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WHO IS JESUS CHRIST?

Professor Simon Greenleaf was one of the most eminent lawyers of all time. His “Laws of Evidence” for many years were accepted by all States in the United States as the standard methodology for evaluating cases. He was teaching law at a university in the United States when one of his students asked Professor Greenleaf if he would apply his “Laws of Evidence” to evaluate an historical figure. When Greenleaf agreed to the project he asked the student who was to be the subject of the review. The student replied that the person to be examined would be Jesus Christ. Professor Greenleaf agreed to undertake the examination of Jesus Christ and as a result, when he had finished the review, Simon Greenleaf personally accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his Saviour.

Professor Greenleaf then sent an open letter to all jurists in the United States saying in part “I personally have investigated one called Jesus Christ. I have found the evidence concerning him to be historically accurate. I have also discovered that Jesus Christ is more than a human being, he is either God or nothing and having examined the evidence it is impossible to conclude other than he is God. Having concluded that he is God I have accepted him as my personal Saviour. I urge all members of the legal profession to use the “Laws of Evidence” to investigate the person of the Lord Jesus Christ and if you find that he is wrong expose him as a faker but if not consider him as your Saviour and Lord”

HOW CAN I BE SAVED?

Salvation is available for all members of the human race.

Salvation is the most important undertaking in all of God's universe. The salvation of sinners is never on the basis of God's merely passing over or closing His eyes to sin. God saves sinners on a completely righteous basis consistent with the divine holiness of His character. This is called grace. It relies on God so man cannot work for salvation, neither can he deserve it.  We need to realise that the creation of this vast unmeasured universe was far less an undertaking than the working out of God's plan to save sinners.

However the acceptance of God's salvation by the sinner is the most simple thing in all of life. One need not be rich, nor wise, nor educated. Age is no barrier nor the colour of one's skin. The reception of the enormous benefits of God's redemption is based upon the simplest of terms so that there is no one in all this wide universe who need be turned away.

How do I become a Christian?

There is but one simple step divided into three parts. First of all I have to recognise that I am a sinner (Romans 3:23; 6:23; Ezekiel 18:4; John 5:24).

Secondly, realising that if I want a relationship with Almighty God who is perfect, and recognising that I am not perfect, I need to look to the Lord Jesus Christ as the only Saviour (I Corinthians 15:3; 1 Peter 2:24; lsaiah 53:6; John 3:16).

Thirdly, by the exercise of my own free will I personally receive the Lord Jesus Christ as my Saviour, believing that He died personally for me and that He is what He claims to be in an individual, personal and living way (John 1:12; 3:36; Acts 16:31; 4:12).

The results of Salvation

The results of this are unbelievably wonderful:

My sins are taken away (John 1:29),

I possess eternal life now (I John 5:11,12),

I become a new creature in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17),

The Holy Spirit takes up His residence in my life (I Corinthians 6:19),

And I will never perish (John 10:28-30).

This truthfully is life's greatest transaction. This is the goal of all people; this is the ultimate of our existence. We invite and exhort any reader who has not become a Christian by trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ to follow these simple instructions and be born again eternally into God's family (Matthew 11:28; John 1:12; Acts 4:12; 16:31).
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THE BOOK OF THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES THROUGH THE POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

INTRODUCTION

Acts completes Luke’s account of the history of the early church from the birth of the Lord Jesus Christ through until Paul stands trial before Caesar in Rome in the early 60s of the first century. It was the second part of Luke’s record, the first being the Gospel of Luke itself. It was prepared for Theophilis, who may have been the lawyer defending Paul for his trial before the highest Roman court. Luke 1:1, Acts 1:1. It is also possible that because the name means, “lover of God”, that Luke simply writes to all people who love God and desire the truth about the story of the growth and spread of the Christian faith.

The two books of Luke give evidence of a careful and thorough historian, who has personally spoken to as many people in the story as was possible. Luke joins Paul at one point in the narrative of Acts, where the text moves from “Paul did” to the abrupt change, “we did.” Acts 16:6–8, then verses 9–13. Luke certainly spent a great deal of time speaking to the sources, as he has little details in his Gospel that the others do not mention, and they tend to be things that only the actual people involved in the story would have remembered and told. 

Luke certainly spent time with Mary, as her story is told by Luke far above the other writers. Church tradition records that Mary lived into the 70s of the first century, dying and being buried finally in Ephesus, where she had been taken by the Apostle John, who had her care since the day of the crucifixion. John 19:25-29.  Her grave there is honoured by Moslem and Christian alike.
LUKE AND PAUL

It is clear at what point Luke meets Paul, for the narrative abruptly changes from “they” to “we” during the time in the city of Troas, as Luke advises us he is now part of the apostolic party as it moves across into Europe. Acts 16:10ff.  Luke may have joined the party for any of a number of reasons. Any explanation is a speculation, for we have no biblical evidence as to the reason for joining the party at this point. The fact that Luke is a doctor has been the major reason given, but whether they met through a consultation, leading to Luke’s salvation, whether they met initially at university in Tarsus, or through the local church.  We simply don’t know when Luke was saved, but he joins Paul at Troas. 

Luke glosses over his story and concentrates on the work of the Spirit through Paul, for that is his theme for the rest of the book. Luke is a lesson in humility, for at the point where a testimony was possible he moves quickly on with the real story. “No distractions from the real task” would be a motto close to Luke’s heart. His mind is focused on the story of the risen Lord and his chosen apostolic team; he sees himself simply as a support player, seeking no recognition or applause on earth, but waiting the Lord’s “well done”.  Matthew 25:21-23.
From the “we” passages of Acts we can conclude a great deal about Luke’s activities through the years of Paul’s ministry. From the time he joins Paul at Troas Luke is his constant companion except when on specific missions to gather information for his Gospel account (while Paul was in jail at Caesarea), or to do things for the church. He alone is with Paul at the end of his life as Paul faces his execution. 2 Timothy 4:11. 

We know him from Paul’s references to him rather than his own of himself. He is a gentile, a medical doctor, and very skilled in communication with the lost amongst the gentiles. Colossians 4:10-14, Acts 28:2, 4, 8-10 (where the word for cured is a medical term indicating a doctor was involved). The use of “we” in reference to evangelism and witnessing indicates he was also active in sharing the gospel. Acts 16:10ff.  

Little else is known of this great man, who put aside his own story for the greatest story. Church tradition records he died an old man of eighty four. He stayed close to the place of danger all through his life, but it was God’s place for him and so was safe. Others sought safety in flight from apparent danger only to meet their deaths early elsewhere.

THE ELEVEN “Ps” OF THE BOOK OF ACTS

1. 
PEOPLE - The books of Acts is where we meet most of the known characters of the early church. Luke records their names and the letter of Paul to the churches mentioned fill these out further. These people are the roll call of the saints who the Holy Spirit used to build the early church, establishing the new faith in the midst of a hostile environment. Each person is precious in God’s sight and powerful in their place in the church. 

God knows all the names of those who serve him in righteousness and truth, and they are precious in his sight. We are part of a family, whose earliest members are recorded for us here. These are our spiritual ancestors in the faith, and as we read we ought to have a sense that we are reading our own family history. 

In days when many are researching their family trees, the book of Acts gives us our earliest branches of our spiritual family tree. These are the people with whom we will spend eternity. As we read their story, let us get to know them, for we shall be with them, in full fellowship in our resurrection body, just as we fellowship with them on the page of scripture now.

2. 
PLACES - The church was established in the cities of the ancient world. Real places with real social problems, just like our own cities. They were busy, crime ridden, beautiful and dangerous places, filled with art, great buildings and immorality, just like our own home towns. As we read this book we see that the Gospel message touches every place and every people. 

Sir William Ramsey, the great British academic of the early twentieth century believed Luke to be the greatest historian of his or any other day, and the record that Luke has left us of the places he mentions is second to none. His description of titles of officials and the events of the time have been proved accurate again and again. He records things that could only have been known at his time and inscriptions found recently back Luke up, and discredit those who attack his integrity. 

3. 
PETER - The early church was established as the Lord said it would be; through the obedient work of the disciple who betrayed the Lord at the time of his trial, the apostle Peter. Peter opens the door of the kingdom as he preaches the first message of the new church. Acts 2:14ff. It is appropriate that the man who failed and was restored, John 21:15–19,  should open the door to the church, for the message of the Gospel is a message of salvation and forgiveness from all sin, even the sin of betrayal of the Son of God. 

Even though the two James lead the early church by way of governance, Peter leads by way of evangelism, and opens the door to the Gentiles through his obedience to the Lord in speaking to the Roman centurion Cornelius. Acts 10.  The story of Peter goes through until chapter twelve, but then Paul takes the lead in the book. This does not mean that Peter’s work stopped for his letters tell us that he travelled far and wide on evangelistic missions, working mainly with Jewish groups, just as Paul worked with gentile and mixed race groups. Both men die within days of each other in Rome in 66AD under the emperor Nero.

4. 
PAUL - Paul enters the pages of Acts as the young persecutor of the early church; the almost demon possessed figure who is determined to wipe out the young church. Acts 8:1-3. He is converted by the power of God the Holy Spirit, as the Lord sovereignly overpowers the persecutor on his way to exterminate the church at Damascus.  Paul takes time then to re-learn his faith, possibly as long as seven years of study to get the new truth clear in his mind. During this time he evangelizes and learns first hand what it is to be attacked himself, just as he had attacked others. 

Paul goes on slowly and steadily to lead the first missions into the Empire itself, and takes the Gospel into Europe, with Luke as one of his companions at that point. The book of Acts takes us through to the point where he is awaiting trial in Rome under house arrest. He expects release, and church tradition indicates that he was released at this time, only to be rearrested three years later, this time to suffer the death penalty, the Lord sealing his life’s work with the martyr’s crown. 

This is a book of victory, either through the life and work of the Lord’s women and men, or through their death. The message of the book is clear; God is working through his Spirit, through his church and the work will continue and prosper in his way, in his power, to achieve his plan.

5. 
PRESSURE - When we face the daily pressures of life we can be tempted to ask the Lord why we suffer, as if it is a strange thing that is happening. This book teaches us that pressure does not indicate we have got it wrong, but rather than we may be exactly on target in the work, for all the great stories of this book are stories of pressure situations being transformed by the faith of the saints in the power and purpose of the living God, and seeing God’s plan being worked out in his way. Pressure situations are simply the reality check for us, reminding us that we are in a fallen world, not the millennial kingdom. They remind us that we are not to work or live in our strength, for then we must fail and fall, but we are to live, and move and have our very being in the power and purpose of the Holy Spirit’s plan for our lives.

6. 
PERSECUTION - Why suffering, and why the death of so many of the Lord’s choicest saints? All who have lived fifty years can recall the names and memories of great believers who have died young according to our reckoning.  We see the death of great leaders of the church as a victory for the enemy and a loss for the church. But this book reminds us that we do not see all things, nor do we see the whole purpose of God in history from this side of time. 

Why does James die and Peter get deliverance? Acts 12:1-2, 3–17. Was one more spiritual? Was one more powerful and useful to the Lord? Was it the prayer life of the church? The book of Acts challenges us to see past such superficial questions and realize that the plan of God is from eternity into eternity, and we see just a little section of it here and now. John died in the Lord, as Peter would later die, but John’s death was not a tragedy, any more than Peter’s would be thirty years later.  

The death of the Lord’s servants is precious to the Lord, and the saints of God die exactly when the  Lord’s plan calls for them to leave this earth and inherit their eternal reward. The book of Acts challenges us to see life as our temporal service and death as entering our eternal reward.  The motto of the book could be, “eyes on the prize”, or “keep your eyes on the goal of life, not the length of it”. Quality not quantity is God’s measure, and the quality God seeks from us is the Holy Spirit empowered life.

7. 
POSITION - The position of power for the believer is the place of our union with Christ, our membership of his body the church through the baptism of the Holy Spirit, entering us into vital union with the one who died and rose again for our salvation and eternal life. The reality of serving power is union with Christ and the filling of the Holy Spirit. 

Acts is the book of “Christ captured” people, who make a difference in their day because they are given over to the Lord’s will rather than their own, who seek his glory rather than their own, and who therefore receive his rewards rather than the rewards that men can give.

8. 
PLACE - Each person has their place of service in this book. They move around as the Lord leads, but their eye is fixed on the Lord’s will and his work. Not on their status or wealth in their own societies. The earth is the place of service, not the place of reward; we are here to work not to retire. We are to seek the Lord’s will, not our own; his role for us, not our preferred one. Wherever the believers were they were in Christ: whatever their financial status they were in Him and blessed.  Their place was the place of blessing and service. Like them, if we would know the power they did, we are to seek the Lord’s place of service and then we will know the Lord’s blessing and reward, in the midst of the pressures that might come.

9. 
PRECIOUS - As we read the book we see that each person is precious in the Lord’s sight, and the Lord’s great love for his saints comes through every chapter and verse. We are beloved, and all the circumstances of this temporary world do not change the glory of the Lord that shines upon us all. In life and in death we are challenged to lift our voice to praise his holy name. The Lord chooses to do his great work of reaching the lost by using us. When we see this, we realize that we are loved and valued by the one who died for us, and he seeks our best, not our hurt. We are precious in his sight.

10. 
POWER - This is a book about power; God’s power to turn a world upside down in a generation. The power is that of the Holy Spirit, working through the weakness of men and women, who in obedience open their lives to the work of God rather than the glory of man. God seeks clean and obedient vessels to pour his power through and to work out his purpose for each generation until the end of this phase of world history. 

The book contrasts those who work in God’s power and those who do things in their own. We see the hypocrites, the play actors, and the religious fraudsters who preyed on the gullible then, just as now.  We see the empowered men and women of God who take the truth to the world, and who defeat the enemy in the Spirit’s power, and silence the enemy’s people by the divine power that is visible through their obedient lives.

11. 
PLAN - This book demonstrates that God has a plan for this age and it is being worked out. The only question for each believer is, are you part of the plan or have you placed yourself outside it through your disobedience and self interest. Then, as now, most fail to live in power because they get distracted by the cares and praises of this present world, and so lose the rewards of the one to come, and the present joy of service in the winning team. God has a plan and it is working out through the church. The message of Luke is, “JOIN THE TEAM BELIEVER”! 

ACTS AS A PASTORAL THEOLOGY MANUAL FOR CHURCH GROWTH
The book of Acts chronicles the story of one strand of the early church from it’s inception through until approximately 62 AD in Rome, so it in no way claims to be a manual for instruction in techniques, but simply a record of how it is the Paul is, by the time of the writing of the last chapters of the book, in Rome awaiting trial. 

As the story unfolds however much can be learnt about the growth of the young church and what makes churches and missionary activity powerful.  The story follows the work of four great missionary figures of the early church; the two deacons, Stephen and Philip, and the two apostles, Peter and Paul.  

From the stories of these four men and those close to them, we may summarize four alternatives for the local church and the believers within it.

1. 
False Teaching or Factual Apostolic teaching.

Acts records the constant battle of the false teaching of the enemy against the truth as taught by the apostolic band. We see that wherever the truth went, the enemy attacked by error. While persecution came to the church, it tended to lead to further growth as the pagan’s saw the strength of the new faith under pressure. Also all publicity tends to be good publicity, as persecution made pagans ask about the nature and beliefs of the new faith. 

Satan’s best tool to destroy the church remains false teaching for it both gives a false message about what the gospel is, and so confuses the saving message, but also confuses the new believers who do not know what to believe as truth. Infiltration of the church with false teachers and teaching has remained the main tool the enemy has used through the centuries to defeat the missionary spirit of the church.

2. 
Fantasy living or Facing the real facts about mission situations. 

Day dreaming is the great time waster of all ages, for while people fantasize about a life they cannot live they fail to perform anything in their own real life. Distraction is another of the enemy’s tools to destroy the effective witness of the church.  Make believe living, and make believe strategies for church growth are eliminators of success in mission work.  God’s work demands reality in vision of the difficulties and opportunities, and reality in life style and manner of life.

3. 
Fear of the enemy or Faith in the superior plan and power of God.

Having faced the truth in life and work the Lord’s demand is for believers to confront their difficulties by depending on the power and plan of God rather than be ruled by fear as to what the enemy may do. Most things we fear “may” happen never do happen! Focus on the Lord’s power and direction eliminates such time wasting anxiety, for it is cast upon him, 1 Peter 5: 6-7.

4. 
Failure in mission/relationships or Friendship with God and fellow believers.

The friendship of the believer with God is to be the “normal Christian life”, and it will always be associated with good friendships within the church body. Those who do not get along with others do not live in obedience to the Lord and his work for those who love him love the brethren. 1 John 3-5. Jesus words ring powerfully through the book of Acts; “by their fruits you shall know them”. Matthew 7. If there is a church established upon the facts of the gospel, openly confronting the realities of their situation in faith, with friendship being expressed within the body, then and only then, is it a genuine fellowship in the Acts model.

THE OUTLINE OF THE LETTER

SECTION 1 - CHAPTERS 1–7 

THE ACTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT THROUGH THE APOSTLES IN JERUSALEM

ACTS 1 - PREPARATION FOR THE RECEPTION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT  


Verses 1-2
Introduction


Verses 3-8
The first forty days after the Resurrection


Verses 9 -11
The Ascension and Promised return of the Lord.


Verses 12-14
Waiting for the Holy Spirit


Verses 15-26
The replacement of Judas chosen

ACTS 2 - THE DAY OF PENTECOST


Verses
1-13
The coming of the Holy Spirit to indwell all the saints.


Verses 
14-47
Peter’s first sermon to launch the new church before the Jewish People.

ACTS 3 - SIGNS FOLLOWING - Power, Growth and Satanic Attack


Verses
1-11
The healing of the lame man.


Verses 
12-26
Peter’s second sermon, the sign opening the door for further truth.

ACTS 4 - SIGNS FOLLOWING - Power, Growth and Satanic Attack [continued]

Verses
1-4
The results of the Spirit’s power; persecution and salvation.


Verses 
5-22
The persecutors attempt to frighten the Apostles.


Verses
23-37
The church comes together; facing persecution in Spirit, Truth and Community.

ACTS 5 - FURTHER ATTACKS ON THE TRUTH FROM WITHIN AND WITHOUT


Verses 
1-11
Pride and the judgment of God upon it.


Verses 
12-23
More miracles and more Satanic attack from the outside.


Verses
24-32
Courage ad faith under pressure.


Verses
33-42
The Lord delivers.

ACTS 6 - ADMINISTRATIVE MATTERS TO DEAL WITH GROWTH AND NEED


Verses 
1-6
The appointment of the first Deacons.


Verses
7-15
The work of one Deacon – Stephen.

ACTS 7 - THE FIRST MARTYR – STEPHEN

Verses
1ff
Stephen reinterprets Israeli history, demonstrating that they have a tradition of rejecting the 
truth and following after what their sinful rebellion wishes.

Verses 
51-60
Stephen directly challenges them with their sin and pays the martyr’s price.

SECTION TWO -ACTS CHAPTERS 8 – 12

THE ACTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT IN JUDEA, SAMARIA AND OTHER PROVINCES

ACTS 8 - THE EARLY WORK OF A SECOND DEACON – PHILIP, CONVERSION OF THE MIXED SONS OF SHEM (SAMARITANS) AND A SON OF HAM (THE ETHIOPIAN COURT OFFICIAL).


Verses 1- 4
Paul’s early persecution of the church and the resultant spread of the Gospel.


