Barnabas also had been 
sent by the Jerusalem council to assess and support the new work of God in Antioch (Acts 11:22).  
It was Barnabas who had found Saul outside of Antioch and had helped him to engage in the 
work of the Church (11:23). Barnabas had also led the way for the bringing of needed finances 
from Antioch to Jerusalem (11:30). 

In Acts 13, however, a shif t in leadership occurs. Saul’s calling is to bring the Gospel to the na-
tions, and he will be God’s vessel to lead the way. It is Saul who will guide his companions from 
the relative comforts of a Mediterranean island into one of the most rugged and dif ficult roads 
of the Mediterranean. They will need to forge their way through the Tarus Mountains, which 
has peaks reaching up to 12,000 feet into the sky. Thus, from Acts 13:13 onward, Saul is referred 
to by his Greek name, Paul—a more fitting designation for his outreach to the Gentile world. 
And from this point on, whenever Paul and Barnabas are mentioned together, Paul’s name will 
be listed first. 

Paul and his comrades sailed to Perga, the capital of the coastal province of Pamphilia, in Asia 
minor—known today as Southern Turkey. At this point in their journey, John Mark abandoned 
the team and returned to Jerusalem. We are not told why John made an about-face. It may be 
that he was upset that Paul had asserted leadership over his uncle Barnabas. It may be that 
the looming mountains of Pisidian Antioch and the awaiting plateau, to which they were head-
ing, where civilization carried a rugged edge, intimidated John. It would be most tempting at 
this spot in the journey for John Mark to return to the comforts of his home, which through his 
mother’s hospitality had become a central meeting spot for the believers in Jerusalem (Acts 
12:12).

Later, as Paul and Barnabas launched their second missionary journey, Paul would be opposed 
to bringing John Mark along because of the young man’s previous quitting behavior (Acts 15:38). 
Some two decades af terward, however, Paul described John Mark as, “helpful to me in my 
ministry” (2 Timothy 4:11). John Mark would in fact become author of one of the four Gospels, 
reminding us that even if we have turned aside from the call of God on our lives, God can still 
redeem our course.

Pisidian Antioch and Beyond

Paul and Barnabas ascended the arduous road into the Tarus Mountains that led to a plateau 
some 3,600 feet above sea level where Antioch in Pisidia was situated. Antioch in Pisidia was a 
crossroads of history, trade, and culture, making it a strategic beachhead for Christianity. Here 
Paul would preach his first recorded sermon to the Gentiles. And here Paul would return with 
each successive missionary journey. If the distant Antioch of Syria was home base for the jour-
neys of Paul, mountainous Antioch of Pisidia was the way station, and the center for Christian-
ity in Antolia. 



© 2018 Scripture Awakening | BNEXT

SHARPEN YOUR ACTS  |  ACTS
First Harvest   |  Acts 13-14

SERIES
LESSON 7

39

STUDY BNEXT

Then Peter came to him-
self and said, “Now I know 
without a doubt that the 
Lord sent his angel and 
rescued me from Herod’s 
clutches and from every-
thing the Jewish people 
were anticipating.”
Acts 12:11

Remember what I told 
you: ‘no servant is great-
er than his master.’ If 
they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you 
also. If they obeyed my 
teaching, they will obey 
yours also.
John 15:20

The Gentiles received Paul’s message and “the word of the Lord spread through the whole re-
gion” (Acts 13:49). Some Jews, however, incited God-fearing women and leading men of the city 
against them and the disciples were driven out. Paul and Barnabas headed into Iconium where 
once again their message was believed by some. Others plotted to kill them and the two fled 
to Lystra and Derbe. Jewish opponents to the Gospel followed Paul and Barnabas there and 
stirred up great opposition. In Derbe, Paul was stoned and dragged out of the city as dead. By 
God’s grace, the Apostle regained consciousness and marched back into the fray to herald bold-
ly the message of life.  Thus was the promise of Christ fulfilled, as it would be again and again, 
that some would receive God’s Word and that others would reject it (John 15:20). 

The team revisited Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, reminding disciples in each location that, “we 
must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).  They appointed el-
ders in each church and sailed back to Antioch in Syria, their base of operations. Paul and Barn-
abas gave a full report to the Christians in Antioch of Syria about the seed sown and fruit grown 
through their labor in God’s field.

Final Thoughts

Between five and ten years af ter Paul’s first missionary journey, he would tell to the Corinthi-
ans, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow” (1 Corinthians 3:6). Through-
out his ministry, Paul was keenly aware that every work of God depends on the grace of God. 
Such an awareness of God’s grace and greatness motivated this humble servant of the Lord 
throughout his groundbreaking ministry. 

It should motivate us as well. We are God’s laborers, unworthy to serve and yet eternally blessed 
in our service. Let us always remember that when we plant new truths, new ministries, or new 
churches, it is God who gives the growth. In the same way, if we add water to another’s teaching, 
ministry, or outreach, it is still God who provides the growth. God is the Kingdom Caretaker, the 
Great Farmer over the world’s harvest. We, God’s laborers, are privileged beyond understand-
ing to be involved with God in this great work.

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God , asking God for 
special insight into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. From the commentary portion of this study guide, what 
truth or insight especially challenged you?

2. From Acts 13:1-3, what do we learn about how the missionar-
ies were first launched from Antioch?

3. The Holy Spirit “set apart” Paul and Barnabas (Acts 13:2):

a.  Do you believe that God has set you apart for a special work 
or ministry? If so, describe it briefly.

b. Based on the Acts 13 text and your experience, how might 
your work or ministry be confirmed by God through others?

4. Read again the story of the visit to Salamis and  Paphos (Acts 
13:4-12):

a.  Why do you think they first preached in the synagogues 
(Acts 13:5)? 

b. Briefly summarize the confrontation with the Jewish sorcer-
er. 

5. What can we learn from this victory over darkness for our 
day? How does it encourage you personally?

Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. In Acts 13:13, we read that “John lef t them to return to Jeru-
salem.”

a.  Read Acts 15:36-41 and 2 Timothy 4:11. Describe the transi-
tions that occurred in John Mark’s ministry with Paul.
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b. Reflecting on the fact that John Mark eventually wrote the 
Gospel of Mark, how does the growth of his ministry despite 
his early desertion in the first missionary journey encourage or 
challenge you? Have you seen a similar pattern in your life?

7.  Read Paul’s sermon in Acts 13:14-43. See also 1 Corinthians 
2:2. Was Paul’s preaching simple or complex? Do you think we 
sometimes make the Good News of salvation overly compli-
cated? Explain. 

8. From Acts 13:44-52,

a. Describe the positive and negative reception of Paul and 
Barnabas’ message. 

b. Note the boldness and uncompromising stance maintained 
by Paul. What can we learn from him for our lives today?

9. The opposition grew with the ministry in Acts 14:1-20.

a. Note in Acts 14: 1-7 how despite the plot to have them killed, 
the disciples “continued to preach the good news” (Acts 14:.7). 
Do you think they were wise or foolish?

b. In Lystra and Derbe (Acts 14:8-20), Paul was stoned.  How did 
he respond? 

c. Was he crazy? What can we learn from his example? 
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10. Note in Acts 14:22, the words used to encourage the believ-
ers. It has been said that one of the great weaknesses of the 
Western church is our fear of persecution. Do you agree? If so, 
how might we overcome this fear?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. a. In Acts 14:21-23, how did Paul and Barnabas follow up the 
work they had begun? 

b. Why was such follow-up important? In what area of your life 
or personal ministry do you need more careful follow-up to en-
sure maximum results? 

12. The early believers were sent out with prayer and fasting, 
and they appointed new workers in the same manner (Acts 
13:2; 14:23). Why do you think this was so?

13. List one or two principles that you can draw from Paul’s first 
missionary journey to apply to your own life.

Scripture for Meditation

We must go through many hardships to enter the king-
dom of God.

Acts 14:22
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Some men came down 
from judea  to antioch 
and were teaching the 
brothers ‘unless you are 
circumcised, according 
to the custom taught by 
Moses, you cannot be 
saved.’
Acts 15:1

Introduction

Two major obstacles threatened to hinder the Gospel in the days of the early Church: legalism 
and the Law. Legalism threatened to restrict God’s work through church restrictions. The Law 
threatened to restrict God’s work through civil restrictions. No matter how great were the ob-
stacles place before the disciples, whether by Pharisee or proconsul, Paul and his team contin-
ued their relentless march forward, blazing new trails for the Lord. We can learn much from 
their examples. God is looking for people today who will break free from all restraints as they 
carry the Good News of God’s salvation to people everywhere.

The Deterrent of Legalism

Acts 15 contains the story of the Jerusalem Council, a watershed gathering for the early Church. 
This meeting in Jerusalem set a course for the message of the life to permeate the Gentile 
world. Had the Council in Jerusalem not occurred, the Christian Church might have been held 
back, cloistered within the confines of Judaism. 