Verses 5 – 13
Philips ministry in Samaria. The apparent conversion of Simon the sorcerer. 


Verses 14 – 25
The Apostles investigate the salvation of the Samaritans(mixed race; Shemites).


Verses 26 – 40
The first Black African is saved, and through him the gospel moves into

Ethiopia (sons of Ham).

ACTS 9 - THE CONVERSION OF SAUL BENJAMIN OF TARSUS

Verses 1 – 9
Paul is arrested by God on the road to Damascus.

Verses 10 – 18
Ananias practiced faithful obedience in going to Saul – now Paul.

Verses 19 – 25
Paul learns about the Messiah and preaches the truth in Spirit power.



The result is salvation for some, persecution for the preacher.

Verses 26 – 31
Paul is confirmed in the truth and returns to Tarsus for consolidation.

Verses 32 – 43
Peter works miracles in the power of the Spirit at Lydda and Joppa.

ACTS 10 - THE CONVERSION OF THE FIRST SON OF JAPHETH


Verses 1 – 8
God prepares Cornelius the Centurion for the reception of the Gospel.


Verses 9 – 17
God prepares Peter to be ready to give the Gospel to one he would have




Considered an enemy, and unworthy of it.


Verses 18 – 33
The meeting of the two cultures, with explanations by each.


Verses 34 – 48
Peter’s message and the baptism of the first sons of Japheth into the church.  

ACTS 11 - RACISM IS BROKEN DOWN AND THE GOSPEL MOVES OUT INTO SYRIA


Verses 1 – 18
Acceptance that the Gospel message is for all races.


Verses 19 – 30
The Eastern provinces of the Roman Empire start to hear the Word of God, from the new 



headquarters for evangelism in Antioch(Syria).

ACTS 12 - GOD’S SOVEREIGNTY DEMONSTRATED – JAMES DIES, PETER IS DELIVERED


Verses 1 – 10
The enemy attacks, the Lord’s people pray, and the Spirit and the Angels work.


Verses 11 – 19
The evidence as to where the power of the church resided.


Verses 20 – 25
The Lord judges in his time, and Paul, Barnabas and Mark move out to ministry.

SECTION THREE - ACTS 13 – 28

THE ACTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT AS THE GOSPEL HEADS TOWARDS THE EMPIRE’S HEART – ROME ITSELF.

ACTS 13 – 15:3
PAUL’S FIRST MISSIONARY JOURNEY – INTO MODERN TURKEY


Verses 1 – 12
The call to missionary work and it’s beginning in Cyprus.


Verses 13 – 20
The message in Pisidian Antioch; Paul follows Stephen’s example.


Verses 21 – 33
Jesus stands as the fulfilment of Biblical prophecy. He is risen!


Verses 34 – 41
The resurrection is central to the new faith.


Verses 42 – 52
Salvation, Racism and a riot; but the Spirit triumphs.


ACTS 14


Verses 1 – 7
The message preached at Iconium.


Verses 8 – 18
Treated as gods at Lystra.

Verses 19 – 26
Paul is raised from the dead at Lystra, and the group quietly return to home base.

Verses 27 – 15:3
Paul reports back to the home base church, and confronts the racism of old Judaism head on 
as Peter had done earlier.

ACTS 15 - THE JERUSALEM CONFERENCE – NO SECOND CLASS BELIEVERS


Verses 4 – 11
The debate begins with Peter reminding the group of the conversion of Cornelius.


Verses 12 – 22
Paul speaks and James sums up the doctrinal principles.


Verses 23 – 29
The letter from James.


Verses 30 – 41
The break up of the partnership between Paul and Barnabas.

ACTS 16 - PAUL’S SECOND MISSIONARY JOURNEY – BACK THROUGH TURKEY AND INTO MACEDONIA


Verses 1 – 10
The vision that leads Paul into Europe with the Gospel.


Verses 11 – 19
Preaching in Philippi. A rich woman, a slave girl and another arrest.


Verses 20 – 31
In jail at Philippi.


Verses 32 – 40
The Jailer is saved and the magistrates are frightened.

ACTS 17 - PAUL ENTERS GREECE ITSELF


Verses 1 – 9
Thessalonica responds with salvation and also further attacks on Paul.


Verses 10 – 15
The Beroeans respond, and Paul must be moved on to Athens.

Verses 16 – 21
The Athenian culture of idolatry troubles Paul’s spirit, as he sees past their great buildings to 
the evil idolatry and spiritual slavery behind them. 


Verses 22 – 34
The Areopagus Address.

ACTS 18 - ON TO CORINTH AND THEN BACK TO JERUSALEM


Verses 1- 11
Opposition, salvation and the Lord’s encouragement.


Verses 12 – 18
The enemy’s plot back fires. Having finished the present work Paul sails.


Verses 19 – 23
The return trip to Jerusalem.


Verses 24 – 28
Apollos joins the Pauline team.

ACTS 19 - POWERFUL WORK OF THE SPIRIT IN EPHESUS


Verses 1 – 7
The disciples of John the Baptist are saved and baptized.


Verses 8 – 20
True and false miracles accompany the Gospel proclamation. 


Verses 21 – 28
The satanic counter attack arises from religious businessmen who profit from evil.  


Verses 29 – 41
The Lord again over rules and Paul and the others are delivered.

ACTS 20 - THE THIRD MISSIONARY JOURNEY CONTINUES – BACK TO JERUSALEM


Verses 1 – 6
The journey plans change due to threat.


Verses 7 – 17
Eutychus raised from the dead.

Verses 18 – 27
Paul’s prophetic word about his own fate in Jerusalem.

Verses 28 – 38
Paul’s testimony of transparent ministry and farewell to the church.

ACTS 21 - JERUSALEM AND ARREST


Verses 1 – 6
The journey back to Israel.


Verses 7 – 17
Up to Jerusalem.


Verses 18 – 25
James suggestion to placate the Judaisers

Verses 26 – 34
The predictable riot breaks out.

Verses 35 – 40
The intelligent Commander.

.

ACTS 22 - PAULS DEFENCE BEFORE THE MOB - THE LORD GIVES HIM OPPORTUNITY


Verses 1 – 16
Paul gives an account of his conversion.


Verses 17 – 30
Racism raises it’s head again – that word “gentiles” provokes anger again.

ACTS 23 - PAUL DEFENDS HIMSELF BEFORE THOSE WHO SENT HIM AS PERSECUTOR OF THE YOUNG CHURCH


Verses 1 – 10
The central fact of resurrection divides the council.


Verses 11 – 24
The plot to kill Paul and the Lord’s provision to ensure he was safe.


Verses 25 – 35
Paul arrives in Caesarea.

ACTS 24 - THE CASE AGAINST PAUL IS MADE – PAUL USES IT TO WITNESS FURTHER


Verses 1 – 9
Tertullus the Jewish lawyer makes his case.


Verses 10 – 21
Paul’s defence.


Verses 22 – 27
Paul is caught up with a corrupt governor Felix, but uses his time.

ACTS 25 - PAUL APPEALS TO CAESAR


Verses 1 – 11
It becomes clear that Paul is going to be treated as a pawn – he appeals.


Verses 12 – 27
The last of the Herods arrive; Paul takes the opportunity to preach to them.

ACTS 26 - PAUL’S MESSAGE TO KING HEROD AGRIPPA


Verses 1- 8
Paul states his background by birth and education.


Verses 9 – 18
His conversion experience.


Verses 19 – 32
Resurrection faith again the central issue of Paul’s defence.

ACTS 27 - THE JOURNEY TO ROME – SHIPWRECK AND DELIVERANCE AGAIN


Verses 1 – 12
The last boat before winter sails for Rome.


Verses 13 – 26
What look like a good day turns into a nightmare, and opportunity.


Verses 27 – 44
Paul takes charge – the ship and every man is saved alive.

ACTS 28 - MALTA TO ROME


Verses 1- 10
Opportunity in the midst of adversity – Romans 8:28 working out again.


Verses 11 – 20
The message of Messiah proclaimed again.


Verses 21 – 31
Paul witnesses to the people in Rome; once again with clarity and power.
NOTES


ACTS  CHAPTER  ONE

ACTS 1 - PREPARATION FOR THE RECEPTION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT  

Acts chapter 1 can be divided into five sections:- 

Verses 1-2
Introduction

Verses 3-8
The first forty days after the Resurrection

Verses 9-11
The Ascension and Promised return of the Lord.

Verses 12-14
Waiting for the Holy Spirit

Verses 15-26
The replacement of Judas chosen

INTRODUCTION – 1:1-2

1  The former treatise have I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and teach,  2  Until the day in which he was taken up, after that he through the Holy Ghost had given commandments unto the apostles whom he had chosen:

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Luke makes it clear from the outset, that this book, just like the Gospel of Luke that preceded it, is about the Lord Jesus Christ. The Gospel was about the direct acts of the Lord during his earthly ministry, and this second in the series is about his acts through the Holy Spirit filled apostles as the Lord directs things from heaven.  

As the Gospel carried us from Bethlehem to Jerusalem, so the Acts carries us from Jerusalem to Rome. They are together the revelation of the divine plan for man, the story of God stepping into history in the person of the Lord Jesus Christ. He went from King of Kings as God, to being born in a stable, to being killed on a cross, to being raised as even more than king of kings by divine nature, but also now by victory over sin and death.  He was divine royalty, and became through his work on the cross; battlefield royalty.  He enters the world the creator become a creature, he leaves the world as it’s Saviour and rightful king through his defeat of man’s enemies, sin and death.

Verse 1.  
Luke owns his work directly in this first verse. There is a direct purpose and force to his words.  The immediate purpose, whatever it was, is lost to us. It is logical that either Theophilus was the lawyer defending Paul and this is the account of the facts, and equally logical that Theophilus was the patron of the book paying for it so that the costs of Luke and Paul’s stay in Rome were covered and the story published far and wide by the wealthy man who paid for the books to be written. Able expositors abound who argue for both these. It matters little, but what is important is the story itself; the factual basis for the arrival of the Gospel message at the heart of the Roman empire within one generation, forty years.

Note Luke’s use of the verb “archmoai”; reminding us that the work of the Lord simply “began” in Palestine, but continues wherever those who are his children let the Holy Spirit transform their lives into his image and empower them to work his works through their lives. Jesus began his work in the first century, and it continues today through the Spirit within us all. 

We are, in fact, continuing to write the book of Acts today, in and through the life of every church that carries out the great commission, unto the furthest parts of the earth. Note also the Lord both “did and taught”!  Both personal actions and group teaching is required for an organization to grow. The Lord acted and he trained others to multiply his work. That is the pattern for church growth right through until today. This study is a study of the early church’s growth and is the manual for growth for the church today, as it has been down the ages. 

It is in Acts that we seen how to grow a local church and reach the lost; how to take the enemy’s ground for the Lord.  It covers the time when racial barriers, sexual stereotyping, differences in religious expression, and cultural and geographical differences were all broken down. The church is established in adversity and poverty, and prospers through persecution to reach the centre of the Empire. Acts is a story of triumph through the power and plan of God; there is victory no-where else.

Verse 2. 
The Lord’s ministry was active upon the earth until the moment he was taken up from the earth back to heaven. Every moment of our own lives are part of the plan and to be used for the achievement of the goals of the plan. It is this purpose centred attitude that we see throughout the book of Acts; the apostolic band are always going somewhere and doing something.  Mark’s Gospel is breathless in it’s pace, but in distance covered theologically and geographically Acts moves at a pace that leaves Mark behind.  Theological barriers between Jew and Gentile, women and men, slave and free, are all broken down through the book by action and by teaching, just as Jesus had begun the process.

The Lord directly gave orders during his earthly ministry, and after his departure he gives orders still, by means of the indwelling Holy Spirit, through the men and women left behind as the leaders of the church.  The Gospels do not record the whole story, the Acts and the letters of the New Testament continue the words and work of the Lord as the Spirit works through godly women and men. The ones chosen for the task were the ones the Lord used to establish the church and to build the structure of doctrine and practice that would be the foundation for the missionary work that continues through until today. Luke 24:44-51.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

We are confronted directly with the Lord’s work here and the question that comes with this is, ‘what has the Lord been able to do through you believer?’ The Lord seeks to work through all who are members of his church, so that all might be an active, rather than passive, part of the plan. As the parable of the talents makes clear, we are here to make a difference, to build and to grow, not remain hidden away until the Lord returns.  

Jesus began a work in us that the Holy Spirit wants to complete, to bring us to the fullness of the stature of Christ, our nature reflecting his own. This is the work that the Lord seeks us to complete; the process that for us begins with salvation, is to work out in sanctification and finally total transformation into eternity itself in resurrection body.

All the Lord’s people are “chosen ones”, elect before the foundation of the worlds. We are chosen for action, to be involved in the church and it’s growth and ministries, not to be passengers and spectators. Christianity is not a spectator sport; to be on the team is to be active in the arena of struggle, to be a soldier on active service in the battlefield of earthly life!  How active are you believer?  How active for the Lord in your own life and in the life of the local church? The answer to both questions gives you a good idea of how close you are to the plan of God for your life.

B.
PASTORAL

Do the saints in the Lord’s church under your pastoral leadership get the message each week that they are a living part of the church’s history?  Do they see, hear and feel the continuity in the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit? Is there a sense of expectation as to what the Holy Spirit will do this day?  The Lord began by action and training, and we complete the story of Acts in our own churches today with actions and the teaching of the living Word of Life. Anything short of this exciting reality is not the Christian reality!

Is there a balanced emphasis in the church; looking at both actions and the teaching of the Word.  A church that emphasizes the teaching of the Word alone quickly becomes a Bible College where theory rules, but a church that emphasizes community action alone quickly becomes a Hymn singing Rotary club where social action will replace the saving gospel within a generation.  God’s plan is for the church to be both a teaching centre and a place where people not only meet the saving message, but are able to express it in action.   Church is to be a healing community where the Holy Spirit is the physician and each of us minister to each other in a safe environment for love to be given and shown.
Verse two reminds us that there is no such thing as “retirement” for the believer; for we are here to work, and retirement is a heavenly rather than an earthly reality. Until the Lord was caught up from the earth he worked the work, and so are we to do the work of the Lord.  Let us not be distracted as the world is with “retirement planning”, but rather let us be obedient to the Lord’s Plan for our life until He calls us home.
The work continued, after the Lord’s return to heaven, by means of the called and chosen apostolic leadership team, and it continues today by means of the authority of the Lord’s called leaders of the local church.  Leaders are to be chosen carefully and their biblically sound teaching is to be followed obediently.  Refer to the studies on the Pastoral Epistles, and below as we see how the earliest officers were appointed to assist running the local churches. 

DOCTRINES

ELECTION AND PREDESTINATION


SALVATION

SANCTIFICATION




MATURITY

MATURITY:  CROSS TO THE CROWN

MATURITY - SIGNS OF MATURITY (Romans 15:1-15)
MISSIONS

PARAPHRASE

“In the first book I wrote, Theophilus, I recorded all the things that Jesus both began and taught, (taking the story)  right up to the day when he was taken up from the earth(and so returned to heaven).  (After that day the story continued) he continues his work through the Holy Spirit, giving commandments to his chosen apostles.”

THE FIRST FORTY DAYS AFTER THE RESURRECTION -1:3–8

3  To whom also he shewed himself alive after his passion by many infallible proofs, being seen of them forty days, and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God:  4  And, being assembled together with them, commanded them that they should not depart from Jerusalem, but wait for the promise of the Father, which, saith he, ye have heard of me. 5  For John truly baptized with water; but ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost not many days hence.  6  When they therefore were come together, they asked of him, saying, Lord, wilt thou at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel? 7  And he said unto them, It is not for you to know the times or the seasons, which the Father hath put in his own power. 8  But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The Gospel message of Acts will be the resurrection centred Gospel.  The message of Stephen, Peter, and Paul is the message of the risen Saviour. The miracles of the Lord’s miracles end with the greatest miracle of them all, resurrection from the dead. The Lord defeats sin on the cross, and death in the empty tomb.  

Luke underlines the importance of the factual base to the gospel story. The record of the Gospel and Acts is the story of real people, real events and real power! The power is that of the Holy Spirit. Christianity is Christ cantered, Bible based, and Holy Spirit powered. If any of the three are absent the result is not biblical Christianity.

Verse 3. 
The many appearances of the risen Lord are here to confront all generations there after with the reality of the physical resurrection. The proof of the resurrection was absolute and thoroughly convincing; it was not one appearance but many, all locking together to produce evidence that demanded a verdict that the resurrection was proven fact.  The period of forty days was significant, and the fact that the appearances occurred throughout that time, with the subject of the Lord’s teaching being a continuation of his words before the Cross; the kingdom of God.  

Acts continues the Lord’s revelation as to what the Kingdom of God is, and what is our role in it’s establishment and growth.  The kingdom message is embedded in the resurrection reality. Without the Cross and the Empty Tomb there is no Gospel message nor church at all! Thomas doubted the resurrection’s reality at first, Matthew 28:17, Mark 16:14, Luke 24:41, John 20:24ff, 1 Corinthians 15:3-8, but after the Lord appeared to him he recognized the changed world that he was now a part of, and like the others never swayed from his conviction of the power and plan of the risen Lord. 

Luke’s choice of words is interesting here.  His word for “infallible proofs” is used only this once in the New Testament, as is the word for “seen”.  Both words are older and technical words that were carefully chosen to arrest the first hearers attention, drawing them aside from the normal things of life and challenging them to see that something has happened here that is outside the “normal”.  

Luke is also drawing his hearers to the place where they will understand, as the disciples came to understand, that the kingdom teaching of the Lord was his theme after the resurrection, because everything had changed because of that event. 

The kingdom of God (or heaven, as in Matthew’s Gospel – the two terms were inter-changeable in Hebrew Theology) was a dominant theme of the Lord’s post resurrection ministry because the death and resurrection challenged the expected sequence of Messianic events.  The expectation was that Messiah would come, set up his kingdom in power and reign over the earth. 

The death and resurrection changed all that forever. Jesus rose from the dead and had to explain to the disciples how that changed their plans, but not God’s plans.  He would rule over the earth, but not at this point, there was work to be done before his rulership was to occur; and that work was to be done in the power of the Holy Spirit by the church.  

The phrase “kingdom of God” occurs thirty three times in Luke’s Gospel, but only six times in Acts.  What replaces it is the term “Gospel”; the message that the king has been, proved himself, and that he is coming again and man must be ready in his heart for the coming king!

Verse 4. 
With all the disciples together at one time the Lord gave very specific commands on what they were to do once he had finally returned to heaven. The command was to remain in Jerusalem until they received the power of the Holy Spirit.  The command to go into all the world would be given on the Mount in the Galilee, and it is possible that this further command was given at a number of times; Matthew 28:16-20, Luke 24:49, 1 Corinthians 15:6.  

They had to wait for a time before taking action and going out to the world, in fact, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit that move out would be steadily applied over the next forty years, step by step.  We confront here the difference between the Lord’s timetable and our own in fulfilling his will.  We have clear guidance over some issues but the timing for their application into our lives must be guided by the Holy Spirit, for the right thing done at the wrong time is wrong! 

Christianity is not a text book application exercise, but a living relationship with the Lord through the indwelling Holy Spirit. Without the instruction from the Spirit the letters of the scriptures cannot assist us to get anything right. Without the Holy Spirit’s guidance we are lost indeed, and the instruction book (Bible) appears to give contradictory instructions.