The need for a gathering in Jerusalem became evident when legalists arrived in Antioch from 
Judea, claiming to represent the Jerusalem leadership team. These members of the Pharisa-
ic party demanded that all Gentile believers follow the Mosaic Law. If non-Jewish followers of 
Jesus were not circumcised, the Judaizers claimed, such disciples could not be saved (Acts 15:1). 
This message of legalism created confusion and division among the believers. Paul, Barnabas, 
and other representatives of the Antioch church were sent to Jerusalem to receive clarity and 
confirmation about the truth of the matter. 

Once the Acts 15 Jerusalem Council began, Peter confronted the legalism of the Pharisees, re-
minding the Jerusalem leaders that some years earlier Gentiles had received the Gospel and 
that signs of the Holy Spirit had confirmed their acceptance by God. Paul and Barnabas sup-
ported the point, relating stories of Gentile conversions they had seen during their missionary 
excursions. James, the brother of Jesus, then rose to voice his support for the message pro-
claimed by Paul and Barnabas. Quoting from the prophet Amos, he reminded his listeners that 
God predicted a day when God would restore David’s fallen tent (Acts 15:16-18). David’s example 
had set a precedent, James argued, for the advance of the Gospel without legalistic restrictions.

By quoting Amos 9:11-12, James referenced the era when the Temple of Solomon had not yet 
been constructed. Wishing to bring God’s Ark and presence back to Jerusalem, David had set 
up a temporary shelter. The elaborate Tabernacle with all of its furnishings remained at Gibeon 
as David and the priests brought the Ark of the Covenant into this tent. This temporary shelter 
was later referred to by the prophet Amos as the Tent of David, or the Booth of David. Thus 
were David and the people able to access God directly without following all of the trappings and 
restrictions in previous generations (1 Chronicles 15-16).

Legalism Overcome

The Jerusalem Council heeded the words of James, Peter, Paul, and Barnabas. They wrote a 
letter that was to be carried to the churches surrounding Jerusalem. They also selected two 
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After this I will return 
and rebuild David’s fallen 
tent. Its ruins I will re-
build, and I will restore it, 
that the remnant of men 
may seek the Lord, and 
all the Gentiles who bear 
my name, says the Lord, 
who does these things 
that have been known for 
ages.
Acts 15:16-18

Some time later Paul said 
to Barnabas, “Let us go 
back and visit the broth-
ers in all the towns where 
we preached the word 
of the Lord and see how 
they are doing.
Acts 15:36

trusted leaders, Judas and Silas, to accompany Paul and Barnabas with the news. The letter 
removed the requirements of the Mosaic Law for Gentile converts while reminding them to “ab-
stain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from 
sexual immorality” (Acts 15:29). The first three restrictions were established to prevent unnec-
essary of fense among Jewish believers. The call to avoid sexual immorality was part of God’s 
timeless moral code for all who call on Christ as Lord. In this way, legalism was confronted and 
the Gospel given a clear path for worldwide expansion.

The Breakout Team

Paul and Barnabas decided to visit the churches established during their first missionary jour-
ney. Barnabas wanted to take John Mark along, but Paul refused because John had deserted 
them in the early part of their previous trip. The Apostle was determined that his team not be 
held back where the going became dif ficult. Paul and Barnabas disagreed sharply about this 
matter, and the two men went their separate ways. Always the encourager, Barnabas brought 
John with him to Cyprus. Paul teamed up with Silas and was commended by the brothers to 
God’s grace as they embarked on the land route toward Asia Minor, visiting churches in Syria 
and Cilicia. 

Silas was a fitting companion for Paul. As a leader from the Jerusalem Church, Silas could testify 
to the veracity of the letter from the Jerusalem Council. As a Jew, he would be accepted in the 
synagogues. As a Roman citizen, he enjoyed the protection of the Roman law. And as a prophet, 
Silas was gif ted to bring God’s Word to the people. 

Paul and Silas traveled through the gorge that split the Tarus Mountains, known as the Cilician 
Gates. They pressed on nearly 200 miles northwestward into Lystra, where Paul would find an-
other traveling partner and helper, Timothy, the first second-generation Christian mentioned in 
the Biblical record. As a son of a Jewish mother and Greek father, Timothy had received Christ 
during Paul’s earlier visit and was thus embraced by Paul as his “son in the faith” (1 Tim 1:2). 
Though still a youth (likely in his early 20s), Timothy had a good reputation in the region and 
would become Paul’s right-hand man (1 Corinthians 4:17, Philippians 2:19). 

As the team set out again, the Spirit of God prevented them from traveling deeper into Asia and 
from moving northward into Bithynia. They forged ahead on a middle course, walking north-
west to Troas, a port town on the coast of the Aegean Sea. There the Lord spoke to Paul in a 
vision, calling the Apostle to Europe. It is at this point that the author of Acts, Dr. Luke, begins 
using the pronoun “we” for the first time, implying that it was at Troas that he first joined the 
team (Acts 16:10). 

And what a team it was. Silas had replaced Barnabas, Timothy had replaced John Mark, and 
historian and physician Luke joined them along the way. Thus God used the division between 
Paul and Barnabas to further the work of the kingdom. 

 The Hindrance of the Law

Paul and company caught a strong wind and crossed the Aegean Sea to Neapolis, marking the 
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About midnight Paul and 
Silas were praying and 
singing hymns to God, 
and the other prisoners 
were listening to them. 
Suddenly there was such 
a violent earthquake that 
the foundations of the 
prison were shaken. At 
once all the prison doors 
flew open, and every 
body’s chains came loose.
Acts 16:25-26

advance of the Gospel into Europe. They traveled to the Roman colony of Philippi, the leading 
city of Macedonia. Jewish law required at least 10 Jewish men who were heads of households 
to set up a synagogue, and wherever the numbers were insuf ficient, a place of prayer could be 
established. The missionary team found such a place of prayer outside the city gates. They pro-
claimed the Good News to women who were worshipping there. Lydia, a seller of purple cloth, 
accepted the message of salvation and was baptized. She convinced the team to reside at her 
home. 

As they continued their ministry in Philippi, a slave girl with a spirit of divination harassed 
the team again and again. Finally, Paul rebuked the evil spirit, setting the demon-possessed 
soothsayer free. The owners thus lost their means of income from fortunetelling. Furious, they 
dragged Paul and his comrades before the magistrates and accused them of throwing the city 
into an uproar. 

Paul and Silas were stripped, beaten, flogged, thrown into prison and bound by stocks. About 
midnight, while they were praising God, the Lord sent an earthquake to miraculously open the 
prison doors and to remove all chains from the prisoners. The jailer and his household believed 
in the Lord and were baptized. They washed and fed Paul and his associates, who decided to 
then finish the night in prison so that the jailer would not be punished or killed. The next morn-
ing, the Roman of ficials escorted Paul back to freedom.

Final Thoughts

The disciples were on a mission for God. Rules could not restrict them, nor could prison hold 
them. Despite their hardships, they pressed on for the Lord. And so must every believer who 
follows Jesus with a humble and obedient heart. When we make the Gospel our priority, the 
Lord promises to be with us. With the authority of His name, let us trust God to make our way 
straight (Matthew 28:18-20).

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. From the commentary portion of this study guide, what 
thought or challenge would you like to explore more fully?

2. From Acts 15:1-2, what was the primary reason for the Council 
in Jerusalem? Why was this matter of prime importance?

3. From Acts 15:6-18:

a. What is the crux of Peter’s argument?

b. What is the main point made by James? 

c. How might the truths proclaimed by these two church lead-
ers help us to avoid legalism today?  

4.Notice the suggested restraints given to Gentile believers 
(Acts 15:19-29):

a. Why were these restraints put on the Gentile’s behaviors?  
Are such restraints valid still today?

b. What kinds of restraints to behavior should accompany be-
lievers today? Why?

5. Consider and record ways in which legalism might have en-
croached on your walk with God, or on your friends or family. 
Ask the Lord to set you completely free from legalism.
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. In Acts 15:36-41, we read about the division between Paul and 
Barnabas.

a. Considering the end results of this disagreement and part-
ing of ways, do you think it was a bad thing? Explain.

b. What divisions face Christians and churches today? Are they 
all bad, or in some cases are they important and necessary? 
Why?

7. In Lystra, the very place where Paul had earlier been stoned 
(Acts 14:8-20), Paul found Timothy, who became his most faith-
ful helper (Acts 16:1-5). Do you think Paul’s willingness to face 
and overcome obstacles impacted Timothy and his family? Ex-
plain. 

8. From Acts 16:6-10,

a. Describe the ways in which God led Paul into Europe.

b. How does God typically guide your steps and decisions? Do 
you think the methods God used in Acts are now obsolete? 
Why or why not?

9. Acts 16:11-34 describes opposition in Philippi that landed Paul 
and Silas in prison, and the power of God that set them free.

a. What is most astonishing or encouraging to you about this 
account? Why?
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b. The letter to the Philippians, written years af ter Paul’s first 
visit to Philippi, is marked by joy. Considering Paul’s example 
even while in jail, how might you live more fully in the joy of 
the Lord?  

10. Discuss this account from the perspective of the jailer. 
What insights or challenges do you draw from his perspective?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11.In Acts 16:35, we learn that Paul and his company willingly 
went back to jail for the sake of the jailer. Do you think you 
would have done the same thing? Why or why not? 