How tempting and also how logical would it be to stay in the Galilee; the place where so much work was done, and where the crowds were more positive than in Jerusalem. He had been killed in Jerusalem, and the Chief Priests, and Roman authorities remained negative, determined to crush the followers as they felt they had killed the leader of this troublesome Messianic movement. Why not stay in the safer place where the opportunities appeared to be better for church growth? 

The Lord specifically told them they had to return to the place of his death, and that in the furnace of opposition, in the very camp of the enemy, the church would begin and grow.  We are reminded by this that the power of the Holy Spirit is the motive force behind the church. The church does not grow and prosper because men develop great systems and  tight strategies, the church grows because godly people are led by the Spirit to walk where the Lord wants them to walk, irrespective of what the “experts” say about what is safe and what is a certainty!  The Lord grows HIS church and our role is to find out where he wants us and to do what he wants us to do under the daily, moment by moment direction of the Holy Spirit.

Verse 5. 
There is continuity and discontinuity within these instructions. We must often look back before we are ready to move forward. They are to look back to John’s baptism, and way back to the first feast of Pentecost so that they might understand why they must return to Jerusalem. They are to go to Jerusalem because it is where the plan will continue to unfold at this time. 

The baptism of John occurred out in the countryside, well away from the power and influence of the religious rulers, and that is where the Gospel was first preached, but the plan calls for the continuation of the work pre-figured in the ministry of John the Baptist, but it is to be done in the heart of the religious capital of the nation, the very centre of opposition. 

The baptism of John was an identification with the King and message of the kingdom, and now the time has come for the apostles to receive power and anointing as members of the Royal Family of Heaven, in readiness to do their work for the King of kings. Matthew 3: 8-15, Luke 3:16-17.  The place for such anointing is the place where David’s throne was, and the place where the Lord will return to rule, and from where he will establish his world wide kingdom one future day.  


Baptism is all about being identified (or united in soul/spirit) with a thing, experience or person. The water signified the experience of death; as the person went into the water they were identified with death (they stopped breathing), and as they emerged from the water they took a new breath (new life). It pictured their dying to the old and being born again to the new. It was an act of obedience (active voice) that the believer did, to express publicly their identification with the message of repentance. 

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit will be similar yet totally different. As a baptism it will also be an identification, but not one based upon the act of the believer, but by the direct act of God, which they receive. John’s baptism spoke of sin, death, the rejection of the old life, repentance from sin, and acceptance of the need of a Saviour. 

The Baptism of the Holy Spirit spoke of God’s power replacing human power as the motive force to enable the believer to live the new life; it spoke of an entirely different mode of life to anything seen before. It was the unique badge of the start of a new age in world history; the sign of membership of the church of the living God, the royal family of heaven upon the earth.  We are to live and serve in this Holy Spirit power alone, for it alone will enable us to live as the Lord demands.
The disciples, soon to become, through this baptism, apostles, have only ten days to get from the Galilee back to Jerusalem. They are to celebrate the Jewish feast of Pentecost in a totally new way; one that will surprise them all, and amaze the people of the city. The resurrection had been a shock and a blow to the enemy forces of religious authority, but the power of the Holy Spirit will further amaze and baffle them, and in the power of the Holy Spirit the “unlearned” (formally uneducated) apostles will confound the PhD’s of their day.

Verse 6. 
The disciples knew, from this talk of Pentecost, and the Baptism of the Spirit, that a momentous change was to occur, and they not unexpectedly thought that it would be the sign that the Lord was to establish his kingdom there and then, and rule from Jerusalem in ten days time. They cannot, at this point think of the Feast of Pentecost, and the Lord’s words about the Baptism of the Holy Spirit without thinking he was to set up his kingdom and judge the unrighteous straight away. 

The concept of any delay in his physical rulership over the earth has not entered their mind at this point. They have a timetable in their minds, and the rule of the Lord (with them as his executives), is what the disciples seek, and they seek it sooner rather than later.  They longed for the Lord’s rulership, his kingship and power to be expressed upon the earth, for that would mean all he worked for and did would bear the ultimate fruit; complete victory over the enemy and complete rulership of the entire world. They long to see the end and enter heaven on earth, and who can blame them, for are we not all desiring that?

It is easy to be critical of the disciples for their interrogation of the Lord over this matter, but we forget, all their early life they had been taught one version of prophetic understanding and they expected these things in their life time. The challenge they face is that their Rabbis, sincere as many of them were, were wrong, and so all their previous thinking and belief system, as taught by their “traditional” Rabbis needs to be completely re-worked.  We can, from our side of history forget, or be ignorant of, just how total was the re-education required by these men. All that they had learned was wrong and they had to see things 100% differently.  They will get it clear in a few weeks, and Paul will take three years in Arabia to sort his theology out.  Galatians 1:17-18.
The disciples are honest and sincere in their search for answers, as we must be always. All they have ever learned must be put aside and a new reality grasped, and they do not sit back and stew over their thoughts, they bring them all to the one who can and will correct them. They were also good and faithful Jewish patriots, who sought the best for their nation, and earnestly longed for the return of the kingdom days of David and Solomon, when the nations looked up to Israel. 
They longed for the “days of the Gentiles” to be over, and for the Day of Messiah to be fully come in power. Daniel 9:24-28, Luke 21:24.  They hoped that the Baptism of the Holy Spirit would mean all that.  For them the very real possibility was that the seventy weeks of Daniel was nearly over and Messiah would return, after his death (“cutting off”) and resurrection had done their work amongst men and saved those assigned to salvation.  The expectation is of a short time period between the Day of Pentecost and the end of this phase of world history, and a speedy return of the Lord to rule over the earth.  It was only when a number of years had passed that the apostles started to realise that there was some sort of “gap” between the 69th and 70th week of Daniel.  Slowly they see that they are in that gap, and that what we now call, “the Church Age” would operate for an indeterminate period before the Lord’s return in victory to set up his kingdom.
Verse 7. 
The correction is blunt and to the point. The plan is God’s not yours! You cannot know the timetable but you can and will know your part in the plan. The challenge is not to think about timing but to use the time you have, which is the present moment alone, and use it to be obedient to the plan. All speculation about the timing of prophetic events is to be left to the time wasters and self cantered foolish people who love to speculate and fantasize rather than live! 

We are called to do the things to which the Lord has called us. In the armed forces there are levels of information about the plans of the forces; levels which decide who has access to the secrets of the forces.  Access to that information is on a need to know basis only; if a person does not absolutely need to know a secret to do their work, then they do not get told about that secret. That way the force protects it’s intelligence from the enemy and his spies. 

The Lord tells the disciples here that the father has not revealed the timing of the fulfilment of the plan to men, because at this point they do not need to know it. As you study prophetic truth you will see that there appears to be a very specific timetable set out for the Great Tribulation period, during which time the believers apparently will be able to count down to the Lord’s return to the day. 

We must at this time in history however be guarded on these matters, for it will only be at that specific time in history, when the prophesied events occur that those living at that time will be able to correctly interpret what is meant and how it applies. The Lord challenges us to be humble and obedient to our tasking here and now, and like good members of the heavenly army, leave all other things to those who are called to serve there and then!

Verse 8. 
The disciples do not need “ruling power” (exousia), or authority to rule, at this point, but they do need enabling dynamic power to do the work to which they are called. This is the power that will be given when the Holy Spirit is received; the power to work, to worship and to witness. 

Verse seven made clear that the father has the exousia at this point and he gives to his servants the dynamic power (dunamis) to enable them to do the work he has called them to do as members of his royal family of faith. When the Holy Spirit comes upon them, they will receive the very power of God’s Spirit to fulfil their task at this time which is to be witnesses to the claims of the king, to be heralds of the king.  They are to be the witnesses of the Lord, and their relationship with him is to remain the central pivot point for the exercise of his power. 

It is power given in, and only in relationship with the Lord, the Holy Spirit reflecting this relationship with the King by the giving of kingly power to perform the king’s tasks. The Holy Spirit will not be baptizing them with power to make them feel good, give them power to glory in, or to lead to anything self centred at all.  The Holy Spirit baptizes with power for the work of God and that work alone. The power of the Holy Spirit is God centred, never man centered; it is for God’s glory, never man’s glory. 

The next phase of the plan is now revealed; just enough to ensure they are focused on the next task. The Gospel message will begin to be shared in Jerusalem, then will move out into Judea, then into Samaria, and then into the entire Roman Empire and beyond.  

They are thereby introduced to what will prove to be one of the hardest lessons for the Jewish members of the early church to learn; that God has a plan through the church to reach all peoples as equals before his grace throne. They are yet to see that the “Time of the Gentiles” is going to be running parallel to the age of the church, not a return to the age of Israel at this point.  

Israel is not forgotten, but laid aside until the Church has completed its mission amongst the gentile nations that will form the final conspiracy against God and Israel, and be led by the Anti-Christ to their final judgment.  Israel is going to be judged for rejection of Messiah in 70 AD, but the story doesn’t end there for Israel. The Gentiles are going to be judged at the Second Advent for their support of the Anti-Christ, and their story will end there.
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

As we read these words of the Lord after his resurrection we see his emphasis for our daily lives as for the disciples.  We are to meditate upon the significance of his passion and his resurrection and walk worthy of the one who has called us.  

Do we know of the doctrines of the kingdom, of the rulership of the Lord? At the weekly communion service we hear the pastor say, “We do this until he comes”, but do we know what that means? Do we live in that reality?  1 Corinthians 11:23–34. 
What does the kingdom of God mean to you at this moment, and how is your understanding of it working out in daily life? If this was the theme of so much of what the Lord spoke of to the disciples after his resurrection it should be a big part of our own lives as believers.

It was so tempting for the disciples to stay in the Galilee; their homes were there, their families, and it was there that they had their best results amongst the people. It was logical to stay there and set up the church there, away from the direct influence of the Jerusalem power brokers. It was logical but it was wrong. How often do we adopt practices, or courses of action that have logic behind them but not necessarily the Lord’s will for us. The Lord does not always take the humanly easy or obvious road, because sometimes the hard road is the best one, and the right one.

The Christian way of life is not to be lived in our own wisdom or strength, for then we have simply set ourselves a new form of Pharisaism, or legalism. We need the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit to live the Christian life for it is a supernatural life, witnessing to a supernatural event. God gives us the power, and our job is to rest in obedience to his plan, purpose for our life and his power to live his way. He calls us to believe and apply his words into our life and let the Holy Spirit empower us to do what is to be done. If a life lacks the fruit of the Holy Spirit then that life is not a Christian life, for if the Spirit is not present, then that person is not a believer at all!

Look at the disciples and smile with them as they question the Lord about his return to be king. How often have you needed correction away from a well taught falsehood that you picked up from some well meaning but confused saint. Sincerity is not good enough; only truth counts! The disciples, like ourselves so many times, were found out to be sincerely wrong in their strongly held beliefs. They accept the Lord’s correction, and so must we as we hear the Word of God and see it change our views on matters.

Let us remember that we are soldiers in the Lord’s army, and as such under orders. Romans 13:12, 2 Corinthians 6:7, Ephesians 6:11-13, 2 Timothy 2:4.  We are to focus on our orders to be obedient to them, and we are to be careful to avoid all speculations over the orders of others. Every army reveals it’s instructions on a “need to know” basis only and if we do not know something it may be because we do not need to know it. Even Daniel faced this issue. Daniel 12:8-10. Please remember the Lord’s words in Acts 1:7, and accept that we wont understand the dates and sequences of end times, and stop searching for the “missing” link in prophecy, for Daniel is told it will be given when it is needed – at the end when the believers then need it.

Keep moving believer to do your work, and don’t be side tracked by the tasks of others, for you will be rewarded or judged in accordance with your orders, not another’s. John 21:20-22, 1 Corinthians 3:8-13, 9:24, 2 Corinthians 5:10, Hebrews 12:1.

They are told that they are to wait until they have the baptism or anointing of the Holy Spirit. This was to be both their empowering and their holy commissioning for their service of witness. They had been commissioned as disciples by the Lord for the ministry up until this point, but now they require power for the new task as the apostles and heralds of the King of kings.  They need God’s power to do God’s work; and so do we today, for nothing has changed in the angelic conflict up until this point of my writing these words.  

Our power to live the Christian way of life is not from self, not of self, nor is it for self; we are called to serve him in his power, for his glory, in accord with his plan. There is great reward in eternity for us but we must wait until then. The call was to go out, not go in and make themselves comfortable upon the earth. This remains the call today; we are not all called to travel the world, nor even leave our home town, but we must be ready to! How attached are you to your place in your society believer? The Lord calls us to be at home only in heaven, and to be a stranger and pilgrim upon this earth. Hebrews 11:13, 1 Peter 2:11.

B.
PASTORAL

We are confronted again with the importance of preaching the full message of the cross and the resurrection so all who attend the church know the facts of what the Lord has done.  All who are members of the local church we lead ought to be sound in the facts of the gospel, and sound in the teaching of the kingdom, so that they know of the rulership of the Lord now and forever. He is Lord and knowing his authority and power can settle the mind of troubled believers. 

People used to speak of the “four square gospel message”, and we can have all combinations of “essential” truths, but as we see from this section the Lord stresses three essentials; Christ centeredness, Biblically (factually) based teaching, and Holy Spirit empowered daily living. Let us ensure that we have these things rightly emphasized in the church the Lord holds us responsible for.

Baptism is a subject that is controversial in some quarters but it is a vital one for the church, for it is another of those subjects that the Lord speaks much of  after his resurrection.  It is interesting that it is not water baptism that he speaks of but the Holy Spirit baptism that will provide the power and connection the disciples will need after his departure. We must clearly teach the subject of the baptism of the Holy Spirit so that the two errors of the modern church do not trouble us. 

Some avoid the subject in case Pentecostal excess occurs, but this path is wrong, for the Lord commands the disciples wait for this, and indicates clearly that it is essential for service. Kingdom teaching is another subject that has led to foolishness over recent years, yet it is vital that the people of the Lord understand that the proclamation of the king and the kingdom is a major part of the gospel message. How clear are we as pastors in our teaching of these things?

We are called to live right now as children of the kingdom of God/heaven, not as servants of the prince of this world.

Teachability is under the spot light in this section, with the disciples eager to question the Lord and discover what the truth is. Let us not be threatened by the questions of the confused, but rejoice that they have the courage to ask, and be corrected when required. Humility is required for both questioner and teacher, for we deal with the Lord’s Word not our own, and we must remember we can get things wrong at times.

“To the uttermost part of the earth” is the Lord’s challenge to us all. This is a phrase that has started missions but also initiated heated debate. How ready are we to follow where the Lord leads, and how ready are we to pass over a “pleasant call” for the right call? We are to be ready to go where the Lord sends us, and serve him anywhere with all our heart and mind and body. Let us renew our commitment to this truth today.

DOCTRINES

RESURRECTION

KINGDOM

KINGDOM - MILLENNIAL KINGDOM

BROTHERHOOD OF BELIEVERS

FEASTS OF ISRAEL

BAPTISM

BAPTISM OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT

PARAPHRASE

“(To the disciples) after his suffering, death and resurrection, he presented himself alive, by means of many specific logical proofs, and that over a period of forty days.  (During this time) he spoke to them about the kingdom of God. (At one such time) when they were all assembled together, he commanded them that they should not leave Jerusalem, but keep on waiting there for the promise of the father, which he reminded them they had heard from him. (For he had said), ‘John truly baptized with water, but you shall receive baptism with the Holy Spirit, and this will occur not many days from now’.  At one time when they were all together the disciples interrogated him about the kingdom; whether it would be at this time that he would establish his rulership, and restore the kingdom of Israel. But he said to them, ‘It is not for you to know the times or the seasons which the father has under his ruling authority. But you will receive dynamic power, after the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you shall be witnesses to me, first in Jerusalem, then in Judea, Samaria and to the uttermost parts of the earth’.”

THE ASCENSION AND PROMISED RETURN OF THE LORD. – 1:9-11

And when he had spoken these things, while they beheld, he was taken up; and a cloud received him out of their sight. 10  And while they looked stedfastly toward heaven as he went up, behold, two men stood by them in white apparel; 11  Which also said, Ye men of Galilee, why stand ye gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The Lord has spoken with them in the Galilee, in Jerusalem; in the open air, by the lake, and in the closed rooms, but the message has been the same; they are to wait in Jerusalem in a spirit of prayer and expectation for the Holy Spirit to come in power on the day of the Jewish feast of Pentecost. Conscious that they are hearing a life changing piece of information again, they watch as the Lord goes and receive the instruction yet again from two angels.

Verse 9. 
The disciples are completely focused upon the appearance of the Lord, and they watch spell bound as he leaves them for the last time. The genitive absolute is the Greek language’s way of placing great emphasis upon this event and the wonder the group feel. As they watch him he is lifted up by a force that carries him effortlessly upwards away from them. Luke 24:51, Acts 1:2, 11, 1 Timothy 3:6. 

It is the time for his departure and he receives the action, allowing himself to be lifted up and away from the earth, only to return at his second advent. They keep on watching right until the moment he disappears from their sight. Not unexpectedly they remain still, their eyes fixed on the skies. Daniel 7:13, Matthew 26:64, Mark 14:62, Luke 21:27, Revelation 1:7, 13, 14:14.  

Clouds are a sign in the Hebrew tradition of the glory and presence of God, as the rainbow is a sign of the promises of God. Exodus 13:21, 19:9, 34:5, Isaiah 19:1, Daniel 7:13, Hebrews 1:2-3, Revelation 11:12, 14:14. 

Verse 10. 
As they kept on straining their eyes in the direction that the Lord disappeared there were two angels sent from the Lord to stand with, or close by them. Note that carefully; the angels stood with them, alongside them, no longer as their positional superiors, but as messengers of the king to the king’s men, and encouragers for the king’s mission. Angels, since the resurrection and especially since Pentecost have a special mission now relating to us as the king’s special servants; they are our servants, and they stand with us.

Verse 11. 
The angel’s message is a word of encouragement directly from the king to them, a reminder of the words of the Lord for them to apply by the direct action of walking back down the road to Jerusalem and begin their ten day prayer and bible study meeting. They are addressed as “men of Galilee”, for that is what they still remain at this point. They have not yet fully understood or accepted the universal message of the gospel, and so remain “provincial” in their viewpoint, but accepted by God within their present limitations, for the Holy Spirit will lead them out of all such human and cultural background limits to their service. They are men of Galilee, but they will become the apostles to the world: they are men of their culture and nation, but they will become Christ’s men alone, international and focused upon eternal realities.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How close are we to these disciples of the Lord? They were totally focused upon the Lord, seeking the last glimpse as he left them. They love him and long for him.  Do we have this love? For without this love we will not have their level of service. It is not more degrees in theology the Lord seeks but our love for him, our daily occupation with him, our daily longing to see him face to face; it is love the Lord can use, not knowledge alone.

The angels are either not spoken of or spoken too much of! We have powerful allies in the battles of daily life, for the Bible teaches we are attended by the angels in our walk for the Lord. We are called to relax and keep moving and not be unduly impressed, nor distracted by the presence of the angels. 

In Christ we have a position that is superior to the angels, because of the Lord’s victory on the Cross and defeat of death at the resurrection.  As a man he now sits at the right hand of the father, and the implication of this for all mankind is enormous (Doctrine of the Session).

The angels message is not only, stop looking back, it is firmly an order to focus their minds and lives forward towards the second advent. He is coming again!  The reality of the second advent is to focus all who love the Lord forward to the end of history rather than the particular battle we face now in time. Do we have this reality in our hearts and minds each day? 