12. Notice Paul’s boldness in Acts 16:37-39. What do you think 
was his motive?

13. Summarize what for you is a truth to be drawn from this 
second missionary journey that every Christian should live by.

Scripture for Meditation

He then brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I 
do to be saved?” They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, 
and you will be saved—you and your household.”

Acts 16:30-31
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But other Jews were 
jealous; so they rounded 
up some bad characters 
from the marketplace, 
formed a mob and start-
ed a riot in the city. They 
rushed to Jason’s house 
in search of Paul and Si-
las in order to bring them 
out to the crowd.
Acts 17:5

Introduction

In Act 17, a contrast is drawn between the noble character of the Bereans and the dishonorable 
character of the Thessalonians. Character represents the reality inside a person, a church, or a 
society. Abraham Lincoln once said, “Reputation is the shadow. Character is the tree.” The chal-
lenge to become a people of noble character arises before us as we study the last half of Paul’s 
second missionary journey.

Bullies in Thessalonica

Having been driven out of Philippi, Paul and his companions traversed the famous Egnatian 
Way, the road laid by the Romans in the second century BC that ran through the provinces of 
Illyricum, Macedonia, and Thrace (Including today’s Albania, Macedonia, Greece, and Turkey). 
Julius Caesar and Pompey had traveled the Egnatian Way during Caesar’s civil war (49-45 BC) 
and now Paul followed this road to conquer darkness with the light of the Gospel.

With city stops available at daily increments, Paul’s team traveled westward 100 miles to Thes-
salonica, the capital of Macedonia. Thessalonica was second in size only to Athens among the 
Grecian cities. Trade along the Egnatian Way and the road to Danube brought thriving business 
to the 200,000 residents of Thessalonica, and her seaport bustled with activity. It is here that 
Paul would establish the second European church.

The ministry team headed straight for the synagogue, where their initial reception was favor-
able, and a large number of God-fearing Greeks and some Jews were saved. Jealous about Paul’s 
successes, Jews from Thessalonica created a riot in the city (Acts 17:5). The mob stormed Jason’s 
house, where they supposed the missionaries were residing. Not able to locate the Apostle, 
they dragged Jason and other brothers before the city of ficials, accusing them of treason. In 
Rome, to declare anyone king other than Caesar was punishable by death. The of ficials made 
Jason and the others post bond and released them.

The Noble Bereans

That night, Paul and Silas were sent to Berea, about 57 miles to the southwest. In Berea, they 
first approached the Jewish synagogue. Their reception in Berea was favorable, for the Bereans, 
“were of more noble character the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great ea-
gerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11). 

It is the dream of every Christian worker, whether missionary, pastor, or teacher, to find people 
who will receive God’s Word and examine it carefully. Those who test the teachings of the Bible 
are the ones most likely to discover its trustworthiness. Those who do not examine the Scrip-
tures carefully do themselves a great disservice. For the more deeply we study God’s Word, the 
more sure we become of it as the very storehouse of eternal life. 

The Bereans examined the Scriptures daily and many of the Jews in Berea believed the Scrip-
tures and found salvation. The Bereans may have gone on to establish one of the most influ-
ential churches in Europe. But this was not to be the case. Agitators from Thessalonica found 
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Now the Berean Jews 
were of more noble char-
acter than the thessalo-
nians, for they received 
the message with great 
eagerness and examined 
the Scriptures every day 
to see if what Paul said 
was true.
Acts 17:11

their way to Berea to stir up opposition once again. Paul’s comrades snuck him out of Berea and 
brought him to Athens, leaving Silas and Timothy behind for the time.

Unbelief in Athens

Five hundred years prior to Paul’s visit, Athens had reached the height of its glory, leading the 
Roman world in art, philosophy, and literature. When Paul arrived at Athens, it was still consid-
ered the intellectual and philosophical center of Greece. So full of idols was the city that Roman 
satirist Petronius declared it to be easier to find a god in Athens than a man. According to the 
Greek writer Plutarch, Athens contained 20,000 statues of the Greek gods. It is no wonder that 
Paul was distressed by what he saw (Acts 17:16). 

Paul kept himself busy as he waited for his coworkers. He reasoned with Jews in the synagogue 
and he conversed with people in the marketplace. The philosophers that made the city famous 
drew him into a debate. Two of the numerous Greek schools mentioned are the Epicureans, 
known for their pursuit of pleasure, and the Stoics, who sought to stifle their emotions. Both 
challenged Paul, labeling him a “babbler” (Acts 17:18), meaning a bird that picks up seeds. They 
were implying that Paul went from place to place, pecking about and picking up intellectual 
tidbits. They brought him before the city’s governing council, the Aeropagus to examine him 
more fully.

Paul seized the opportunity to witness to this pagan people. He reminded them of one of their 
own altars that carried the inscription, “TO AN UNKNOWN GOD” (Acts 17:23). So concerned 
were the Athenians that they might overlook a god in the establishment of their thousands of 
idols that they created this catch basin for the unknown. Paul used the altar as a possible en-
try-point for the Gospel. Quoting two of their own poets, he laid out his case for Christ. True to 
his own motto, he became, “all things to all people that by all means” he might save some (1 
Corinthians 9:22).

There was one barrier to Greek thought that Paul could not easily overcome. Nor could he skirt 
around it. It was the resurrection. This keystone to the Christian faith was a great stumbling 
block for Greek philosophers. Platonists in thought, they believed mortal bodies to be intrin-
sically evil. It was only the soul, they taught, that was immortal. The notion of a body being 
raised up and preserved eternally was repugnant to the Greek. Some of them sneered at Paul’s 
message. Others wanted to hear more. And a few believed. But Paul was anxious to move on 
to Corinth.

Commercial Corinth

PIf Athens was the intellectual center of Greece, Corinth was its commercial center. Corinth 
was situated on the narrow isthmus that joins the Greek mainland and the southern sector of 
the Greek peninsula (The Peloponnesus). It served as the connector between two critical ports. 
Ships avoiding the dangerous 200-mile voyage around the extreme southern tip of Greece were 
forced to pass their freight through Corinth. Small boats could be hauled fully loaded across the 
Corinthian isthmus on the Diolkos, the road of passage. Larger ships would need to transport 
their cargoes to ships on the opposite port using wagons. 
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Paul then stood up in the 
meeting of the Areop-
agus and said: “Men of 
Athens! I see that in 
every way you are very 
religious...now what you 
worship as something 
unknown I am going to 
proclaim to you.”
Acts 17:22-23

Corinth was not only rich in commerce, but diverse in culture and religious belief. The city 
boasted at least a dozen temples to the Greek gods. The most famous temple was dedicated 
to Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Those who worshipped Aphrodite commonly practiced reli-
gious prostitution and as many as a thousand sacred prostitutes brought their goods into the 
city at night. So well known was Corinth for her immorality that the word Corinthianize came to 
describe those who practiced sexual immorality.

Guilds were commonplace in this great commercial center, and it was likely that Paul joined a 
leather-working guild to make tents. The Apostle remained in Corinth for 18 months, the lon-
gest stop in his missionary journeys so far. Thus was the promise of God fulfilled, stating that he 
would not be harmed while in Corinth (Acts 18:9-11). 

People of Character

While in Corinth, Paul met Jewish tentmakers Aquila and Priscilla. The couple soon became 
Paul’s good friends and ministry associates. They joined the Apostle as he began his journey 
home. He lef t them in Ephesus, and continued his journey to Antioch in Syria. 

Eventually, a man who was gif ted in Biblical understanding and oration came to Ephesus 
named Apollos. He was a native of Alexandria, a great center of learning. He proclaimed the 
Scriptures boldly but did not understand the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Aquila and Priscilla 
instructed him more accurately in the ways of God (Acts 18:26). In such a manner were people of 
character arising behind Paul to continue the work of the Lord in his absence.

Final Thoughts

The word character arises from a Greek word meaning, “engraved mark,” or “imprint on the 
soul.” It refers to the inner qualities in a person or of a group of people. Each person and every 
people have character, for good or for bad. The Thessalonians were riotous. The Athenians were 
skeptical, and the Corinthians immoral. The Bereans, however, had a noble spirit, a character 
that everyone should strive to emulate. They studied Scripture daily, examining God’s Word for 
truths to be applied to their lives. 

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. What idea or example challenged you most from the com-
mentary reading?

2. a. From Acts 17:1-9, describe Paul’s reception in Thessalonica. 

b. If you were on his team, having just been released from 
prison in Philippi, do you think you would have been excited 
or squeamish about following Paul into Thessalonica? Explain.

3. From Acts 17:10-15:

a. Describe how Paul and Silas were received by the Bereans.

b. In your words, what made them a people of “noble charac-
ter?” 

c. Do you follow the example of the Bereans? Explain.    

4. Read 2 Timothy 2:15:

a. How does Paul tell Timothy to handle the Word?

b. Do you think this exhortation is for Timothy alone, or does it 
apply to us as well? Explain.
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5. What steps might you take to become a better student of 
Scripture. Be specific.

Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. From the Personal Study questions and a review of Acts 17:1-
15:

a. Contrast the reception Paul received in Thessalonica with 
his reception in Berea.

b. Compare how the Bereans received the Word (Acts 17:11) 
with the way the average Christian receives it today.

c. Discuss practices and tools that have helped you to become 
more like the Bereans. 

7. a. What did Paul encounter in Athens (Acts 17:16)? 

b. In what ways was their culture like ours?

8. Based on the whole of Acts 17:16-33,

a. What practical means and methods did Paul use to reach 
out to the Athenians?  

b. Which of Paul’s techniques do you believe can be adapt-
ed and used today? List one or two ways you might use such 
methods to share your faith.
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9. Acts 18:1-17.

a. From the commentary and your own understanding or re-
search, describe Corinth.

b. In what ways does this great commercial center reflect our 
culture?  

10. Note  how Sosthenes, the synagogue ruler, was treated 
(Acts 18:17). Read 1 Corinthians 1:1. Do you think this might be 
the same Sosthenes? Explain.

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11.From Acts 18:18-28, what more do you learn about Priscil-
la and Aquila? Describe their character and ministry. Do you 
know anyone like them? 

12. From Acts 18:24-28, describe Apollos.  What were his 
strengths? What did he lack?

13. Why is character so important in our lives? How do we de-
velop godly character?

Scripture for Meditation

Now the Bereans  were of more noble character ... for 
they received the message with great eagerness and 
examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul 
said was true.

Acts 17:11
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There he found some dis-
ciples and asked them, 
“Did you receive the Holy 
Spirit when you be-
lieved?” They answered, 
“No, we have not even 
heard that there is a Holy 
Spirit.”
Acts 19:1b-2

Introduction

In Biblical context, the name of a person represents their person or character. Eve’s name is 
from a Hebrew word meaning “to breath,” or “to live.” Abraham’s name means “father of many.” 
Abraham named his son Isaac, meaning, “he laughed,” because of the laughter and joy associ-
ated with Isaac’s birth (Gen 21:1-6). Jacob was renamed Israel, which means “prevails with God,” 
af ter he wrestled with the angel at Peniel and overcame. The mighty archangel Gabriel’s name 
means “God is my strength.” Peter means “stone,” or “rock,” for he was to be the pillar of the 
Church. And so it goes with hundreds of biblical names.

The greatest name ever given is Jesus, which means “God saves.” This name however, is not to be 
used as a magic formula or incantation. Its greatness is lodged in the person it represents. Jesus 
is the Messiah, our salvation. Our Lord not only saves us from future damnation. He also saves 
us for His great works on earth as are highlighted in Acts 19 and 20. From this text, we will note 
four essential truths about the name that is above every name.

His name is Personal

As Acts 19 opens, we find Paul already into his third missionary journey, forging his way through 
Asia Minor toward Ephesus. This was one of the cities that the Spirit of God prevented him from 
visiting before. Now, however, his services would be greatly needed. There were new believers 
in Ephesus who didn’t understand the personal aspects of our Lord’s name.

Apollos, the brilliant preacher and Bible expositor, had already come through town and influ-
enced many. People had been deeply moved to repentance through Apollos’ fervent exhorta-
tions. What they did not yet experience, however, was a personal relationship with Christ. For 
Apollos “knew only the baptism of John” (Acts 18:25). He had proclaimed with fervor that Christ 
was Messiah but had not explained with finality how to embrace Christ as Lord.

The people needed to receive the life-giving salvation of God. Paul preached the whole Gospel 
and baptized them “into the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 19:5). This name is more than doctri-
nal. It is personal. The good news is that Christ came to save us from both sin’s penalty and from 
sin’s power. God came to us through Christ, and He lives in us by His Spirit. “When Paul placed 
his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied” 
(Acts 19:6).  Thus was God’s personal salvation confirmed in the their lives. 

Arguments about whether or not manifestations of the Spirit can or must accompany those 
who are saved miss the main point of this text. Ours is not to insist on how God works. Neither 
should we limit the extent of God’s work. Our responsibility is to surrender wholly and without 
reserve to the Lord, allowing Him to do His work in and through us by the power of His Spirit 
(John 16:5-15). 

His Name is Powerful

At Ephesus, Paul once again preached in the synagogue before going out into the streets. When 
the Jews rebuf fed him, he moved to the lecture hall in the school of Tyrannus for his outreach. 
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God did extraordinary 
miracles through Paul, so 
that even handkerchiefs 
and aprons that had 
touched him were taken 
to the sick, and their 
illnesses were cured and 
the evil spirits left them.
Acts 19:11-12

Such halls were typically filled with students of philosophy in the cool of the morning, but emp-
ty and open during the hot portion of the day.  During the hours when people took a break from 
work, Paul got to work, proclaiming the name of Jesus. The Gospel spread from this lecture 
hall in Ephesus, the capital and business center of the Roman province of Asia, into the entire 
province.

The name of Jesus is powerful. “God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even 
handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were 
cured and the evil spirits lef t them” (Acts 19:11-12). Wishing to harness such power, some Jews in 
Ephesus, seven sons of a Jewish chief priest named Sceva, attempted to use the name of Jesus 
to likewise drive demons out of the possessed. They would learn the hard way that our Lord’s 
name is not to be used as a formula or magic potion. The power of God is released by those who 
have experienced the salvation of God, who are led by the Spirit of God, and who proclaim the 
Gospel of God.

The sons of Sceva invoked the “name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches,” and the demon within 
the man answered, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?” (Acts 19:13-15). The 
possessed man overcame Sceva’s sons and sent them into the street, naked and bleeding. Word 
of their humiliation spread quickly through town as did the fear of God. Thus, “the name of 
the Lord Jesus was held in high honor” (Acts 19:17). The great need of our day is for people once 
again to hold our Lord’s name in high honor. 

His Name has Priority

Ephesus was home to the temple of Artemis, one of the seven wonders of the ancient Roman 
world. This temple was four times larger than the Parthenon in Athens, and it housed the image 
of Artemis, the Greek goddess of fertility. Likely a pocked meteorite that had fallen from heav-
en, this cratered rock became the prototype of Artemis, a goddess with many breasts. The local 
silversmiths created small replicas of Artemis which people purchased to display and worship 
in their homes.

So ef fective was Paul’s ministry in Ephesus that the business of the local silversmiths began to 
suf fer. Their trade was in danger of losing its “good name” to the greater name of Jesus (Acts 
19:27). In fact, the name of Artemis herself was being threatened. In a panic, the silversmiths 
apprehended two of Paul’s travelling companions, Gaius and Aristarchus, dragged them into 
the theater, and created a scene. For two hours a pulsating crowd shouted, “Great is Artemis of 
the Ephesians!” (Acts 19:34). 

A name is not made great by loud declarations, no matter how many join the chorus. A name is 
already mighty or menial based on what it represents.  The name Jesus represents our only true 
source of eternal life.

His Name Gives Life

Paul traveled again through Macedonia to encourage the churches. Preparing to set sail for Syr-
ia, he learned of a plot on his life and decided to traverse back through Macedonia, taking the 
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Then the man who had 
the evil spirit jumped on 
them and overpowered 
them all. He gave them 
such a beating that they 
ran out of the house na-
ked and bleeding. When 
this became known to 
the Jews and Greeks living 
in Ephesus, they were all 
seized with fear, and the 
name of the Lord Jesus 
was held in high honor.
Acts 19:16-17

longer route home. He and his companions set sail from Philippi. They stopped in Troas for a 
week (Acts 20:1-6). One evening in Troas, Paul taught late into the night. A young man named 
Eutychus slipped into a deep sleep on the window ledge and fell three stories to his death. Paul 
threw his arms around Eutychus and God raised the lad back to life, a fitting reminder of the 
new life of fered through the name of Jesus.

Traveling by ship, Paul pressed on toward Jerusalem, determined to arrive by Pentecost. He 
docked at Miletus and sent for the elders of the Church in Ephesus. Paul knew he might never 
see these elders again, for the Spirit of God had warned him that prison and hardships awaited 
him in Jerusalem and beyond (Acts 20:23). Paul warned the Ephesians that people would arise 
even from within their ranks to distort the truth and to mislead the unwary. Aware of this dan-
ger and of the strategic influence Ephesus had on the Roman world, Paul lef t Timothy on sight 
to shepherd the flock (1 Timothy 1:3-4). He would later write a letter to the believers in Ephesus, 
reminding them of the glorious life and great power found in the name of Jesus, saying,

That power is like the working of his mighty strength which he exerted in Christ when he raised 
him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule 
and authority, power and dominion, and every title that can be given, not only in the present 
age but also in the one to come. And God placed all things under his feet and appointed him to 
be head over everything for the church, which is his body, the fullness of him who fills every-
thing in every way. (Ephesians 1:19b-23)

Years later, the aged Apostle John, the last of the original 12 to be alive, sent word to the Church 
in Ephesus, commending them for standing firm amidst false teachers and urging them to re-
claim their first love. They needed to remain true to the name of Jesus.

Final Thoughts

Paul would eventually be bound and imprisoned in Rome. There, he would have time to reflect 
and to write several of the letters that comprise our New Testament. In his letter to the Philip-
pians, he reminds us about Jesus, that God, “exalted him to the highest place and gave him the 
name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 
God the Father” (Philippians 2:9-11). 