Are we daily thinking of the end of time, or the time the Lord returns for us, the time of judgment and deliverance? This is our purifying hope. 1 John 3:3. To fail to live in the light of his coming is to fail to live the Christ like life! Not to consider his second advent is to fail to see the purpose of his first advent! Let us lift our communion cups with the words of the early church. “Until he comes!”  1 Corinthians 11:23-26.

B.
PASTORAL

Once again we are challenged to preach the whole message of the scriptures relating to the Plan of God; the Character of God, the divine decrees in eternity past, the creation, the Cross, the empty tomb and right through the Church Age to the Second Advent, the Millennial Kingdom and the end of time itself! The Lord’s people under our care are to know the whole truth, and are to be challenged to make themselves available to learn all the biblical truths there are to be known.  The Lord’s people will serve him best if they see where they stand in space and time, and fully know the person whose person and plan they rest upon. 

DOCTRINES

RESURRECTION APPEARANCES

CHRIST:  ASCENSION AND SESSION

ANGEL

CHRIST: FIRST AND SECOND ADVENTS

GOD:  CHARACTER OF GOD

PLAN OF GOD

PARAPHRASE

“When he had finished speaking these things, while they kept on closely watching him, he was lifted up (from the earth) and a cloud carried him away from their sight. While they were still intently looking in the direction in which he vanished from there sight, suddenly there appeared with them, in bright white clothing, two (who appeared to be) men. They said to the disciples, ‘You men of Galilee, why do you keep on looking intently into the heavens (trying to understand what this all means)? This same Jesus, who was this day taken away from you and up to heaven, will certainly return in a similar manner that you have seen him go’.”

WAITING FOR THE HOLY SPIRIT - 1:12-14

12 Then returned they unto Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is from Jerusalem a sabbath day's journey. 13  And when they were come in, they went up into an upper room, where abode both Peter, and James, and John, and Andrew, Philip, and Thomas, Bartholomew, and Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon Zelotes, and Judas the brother of James. 14  These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication, with the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brethren.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The disciples are criticized by some for being slow on the uptake of the teaching of the Lord, yet we see that they were not; they obeyed the words of the angelic beings and returned straight away to Jerusalem and begin immediately their ten day period of preparation through prayer and bible study.  They are criticized by many for the appointment of the new twelfth disciple to replace Judas, yet this will occur (verses 20-26) as a result of their prayer and bible study.  As we will note below, twelve witnesses were required under Jewish Law to certify any Messianic claim.
As we go through this section then, let us be mindful that many criticize them, and let us walk slowly and see whether their actions are Holy Spirit led, and let us remember that this is written by Luke, the companion of Paul. Those who criticize the early church leader’s actions in this chapter, do so to argue that they should have waited for God’s choice of the twelfth apostle, who they take to be Paul. As we go through this section we will see that this is not the opinion of either Luke or Paul. Every indication that is in the text here points to the actions being taken being in the will of the Lord.

Verse 12 
The Lord leaves the disciples at a point on the way to Bethany, Luke 24:50-53.  Luke is a careful historian so is not contradicting himself when he says here that they returned from the Mount of Olivet.  He wrote these two books together, so arguing for a contradiction here is foolishness, and saying that the text is corrupt is unnecessary.  

J Lightfoot, in his commentary on the New Testament from the Talmud and Hebraica, Volume 4, pages 12-14 discusses this fully and convincingly. A Sabbath day’s journey was 2000 cubits, or just over half a mile measured from the extremity of the camp, or the city wall, (Exodus 16:29, Numbers 35:4-5, Joshua 3:4). 

To walk further outside the city limits on the Sabbath was to invite condemnation. One way the Rabbis used to get around this in the first century was to stop for a meal (picnic) in a tent or other dwelling, which meant that place had become your home and you were entitled to walk another 2000 cubits, but there may be a simpler explanation for Luke’s reference to the length of the journey. 

Two explanations are possible. The first is that the area of Olivet referred to by Luke is the area of that hill facing Bethany, but still within the Sabbath days journey from the city limits as defined in that day.  The city limits may have been defined as extended during the Passover season, given that a vast tent city covered the hills as far out as Bethany. 

Bethany itself was two miles away from Jerusalem’s city wall, so unable to be referred to as a Sabbath day’s journey if the city wall was the measuring point, but Luke in his Gospel does not say that the Lord took them to Bethany, just towards it; or facing it so it could be seen from the place of ascension. 

If the limits of the city, or “camp of Israel” during the feasts time, was defined as the limit of the tents, then a Sabbath day’s journey would simply be 2000 cubits beyond the last tent, for travel within the camp/city did not count, as all Israelites had to be able to walk within the camp to reach the tabernacle or temple. 

The camp of Israel in the desert covered an area of possibly up to twelve miles across, so a journey across the camp may have been six miles to attend the tabernacle on the Sabbath, and such a journey was permitted, indeed commanded. This is the explanation most favoured by the author here.

The second explanation is that the distance was greater than 2000 cubits from the mount of ascension to Jerusalem, but the disciples, after the Lord’s ascension went back to their camp in another part of the Mount of Olives closer to the city wall itself, and paused there for a small meal and discussion, then went from there back to the city across the valley; a distance then of 2000 cubits. 

While we know the Eleven are living in an upper room of a large house (verse 13), the number of disciples was in excess of one hundred and many would still be outside the city in the tent town that grew up around Jerusalem during Passover to Pentecost.  It was not the Sabbath that day, so breaking the Mosaic Law was not in view.  Ten days before the day of Pentecost (that always fell on a Sunday) brings you to a Thursday. 

We must remember that much is not said by Luke and from what he does say we must deduce what is meant. The geography of Jerusalem has also been changed dramatically by the Romans and other destroyers down the centuries, so the points from which to measure places in Luke’s day would have been immediately obvious, but today may not be.

Verse 13. 
The disciples headed straight for the upper room where they were to discuss these events (another reason why it is unlikely that they paused long, if at all in any camp on Olivet).  The eleven sleep here, and are joined by the brothers of the Lord (James and Jude, plus others possibly), and by the women who followed the Lord and now serve the disciples, possibly living in another part of this large house. This verse is the role call of the eleven surviving disciples. 

There are three clear references to the location of this house; one is that it was the site of the last supper, Luke 22:12, the place of the reception of the Holy Spirit, Acts 2:2, and that it was close to the Temple itself, so that they were able to go in and out of the Temple court through this period without disruption to their prayer meeting in the house, Luke 24:53. 

Note the very specific mention of the family of the Lord. Before the resurrection they were doubters of his Messianic credentials, but we now find them saved and members of the body of faith. Within a few years James will take over the leadership of the church from Peter Matthew 1:16-2:11, Luke 1:26-2:52, John 2:4, 7:3-5. 

Verse 14. 
The whole group is together in body and spirit.   The resurrection has brought them together, and led to the salvation of the Lord’s brethren. They are together in prayer and supplication. Why does Luke use the two words? Luke does it to emphasize that there was general prayer for many things, but also very specific prayers made for guidance as to the path ahead, and what they were to do as they await the Holy Spirit to come. 

This puts the actions of Peter in the next verses into the right light. They are doing things in obedience to the leading of the Holy Spirit. This verse reminds us, that while the women may have served the men with food and cared for them they were spiritually equals in the work and part of the prayer process. There are differences in service areas for all believers, but all are equal in spiritual status and all have equal authority to stand before the throne of grace. Hebrews 4:16, 13:6.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Obedience is required by all believers, and we see it here illustrated by the disciples as they go back to Jerusalem, where they will wait for the next ten days for the coming of the Holy Spirit. They are together in body and spirit; another reminder of what it takes to serve the Lord in truth. We must have team work and we must have spirituality in action. 

They are together, knowing that the Lord has not called them to be celebrities but servants, that what he will do he will do with them all. They are together, both male and female, each with roles to fulfil, and each respectful of each other’s equality before God. They are together in prayer, for all things and for the specific issues they are facing. They are focused on prayer and not on how they appear to each other, or what each is saying, or how it is being said; they are together in their desire to see the Lord work amongst them his way, not theirs. 

The African church says, that a person’s spirituality is shown by their prayer in a focused prayer meeting; phonies are proved fake by their words, and their prayers are formal and full of standard platitude. Real power is shown in prayer, for that shows how used the person is to speaking and doing real business with the living God.

Remember the earthly family of the Lord, for they were saved by faith alone in his resurrection, believing finally that he was the Saviour.  They, like all the others had to be born again, for God has no relatives by birth, only those who are born again. John 3:1-36. 

Also consider Mary, for she is now in the place of praise without pain. She had known the terrible truth of his suffering from the beginning and carried the joy of knowing his person and work, but it was coupled in her soul with the sadness of his terrible death. She held her faith all through and now sees the triumph, with the pain and sadness behind her. 

For some of us this will be our journey through life; we will serve the Lord in sadness or pain, but the day will come when that will be behind us and the joy of faith will replace all the pain that was part of our path of obedience.  The “Joy of the Lord is our strength”, Nehemiah 8:10, and by faith we praise the Lord in joy before we actually see the deliverance. Hebrews 12:1-2.
B.
PASTORAL

Equality is such a politically correct subject that we feel it must be avoided at times, least we start to sound like a United Nations delegate. Biblical equality is however a crucial teaching, that has vital significance for the mission of the church. There is no room for ego, superiority, racism, sexism, nor for grand standing of any sort in the church. 

There is one celebrity, and he is the Lord Jesus Christ. When facing the great change of history, the beginning of the church age, the early believers are found together in prayer! That is how the enemy must find us when any change or crisis comes, for that is the place of safety and guidance. Let us be pastors who illustrate the power of prayer in our lives and ministry.

DOCTRINES

PRAYER

GUIDANCE:  THE WILL OF GOD

POWER

HOLY SPIRIT:  MINISTRY IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

HOLY SPIRIT:  MINISTRY IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

HOLY SPIRIT:  FILLING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

HOLY SPIRIT:  COMFORTER

HOLY SPIRIT:  TEACHER

MARY

PARAPHRASE

“At that time they returned straight back to Jerusalem by the way from the Mount of Olives, which is from the city about half a mile. And when they had entered the city itself they headed straight for the house with the upper room where the disciples were staying. Those present who were living there were, Peter, James, John, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and Jude the brother of James. All these men, from that time, continued being strong and steadfast (in their resolve), with united mind and purpose, in prayers and in specific requests for guidance (of the days ahead). Also with them were the women (who had accompanied Jesus), and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.”

THE REPLECEMENT FOR JUDAS CHOSEN - 1:15-26

15. And in those days Peter stood up in the midst of the disciples, and said, (the number of names together were about an hundred and twenty,) 16  Men and brethren, this scripture must needs have been fulfilled, which the Holy Ghost by the mouth of David spake before concerning Judas, which was guide to them that took Jesus. 17  For he was numbered with us, and had obtained part of this ministry. 18  Now this man purchased a field with the reward of iniquity; and falling headlong, he burst asunder in the midst, and all his bowels gushed out. 19  And it was known unto all the dwellers at Jerusalem; insomuch as that field is called in their proper tongue, Aceldama, that is to say, The field of blood. 20  For it is written in the book of Psalms, Let his habitation be desolate, and let no man dwell therein: and his bishoprick let another take. 21  Wherefore of these men which have companied with us all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, 22  Beginning from the baptism of John, unto that same day that he was taken up from us, must one be ordained to be a witness with us of his resurrection. 23  And they appointed two, Joseph called Barsabas, who was surnamed  Justus, and Matthias. 24  And they prayed, and said, Thou, Lord, which knowest the hearts of all men, shew whether of these two thou hast chosen, 25  That he may take part of this ministry and apostleship, from which Judas by transgression fell, that he might go to his own place. 26  And they gave forth their lots; and the lot fell upon Matthias; and he was numbered with the eleven apostles.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The ten day prayer meeting began on the day of their return from the mount of ascension, and the events described here in this section occur at some time during that period; Luke does not give us a specific day, just notes that this occurred, “in those days”.

Verse 15. 
Peter stands, rising from his prayers to speak to the group, and by so doing indicates his leadership role over the group. Lightfoot gives three reasons for his leadership role; he was the senior man, the oldest, he was the Jewish apostle to the circumcision, he was the one who had repented and so been restored to his place of leadership. (IBID, page 17). 

While the twelve stayed in the house, the room they met in was extensive, so that a meeting with 120 people would fit there. This indicates that it is a significant house of a very wealthy person, likely very close to the centre of the city and Temple area; the wealthy section of the city were the aristocracy lived.  It is likely it was John’s house.
Verse 16. 
Peter is very formal in his words as we have them recorded here. Given the significance of these words and the care Peter takes to articulate his message we must conclude that they were either recorded at the time or written down by him as a script for his speech on this occasion. He is explaining the significance of the betrayal of Judas and the importance of resting in faith, at this time, and forever, in the plan of God, as revealed in the Old Testament scriptures, which he sees working out through recent events.

Before we move forward in a great endeavour it is needful to understand how we got to that place so that, secure in the past, we can advance into the future, with the strong sense of a plan working out through events. This is the purpose of the scriptures; that we might look back and see the plan working out, prophetic words being fulfilled, and so with anticipation look forward to things being fulfilled in the future. 

Peter looks back to the words of King David and sees in the Psalms’ prophetic reference to the betrayal of Jesus by Judas, and to the nature of his unique death and it’s aftermath. Psalms 41:9, 55:12-23, Matthew 26:45-50, 54, 56, Mark 12:38, 14:50-52, John 12:37-41, 13:18-30, 18:2-9, 1 Peter 1:10-11.

Verse 17. 
Judas had the place of privilege and service as a member of the twelve, yet, hearing and seeing all he did, he still betrayed the Lord because he felt the Lord had not done things the way Judas felt they should have been done. In grace he was selected, and until the end of time no other man can ever say, “if I had seen and heard the Lord, then I would have repented and followed him”, for Judas did all, heard all, and saw all, yet he still turned away from the path of righteousness and listened to Satan.  He was the guide to the enemy, and led them to the Lord in the very place in the garden where he had shared such intimate truth with the Lord. Luke 22:54 (the same word for guide is used as in verse sixteen). 

Verse 18. 
Peter now mentions what has happened to Judas since the day of the betrayal, perhaps it was because this news had just come in that this discussion occurred on this particular day, although that seems uncertain, as the account of his suicide indicates he may have died before the cross, let alone the resurrection. Perhaps it was the news of the purchase of the field by the Chief Priests. 

Let us look at the account of Judas’ death as see what it brings forward. Look with me as we walk here into Matthew 27:1-10. As you read these verses through the chronology that Matthew indicates is quite clear.  During the trials of Jesus Judas regrets of his decision to hand Jesus over to the Chief Priests; he changes his mind about what he has done and sees it was flawed logic he used. 

Matthew makes clear that he changes his mind, but that this “repentance” was not spiritual, for it did not lead to confronting the one he had betrayed and seeking any forgiveness in accordance with the Lord’s clear teaching.  His regret was genuine, his sorrow real, but he remains self centred, and in that state he takes the irreversible action of suicide by hanging.  Sadly this man enters hell rather than joining the disciples and entering the church.  He faces his choice and makes it to avoid the Lord, whereas Peter, equally guilty of betrayal is restored to the Lord.
There appears to be a contradiction in the two passages we have read, for Matthew makes clear he gave the money back and the Chief Priests bought the land for the burial of strangers, yet Luke seems to say Judas bought it. The tense and voice of the Greek verb Luke uses may give the clue. It is expressed in the aorist tense, middle voice, which may indicate that the time of buying the field was after his death, it was simply past time by the time Peter speaks of it. 

The middle voice expressed the involvement of the person in the action of the verb but not their sole work, (which would be the active voice). What Peter, and Luke who records the event, may be saying is that Judas was involved in the purchase of the field, for that was the result of his actions, and in spite of himself he fulfils prophecy, as Peter is to indicate.

Let us also reflect on the suicide of Judas for a time. Judas had been taught as a member of the twelve, the path back to God after sin. He must have known he could have sought forgiveness. Matthew 6:12-25, 18:21-35. The very teaching he had heard indicated that the worst of sins could be forgiven if repented of thoroughly. We are confronted again in this section by the fact that the Lord demands complete obedience, and where sin is concerned, regret, feeling sorry for sin, and mentioning to others how much you see you were wrong, is inadequate and does not fulfil God’s requirements for repentance and forgiveness. 

The Lord must be confronted, and the sin confessed to HIM before there is forgiveness from Him. 1 John 1:5-10. The Lord seeks godly sorrow that leads to true repentance. 2 Corinthians 7:8-10. Was Judas forgiven? Was Judas saved? The answer from all the discussion above must be a resounding “NO!” He died in his sins and will not inherit eternal life, but a place in Hell with the one he heeded rather than follow the Lord of truth.

Judgment is the theme of scripture for those who knowing the truth deliberately turn away from it. The judgment may be particularly harsh on those close to the men of God, who ought to have known better. It is clear that the Lord holds us responsible for the truth we have seen and heard.  Numbers 22:7-17, Joshua 7:21-26, 2 Kings 2:20-27, Job 20:12-15, Psalms 55:15-23, 2 Peter 2:10-17. 

The manner of his death is also at issue when we put the two records together. Matthew makes it clear he hanged himself, yet Peter notes he fell flat on his face (very specific Greek verb used by Luke that means to fall from a height headlong with great force) and his bowels burst out onto the ground. This indicates some considerable height and force in the fall, or that his body had already started to putrefy when he fell and so when he hit the ground the already swollen corpse burst open. Either or both may have been the fact here. 

The solution to the two accounts was first given by Augustine of Hippo who suggested that he hanged himself and that at some point later the rope broke/was cut and his body fell into the valley below bursting open on the rock beneath. Whatever the full account of the events, they were unusual, for as the next verse makes clear, all the inhabitants of Jerusalem knew of this; a fact that would not be true for a normal suicide that was hidden from common sight. This event was so public that all were confronted with the result of Judas’s actions.

Verse 19. 
Did this field have a name with a double significance? It was purchased with the price of blood, but might it not also have been the place beneath the walls where Judas’ blood was spilt? Many have argued for this and it may be true. He may have been the first buried there. The penalty for his sin was immediate and great; he lost all he could ever have had, including his life, both temporal and eternal!  It would be the site of the casting of thousands of bodies after the great siege was over in 70 AD.
Verse 20. 
Peter focuses the minds of the disciples now away from the end of Judas to the future of the group, and the prophetic word that is now to be obeyed. He quotes scripture using the perfect tense, reminding us that all that is written is recorded with permanent results.  Psalm 69 was a recognized messianic psalm, and is quoted often in Matthew and John. Matthew 12:47, 23:38, 27:34, 48, John 2:17, 7:5, 19:29, but it is not the only place that this quotation may have been taken from. 

Psalms 109:2-15 also appears to be the direct quote that Peter makes, but Zechariah 5:3-4 may be referred to also. Luke also reminded us in his Gospel, that all that occurs in the story of Jesus is anchored in the great plan of God and was pre-recorded in several places so that the evidence of the divine hand could be seen later. Luke 24:44-48.  

Verse 21+22. 
The criteria for selection of the replacement of Judas is now spelled out.  They had to be men who had been with the other disciples and the Lord right from the time of the Lord’s baptism by John the Baptist. The reason for the twelve witnesses was to fulfil a requirement of Jewish Law that required twelve witnesses for such things as the testimony to the Messiah and to the resurrection especially. 