Let us proclaim that name!

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.



© 2018 Scripture Awakening | BNEXT

SHARPEN YOUR ACTS  |  ACTS
The Name   |  Acts 19-20

SERIES
LESSON 10

58

STUDY BNEXT

Devotion (Personal Study)

1. Describe the thought from the commentary that you would 
most like to carry with you.

2. In Acts 19:1, we learn that Apollos was at Corinth when Paul 
came to Ephesus. Looking back at Acts 18:24-28, describe Apol-
los’ ministry.

3. From Acts 19:1-7:

a. What was lacking in Apollos’ teaching?

b. In what way does teaching about Jesus that sidesteps the 
work of the Holy Spirit dishonor the name of Jesus? 

c. What evidences of the Holy Spirit might we look for in our 
lives today? Explain.  

4. Read Acts 19:8-10:

a. Describe Paul’s approach to ministry.

b. Why is the Gospel paramount for every Christian ministry 
and theology? How might it become more central in your own 
life and ministry?

5. Reflect on Acts 1:7-8. Record your thoughts. Pray for God’s 
Spirit to empower you as God’s witness.
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Read Acts 19:11-20:

a.  Describe the miracles of Acts 19:11-12. Do you believe God 
still works in this way today? Explain.

b. What happened to the sons of Sceva? What can we learn 
from this incident?

c. From Ephesians 6:10-18, describe things we can do to protect 
ourselves from dark powers.

7. Describe the great victory over sorcery and witchcraf t in 
Ephesus (Acts 19:17-20). 

8. Read about the riot that resulted from Paul’s successful min-
istry (Acts 19:23-27).

a. From the commentary or your own research, describe Arte-
mis.  

b. What problem did the silversmiths face?

9. From Acts 19:28-41:

a. Describe the riot that ensued.

b. What does this tell you about the impact the Gospel had in 
Ephesus and throughout the province of Asia?  
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10. Read Philippians 2:1-11. Complete this thought, “If we really 
believed in the name of Jesus, we would ...”

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. From Acts 20:7-11, which was the greater miracle: the rais-
ing of Eutychus to life, or the salvation given through the Gos-
pel during Paul’s journeys? How do the power of God and the 
Word of God work together?

12. Describe Paul’s final meeting with the elders of Ephesus 
(Acts 20:13-38). What can we learn from Paul’s words?

13. What is most precious or important aspect of the name of 
Jesus for you?

Scripture for Meditation

...at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father.

Philippians 2:10-11
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... a prophet named 
Agabus ... took Paul’s belt, 
tied his own hands and 
feet with it and said, “The 
Holy Spirit says, ‘In this 
way the Jews of Jerusa-
lem will bind the owner 
of this belt and will hand 
him over to the Gentiles.’”
Acts 21:10-11

Introduction

When Paul was first called to follow the Lord, he was told that his outreach would extend to the 
rulers and kings of the Roman Empire (Acts 9:15). Had Paul begun a campaign to try to make 
this happen, people would have thought he was crazy. Ordinary Roman citizens do not easily 
gain an audience with kings. Those who serve the King of Kings, however, are not ordinary. They 
serve the ruler over all, the king of heaven and earth who can create venues of ministry without 
limit. As we follow Paul’s journey in Acts 21-26, we will see this truth illustrated again and again. 
For our God reigns!

God Reigns in Our Trials

Af ter saying goodbye to the elders in Ephesus, Paul and his team sailed toward Syria. The cargo 
ship that bore them stopped for a week at Tyre. There the believers warned Paul in the Spirit 
about the prison and suf ferings that would await him in Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the Apostle 
pressed on to Caesarea, stopping in to see Philip the evangelist (Acts 21:1-9). This was the Philip 
introduced to us in Acts 6:5 who was used mightily by God in Samaria and beyond (Acts 8). 

Agabus, the prophet who had earlier foretold the famine that would strike Jerusalem and the 
entire Roman world, came down from Judea to bring Paul a message (Acts 11:27-28, 21:10-11). 
Agabus confirmed what Paul had been hearing from prophets again and again: bonds and im-
prisonment awaited him in Jerusalem. The people pleaded with Paul not to continue his jour-
ney to Jerusalem, but Paul would not be dissuaded. “Why are you weeping and breaking my 
heart?” he asked. “I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of 
the Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13). 

Paul’s example of bravery and self-sacrificial leadership highlights an important principle for 
our lives. If we are willing to put our lives on the line for the Gospel, we can be confident that 
even the trials we face in life will work for the advancement of God’s kingdom. For our God 
reigns. 

God Reigns Over Jerusalem 

Paul and his comrades arrived in Jerusalem and reported to James and the brothers all that God 
had done among the Gentiles through his travels and outreach. The Jerusalem leaders rejoiced. 
They also warned Paul that thousands of Jews had come to believe in the Lord but had not put 
aside their legalistic tendencies. Worse, these Judaizers had garnered rumors about Paul, de-
claring that he was against the Mosaic law. 

Paul was advised to join with four other Jews who were about to undergo purification rights in 
the Temple in fulfillment of their vows. In this way, word would spread that Paul in fact was not 
opposed to Jewish customs. The ambition of James and the Jerusalem leadership team was to 
remove stumbling blocks to the Gospel, following the spirit of the letter Paul initially carried to 
the Gentiles from Jerusalem (Acts 21:22-25). 

Paul heeded their advice. He purified himself according to Jewish law and joined the other men 
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Then they said to Paul: 
“You see, brother, how 
many thousands of Jews 
have believed, and all of 
them are zealous for the 
law. They have been in-
formed that you teach all 
the Jews who live among 
the Gentiles to turn away 
from Moses...”
Acts 21:20-21a

in purification rites. Jews from the province of Asia, however, were visiting Jerusalem. Seeing 
Paul in the Temple, they falsely accused Paul of bringing Greeks into the Temple area, and mob 
violence prevailed. Paul was dragged out of the Temple and beaten. 

The commander of the Roman troops stepped in and arrested Paul, binding him in chains and 
ordering him to be brought into the barracks. Paul asked for an opportunity to speak to the 
crowds, and it was granted. Paul trusted the King of Kings to protect him as once again as he 
proclaimed the message of liberty and life (Acts 21:27-22:21).

God Reigns Over Religion    

Af ter preaching to the hostile crowd, Paul was locked in the barracks. The next day, he was 
brought before the Jewish ruling council, the Sanhedrin. Once again, Paul seized the opportu-
nity to preach Christ. At the same time, he wisely created a division between the Pharisees and 
the Sadducees by highlighting the resurrection. Sadducees only accepted the Pentateuch, the 
first five books of the Old Testament, as inspired by God, and did not believe in the spiritual 
world of angels, demons, or the resurrection. The Pharisees, who believed in the resurrection 
and angels, sided with Paul over the Sadducees by declaring, “We find nothing wrong with this 
man. What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him” (Acts 23:9)? 

So violent was the dispute among the Jews that that Paul was nearly torn to pieces. The com-
mander ordered him to be brought into the barracks. There, in the quiet of the night, Jesus 
encouraged Paul, saying, “Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you 
must also testify in Rome” (Acts 23:11). Earthly rulers could lock up the man, but they could not 
stop the message of God.

God Reigns Over Rome

The next morning, more than 40 Jews bound themselves by oath not to eat or drink until Paul 
was dead. They approached their chief priests and elders saying, “Now then, you and the San-
hedrin petition the commander to bring him before you on the pretext of wanting more ac-
curate information about his case. We are ready to kill him before he gets here” (Acts 23:15). 
However, the son of Paul’s sister overheard them and informed Paul, who sent the young man 
to the commander of the Roman troops. Paul was whisked away to Caesarea by night under 
the protection of 200 soldiers, 70 horsemen, and 200 spearmen. Thus was Paul moved 60 miles 
from the center of the Jewish religion to the center of Roman rule over Judea and Samaria. 

Five days later, the Roman governor of Judea, Antonius Felix, held a trial.  Ananias the high 
priest, some elders, and a lawyer named Tertullus brought charges against Paul (Acts 24:1). The 
word use for lawyer here means “orator.” Lawyers at the time were skilled in forensic rhetoric, 
and Tertullus opened with a flattering appeal to the procurator. Paul did not mince words as he 
countered the false accusations brought against him. Felix adjourned the proceedings, stating 
that he would keep Paul under guard and hear the case again when Lysias the commander ar-
rived. 

Several days later, Felix and his wife, who was a Jewess, sent for Paul to listen more fully to his 
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Then Felix, who was well 
acquainted with the Way, 
adjourned the proceed-
ings. “When Lysias the 
commander comes,” he 
said, “I will decide your 
case.” He ordered the 
centurion to keep Paul 
under guard but to give 
him some freedom and 
permit his friends to take 
care of his needs.
Acts 24:22-23

The next day Agrippa and 
Bernice came with great 
pomp and entered the 
audience room with the 
high-ranking officers and 
the leading men of the 
city. At the command of 
Festus, Paul was brought 
in.
Acts 25:23

testimony and teaching. Felix fell under deep conviction at the words of Paul and said, “That’s 
enough for now!” (Acts 24:25). Over the course of two years, he continued to meet with Paul, 
hoping Paul would bribe his way out of prison. In this way, God’s plan to use Paul as a witness 
continued to unfold.

Felix was recalled to Rome in A.D. 59 or 60 to give answer about irregularities and disturbances 
between Jews and inhabitants of Syria. Not wanting to face yet more anger from the Jews when 
he met with the Roman court, Felix decided to leave Paul in prison and under the care of the 
incoming governor, Porcius Festus. The Jews attempted to seize the moment and appealed for 
Festus to send Paul back to Jerusalem for a trial. They planned once again to create an ambush 
and kill Paul as he was transported. Suspicious of the trap, Paul appealed to Caesar. 

It was the right of every Roman citizen to have his or her case heard by Caesar or his representa-
tive in Rome. Before Paul was taken away from Caesarea, however, King Herod Agrippa II came 
to town and wished to hear Paul’s testimony. Paul soon had the opportunity to preach to an 
auditorium filled with leading of ficials including the king, his sister, the Roman governor, five 
commanders of Roman regiments, and many other outstanding Roman and Jewish leaders. 

King Agrippa’s response to Paul’s testimony shows us how direct and personal was Paul’s ap-
peal to the Gospel. Agrippa asked, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade 
me to be a Christian?” Paul’s reply leaves us with an example of hope for the salvation of others 
that we should keep always before us. He replied to the King, “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” (Acts 26:28-29).

Perhaps impressed by Paul’s transparency and boldness, King Agrippa said to Festus, “This man 
could have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar” (Acts 26:32). Paul lived with a free-
dom the king knew nothing about. He was freely following the plan of the God of the Nations to 
bring the Gospel to the heart of the Roman Empire

Final Thoughts

God can use anything and everything in our lives to clear a path for the message of salvation. 
Our part is to be like Paul, committed and available to God for the sake of the Gospel. Let us then 
look beyond our circumstances and personal weaknesses, as we trust the King of Kings to work 
in us through us for the honor and glory of His name!

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. What is one insight from the commentary that especially in-
spired you? 

2. Acts 21:1-9 describes Paul’s travels back to Caesarea. There 
he received a message from the prophet Agabus (Acts21:10-11). 
If you received such message, how might you have responded? 
Why?

3. Read Acts 21:12-13.

a. What did Paul’s team advise him to do?

b. Why do you think Paul continued toward Jerusalem (Acts 
21:13. Compare Mark 8:31-33)?  

c. What is your “Jerusalem”? What barriers do you face in fol-
lowing God today? 

4. Read Acts 21:17-36:

a. Note in Acts 21:20 how the Jewish believers in Jerusalem 
were caught up in the Old Testament law. Why do you think it 
was so dif ficult for them to break free from their past? 

b. Do you think Paul and his advisors were compromising the 
Gospel in their attempt to appease the legalists? Explain.

5. Read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. What challenge do you find in 
Paul’s thinking that you can apply to your life? 
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Review the personal study questions and read Acts 21:37 – 
22:21.

a. In Acts 21:40, Paul decides to speak up rather than hide in 
silence. Why do you think he was so bold?

b. Why was the crowd upset by Paul’s words in Acts 22:21?

c. Read Matthew 5:14-16. Do you try to follow these verses on a 
daily basis? Be specific.

7. Describe Paul’s defense before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish rul-
ing council (Acts 22:30-23:10). Do you find the Pharisees reac-
tion in Acts 22:9 to be funny? Sad? Intriguing? Explain.

8. From Acts 23:11,

a. What do we learn from the Lord’s words to Paul?  

b. Was God’s guidance for Paul specific or general? How does 
this compare with the way that God tends to lead you?

9. From Acts 23:12-35:

a. How was the plot to kill Paul foiled?

b. In what ways do you see God at work in Paul’s circumstances?    
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c. Describe a time, if possible, when you felt abandoned by 
God; and yet, looking back, you could see how God was really 
at work.

10. Read Philippians 1:12-18, written during Paul’s imprison-
ment in Rome. What insights do you draw from these verses 
for your own life?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. Acts 24 describes Paul’s witness to the Roman proconsul 
Felix. Note from Acts24:25-27 how long Paul was in prison and 
how of ten he spoke to Felix. Do you think Paul felt abandoned 
or useful to God during this time span? Explain.

12. Acts 25-26 describes Paul’s witness to Festus, King Agrippa, 
and many other Roman of ficials (Acts 25:23). Do you think God 
has the same concern for leaders to hear the Gospel as He does 
for the uneducated poor? Why or why not? Explain.

13. Name at least one insight that you will carry with you from 
Acts 21-26.

Scripture for Meditation

I pray to that not only you but all who are listening to me 
today may become what I am, except for these chains.

Acts 26:29
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When it was decided that 
we would sail for Italy, 
Paul and some other pris-
oners were handed over 
to a centurion named 
Julius, who belonged to 
the Imperial Regiment. 
We boarded a ship from 
Adramyttium about to 
sail for ports along the 
coast of the province of 
Asia, and we put out to 
sea.
Acts 27:1-2b

Introduction

Paul was called by God to preach the Gospel to Rome. He had no idea how God would bring him 
there, and the journey on which he would eventually embark would be treacherous and life 
threatening. Yet, God was faithful to preserve Paul and his shipmates, even as Paul was faithful 
to God’s call.

Each believer in Christ has a calling that is uniquely given by God. It could be said that we are 
each called to our own Rome. We cannot fulfill God’s call on our lives, however, without God’s 
help. The promise laden in Acts 27 and 28 is this: The God who calls us will equip us, send us, 
guide us, sustain us, provide for us, protect us, and ultimately fulfill His calling in us. But we 
must do our part, which includes proper packing, planning, and perspective for the trip.

Packing: Travel Lightly

The opening sentence in Acts 27 contains the word “we,” suggesting that Dr. Luke had been 
waiting for Paul during his two year imprisonment and that he now joined Paul on his journey 
to Rome. Aristarchus, who had been with Paul in Ephesus, was also on board for the voyage 
(Acts 19:29; 20:4). The passengers were under orders of a centurion named Julius, who showed 
kindness toward Paul. When the boat docked in Sidon, Paul was permitted to receive help and 
provisions from friends. The ship then skirted the eastern and northern sections of Cyprus to 
gain shelter from prevailing winds. The crew guided it over the open sea to Myra, and boarded 
an Alexandrian ship filled with grain. They headed for Rome with 276 on board (Acts 27:37-38). 

Had they remained on their original rig and cut across the Aegean Sea directly toward Macedo-
nia, they could have navigated the land route across Greece to Rome via the Egnatian Way. In-
stead, the centurion chose a more direct and dangerous water route across the Mediterranean. 
This might have been okay, had not the winds turned against them, setting them back. It was 
“af ter the fast” (The Day of Atonement, or Yom Kippur) when they finally docked on the south-
ern side of Crete. Paul warned the centurion that to attempt further travel would be hazardous 
to the ship, cargo, and men. Julius listened instead to the pilot and owner of the ship and set of f 
toward Phoenix, a suitable Cretan port for wintering about 50 miles to the West.

A northeaster of hurricane force overcame the ship and swept it into the open sea. The crew tied 
ropes under the ship, attempting to secure it against the pounding waves.  The next day, they 
began throwing cargo overboard, and on the third day they jettisoned the ship’s tackle. Seeing 
neither sun nor stars for many days, the crew lost their bearings and gave up hope for survival. 

It was in this time of absolute desperation that an angel appeared to Paul and promised him 
that he and all of the passengers would make it to dry land. The ship would run aground on an 
island and Paul would arrive in Rome as God’s ambassador (Acts 27:23-26).

Paul’s voyage reminds us of the need to travel lightly through this world, trusting in God, not in 
our material things. In the end, we cannot take any of it with us. It is better to ride out a violent 
storm on a rickety vessel under the guidance of the Lord than to take a Caribbean cruise on a 
luxury liner while ignoring God’s commands.
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We took such a violent 
battering from the storm 
that the next day they 
began to throw the cargo 
overboard... When neither 
sun nor stars appeared 
for many days and the 
storm continued raging, 
we finally gave up all 
hope of being saved.
Acts 27:18-20

Planning: Follow God

After full two weeks of being pushed and tossed about on the sea, the crew finally heard the 
sound of breakers in the dark of the night. They dropped weighted lines to determine their 
depth and threw out four anchors, praying for daylight. Some of the sailors attempted to es-
cape in the lifeboat, assuming their chances of getting to land alive would be better in a small 
craf t than in a battered ship near to a portless shoreline. Paul said, “Unless these men stay with 
the ship, you cannot be saved” (Acts 27:31). The commander and pilot listened to Paul and pre-
vented their escape. 

At daybreak, they cut loose the anchors, hoisted the foresail to the wind, and headed for shore. 
The ship stuck fast in a sandbar and the stern began coming to pieces under the relentless 
waves.  Concerned that the prisoners might escape, the soldiers prepared to kill them all. Com-
mander Julius, wishing to spare Paul’s life, had a dif ferent idea. He ordered every last person 
overboard, to swim or to ride planks to shore. Amazingly, everyone arrived safely, fulfilling 
Paul’s prediction and God’s promise.