Each of the twelve had to be able to stand up and certify that all that was done was in accordance with the scriptures and was seen by them, and that they could state in court that it was all true. Peter was concerned that before the Feast day arrived that they have the properly certified witness appointed and ready to stand with the others, before the Sanhedrin if required.  These men will all stand behind Peter as he speaks, and all could see the twelve witnesses to all the things that Peter will preach about.
The day of Pentecost was in Jewish culture and religion the feast of “Shavuot”, meaning the feast of “weeks”. It marked the beginning of the summer wheat harvest. It was fifty days after Firstfruits, which was the end of the Passover week. It always fell on a Sunday, the day after the Sabbath. Leviticus 23:15-21, Numbers 28:26-31, Deuteronomy 16:9-12. 

It was a day of celebration, of rest from labour, a reminder of Grace, that God provides the harvest.  Peter, like the others, would have been expectant about what the Lord would do at this time through them. They knew the Holy Spirit was to come and they may have wondered about the harvest that was to come! The appointment of the replacement witness was another step in their prayerful preparation for that great day of the Feast when they knew God was going to act in a new way through them.

This feast was the focal point of messianic hope, the harvest being the sign of plenty and messianic blessing. A century later after the Bar Kockba rebellion (132-135 AD), the Sanhedrin reconvened in the village of Usha in 140 AD, and changed the form of the feast of Shavuot, shifting it from an agricultural feast to a celebration of the day Moses received the Torah, and so made it a feast to celebrate Rabbinic Judaism.  They wanted it well away from anything that would tie it to Jesus and his work.  

Verse 23. 
Two men were fully qualified to act as witnesses to every event that the other eleven could certify, their names Joseph (Latin name Justus) Barsabas, and Matthias.  We know nothing of these men at all, unless the speculation below is correct.  They are two who had walked everywhere and seen what the others did, and were part of the larger group who accompanied the Lord throughout the three years of his ministry. There is some speculation that Joseph Barsabas may be a son of Alphaeus, as was James (Luke 6:15, Acts 1:13), and so may be the Jude mentioned in Acts 15:22.

Verse 24. 
Two are qualified to act as witnesses to all events of Jesus ministry. They now give themselves over to prayer in order that the election held may be guided by the Lord. Note they ensured the people were qualified in all respects first! Too often the church today fills an election with those who are partly qualified and wonders why the electoral process is problematic. They sought the Lord’s electoral choice, not their own. There were no political speeches, not platforms, no manifestos, only the fact that both these men were witnesses and their life record now had to speak, so that the rest would select the one who had walked through those three years most like their master. Matthew 7:13-23.
The lots were cast on the basis of the fruit that the disciples had observed in the men’s lives, and who best lived for the Lord.  As they meditated upon the lives of these men they listened to the Holy Spirit within their spirit indicating which one the Lord wanted as the witness for this time before their people.  Just as Samuel was ordered by the Lord to look beyond the outward appearance so the disciples are ordered by Peter to look into their hearts.  1 Samuel 16:6-7, 1 Kings 8:39-40, Psalms 7:8-10, 44:20-26, Jeremiah 11:20, 17:7-10, 20:12, John 2:24-25, 21:17, Hebrews 4:11-13.

Verse 25. 
The purpose of the election was that the Lord’s ministry continues to the people of Israel in the years to come. They must also stand as an apostle; a delegate of the King of kings, and leader of the church, ready to act as a member of the new Sanhedrin of the local Jewish  church, and ready to stand before the old one of Israel. Peter also reminds them that there is a severe penalty if they do not fulfil the role properly. Judas went to his place in Hell, as did Balaam. 

Judas fell from the heights of grace to the depths of Hell by his transgression of God’s plan, and the new man to replace him must know that position in the band is no guarantee that they can do anything and still be saved! This verse is a standing rebuke to all who push the doctrine of eternal security too far! Judas was numbered amongst the twelve and by sin he fell and did not repent, and so went to the place that is for those who do not repent! Psalms 109:1-8, 2 Peter 2:1-22.

Verse 26. 
The men present them cast lots in the Jewish manner. Proverbs 16:33. There is speculation on exactly how the ancient Israelite casting of lots occurred. What is likely to have happened was, that black and white stones were apparently used, as veto (black) and vote for (white). Each person had two pebbles and cast one into the lap of the counter when the name was called aloud. Leviticus 16:8, Joshua 18:10, 1 Samuel 14:40-42, Proverbs 16:25, 33. 

This is the first and last time this procedure was used by the church. It is significant that it was for the appointment of an apostle to Israel. The coming of the Holy Spirit within days of this event will render such practices, “things of the past age”, for the Spirit will from this time on be the guide in all things.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How ready are we to stand up amongst the Lord’s people and take the position the Lord calls us to take? Are we ready to serve as an usher, a car park attendant, a cook, a communion steward, a teacher to the children? Will we stand up and do the work to which we are called? 

Peter stands and speaks. He takes the leadership he has been called to after his repentance. This too is a message to us all. Peter did not have a “stand down period”; he was forgiven and restored after his public betrayal of his Lord in the court of the High Priest and takes leadership again ready to re-enter that courtyard and testify to the truth in the courage that he lacked a few days before. 

What changed this man over fifty days? He met the risen Lord and was forgiven by him, and he will be totally empowered by the Holy Spirit. We require exactly the same power and certainty today to serve the same Lord. Let us meet with the Lord each day in prayer and Bible study, and allow the Holy Spirit free reign in our lives.

God has a plan and it is being followed, and it will work out in victory for the Lord and for all who stand with him. The betrayal of Judas had shaken the disciples, for they thought they knew this man who shared their lives for three long years. They suddenly confront the truth that he was a betrayer, a servant of the enemy and they are devastated, as we are when betrayed by a so called friend. 

Peter correctly reminds them that the Lord’s hand is over all and the plan goes on! They are to move on also, focused on the Lord’s will for each of them not the loss of Judas, for he has set his own fate by his rejection of the truth. We are to be sparing in our weeping and wailing over lost brethren, who betray the truth and leave the work. 

If they are alive we are called to prayer for their repentance, but if they have died they are to be left in the ground, and we are to keep moving onwards in the Lord’s service. Judas is never mentioned again, and so it is to be with all who betray the Lord and leave this world in disobedience. There is a job to be done and our focus is always to be forward, in all things seeking the Lord’s face.

Judas’s regret was not good enough for his salvation, nor his return of the fruits of his sin, the money, good enough for repentance. God does not seek our sorrow, but our repentance; a complete change of mind towards sin and a total rejection of it as our path in life. He wants us to come before him and confront the reality of the impact of sin, that it has separated us from a holy God. Judas failed, where Peter was accepted when he confessed his betrayal. Peter did business with God over his sin, Judas did not. We must confront our sin and deal with it before it’s consequences deal with us!

How prayerful is our walk through this life? The disciples here approach the coming arrival of the Holy Spirit by prayerful preparation and by thoughtful planning for what they know will be required. They must have twelve certified and accepted witnesses to stand before the Sanhedrin if called, and so they come before the Lord and go through their traditional Jewish selection process. For the first and last time they practice a Jewish routine for a Jewish reason. In the months to come they will move well beyond these cultural boundaries. How willing are we to act when needed, and then stand in readiness to move beyond a cultural practice and advance where the Holy Spirit leads?

B.
PASTORAL

Peter stood up before them all and took the mantle of leadership. Only days after his own restoration he stood to lead and guide, not sitting back, with false humility, fearful that someone would stand up and say, “aren’t you the one who betrayed him!” Too often the Lord’s pastors say they believe in forgiveness but then in their lives act as if they are not forgiven. 

There is an exception here in the role of pastoral leadership that we must remember, where there may be forgiveness, but not a return to pastoral leadership. There are some sins that appear to disqualify a man from further service as a leader; they are the violations of the “one woman man” principle covered in the Pastoral Epistles. Outside these moral sins, that in the eyes of the world render a man tainted and unable to be trusted because of gross immorality, the biblical teaching here is clear, the Lord’s forgiveness restores Peter after his total failure to stand for the truth in the High Priests’ courtyard. 

Failure to stand for truth, or perform a duty does not disqualify a pastor from service, for restoration, after repentance is total. Immorality alone permanently disqualifies because it destroys the trust the unsaved world could have in the pastor as a minister amongst the opposite sex, but restoration after failure in performance always is immediate in God’s eyes and we must accept the brother back into their role for powerful Spirit filled service again, and expect it to be practiced within days. 1 Timothy 3:1-16, Titus 1:5-16, 2 Timothy 2:19-26.

The Lord judges the enemy, and we have the responsibility to keep moving past the body. With the death of Judas we see the way the Lord will deal with the enemy’s infiltrators. Once they have done their work they will be dealt with and we are not to get distracted into the Lord’s area of work here. We are to confront the teachers of false doctrine and protect the flock from all evil, but we are to pray for the Lord to deal with the enemy’s agents, for he will. Let us be clear on our role and upon the Lord’s; we are to preach against all evil, and cast out the evil ones when required, but their punishment is in the Lord’s hands alone.

How many roles in the church are filled by those who are qualified, and how many are filled by those who ought never have been offered any office? This passage reminds us that if there are not qualified people then the role is not to be filled, and we are to wait in prayer the Lord’s provision. For this role there were two qualified men, and they had to use their spiritual discernment to select the right man for the role of formal witness to the resurrection.  The Lord will raise up the right people for the right roles at the right time. Any shortfalls are to be seen as a cautionary halt for us; a call to prayer not action. We must walk with the Lord’s plan, not ahead of it.

Like Peter we are to be ever ready to explain events in accordance with Holy Scriptures. Peter turns straight to the Old Testament for his explanations about Judas. They have all meditated long in the Word about the events of the Passion and as leader Peter takes the role that is his to stand and explain from the Word of truth the biblical truth that all need to understand so that they can move on. 

The Word alone settles the troubled mind, and the role we have is to settle all such concerns with reference to the living Word of God. Let us stand and proclaim the truth, in order that the Lord’s people might not be distressed about an issue that is clearly settled by the proclamation of the biblical perspective.
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“In those days (before the day of Pentecost was come) Peter arose from his prayers, and stood up in the middle of the group of disciples. There were about one hundred and twenty people gathered for prayer at that time. Peter said, “Fellow members of the family of God, (you must understand) that it was necessary for the scriptures to be fulfilled regarding (the person and work of Judas the betrayer). For by means of the Holy Spirit, David had prophesied concerning Judas, the traitorous guide who led the enemy directly to arrest the Lord (in the garden). He had been counted as one of us, and had obtained the rank of disciple through selection. Now (what has happened to him is this), a field was purchased (in his name) using the reward of his evil deed, and he falling (from the place where he was hanged) fell flat on his face from a great height and his bowels burst out over that ground. This (was such an unusual thing), that it is known by all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, in so much as the field is now known in the Aramaic language as, Aceldema, that is, the field of blood. This was prophesied in the book of Psalms, where it was written, ‘Let his dwelling place be a wilderness, and let no living person make their home there, and his rank and position, let another take up’. (So we are to select his replacement) from amongst those who have been present from the beginning of the time the Lord walked amongst us. From the days of the Lord’s baptism, right through unto the time the Lord was taken up from us into heaven. Two men met all the criteria; they were Joseph, also known as Justus, nick named Bar-Sabas, and Matthias. Then all the disciples prayed, all saying, ‘Lord, you who know the hearts of all men, show us which of these two you have chosen.   (We ask this) in order that the one you chose may take up the position of apostleship, from which Judas, by leaving the right path, fell and went to his own true place (hell). Then the disciples cast their lots, and the lots were cast for Matthias and so he was chosen by clear vote and became the replacement for Judas, being recognized by all as one of the Twelve, (from that time onwards).” 

CHAPTER 2 - THE DAY OF PENTECOST
Chapter 2 can be divided into two sections

Verses
1-13
The coming of the Holy Spirit to indwell all the saints.

Verses 
14-47
Peter’s first sermon to launch the new church before the Jewish People.

THE COMING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT TO INDWELL ALL THE SAINTS.2: 1 – 13

1  And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one accord in one place. 2  And suddenly there came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. 3  And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them. 4  And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. 5  And there were dwelling at Jerusalem Jews, devout men, out of every nation under heaven. 6  Now when this was noised abroad, the multitude came together, and were confounded, because that every man heard them speak in his own language. 7  And they were all amazed and marvelled, saying one to another, Behold, are not all these which speak Galilaeans? 8  And how hear we every man in our own tongue, wherein we were born?  9  Parthians, and Medes, and Elamites, and the dwellers in  Mesopotamia, and in Judaea, and Cappadocia, in Pontus, and Asia, 10  Phrygia, and Pamphylia, in Egypt, and in the parts of Libya about Cyrene, and strangers of Rome, Jews and proselytes, 11  Cretes and Arabians, we do hear them speak in our tongues the wonderful works of God. 12  And they were all amazed, and were in doubt, saying one to another, What meaneth this? 13  Others mocking said, These men are full of new wine.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

The Feast of Shavuot (Pentecost = literally in this Greek word = fifty days) was the harvest feast. It was one of the three pilgrim feasts” that all Jewish males were expected to go up to Jerusalem for each year. Matthew 20:17-19, 26:2ff, John 2:13ff, 7:2ff. 

The other two feasts were, Pesach (Passover - Spring) and Sukkot (Tabernacles - Autumn). Shavuot was the harvest festival held fifty days after the Feast of Firstfruits which occurred within Passover week. Firstfruits celebrated the first of the spring Barley harvest, and fifty days later the Feast of Shavuot celebrated the beginning of the summer wheat harvest. Exodus 23:16, Leviticus 23:15-21, Numbers 28:26, Deuteronomy 16:9-12. It was viewed as a concluding feast to the feast time that began at Passover, as there were no further Jewish holidays until the Autumn. 

To the Jewish people this feast time from Passover preparation through to Pentecost was a holy time, with great messianic expectation, and a seeking for the “harvest” of blessing that Messiah would bring. As the disciples looked back they now clearly saw that Jesus was the fulfilment of the Passover Lamb. 1 Corinthians 5:7. They also identified that the Lord fulfilled Firstfruits through his resurrection, becoming the firstfruits of spiritual and physical rebirth, with others following. 1 Corinthians 15:20-23, Romans 8:23, 16:5. 

Just so they saw that the Day of Pentecost described here in Acts 2 fulfilled the expectation of the Feast from ancient days, for it was a “harvest festival” for the church; the beginning of the “wheat harvest” of the souls of those who the Lord was to save and make part of his new body, the church. Jesus had spoken many times of the harvest being ready for reaping, and in this chapter we see the Holy Spirit beginning the reaping using the new “Apostles” and all the disciples gathered in Jerusalem to spread the word of truth and begin the church with evangelism in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

The harvest begins in Acts 2, but the Lord makes clear the final completion of it is at the end of the Summer (the end of the Church Age). Matthew 9:37-38,  13:30-39, Mark 4:29, Luke 10:2, John 4:35-38, Revelation 14:15.  It is interesting to reflect that in 140AD the Rabbis meeting after the collapse of the Bar-Kochba rebellion against Roman rule revised the celebration of this feast, moving it away from messianic expectations and making it, what it is today within Judaism, a celebration of the giving of the Torah to Moses. 

It is a biblical principle, that when people reject the truth the enemy sends them a strong lie to reinforce their rejection of the truth, and that is what happened to Israel. Israel rejected it’s true deliverer, Jesus of Nazareth, and turned in 67-70AD to false leaders, and then repeated the error in 133-135 AD. The result was not repentance, but a strong rejection of the message of Christ, and a new label for the Jewish followers of Jesus; mishumit, destroyers! 

When Rabbi Akiba recognized publicly Bar Kochba as Messiah all the Jewish followers of Jesus, who had till that time been loyal to the rebel leader as a nationalist figure of genius, withdrew their support, for they knew the movement had to collapse at that point, for it was rejecting Jesus and replacing him with a mere man. Jewish religious history diverges at that point, with the followers of Jesus looked upon as traitors, right through until the last fifty years. 

The change only begins in the 1890s with Edersheim’s books about Jesus from a Jewish Christian perspective, and then in the late 1970s the legacy of his work bears fruit with the establishment and growth of Messianic Jewish synagogues for the first time in 1900 years! The tide has now turned, and we live in a new and late phase of the history of the Church and Israel! Let us enter this chapter with anticipation and rejoicing, for the Lord has visited his people, and he has given them power to serve, and a plan to follow.

Verse 1. 
Luke gives us a time frame for the action here. Pentecost fell on a Sunday, as did Firstfruits. The Jewish reckoning of time begins with the evening sacrifice of the day before, 6pm. So the Sunday begins at the end of the Sabbath. Each day, in Jewish reckoning has “two evenings”; the first is 6-9pm on the day that ends the one before it, then the night, the day, and the day ends with the second evening from 3-6pm of that afternoon. To ensure that the two events did not get tied back into the Sabbath, both occur on the day following, and together formed the reason for the shift from Saturday to Sunday as the day of worship for the new community that emerges from Judaism. 

The resurrection occurs during the night, and is announced in the dawn light, and the coming of the Holy Spirit occurs when the day “is fully come”, that is, it occurs some time that morning when the Temple was full of people attending the sacrifices and teaching sessions that ran that holy day. Note also that the Christian group is still together, in their prayer meeting, and still, “of one mind”. Romans 15:1-7, Philippians 1:27- 2:8. They are now ready, after their ten days of prayer to see the Lord work, and to be obedient to their follow up role on this great day, when the church is born. Isaiah 65:23-24.

Verse 2. 
The action begins with dramatic swiftness, noise and power. Like the giving of the Torah on Mount Horeb in Arabia there is drama and attention grabbing sound effects. Exodus 19:16-19, Ezekiel 3:10-14. The apostles did not realize it, for they were so involved in the action unfolding in the room, but the Lord was through the sounds and sights outside the room gathering the crowd to which he intended they should speak. 

The sound was the first thing that grabbed the apostles attention, for such sounds in the scriptures always signified the direct intervention of God in the affairs of man. The house in which they had met for the last ten days was now filled up with this sound. The suddenness of the event is testified to by the words, “in which they were sitting”. They did not even have time to stand up; the Holy Spirit was there! It is a reminder that our body posture is not important in our worship, but we are to be “of one mind”, our heart is to be centred on the Lord.

Verse 3. 
The first sign of the Spirit’s presence was the sound of wind; very appropriate to Israelites, for the Hebrew word for spirit, is ruach; a word for breath or wind. The second sign of the Spirit’s arrival is the purifying fire of God that sat upon them. It resembled a cloven tongue, and sat upon each, as a sign that they were to use their tongues, but they would speak that day like they had never spoken before, in languages they had not learned. They are ready through prayer, and now they will be equipped with God’s purifying power.  Exodus 19:18-24, Deuteronomy 5:19-24, Isaiah 6:5-8, Jeremiah 23:29, Malachi 3:1-3. 

In the Exodus wanderings the fire and wind of God was awesome and frightening and the people were told to stay well away, but here the people are “sat upon” by the very fire of God. This illustrates the amazing changes brought about by the work of Christ upon the Cross to break down the wall of sin that separated man and a holy God, and by the resurrection that swept away the limits of death and enabled all saved people to be touched by eternity and be channels of God’s power.

Verse 4. 
Each person, and every person, male and female, (hence Peter’s reference to both in verse 17 below), young and old; everyone present was filled with the Holy Spirit. This is a grace operation, not tainted by the works or status of those present; from the most important to the least, from the ones who had served with the Lord from the beginning, to the ones who had only joined in recent weeks, all are filled for the work to be done. 