The ship’s landing place was Malta. One need only look at a map to recognize the providence of 
God in this matter. Malta is a small dot in a huge sea. Had the drif ting vessel missed that island, 
they would have overshop Rome, continued into the deep, and almost certainly not survived. 
God, the true commander of the ship, had a plan that was fulfilled despite the best ef forts of 
Julius to remain in control.

The Bible is replete with examples of God’s guidance. Servants of God in the Old and New Tes-
tament alike have learned that, “In his hearts a man plans his course, but the LORD determines 
his step” (Proverbs 16:9). We should make our plans for God’s glory. We must also trust God to 
lead our every step.

Perspective: Trust God   

Each day, we must decide whether our faith will depend on our circumstances, or whether our 
circumstances will be shaped by faith. Paul chose the latter. During the three months that he 
and the Italy-bound voyagers were stranded on the spiritually dark island of Malta, Paul trust-
ed God and lived in bold faith.

When a viper latched onto his hand, Paul shook it of f unharmed. Locals immediately thought 
he was a god (Acts 28:1-6). When the chief of ficial welcomed Paul and others into his home, 
Paul prayed for and healed the of ficial’s sick father. Soon, “the rest of the sick on the island came 
and were cured” (Acts 28:7-9). Grateful for God’s blessings, the islanders furnished Paul and the 
shipmates with all the supplies they needed to survive on the island and to finish their voyage.

Boarding an Alexandrian ship, they traveled north, stopping three days in Syracuse, the leading 
city of the island of Sicily. Their next stop was Rhegium, a coastal city on the southern tip of It-
aly. A south wind arose and easily carried them 200 miles north to Puteoli, the chief port city of 
Rome. There, Paul and his friends were able to spend a week with other believers. In each and 
every circumstance, Paul trusted God, and God met Paul’s needs (Philippians 4:12-13).
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There was an estate near-
by that belonged to Publi-
us, the chief official of the 
island. He welcomed us to 
his home and ... 
His father was sick in 
bed, suffering from fever 
and dysentery. Paul went 
in to see him and, after 
prayer, placed his hands 
on him and healed him. 
When this had happened, 
the rest of the sick on the 
island came and were 
cured.
Acts 28:7-9

I know what it is to be in 
need, and I know what it 
is to have plenty. I have 
learned the secret of 
being content in any and 
every situation, wheth-
er well fed or hungry, 
whether living in plenty 
or in want. I can do all this 
through him who gives 
me strength.
Philippians 4:12-13

Once in Rome

In Rome, “Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him” (Acts 28:16). Imagine 
yourself as an unbelieving Roman solder, chained to Paul. It would not take long to realize who 
was the true prisoner! Thus was Paul able to bring the Gospel into the Praetorian Guard, the 
finest regiment of the Roman army. This elite corps of soldiers was established to guard the 
Roman emperor. The reason for Paul’s imprisonment would then spread from one soldier at a 
time, into their ranks, influencing their families, and finally impacting Caesar’s family. Rome 
had been infiltrated by a divine conspiracy!

At the same time, Paul was allowed to witness freely to all visitors. And he wasted no time. 
Within three days, he “called together the leaders of the Jews” and introduced himself (Acts 
28:17-20). On an appointed day, they returned with their friends. Paul presented the Gospel to 
them and some believed. To the rest he quoted Isaiah 6:9-10, warning about the danger of a 
hardened heart. He concluded, “... I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the 
Gentiles, and they will listen!” (Acts 28:28). And they did, as “For two whole years Paul stayed 
there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. He preached the king-
dom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ— boldly and without hindrance.” (Acts 
28:30-31). 

We do not know exactly what happened to Paul following his two years of Roman imprison-
ment. It is generally believed that he was released and that he embarked on a final, fourth mis-
sionary journey. Such was his anticipation (Philippians 2:24; Philemon 22). Tradition suggests 
that he traveled to Spain. Of this we cannot be sure. We can help to ensure, however, that Paul’s 
ambition to reach people everywhere with the Gospel will be fulfilled by us each doing our part. 
We, like Paul, must trust God to help us reach our Rome for Christ, whatever and wherever that 
may be.

Final Thoughts

It has been said rightly that the history of the early church as recorded in Acts has no definitive 
ending. The book of Acts opens with the promise of our empowerment by God’s Spirit that we 
might be His witnesses (Acts 1:8). It closes with the prime witness, Paul, reaching Rome with 
the Gospel. But it does not end there. The story of the Gospel’s advance is ongoing. Each of us is 
called to join the journey of faith, carrying the good news of God’s salvation with us. Let us keep 
the story of Acts alive by reading it of ten and by living it always. 

Spending Time With God

This lesson, in the series on “Sharpening Your Acts,” is designed to supplement your personal 
and small group Bible study. Devotion questions are for your personal study. Discussion ques-
tions are for small groups. Members who answer the questions ahead of time can bring more 
insight into their small group meeting. The Digging Deeper questions are for those who wish 
for more personal or small group study.  As you spend time with God, may His Word enrich your 
life and enhance your daily walk with Him. Before you begin, pray, asking God for special insight 
into His Word.
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Devotion (Personal Study)

1. What thought or insight from the commentary would you 
like to explore more deeply?  

2. From Acts 27:1-3, who was Julius and why do you suppose he 
showed kindness to Paul?

3. Read Acts 27:4-20.

a.  What did Paul advise (v. 10)?

b.  Why do you think Julius didn’t listen to him?

c. Describe what happened to the ship as a consequence of Ju-
lius’ refusal to listen to Paul? (Acts 27:15-20)

4. Read Acts 27:21-26:

a.  On what basis did Paul encourage the crew? 

b. By this point in the journey, who seem more in charge: Paul 
and his God, or Julius? Why?

5. What encouragement can you draw from this narrative? Be 
specific. 
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Discussion (Small Group Study)

6. Review Acts 27:1-26 and read verses 27-44.

a. In Acts 27:33, we learn that two weeks had passed during 
which the men could not eat under the driving winds. What 
promise did Paul make (Acts 27:34)?

b. How many people were on board (Acts 27:37)? Describe how 
the people were all preserved.

c. If you were Julius or the pilot, how might you view Paul at this 
point on the trip?

7. Read Acts 28:1, and if possible locate Malta on a map showing 
the ship’s course. What would have likely happened if the ship 
had not run into Malta?

8. From Acts 28:2-10,

a. Describe how the power of God moved through Paul on the 
island.  

b. If you were the commander Julius, how might you describe 
Paul at this point in the journey?

9. From Acts 28:16-31,

a. Describe Paul’s living conditions, and his opportunities to 
witness for God (Acts 28:16).

b. Do you think Paul was harsh toward the Jews? Explain.     
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c. From Acts 28:30-31, why do you think Paul had so much free-
dom?

10. The book of Acts doesn’t have a real ending. Why is this? 
What does it mean to you personally?

Digging Deeper (Further Study) 

11. Looking back on the entire book of Acts, which section did 
you find most helpful? Why?

12. What part of the book of Acts did you find dif ficult to un-
derstand or accept? Explain why.

13. How do you hope your life will change as a result of this 
study? Pray for God to bring about such a change in His way 
and time.

Scripture for Meditation

For two whole years Paul boldly and without hindrance 
preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord 
Jesus Christ.

Acts 28:30-31
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BNEXT Small Group Leader’s Guide
This BNEXT Leader’s Guide is for facilitator/leaders. Please read this information before you 
begin. As the facilitator of a small group, you will have the experience of not only sharing this 
journey through God’s Word with others but of aiding them along the way. You do not need 
previous experience or special training to lead a group. (Your primary responsibility is to serve 
as facilitator, not to teach.)

MATERIALS NEEDED FOR A SUCCESSFUL EXPERIENCE

 · Either the electronic version or a printed copy for each participant. (The electronic version 
of this BNEXT Study can be printed. When printed, the blue boxes that were visible in the 
electronic version will print as blank spaces for participants to record their answers.) 

 · Bible for each participant, preferably the same version (these studies use the NIV)

 · Pen or pencil for each participant

 · Watch or clock to monitor time

ABOUT THIS STUDY

This BNEXT study series is versatile and may be used by individuals, small groups, or even 
entire congregations. The use of a small group as part of the program will enhance each one’s 
experience. BNEXT studies have successfully been used in a variety of environments, including 
home groups, churches, prisons, and businesses. 

These lessons are designed for the individual to read the Scripture passages, read the three 
pages of commentary, and answer the questions throughout the week. The participants then 
attend a weekly meeting with the small group to share insights and discuss the material. Total 
time for each weekly lesson should be about 1 to 1 1/2 hours in length. Suggested lesson plans 
with timing guidelines are found at the end of this Guide.