The principle had been told by the Lord in his parable in Matthew 20:1-16. The parables reflecting on the true nature of the Kingdom of God are now being worked out in daily Christian life before them all. The filling of the Spirit is always for service, and they immediately get into that service by speaking languages that the Spirit gives them to speak the true  Gospel in. They speak and the Holy Spirit both provides the language and then draws the speakers of that language to the believers. 

The Lord thus provides both the gift and the area for its operation. This is always the Lord’s process; no gift is given without areas of service/operation. No marketing program or human plans for church growth are required! The believers are empowered and obedient; they receive power and immediately spring into action and use it to witness, and the Lord does the rest. Exodus 4:11-12, Numbers 11:23-25, 1 Samuel 10:10-13, Isaiah 28:11, 59:21, Jeremiah 1:6-10, Mark 16:17, 1 Corinthians 12:10ff, 13:1-6, 14:1-22. The word Luke uses translated “utterance” is a very serious religious word, indicating the words spoken and how they were spoken were awesome, powerful and unique.  There was no doubt that God was moving, and even today there never is when God moves!
Verse 5. 
God’s timing is always perfect, that is why his plans are always so much better than ours. This feast was one of those that drew the crowds to the city and so there were many there from all nations of the earth where the Jewish people had scattered over the centuries since the Babylonian captivity and their service to both the Persian and Greek Empires. Exodus 23:14-17. 

Jewish communities were spread from Spain in the West through to India in the East by this time, and those present this day heard the language of the people amongst whom they lived, and as they had grown up in those places, the language they spoke before Aramaic or Hebrew. The confusion created by man’s sin at the Tower of Babel is broken down this day by the power of the Holy Spirit. Genesis 11:1-9, Isaiah 28:11, Isaiah 66:18-20, Matthew 24:14, Colossians 1:23. 

Note also here that Luke says, “devout” people heard this miracle on the day of Pentecost. Only those who were religiously obedient were there at that time; the carnally minded were away on business, or sleeping in, and it is only those who are seeking God that meet him that day. Man’s volition is never overwhelmed by God; rather God meets the deep desires of the heart of each man, and each man must count the cost and devote themselves to the search for the truth about God, and then they will be found by HIM. Luke 11:9-13, 12:29-31, 13:22-30, 14:25-33, 15:8-31. 

All the things Luke recorded of the words of the Lord are now being seen to be working out in the Spirit filled lives of the believers as they witness to those who are prepared in advance to hear. Witnessing is about the message being shared between two people whom the Lord has prepared in advance. The believer is prepared by prayer and the seeking unbeliever is prepared by their earnest desire for truth and the Holy Spirit’s witness direct to their soul. 

Verse 6. 
The result of the work of the Holy Spirit is amazement and division. When God works people are forced to make a decision about what they have seen and their hearts true purposes are revealed. The Lord had spoken of this. Matthew 10:32-42, Luke 12:49-53. 

The events of Pentecost were very noisy and a crowd gathered to see what was happening. The speaking in other languages and the sounds and appearances of the fire were all miraculous signs for the population, and the fact that the crowd was drawn together so quickly and numbered several thousand tells us that the house they met in must have been a large one quite close to the temple court yards because that is the only place where these events could have occurred, as there was no space in the narrow streets of the old city for this to happen else where. 

The effect on the “devout” crowd was immediate; they were amazed and all their logical human explanations disappeared for they knew this was a divine manifestation of power, and that prophecy was being fulfilled that day. Isaiah 28:11, Job 38-42.

Verse 7. 
They were beside themselves with fear and amazement, and they marvelled and wondered at the things they heard and saw. We would say today, that they felt a shiver go down their spine, for they knew they were in the presence of God’s power; they were seeing an act of God through mere men and women. They were witnessing a unique event; for never before or since has this occurred. It was the Lord’s dramatic way of initiating the church age with the universal message of the gospel being portrayed through all the languages of the Diaspora. 

As the gospel message moved out around the world from this point the Lord would use men and women speaking in their own languages, or they would have to learn the new language of the people to whom they spoke. While there are a few reliable accounts down through the centuries of special giftings to missionaries to speak in languages they had not learned, they remain the exception and this event here in Acts 2 remains the unique miracle that marks the beginning of the Church Age. This event was meant to be amazing and it was! 

Verses 8-11. 
The disciples were, on the whole, men of the Galilee. It was a multicultural area, where most were trilingual (Aramaic at home and synagogue, Greek in trade, and Latin in dealings with the government), it was not a place where great learning was common. It was not a place where foreign languages were known, let alone studied. Yet each person present heard the perfect rendering of their own native languages (from the places where they lived in the Diaspora). 

The list of places in these verses is not racial but geographical and illustrates just how far the Jewish peoples had been spread by the first century AD. Once again they note that there was no division between the racial Jew and the people who had become believers and attached themselves to synagogues (the god-fearers). Whether born Jewish, or born again into Judaism, each person present heard the language of the place they were born. 

Once again the LORD makes it clear that his message is for all peoples, and that all racial boundaries and superiorities are broken down by the Holy Spirit. What did they hear? They all heard the same message, and it was the gospel message of the wonderful works of the mighty saving God. The saving message is the message of God’s work, not the work of men. Men spoke, but each person hearing gave testimony to the power and message of God; none of the speakers got in the way of the message.

Verse 12. 
There are two reactions to this miraculous event. All present must respond, and their response betrays their heart. No-one can ever say, “God was not fair, I did not have a chance”, for all respond with their heart; some fall at the throne of Grace and power to receive salvation, yet some, seeing the same things, persist in their self centred lives rejecting God’s claim over them. 

Why does Luke add in the Cretans and Arabians in this verse rather than earlier? Did he forget them or was it from amongst this group that the words of this verse were heard? We cannot know, but we know that those who sought the truth both saw and heard it that day and fell before the Lord to receive his gift of salvation. 

They were perplexed and amazed, but remained open to the truth that would change them forever; they were ready to have their lives turned over by truth. Sadly many claim to be seeking truth, but like the rich young ruler do not want their comfortable world turned upside down. Matthew 19:16-26, Luke 18:17-30. 

The challenge a miracle gives to space-time limited mankind is the challenge to look beyond our realities to the eternal life realities that await the obedient. Many cannot see past their own wealth, their own houses and jobs and families, and so can never either meet the Lord, or if they do meet him cannot be used by him as he would have them used. 

Verse 13. 
Those who were there, religious yes, but self centred in their “faith”, sought any explanation for the events other than the factual one. When people do not want to hear the truth they will believe any lie that suits their unbelief! Ephesians 4:22, 2 Thessalonians 2:10, 2 Timothy 3:13, Hebrews 3:13. 

How is it possible for drunkenness to produce reason? How can alcohol produce intelligent speech? Such a thing is beyond reason, yet those who do not want to accept the miraculous accept the stupid! 

The Lord said he brought a sword, and just so we see it here; the crowd divides into two groups; those who will accept the work of God and those who prefer their own works and lives. Just so they will be judged in the last day; by their works for they have rejected the Lord’s done on their behalf. Revelation 20:11-15, Matthew 25:31-46. 

To speak of an holy thing as if it is the result of sin leaves the person without hope when they face their judge, and face him they will! Miracles are serious things for they leave people with nowhere to hide from the necessity of coming to a conclusion that they must live and die with. 

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

God’s timing is the correct timing always. The believer’s role is to position themselves in the place of power and await the leading of the Lord for their specific required service, then obediently do it. The believers have waited and prayed, and the day begins with them still seated at prayer and God moves upon them.  If in doubt, always wait upon the Lord!
We are always to position our selves in the place of power and then God will move upon us. Since this day of Pentecost all believers are ordered to, “be filled with the Holy Spirit”. Ephesians 5:18.  Wait and receive power.  Psalm 27:14 28:7-8
When God moves there is no doubt about it. If we have doubts that God has moved, then probably he has not and there is a natural explanation for what has happened. In this section we see the Lord move, through the Spirit in power, and there is no explanation other than that the Lord has moved upon his people. 

We are apt to think in human terms when we do the Lord’s work, and this section challenges us to do things God’s way or do nothing. God has his own marketing plans, and they are always better than anything we could come up with. The wind, the fire and the raised foreign voices coming from locals were the three unmistakable signs that God had moved in power.

The believers were obedient. They had received the gift of languages and they spoke the gospel immediately in those languages, allowing the Lord to gather the people around them. They did not seek their audience, they spoke and let the Holy Spirit who empowered them also gather the people around them to whom they were to speak. 

Our job is not to judge our work on the basis of crowds influenced, or publicity won, or fame announced somewhere. God seeks our obedience to his plan, and we are to leave the means and the results with him; we are to be living and willing vessels.  It is always to be his plan not our plans.  Do not despise the day of small things;  you know not where they go!
What we have read together here in Acts 2 was a unique event. It has not been replicated anywhere else on this scale, and since that time the great majority of the Lord’s evangelists have been either called to their own people, or to those whose languages they must learn by sheer hard slog. This was the launching of the church and as such has certain non-repeatable elements to it, but let us not let that fact rob our vision of the everlasting principles that were made clear by this great day. 

All the believers were filled, male and female, bond and free, old and young, senior members of the church and the newest Christians. All ministered, under the control of the Holy Spirit, and all had impact on that day. We are apt to control the work of the younger believer a little too much, rather than allowing the Holy Spirit to lead them into safe zones for ministry that he has chosen for them.   Allow the Holy Spirit to work believer and do not restrict his work by your logic.
There are biblical limits for young believers set; eg, that they are not to become pastors straight away.  If they have any rulership then their lives must have been checked for spiritual fruit for at least a year (four seasons of fruitfulness), but beyond that we must not limit what God can do with them. 1 Timothy 3:2-10. What is the Spirit saying to the churches today? Are we listening or are we telling God how we want it all done?

B.
PASTORAL

How focused are we as the Lord’s servants on ensuring the Lord’s people are of one mind and in one place?  Do we emphasize corporate prayer and bible study as we ought? Do the Lord’s people gather together enough for there to be a corporate moving of the Spirit through the local church. The church is not individuals, but a living body that we are tasked with leading, feeding and guiding by spiritual example.

Do we believe that the Lord will move upon his people through the power of the Holy Spirit, or do we trust in the movements that man can make to reach the lost in our area? God seeks for his people to lift him up and let his spirit move upon them. 

God seeks for obedient people: he seeks for those who will do things his way rather than theirs. When the church moves out in action do the unbelievers marvel and insult? These are the fruits of genuine moves of the Holy Spirit upon mankind. Those who are being led to salvation will marvel and praise God, while those who are heading for judgment will mock and insult the believers.

From this section the pastoral role is really clearly understood. We are to ensure our people are challenged to live prayer filled lives, in order that they might live in the world spirit filled lives, so that those the enemy has in captivity might see what God can do with ordinary lives made extra-ordinary through his mighty power.

DOCTRINES


EVANGELISM

EVANGELISM - NEW TESTAMENT PATTERN
JUDGMENT:  GREAT WHITE THRONE

MIRACLES:  PURPOSE

PARAPHRASE

“(All that is described here occurred) on the morning of the Day of Pentecost. (What happened was that) all the believers were still gathered together, (seated in prayer) in one place, with focused minds (united in seeking God’s will and purpose). The, without any warning at all, there came from the heavens a load noise, like the roar of a mighty sea, and there was an awesome, powerful wind, and the force of it filled up the house in which they were all sitting. And they all saw, as it were tongues of flame dividing and taking their seat upon each of them. And everyone present was filled with the Holy Spirit, and immediately began to speak aloud in languages they had never learned, as the Holy Spirit gave them this powerful prophetic gift to speak the things of God. At that time there were people staying in Jerusalem from every place in the Diaspora, (many of whom were fearers of the Lord and seekers of the truth about him). Now these unique events were so noisy and different that a large crowd soon gathered, and the people were staggered by what they saw and heard, for each person heard the language of the country they had come from, and they were more amazed because they knew that the Galilean believers speaking these languages could never have travelled to those places and learned the languages. They all commented on this to each other, “look these people are uneducated Galileans, they have never learned these languages! How is it that each of us hear the languages into which we were born?”  (We hear the languages of) Parthia, Media-Persia, Elam, Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt, Libya, Cyrene, Italy, Crete, and Arabia. Both Jewish born and god-fearing Gentiles, each of us hears the languages of our childhood, and in them we hear the wonderful mighty works of God.  And the result of this was that they were all beside themselves, and they were wondering what it meant, (for they all knew this was a significant event), and each said to the other, what does this mean? There were some however, (who seeing and hearing all this) kept on mocking and ridiculing the believers, saying, “they are all drunk on strong wine”.”

PETER’S FIRST SERMON TO LAUNCH THE NEW CHURCH BEFORE THE JEWISH PEOPLE.

ACTS 1: 14 – 28

14  But Peter, standing up with the eleven, lifted up his voice, and said unto them, Ye men of Judaea, and all ye that dwell at Jerusalem, be this known unto you, and hearken to my words: 15  For these are not drunken, as ye suppose, seeing it is but the third hour of the day. 16  But this is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel; 17  And it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams: 18  And on my servants and on my handmaidens I will pour out in those days of my Spirit; and they shall prophesy: 19  And I will shew wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath; blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke: 20  The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and notable day of the Lord come: 21  And it shall come to pass, that whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be saved. 22  Ye men of Israel, hear these words; Jesus of Nazareth, a man approved of God among you by miracles and wonders and signs, which God did by him in the midst of you, as ye yourselves also know: 23  Him, being delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God, ye have taken, and by wicked hands have crucified and slain: 24  Whom God hath raised up, having loosed the pains of death: because it was not possible that he should be holden of it. 25  For David speaketh concerning him, I foresaw the Lord always before my face, for he is on my right hand, that I should not be moved: 26  Therefore did my heart rejoice, and my tongue was glad; moreover also my flesh shall rest in hope: 27  Because thou wilt not leave my soul in hell, neither wilt thou suffer thine Holy One to see corruption. 28  Thou hast made known to me the ways of life; thou shalt make me full of joy with thy countenance.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Peter directly addresses the entire crowd in Aramaic, the common language all understood at least a little, and answers the critics, then turns his attention to the gospel message for the Aramaic speakers present. We must conclude that all the believers were saying something very close in the various languages to what Peter says here in the local Aramaic. 

Verse 14. 
Peter first gets everyone’s attention by calling to them all in a loud voice with two orders; “know this, hear this!” He stood for all to see him, and the other eleven stood with him, certifying their agreement as the key witnesses of what he is to say. It is now time for the message to be publicly proclaimed. All that has been gained in the ten days of private prayer must now be set forth in the arena of public scrutiny. 

He then speaks loudly, for all to hear above the noise. He addresses them as both Jews of Jerusalem, and those just “dwelling” in Jerusalem. The class system was such that those who dwelt in the city believed they were “thrice blessed”; as Jews, as Judeans, and as living within a city with the temple in it. Peter brings the two groups together, and will remind them that they all are being blessed by a visitation from God this day; a visitation that will change spiritual realities forever. 

The word “know” reminds us that there are facts we must see and receive or we are lost. And the verb for “pay attention / hear” reminds us that to learn anything we must turn our ears and hear the truth. It is the act of the free will that Peter appeals for here; the decision they must all make now to turn themselves physically towards the speakers, and listen to the words they speak so that they might understand the truth being proclaimed and so make their life changing decisions to either follow the truth or stand against it.

Verse 15. 
When the truth is being lied about even before it is fully heard there is an immediate need to confront the lie and expose it. Peter does this quickly now. From his answer to the criticism of those who will not have the truth we know the time of day of these events. It is the “third hour”; that is 9 o’clock in the morning. These people cannot be drunk for there has not been time for them to drink enough yet Peter says! They invent this excuse because they do not want the truth that God has indeed stepped into history, for that will demand their life changing response.  Under the Holy Spirit’s guidance, Peter will not allow any distraction from the truth.
Verse 16. 
Peter does not hesitate now in the train of his argument, he moves straight on to the prophetic truth that God has burst upon mankind this day, and the people had better pay close attention to what God is doing, for the consequences of disobedience are sure to be dire! He draws attention to a prophetic passage that we must read in full before we see how he applies it to the events of this first day of the Church Age, the day of Pentecost. Peter quotes from the Septuagint (LXX - Greek translation from the second century BC) version of Joel 2:28-32. It was always seen as a Messianic passage, indeed one that leads directly into the millennial kingdom, but also one that speaks of great judgment in the midst of it. 

There is messianic expectation this day by all present, for even the apostles expect the kingdom to come soon, but this passage reminds them that there is great judgment upon Israel to come first, and that the kingdom will come, but only after a terrible purging of Israel and the judging of the entire world. Read on into Joel chapter three and see the prophetic timetable spelt out.   In our own day the “scholars” of the liberal Universities are writing more and more about this subject, claiming a great divide between the east and west of Judaism in its use of the LXX. Beware of them, for they are trying to explain away these very words here by surmising falsehoods!  Stick to the Holy Spirit’s point through Peter.
It is not that Peter understands this all at the point when he speaks here, for future events in Acts show he did not understand this, but he does see that the events of the day of Pentecost begin a new period of world history, one that leads to the kingdom being established upon the earth, and one that will see great judgment upon those who reject the Lord, both Jew and gentile. This is a day of visitation by God, a day of grace proclaimed, where those who call upon the Lord for deliverance will receive his deliverance, but where those who reject him will reap the terrible consequences of their rejection of the good news of God. Peter operates on the basis of what he does know, and is not hindered by what he doesn’t yet know, for he has faith that God will fill the gaps in his knowledge over time. Let us be like Peter!
Many will be saved this day, but for others there will be the ticking of the clock for the nation Israel, and the clock will be stopped, due to their disobedience when one generation has passed. In 70AD (40 lunar years = one biblical generation) the nation will be snuffed out by the Roman legions, and only the ones who follow the one the nation rejects will carry on in the diaspora. The Lord will build the church, and it will grow as Jew and Gentile, but it will grow out of the ashes of the unbelief of the nation Israel. There is joy this day as Peter speaks, for there is blessing in the arrival of the Holy Spirit in power, but there is sadness here too, for it begins the last days for the nation that received such a great blessing.

Verse 17. 
Once again we are confronted by the universal nature of the events of the day of Pentecost; the breaking of the old cultural and racial bounds. Both Jew and Gentile, men and women speak in the power of the Holy Spirit without distinction or superiority / inferiority. 

Both old and young speak, without the young having to give way to the old, nor the old exercising authority because of their grey beards. The only standard for service or authority from this point onwards in history, is the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit within each obedient believer. Spiritual criteria alone now count; not racial, sexual, cultural, or years on the planet amount to anything in the Lord’s service, but spiritual status alone. Believers are “gifted” in grace and the Spirit is sovereign in the gifting. Each is to be ready to do anything to which they are called, without being limited by cultural practices, rules or expectations. Isaiah 40:1-30, 49:26, Zechariah 2:10-13, 1 Corinthians 12:7-13, 14:20-33.

Verse 18. 
Not only are the boundaries of verse seventeen broken down but also the social boundaries of servant and master. These things were revolutionary, and the Rabbis of the day would have been shocked and dismayed, for all their teaching is rendered null and void by this act of God. Man loves his little distinctions, for they give false views of superiority, and make some feel comfortable at others discomfort, but the Lord sweeps them all away. 1 Corinthians 7:21-24, Galatians 3:27-29, Colossians 3:8-17.   The Lord always simplifies; beware of all men who complicate!
To be a servant was to be second class in society, and to be a slave, third class, and to be a woman to have very little status at all, except in the family circle. By the giving of the Holy Spirit to all believers present that day the Lord wipes away all social distinctions, demonstrating in the power of the Holy Spirit the equality before God of all peoples. This is no mere political equality, but an equality for service and rewards to be won in that service. All may serve, indeed all are expected to serve, and to do so in the place the Lord calls them to serve, not in the place their birth appears to predestine them to live and work. 

Verse 19. 
God has stepped into history and he has stepped in with power and wonder. Peter is aware that some of these things have already occurred, but also he knows in the Spirit, that even more great signs are yet to occur as the Church Age unfolds and leads into the last days of the earth as we know it. Many believers today are asking the question; ‘when do the last days begin?’ Peter answers that here; and it is a surprise.  They have already begun; they began the day the church started. 1 Corinthians 10:1-11, Hebrews 1:1-3, 1 Peter 1:13-25, 2 Peter 3:10-18. 

Peter reminds us all that the very elements of the earth are unstable, and that the atomic energy that holds the universe together is the mind and will of God. The Lord will unravel the universe, and he will do it in a way that all mankind might see his power and be without excuse before him.

Verse 20. 
Before the Lord’s return to rule there will such signs as all will know this earth is being visited by the creator. The day will be great and terrible; and it depends upon the volitional choices of the people as to which it will be for them. Matthew 24-25, 1 Corinthians 1:8, 2 Corinthians 1:14, Philippians 1:10, 1 Thessalonians 5:2, 2 Thessalonians 2:8, 1 Timothy 6:14, 2 Timothy 4:1, Titus 2:13.  

The day of the Lord is a “notable” day; a day of the revealing of the godhead amongst mankind. Peter is making it clear that this generation who hear his words will see either personal and national deliverance, or they will see personal and national judgment. The “good news” is tinged with sadness and fearful expectation, because it underlines the seriousness of rejection of the powerfully revealed truth! How will any one escape judgment if they neglect such a clear indication of the divine hand in the affairs of mankind?  Hebrews 2:3.

Verse 21. 
The Lord’s name will save. Also refer Romans 10:13. What does this mean in a Hebrew context? The name was the essence of the person, and to use the name was to appeal to the person. The verbal form indicates that volition must be expressed; the subjunctive mood reminding us that maybe the person will and maybe they will not express their faith in action. The verb is not in the active voice, for the action is possible only in association with the work of the Holy Spirit, for the person must walk with the Spirit to be saved; they cannot save themselves! 

Peter’s statement expresses the finality and certainty of salvation and judgment; we are saved by God’s grace provision of a Saviour, through faith expressed in that Saviour. Man is called to express aloud their faith; to affirm and stand for what they believe upon. There is no place for the “hidden believers” in the scriptures, for as we will see as we walk through Acts, All who believed in Him had to stand for Him, even unto death. Those who would not do this were proved by the acts to be phoney in their professed beliefs. If faith does not work out in the life it is no faith at all. James 2:14-26.

Verse 22. 
Peter now addresses the crowd directly, for most were there fifty days before at the day of Passover, when the Lord died for their sins! They know the facts and they are now called to act upon them, as we all must. Effectively Peter says, “Men of Israel, this Jesus, you killed him!!!”  Some of these people may have heard the crowd mock at the cross, some may even have said, “come down if you are the Son of God”, others may have called for Barabbaus to be released rather than Jesus . Peter’s words are blunt and powerful, and they have a very immediate effect on these people.

Peter orders, “hear these words!” Hear me right now, and keep on hearing me! Peter refers to the Lord in the Jewish way by identifying the place he comes from and emphasizing the signs of his ministry that certified who he was. The signs of the day on which he speaks become even more powerful when placed in the line from the Lord’s ministry through until the present, for the present signs of fire and sound draw attention to the earlier ministry signs that these people had heard of at least. 

Peter refers to the Lord as being “approved” by these signs. The Lord was authenticated by the three categories of proof; signs that signify divine action, wonders that cannot be explained except by acts of God, and miracles that as acts defy natural explanation. 

These three words sum up the variety of supernatural evidence possible that the Lord demonstrated in all his work. Peter makes it clear that it was the power of God that was shown through all the things the Lord did. He appeals to the visible evidence that they had seen themselves but had ignored to this point. There is no politics, no diplomacy, no cultural sensitivity, just the truth of the Cross and Empty Tomb, and the demand that they must respond to these truths.

Verse 23. 
His death was not an accident, but Peter says, part of a plan that went back to eternity past, and will be fulfilled yet in history to come. Note the two words Peter uses to describe the plan of God in action seen through the Lord’s work. These things occurred according to the “determinate counsel” and the “foreknowledge” of God. 

The first phrase is one Greek verb that in the perfect tense means that the Father had set up the boundaries of what would happen in advance so that the objectives would be fully met. 

The second indicates that there were no surprises in the events as they unfolded; that each and every act that occurred was foreseen and approved by the Father from eternity past. All was planned and all was certain, and all was effective in winning salvation for mankind by clearing away all man’s sin, and demonstrating a commitment to the plan of God, through the cross, that no-one else could ever do. Matthew 27:20-26, 39-43, 62-65, 28:11-15.

Verse 24. 
The Cross was not the end. The power of God was seen in the resurrection’s destruction of the limitation and suffering of death. God over-ruled death! The resurrection is the stepping into time of eternity, and the loosing of all the bonds that death had ever held over mankind. It is not possible for the one who bore the sin of mankind successfully on the cross to be held by the consequence of sin’s entry into the world. Through Adam came sin, and it’s consequence, death, so when sin was dealt with, then by natural law the consequence of it was also dealt with. God’s direct action in raising the Lord from death was the natural result of the success of the Lord’s work on the Cross, and the evidence of that success! Psalms 116, Luke 24:44-46, Romans 6:22-23, 1 Corinthians 15:4, 12-22, 55-58, 2 Corinthians 5:21, Hebrews 2:10-18, 9:26-28. 

The phrase “pains of death”, is a very personal and powerful way of describing death’s power over mankind. They are the cries of each person as they see death for what it is when we are without resurrection hope; it is the end of all mankind values, the loss of all that has been done and enjoyed in this brief life. Only resurrection faith replaces the cries of pain when seeing the reality of death with the cries of joy and anticipation that resurrection brings.

Verse 25. 
Peter reminds the crowd that all these things are a matter of prophecy, for God ensured they were not left with any excuse to fail to believe in the resurrection. Peter alludes to a number of verses while specifically quoting Psalm sixteen. . Psalms 16:8-11, 21:7, 30:1-12, 73:23-28, 109:31, 110:1-5, Isaiah 41:13, 50:7-9. 

The genuine Messiah MUST rise from the dead, and Peter’s words tell the crowd that he has. David was stable in his life and faith because he lived upon the Rock, and that faith rock was the Christ, the Messiah of Israel, and the world, who with the eyes of faith he saw would come. Peter is both singing and weeping as he speaks, for the resurrection is the hope of Israel, and it has just happened before them all, and most have not, till this point, accepted it. 

Verse 26. 
Peter rejoices with David in the reality of the work of the God head, for it has opened the door of salvation and brought joy out of sadness. Psalms 16:9, 22:22-24, 30:11, 63:1-7, 71:22-24. 

Note Peter’s last words in this verse; “my soul shall rest in hope”. We could paraphrase this by saying, “My soul shall certainly rest secure with peace of mind in the confidence I can have because of all these things”! The resurrection was the defining event for the early church; had it not occurred there would have been no faith at all, for all there was up until this point was the forgotten promise to the disciples that he would rise. They had nothing but despair until he arose from the dead, but now, Peter says, we have the confidence born of the fact of resurrection, and it is a confidence that assures them facing their own death. 

Verse 27. 
More quotes from the Psalms, which we have already seen above. Hades was the place where the souls of the dead awaited the last judgment; a place beyond hope, for once there it was too late to change your fate, for all the choices of time had become final. Job 19:25-27, Jonah 2:5-6, Proverbs 2:19, Luke 16:19-31, John 11:38-45, 1 Corinthians 15:52-58, Hebrews 9:27-28.

Verse 28. 
Only God can make known to us the ways of true life, and the Lord’s life shows us all the truths of the father’s will for us. John 11:25-27, 14:1-6, 11. Our joy can only be filled up in fellowship with Him, for in this world where so many still reject the truth, there is no joy apart from the one who has brought hope in the midst of man’s despair.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How clear are we in the proclamation of the truth as we know it? Have we stood like Peter and spoken of what we know concerning the Lord Jesus Christ. Have we silenced the foolishness of the attacks upon the truth as bluntly as Peter did the accusations of drunkenness? The Lord loves plain speaking, and so are we to love telling the truth clearly and fully.

The disciples had spent many days since the resurrection being taught by the Lord initially, then by each other as they shared the scriptures that were relevant to the gospel message as they now understood it to be. How much study of the Word of Truth are we doing daily? It is no accident that I say “daily”, for too many ignorant brethren ask me why they lack the power and the facts, when it is clear; they have not set aside the time to study. 

Peter and the team of believers were taught for forty days by the Lord in resurrection body, prayed and studied for ten days, and then spoke for ten minutes or so, and thousands were saved! They put the time in behind the scenes and so were able to serve the Lord on the stage of history. There is no service without preparation. Let us prepare every day by our prayer and bible study!   Let us grow in the grace and the knowledge of Him. 2 Peter 3:14-18.

Peter uses the terms, like predestination, that many avoid in all their talk. He confronts the mystery of the incarnation and the death of the Lord in terms of the plan of God, and he comes to some solid doctrinal conclusions that he rests upon. We need to understand the systematic teaching of the Word of Truth if we wish to be used by the Lord for the great times of history, for unless we understand systematically we cannot serve with faith, confidence and consistency. 

We must understand the big picture, for only then can we have faith in the difficult times in the smaller details of life and death. We cannot be moved if we are built upon the rock, but there are two things involved in this. We must be resting upon the truth Rock, Christ, and we must be built up upon Him, and that involves years of learning of Him and His Word, and trusting in the words and the person behind them. Only a knowledgeable and intelligent relationship with a person protects us from doubts when their integrity is attacked by others. There are many testing situations that come in life, but all can be handled if we are rooted and grounded in Him. Ephesians 3:17, Colossians 2:7.

B.
PASTORAL

As pastors of the Lord’s people we are challenged by David and Peter’s words here for they remind us that we are a part of a great plan that is working out through space and time by means of the Spirit’s moving upon men and women like ourselves! It is a reminder that we are to speak the truth often, and teach systematically always, so that the people of the Lord might know the truths that can set them free from the doubts and anxieties that reflect the devil’s temporary hold over this world. 

It is also a reminder to be careful about who we exclude from service in the church, on the basis of sex or age. This passage makes it clear that both men and women and young and old spoke the gospel with boldness in the languages given to them by the Holy Spirit. The sole criteria for service, or exclusion from service in the church is spiritual; it is neither gender nor age related. No-one is to be excluded from a ministry role if they are qualified by Holy Spirit gifting and certified by the presence of the fruits of the Holy Spirit in their life. 

Neither age nor sex is to be a barrier to service; none are too old or too young to be raised up to speak God’s truth to the people of God. If the Holy Spirit raises up a preacher or bible teacher then the only judging to be done of them is spiritual least we rob ourselves of the Lord’s servant in time of great need.

We need to be reminded, and the Lord’s people need such reminder, that the devil’s hold over the mind’s of men is temporary, and the truth of the gospel is in the power of the Holy Spirit able to break the bondage of sin and the blindness of the enemy. Prayerful witness and prayer-saturated preaching will break open the enemy’s hold over mankind. Romans 11:25, 2 Corinthians 3:13-18, 4:1-7, Ephesians 4:18, 1 John 2:11.

Our faith is built upon the sure foundation of the Rock of Christ, the risen Lord. The resurrection itself is part of the rocky foundation upon which we are built, if we have indeed a biblical faith. Christianity is a faith that is seen in the lives of it’s genuine followers by their life fruit; and that fruit involves joy and confidence. Where there is no biblical fruit, there is no biblical faith. Matthew 7:13-27.  No evidence of the Holy Spirit = no real faith.  Romans 8:9, James 2:14-26.
Where the Holy Spirit is present then the fruit of the Holy Spirit is present; if there is no fruit, then it is logical to conclude  that the Spirit is not present!  Romans 8:9-16, 1 Corinthians 2:10-14. Our role is clear; like Peter we are to pray and preach when-ever the Lord opens the door for us to speak. If the door is not open we are to pray, and when it pens we are to speak! Let us be sensitive to the Lord’s timing and will for our lives.

DOCTRINES

DISPENSATIONS

DISPENSATION OF THE GENTILES OR FAMILY

DISPENSATION OF THE JEWS OR ISRAEL

DISPENSATION OF THE CHURCH

DISPENSATIONS: THE TRIBULATION OR THE TIME OF JACOB'S TROUBLE

DISPENSATION OF THE MILLENNIUM

PENTECOST 

LAST DAYS:  CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LAST DAYS

DAY

PARAPHRASE

“(Facing these criticisms and satanic distractions from the events unfolding), Peter rose to his feet, and the eleven rose with him (supporting him). Lifting up his voice (to be heard above the background noise), he boldly spoke to them. ‘All of you, open your ears, hear my word and understand them, all of you, whether you are from Jerusalem or Judea, (or are just dwelling her at this time). These people you see (speaking in languages they have not learned), they are not drunk, as you have speculated, for it is only nine am! What is happening here is what the prophet Joel spoke about. Saying, It will certainly happen in the last days that I, your God will pour out my spirit upon all peoples, and the sons and daughters of Israel will prophesy, and the old and the young will dream prophetic dreams. In those days, on both my male and female servants will I pour out my spirit, and they will prophesy! And I will demonstrate for all to see wonderful acts in the heavens, and clear signs of my presence in the earth beneath; there will be blood, fire and smoke (as at Sinai). Before that great and significant final appearance of the Lord, the sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood! But it will be at that time, (as it is now), that those who call upon the name of the Lord shall be delivered. You men of Israel, hear clearly these words! Jesus of Nazareth (is my subject here today), a man clearly authenticated by God amongst you, by miracles, wonderful acts that only God could do, and clear signs of his deity; this man did all these things by the power of God. You all know this is true! This man, being delivered over to death by evil and wicked men, (walked this path) in accordance with the foreknown and predetermined plan of God. He was crucified and killed. (But) he was raised up from the dead by the power of God, who cut him free from the pains of mortality, because it was not possible for death to hold him as it’s prisoner. For David spoke concerning this in the Psalms, saying, ‘I fore-saw the Lord always before my face, for he remains on my right hand, in order that I should not be moved or troubled by anything’. For this reason, my heart rejoiced within me, and my tongue told my joy (for all to hear), for my soul shall certainly rest secure with peace of mind in the confidence I can have because of all these things! Because (I know now that like Jesus) you Lord will not leave my soul in Hades, nor will my end be simply a rotting corpse in the ground. (Through all these events) you have made known to me the ways of true life, and (through faith in these things) you will fill me up with joy so all see it on my face”.

NOTES
PETER’S ADDRESS CONTINUED - ACTS 1: 29 – 47

29  Men and brethren, let me freely speak unto you of the patriarch David, that he is both dead and buried, and his sepulchre is with us unto this day. 30  Therefore being a prophet, and knowing that God had sworn with an oath to him, that of the fruit of his loins, according to the flesh, he would raise up Christ to sit on his throne; 31  He seeing this before spake of the resurrection of Christ, that his soul was not left in hell, neither his flesh did see corruption. 32  This Jesus hath God raised up, whereof we all are witnesses. 33  Therefore being by the right hand of God exalted, and having received of the Father the promise of the Holy Ghost, he hath shed forth this, which ye now see and hear. 34  For David is not ascended into the heavens: but he saith himself, The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit thou on my right hand, 35  Until I make thy foes thy footstool. 36  Therefore let all the house of Israel know assuredly, that God hath made the same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ. 37  Now when they heard this, they were pricked in their heart, and said unto Peter and to the rest of the apostles, Men and brethren, what shall we do? 38  Then Peter said unto them, Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, and ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost. 39  For the promise is unto you, and to your children, and to all that are afar off, even as many as the LORD our God shall call. 40  And with many other words did he testify and exhort, saying, Save yourselves from this untoward generation. 41  Then they that gladly received his word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls. 42  And they continued stedfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers. 43  And fear came upon every soul: and many wonders and signs were done by the apostles. 44  And all that believed were together, and had all things common; 45  And sold their possessions and goods, and parted them to all men, as every man had need. 46  And they, continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, did eat their meat with gladness and singleness of heart, 47  Praising God, and having favour with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily such as should be saved.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

King David’s traditional time of death, according to the rabbis was Pentecost, and so reference to David at this time was most appropriate and challenging, for his tomb was apparently visible, not far from where Peter is speaking. David was the “hope of Israel” to the orthodox hearers of Peter’s words, but great David’s greater Son was the true hope, and Peter will draw the contrast between the tomb where the bones of David lie, and the tomb that lies empty from which God raised David’s great Son who is also David’s lord! Tradition says David was buried in the hill of Zion, on what is known as the Ophel, the city of David, which lies south east from the present surviving wall of the old temple, the “Wailing Wall”. 

Verse 29. 
Peter asks their permission to speak with freedom to say things that will otherwise be a shock to the hearers. When people are settled in their opinions, with mind set established by long years of training it is hard to break through with the truth. Peter reminds them first therefore of the facts of life and death relating to David. He lived in this city, served in this city and died and was buried in this city and they can visit his grave! The contrast he will make to the Lord is clear, for he too served in this city, died in this city and was buried in this city, but his grave is empty!

Verse 30. 
David knew the prophetic truth that Messiah would come, and the Lord revealed to him that Messiah would come of his line, and that he would call his descendant, “Lord”.  2 Samuel 7:11-29, 1 Chronicles 17:10-15, 16-27,  Psalms 89:3-4, 19-34,110:1-5, 132:11-18, Luke 1:31-33, 68-70.  All honour David, so why have they not bowed to the one David calls “Lord”?
Verse 31-32. 
David understood the resurrection, and Peter says, “what was prophesied we have seen, and stand as twelve witnesses before you to certify this truth before all”. Psalms 16:10-11. This is an act of God, for only God can raise the dead. Peter reminds them of their own rules regarding these things, for resurrection of the dead was a clear sign, accepted as being from God alone.

Verse 33. 
This is very inflammatory to this crowd, for they killed the Lord, and Peter now tells them they have acted against the Lord’s anointed and he is now seated at the right hand of Godhead in majesty and total power! They need to see and hear these things very clearly, for their eternal life hangs in the balance here; unless they repent they have no hope at all, given what they have done. 

The Lord’s Ascension and Session are the signs in heaven that he is seated in the place of authority over all things, and the signs before these people this day with the gift of tongues is the sign to them that all that Peter speaks is true and must be believed and applied or they will all suffer the judgments spoken of in so many of the passages we have seen referred to in this section. Psalms 89:19-24, 118:16-23, Isaiah 52:13ff, 53:12, Ephesians 1:19-23, Philippians 2:5-11, Hebrews 1:2-4, 10-12, 1 Peter 1 :20-21, 3:21-22.

Verse 34-35. 
Peter quotes Psalm 110:1. The custom of the ancient world was that a defeated king was taken and made into a footstool for the feet of the victorious king. Hebrews 1:13. What does this mean when applied to the Lord? He defeated sin and death, and so he sits in glory as victor over sin and death right now! This has world changing implications and applications for the believers through history since this time. 