If you use this study in a large group or an entire church, there are two possible approaches. 
One approach is for the entire group to first gather for a welcome and opening prayer, af ter 
which participants can meet in small groups for discussion using the BNEXT questions. Af ter 
a specified amount of time, all would reconvene into a larger setting to present highlights 
from each group, and for closing words of encouragement and prayer.  The other approach is 
to begin together as a larger group for a welcome and then split into smaller groups for the 
remainder of the time/lesson.      
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ABOUT SMALL GROUPS

Group Size: Experience has shown that a group size of 10–12 
people works best. If your group is significantly larger, we 
suggest that you create additional small groups.

Group Leaders: Each group should have its own facilitator/
leader. It is good to also have at least one back-up facilitator 
in case the primary facilitator is absent. If you have several 
groups meeting at one time, decide who will be responsible 
for facilitating the larger group gatherings for the welcome 
time and so forth.

ABOUT FACILITATOR/LEADERS

These lessons are designed to easily be used by a first-time 
leader as well as an experienced leader. The ideal small group 
facilitator/leader should have:

 · a hunger for God’s Word and a deep desire to see others 
grow in their knowledge of God and His Word,

 · a commitment to the group, emphasizing seeing the 
program through to the end,

 · the ability to facilitate and moderate discussion rather 
than teach, and

 · a willingness to follow the “Discussion Group Rules of 
Engagement” (found in this Leader’s Guide).

As facilitator, pray for your small group. Spend time prepar-
ing your own lesson (you should attempt to answer all of the 
questions before the class) and be thinking about how to 
present the questions to the group. Group members should 
be encouraged to at least answer the first two sets of ques-
tions — Devotion (Personal Study) and Discussion (Small 
Group Study) questions — before each class, to enhance their 
learning experience. Even better, encourage them to find time 
to complete Digging Deeper (Further Study) questions on 
their own. One of the goals of this approach is to encourage 
participants to develop the habit of delving into Scripture and 
studying on a regular basis.

You are not expected to be a Biblical expert. You are a facil-

itator, so resist the attempt to teach. You are there to guide 
the group, keep them on track, and avoid getting caught up 
in doctrinal debates. If you want to facilitate the group with 
a broadened background knowledge, see our “Background 
Study Option” below.

Recognize that not everyone is comfortable answering ques-
tions. Gently keep discussion going by asking questions like, 
“Does anyone else have something to add?” It can be helpful 
at times to have a volunteer read Scripture texts that are 
referred to in the questions.

Recognize and affirm all who contribute to the discussion. Do 
not dismiss someone’s answer as wrong. If an answer is obvi-
ously off-base, thank them for their answer, then ask what oth-
ers think. Remind the group to let Scripture interpret Scripture.

If you feel that a certain statement or question is inappropri-
ate for your group, you may omit it or at least recognize that 
not everyone needs to answer it. However, do not be afraid of 
letting the group tackle tough topics.

BACKGROUND STUDY OPTIONS

Again, facilitators are not expected to be Biblical experts. If 
the group looks to you for an answer you do not have, it is per-
fectly fine to say, “I’m not sure. Perhaps we can all think about 
that one and bring it up again next week?” Or, “Let’s bring this 
one up to the larger group when there is time allotted for such 
discussion.” Or, “Let’s see if this doesn’t answer itself over the 
weeks as we continue our study. Remember, the Bible inter-
prets itself.”

For extra study, you may wish to approach your pastor or to 
read commentaries and use other resources. The internet con-
tains a wealth of information ... and also disinformation. Some 
internet sites that provide reliable (and free) commentaries 
and articles include: biblegateway.com, biblestudytools.com, 
biblehub.com, and blueletterbible.org.

Another useful source of general Biblical knowledge is The 
Essential Bible Companion, by the same contributors of our Bible 
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in 90 Days study series: John Walton, Mark Strauss, and Ted 
Cooper Jr., Zondervan Publishing (also available as an e-book). 

LEADING THE CLASS (Suggested Lesson Plans)

First Class 

Decide where you want to meet weekly and decide on a time. 
Once this has been done, actively publicize the  BNEXT  study 
throughout all your circles — at your church, workplace, 
friends, family, etc. There are some free publicity aids on our 
website at ScriptureAwakening.com/bnext/freebies/. (If the 
study is being done by the entire congregation, recruit facilita-
tors for each group and have one facilitator designated to lead 
the closing session when all come back together.)

Be sure that every participant has downloaded the electronic 
version or has a printed copy of the study at least one week 
prior to the first small group meeting. Have everyone com-
plete the first lesson’s reading and answer the questions in 
preparation for the first gathering of the group(s).

The first class is unique in that a little more time is spent on in-
troductions and explanations of how the classes will function. 

1. Opening prayer, welcome, and introduction of members 
(13 minutes)

(NOTE: Entire church groups meet together for opening 
prayer only and then break into their small groups.)

a. Think of something brief each participant could say 
about themselves such as: “Tell us something unique 
about yourself.” Or perhaps, “What do you hope to 
get out of this BNEXT study?” 

b. Remind them to keep their answers brief (one minute 
or less).

2. Give an overview of the class and expectations (7 minutes)

a. Inform the  class of how many weeks it will take to 
cover the study and the date of the last class.

b. Discuss the format of the BNEXT study and ask if 

there are any questions.

c. Review the “Rules of Engagement” which are located 
at the end of this Leader’s Guide.

3. Discuss lesson questions  (35 minutes)

a. Ask if there are any Devotion questions that anyone 
would like to discuss with the group. 

b. Give primary attention to the Discussion questions, 
which are provided to promote dialogue and conver-
sation. 

c. If time permits, you may wish to use one or more of 
the Digging Deeper questions.

 (NOTE: For an entire church, allow an extra 10-15 min-
utes to allow for the groups to come back together at 
a specified time. Allow each group to share a high-
light of their small group discussion.)

4. Closing prayer (5 minutes)

a. If time is short, then as the leader, pray for the group.

b. If you have more time, you may ask if there are any 
prayer requests and either pray on behalf of the 
group or open it up for the group to pray.

5. If you are providing printed copies of lessons to partici-
pants, distribute the lesson for next week

6. Dismissal

Subsequent Classes

1. Opening prayer, welcome, and introduction of any new 
participants (10 minutes)

(NOTE: Entire church groups meet together for opening 
prayer only and then break into their small groups.)

a. If there are new members, have them introduce 
themselves. Remind them to be brief (one minute or 
less).

b.  Think of a good ice-breaker that somehow relates to 
the study. For example, if you are studying “The Ten 
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Commandments – Exodus 20,” you may ask, “Why do 
you think Exodus or the Ten Commandments are im-
portant?” Or, “How do the Ten Commandments relate 
to the cross of Jesus Christ?” Remind them to keep 
their answers short. Set a time limit for this opening 
section; not everyone needs to answer.

c. If you think it’s necessary, remind the group of the 
“Rules of Engagement” at the end of this Guide.

2. Discuss lesson questions (45 minutes)

a. Ask if there are any Devotion questions that people in 
the group would like to discuss. 

b. Give primary attention to the Discussion questions, 
which are designed to promote dialogue and conver-
sation.

c. If time permits, you may wish to use one or more of 
the Digging Deeper questions. 

(NOTE: For an entire church, allow and extra 10-15 minutes for 
the groups to come back together at a specified time. Allow 
each group to share an insight of their small group discussion.)

3. Closing prayer (5 minutes)

a. If time is short, then as the leader, pray for the group.

b. If you have more time, you may ask if there are any 
prayer requests and either pray on behalf of the 
group or open it up for the group to pray.

5. Dismissal

SMALL GROUP RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

It is important to treat one another in Christian love. These 
“Rules of Engagement” will be helpful, so read them aloud 
during the first class; thereaf ter, refer to them as needed by 
the group.

1. Begin each reading/study session with prayer, expecting 
God to speak to you through His Word.

2. Come prepared for each week’s session by completing the 
reading and the study questions.

3. Your small group will have a facilitator. Please be respect-
ful of the facilitator’s leadership.

4. The facilitator’s responsibility is to guide or shepherd the 
discussions. Do not expect your facilitator to be an expert 
on Scripture — each group member should seek the 
answers from Scripture on his/her own.

5. Each group member is invited to join the discussion but 
should not feel required to do so. If called upon, it is okay 
to say, “Thank you, but I would prefer to pass on answer-
ing that question.”

6. Alternatively, do not dominate a discussion. Time is 
limited, so please be sensitive to everyone in the group 
to help ensure that each person has the opportunity to 
participate.

7. Respect everyone’s answers and views on Scripture. How-
ever, let Scripture interpret Scripture and expect the Holy 
Spirit to speak/teach through His written Word.

8. In preparation for each lesson, you are not expected to 
do extra study or research. If you wish to dig deeper, then 
here are a few helpful resources:

 · Go to ScriptureAwakening.com/bnext/ for key tips and 
guidelines for best use of BNEXT study series in your 
small group or whole church.

 · The internet contains a wealth of information (and 
sometimes disinformation). Some useful Bible study 
sites include: biblegateway.com, biblestudytools.com, 
biblehub.com, and blueletterbible.org.

 · The Essential Bible Study Companion (hard copy), by John 
Walton, Mark Strauss, and Ted Cooper Jr., Zondervan 
Publishing (also available as an e-book).
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