We live in the time following the Lord’s great victory, a time when we ought to be utilizing his power to defeat sin in our lives, and when we ought to be facing the fears we may have over death with the certainties of his defeat of its sting!  1 Corinthians 15:55-56. David had not ascended to the heavens for his grave and his body was still with the people, in view of all. Matthew 22:44ff, Mark 16:19ff.


Verse 36. 
What a shock this must have been to these people. This Jesus, whom you crucified is the Messiah! Beyond doubt he lets all Israel know that the Lord Jesus is truly the Messiah of Israel! Peter does not shrink away from the direct responsibility of the people for the Lord’s death, for they were responsible. Only when people accept their personal responsibility for their own sin will they be able to do the things required to deal with their sins; namely cast themselves before the one who died for them. Matthew 28:18-20, John 3:35-36, 5:22-27, 16:8-11, Romans 14:8-12. 

Verse 37. 
The result of the truth told in the power of the Holy Spirit is seen here. There is conviction, exactly as the Lord says there will be when-ever we speak the biblical truth in the Spirit’s power at the right time.  John 16:8-11. There is a stabbing of the truth through the social defences of these people and they face the full enormity of what the nation has done.  Their hearts are pierced through with the guilt of their actions, and they have the fruit of such insight, they ask what they must do to make it right. Guilt alone may simply be further narcissistic self indulgence. Unless it leads to genuine repentance it is worthless; and genuine repentance means a change of heart and life, seen in actions taken, rather than talked about. 

Only a “remnant” of the nation will repent, but from them the Lord will build the foundation of his church, and to this remnant he will add the Gentiles who are saved. Ezekiel 6:8-10, 7:16-18, 27, Zechariah 12:10, Romans 7:7-20. This first occasion that the gift of tongues occurs fulfils its purpose completely. 1 Corinthians 14:21-25. The satanic inspired darkness is blown away by the truth of the words of Peter spoken in the prayer filled power of the Holy Spirit and some of blinded of Israel are saved this day. Romans 11:7-10.

Verse 38. 
In this verse we have three forms of the Greek verb; an active voice(repent), a passive voice(receive baptism), and a middle voice(they will receive the gifts of the Spirit through their obedience and the work of the Holy Spirit upon and within them). These three verbs sum up the theology of the Holy Spirit as it is taught throughout the New Testament. We are called to be active in the things we must do! We are called to receive the things that God alone must give, and we are called to work and walk with the Spirit in the reception and use of the things that the Spirit wishes us to utilize during our time on the planet. God demands action not words! A belief that does not work out in the life is not a genuine belief! Refer the words of the Lord himself if you doubt this clear biblical teaching. Matthew 7:13-27, 21:28-32, Luke 15:1-32, 24:44-48. 

They are first to repent! They all understood what this meant, but we argue about it. In Jewish circles it meant to change your mind and involved a heart felt change of mind that led to action to change the whole life into a new direction. Having changed their minds about the person and work of the Lord, they are then challenged to publicly testify to their changed mind and life in the Jewish manner by water baptism (mikvah). This was a common Jewish way of demonstrating a change in life and direction, and was a natural thing for them to do to publicly proclaim the reality of the change within. 

The Lord had ordered that this Jewish ritual ought to be used for all new believers as a sign of their heart’s and life’s change. The early church utilized this Jewish ritual and made it there own. Many baptisteries have been found in the excavations of the city of Jerusalem, and were present in most very early churches whose ruins survive.  Best preserved may be seen in the Roman Catholic Cathedral of Ravenna dating from the late Roman Empire. They tend to be like modern spa pools, with stairs in one side and out another, or stairs side by side so that you enter the pool for total immersion by one set of stairs and leave by another set of stairs. Matthew 28:18, Romans 6:3, 1 Corinthians 1:13-17. 

This powerful symbolic ritual was changed around the fourth to fifth century and the baptismal font was used to sprinkle, in lieu of the Jewish immersion ritual. Baptism by immersion, in the Jewish manner, returns to the church through the work of the Anabaptists in the sixteenth century. As has been mentioned in the study of John’s Gospel, if there is a sin in administering this ritual wrongly, there is a greater sin, and that is falling out with those who differ with your settled conclusion in this matter! Remember, it is the state of the heart that is the reality, not the amount of water used in the ritual.
Verse 39. 
They are to decide to enter into the blessing of Messiah or stay with the enemies of the Cross and reap the rewards that the enemy pays, and then take the eternal consequences for their disobedience. The message of Peter is clear to them. The Lord will call to Israel, but if they do not respond, then he will call to all who will hear, and many from others nations will enter blessings that could have been theirs. 

This verse is another reminder that the work of salvation is God’s work; unless He calls the unbeliever, and opens up the satanic blindness, they cannot be saved. God’s justice means that all will stand before him in eternity without excuse for rejection of their Saviour. We do not need to defend God’s character over this or worry ourselves about “fairness”, for the end result is fair, and none facing judgment say that they are treated unfairly, and could not have been saved, for all could have cast themselves upon the grace of God. Joel 2:30-32, Romans 8:28-34, 9:24, 11:29, Ephesians 1:15-18, 4:4-6, 2 Thessalonians 1:11-12, 2 :13-14, 2 Timothy 1:8-10, 2 Peter 1 :3-10.

Verse 40. 
Peter’s speech is shortened up by Luke in his account, which is as we would expect, for Luke was not there, and took notes from others recollection, so he lets us know here that there was much more said than is recorded, and all was to the effect of conviction of sin for these people. 

Peter follows the Lord in his bluntness in describing this generation of Israelites; referring to them as “untoward or crooked”. This Greek word indicates a predominant mental attitude that speaks of judgment. They have an attitude of opposition to the maker; a spirit of rebellion against the plan of God, and rejection of the claims of the maker. 

To side with the powers that be in the state is death to those who play politics. It will be forty years before the sentence falls upon this generation with the Roman Legion’s destruction of the city, but the apostles already see the reality and warn against it. God is gracious, but there is a time limit to grace and when people persistently go too far they are judged. As Moses in the desert warned against the evil people who would lead the Lord’s people away from truth, so Peter, standing like Moses, calls for a decision. Numbers 16:28-38.  Man is warned, God is not mocked; and a day is set for judgment when those who are “untoward” will face the consequences of their actions.  Matthew 3:7-10, 12:33-37, 16:1-4, 17:14-20, 23:29-39, Mark 8:34-38, James 4:8-10, Revelation 3:17-19.

Verse 41. 
There is only one way to receive the Lord’s words and that is gladly.  The message hit home to the Holy Spirit prepared people and the church grew from 120 people to 3000+ in one day. This is the sort of growth that is possible when the Lord’s people work God’s way, with God’s message, delivered after diligent prayer, in the power of the Holy Spirit. They believed first then were baptized. Baptism was not the point of salvation, it was the visible sign of a completed event. There is no biblical warrant for baptismal regeneration; it was always a ritual that reflected a reality, never the reality itself. It was a sign of entry also into the new reality of faith in the group of the believers.

Verse 42. 
Once they had made the step of faith, and believed, they were baptized into the new fellowship and became members through the public testimonial of water baptism. Four things characterized the group, and all new members of it; they studied and committed to an agreed system of doctrines taught by the apostles, they shared the fellowship of the table with the main meal each day being taken together. They also prayed together and shared the communion meal together, possibly each day, certainly each weekend. In short they enjoyed each other’s company and spent all time they could together. 

Now remember that many of these people were in Jerusalem for the feast, and would soon depart to the four corners of the Empire and beyond it, so every moment they could learn of their new faith before departure home was valued. For those who lived in or around Jerusalem there was a similar urgency to learn all they could and savour every moment, for they had all been wrong about the Lord and they wanted to make up lost time. While they were altogether there was the need to feed the crowd. There would be food to share for a time, but as the days and months went on those who stayed in the city, without work or money, would be running out of food after a time.

Verse 43. 
The power and influence of this group was significant, for they bonded together and spoke the Word, and through the Holy Spirit worked many miracles, just as Jesus said they would. Mark 16:17-18, John 5:20, 14:12-21. The people who witnessed these miracles experienced wonder and fear, but not necessarily salvation. Even with strong evidence of God’s work some people will ignore the reality and while being fearful still will persist in their own self cantered lives. If people do not want God to tell them what to do, no amount of evidence is good enough for them!

Verse 44-45. 
As we have seen, many of the people saved on the day of Pentecost were from out of town, and may have been short of funds if they stayed in town too long. To establish the new churches in their home towns they needed to learn all that the Lord had taught the apostles and learn to re-interpret the Old Testament, which was the church’s only bible until the New Testament was written and gathered into one book. This process would take until the end of the first century for all the New Testament to be written and nearly 300 years for the gathering and certifying process to be completed.

Until they were ready to return to their homes and establish the new churches there, the locals at Jerusalem fed and housed the visitors. They held their property in common; that is, they looked upon all they owned as the Lord’s property to do with as the church required. It does not mean that they sold up everything and used all the money!  How do we know this? Because they still met in houses, and slept in houses owned by members of the congregation! So they sold excess properties, as they were clearly surplus to requirements but held onto the houses they lived in, and that others were staying in. 

Renting houses was not widely practiced in this time and place and so unless some held onto their houses all would have been beggars in the street. As the visitors had needs for survival, others were moved by the Holy Spirit to sell property and give it for the relief of the needs of the new brethren, but there was no pressure to sell up all property and give all your money! It is this that opens the door of understanding to the events of chapter five. Read Acts 4:31-5:11 as this whole thing about the property will make more sense, and you will see clearly that individual people sold property only as the Holy Spirit led.  The property sold was in most, if not all cases, properties they were not living in, or needing; they were the “retirement fund properties” that were sold.  These people stepped out in faith to meet the church’s need.  They put aside their worry about tomorrow to meet the needs of today.  Matthew 6:25-34, 25:40-46.
Verse 46. 
This may appear like a repeat of verse 42 but it is here for a powerful purpose. The church did not lose it’s focus, and it’s growth was due to sticking to the basics of the Holy Spirit filled life and not getting settled into any pattern other than the spiritual one.  It is walking in the Spirit, not according to the plans of man that matters.
They “continued” in the temple. So many churches stop doing the things that the Holy Spirit used to grow them, and so they lose the plot and they lose growth momentum. These people were Jewish and they kept on going into the Temple, and witnessing in the very place that was the centre of opposition to the new movement. They rejected the “politically correct” solution and confronted the enemies of the truth with the reality of the resurrection faith every day.  They will also centre evangelism in Jewish Synagogues from this point onwards, and will only stop using these gatherings when they are banned from them. 
They kept supporting each other also. They met for prayer, teaching, social fellowship and food, and so bound the community together in love and care for each other. The earliest testimony of them would be from their persecutors, “behold how they love one another!” Note that they moved from house to house, indicating that the members did not sell the houses they lived in and also that the church was careful not to overwhelm specific households and wear them out.

Verse 47. 
Genuine worship is praise to the Lord, and as such finds favour with God and man. The ordinary people have, throughout history, tended to admire the genuine, and have hated the phoney and the arrogant. Self righteousness is nearly always despised, but a humble belief in the truth that transforms the life is hard to argue with, and most will admire it. 

Satan is limited by the believer’s obedience. He is unable to fully attack any church where the believers are practicing obedience to the spirit and letter of the Lord’s words. Genuine faith has real anointed power. The last sentence of this chapter reminds us that the Lord is the one who grows his church. 

The Holy Spirit convicts all of sin, but free will is seen demonstrated in this chapter, for some stay in their unbelieving fear, while others hear and heed the call of God on their life, repent and are saved. The Lord grows his church!

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Do we live at the “wailing wall” of our regrets, or in the open places of the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our life? We are called out of the city of sin and death, beyond the walls that do not protect us against the true enemies of the soul, into the pathway of the Lord for our life. How often believers stay with their old secure realities, their familiar life, rather than walk as and where the Lord, through the Holy Spirit, would lead them. Hebrews  11:8-10, 13-16, 13:11-15. 
Let us take our place with our brethren of old and see the Spirit move as he always does, with obedient saints allowing him to move as he wills through them.  Let our prayer be, “Lord have your way with me”.
The Israelites stayed by the tomb of David, clinging to a relic, rather than following a living, life changing truth. It is always easier to stay with tradition, rather than let truth transform your path in life, but God calls us to be transformed and go where he wants us to go, and do what he wants us to do. Romans 12:1-2, 9-18.

Peter’s message to the people this day was the victory message of the resurrection. There is no talk here of the liberal’s “Easter Faith”, rather it is the life transforming reality of the Lord’s factual victory over sin and death that Peter proclaims. We do not follow fantasy but fact, and Peter reminds these people of the blunt truth that they killed the Lord, and that they must confront their guilt and find repentance before it is too late for them. 

He does not need to preach hell fire and damnation, for they all know that death for them is waiting beneath their feet; that every step they take brings them closer to their maker. How honest are we in our witnessing? We do not need theatrical performances, nor fear tactics, just truth; for it is not our eloquence as witnesses to the truth that saves and adds the saved to the church, but the power of the Holy Spirit who takes the truth and applies it to the hearts of all mankind.

Believer’s baptism is a subject of debate for too many rather than the subject of obedience. There is no room for theological dispute here, for the pattern is clear, and it is a Jewish pattern, as is befitting a faith that has it’s roots in the history of Israel. Let us not debate, but simply do what the Lord commands and upon saving faith being expressed in the heart, let it also be expressed in water baptism. 

If some reject this, let those of us who accept it, not make sin grow by fighting such people. Let us stand for the truth, but not fight those brethren who cling to church practices that go back to the fourth century.  Rather let us keep on, like Peter, proclaiming the unity of the body, and work with all who love and seek to serve our Lord in the power of the Holy Spirit. If a brother or sister is wrong in practice the Holy Spirit will convict them over time. Let us leave this to Him; he has more powers of persuasion than us!

Note that the believers served and worshiped the Lord in a spirit of gladness rather than the down cast heart filled with guilt, regret and fear or anxiety. If our worship is tainted by these fruits of the Old Sin Nature and ignorance, let us deal with our doubts and sins by diligent Bible study, and let us, each one, be filled with the Holy Spirit and demonstrate this by the fruits of gladness.

Beware those who preach too much about giving, and encourage their people to, “give until it hurts”, for such preaching has it’s origin in greed and corruption, not in the Bible, nor does it flow from the Holy Spirit. In this chapter we see the biblical pattern, whereby all property owned is seen as the Lord’s, to be used as he directs through the Spirit.   Giving is to be Holy Spirit controlled never pastor pressured!  Also see their focus on the needs of the present, rather than their “retirement plans” for later years.  Let us serve today and leave our tomorrows in the Lord’s hands.  Matthew 6:25-34.
We are not our own, we have been bought with a price, and a slave is sold with all their possessions, which now become the new master’s possessions. All we have is his; let us ensure we see our goods as his. Many believers argue about what is the ten percent tithe and try to find ways to lower it, yet in fact, all they have is the Lord’s and rather than arguing about what we give, we ought to be thinking about what we with-hold for our own purposes. 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, 7:17-24.   Its not about giving 10% or 20% its about what % we hold onto and what we let go of for the Lord’s glory?
B.
PASTORAL

Are we as clear as Peter in our theology? Do we take the time to work things through biblically or are we teaching as we have been taught, repeating the doctrinal understandings of our fathers, rather than being corrected by a fresh look at the scriptures? 

Peter allowed the Lord to correct his thinking from his ancestral patterns, and so was teachable and able to be used. Too often we make a virtue of sticking to a “truth” or doctrine that may not even be a traditional doctrine or practice of the early church, and we argue and separate from those who differ on a minor matter. Let us learn from these people, and be able to be corrected by the Holy Spirit through the Word, and let us dwell together with the brethren, working together with those who love the Lord, even if they do some things differently to ourselves in the practice of their faith. 

Unity was a virtue to these people, and it remains the biblical standard; the “separatism” that is practiced in so many places today is an abomination to the Lord. Too many churches have nothing to do with other churches because of a difference in a minor doctrine, often about future prophetic detail that we are told we cannot know with any certainty.  This is an evil in God’s sight! When we separate from a Christian brother or sister it can be for immorality reasons only, if we want to be biblical! Let us be in fear of the judgment of the Lord over this great modern evil that stops believers fellowshipping, who hold the fundamental truths of the scriptures in common, but do some things differently! 

Even if we are biblically correct in our view of water baptism, we are wrong if we separate from those who practice sprinkling. We will differ with them, and say that we believe the Bible teaches a different ritual pattern, but to break fellowship from them, and not work with them in evangelism and teaching and witness in the community is a great evil, that makes the enemy rejoice, for the Lord’s people are divided. We do not fellowship with the “make believers”, for they are the enemy’s people, but they are seen clearly by their rejection of all the facts of the Gospel. We are to be in fear of judgment when we separate from any brother or sister who simply does things differently to us.

We preach fact not fantasy when we speak of the resurrection, and this must be the clear impression that the unbelievers get from all our teaching. We do not speak of “the Easter faith”, but the physical, and spiritual death, and bodily resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. We speak of the ascension and session of the Lord and we proclaim because of all these events his total victory over sin and death. Are you as clear on these things as you ought to be pastor? If we did a questionnaire amongst your people tomorrow, would the people know these things, and would they be able to explain their significance? The Lord holds us responsible for the ignorance of our congregations! The Lord’s words to Peter are those that every pastor must take as direct instruction. John 21:15-19.

Peter also preached clearly the doctrines of election, free will, the justice and sovereignty of God, and the need for the fruit of the Holy Spirit in the life of the believer as evidence of genuine faith. All these are in this message at Pentecost. He further demands a “four square gospel church life” in verse 42, with, doctrine, fellowship/food, communion and prayer being stated as the basic essentials. How blunt and thorough are we in our practice of the apostolic faith, for that is what we see being explained here in this chapter?

Have we adopted a church growth strategy that violates or ignores the fact that it is the Lord who adds to the church? Many pastors look to gimmicks to grow their church, and if they treat it as “theirs” then all they have left is gimmicks! The challenge of New Testament, apostolic Christianity, is to walk in the Spirit, and see souls won by prayer, Spirit filled witnessing and biblically blunt and truthful proclamation of the person and work of Christ, past, present and future. 

The central fact of the gospel preaching of the early church was the resurrection; it was from this event that the Cross, the miracles, the teaching, ascension, session, and second advent found their meaning. Is this your emphasis pastor? This is the apostolic standard. Also the apostolic church practiced thoughtful hospitality and fellowship, not over-burdening one family or house. Note that they moved around, thereby sharing the burden of cooking and providing for up to 3000 people. Let us be sure we do not exhaust the willing workers of the flock by over use without respite. 

DOCTRINES

FREEWILL

MONEY

GIVING

DEATH

ATONEMENT:  UNLIMITED ATONEMENT

SEPARATION

BAPTISMAL REGENERATION:  DOES WATER BAPTISM SAVE YOU?

PARAPHRASE

“Let me speak to you all with bold freedom to proclaim this amazing truth. (Look and see), our patriarch David died and received a final burial, and his grave is with us today. Now,( while he lived), he was a prophet, and fully knew the promises of God concerning his line. He knew that God would, through his line (Messiah/Christ(the anointed one to rule) would come) and that God would raise up from the dead the Messiah of Israel.  He foresaw this (and recorded it in the Psalms), speaking of the resurrection of the Messiah, ‘his soul was not left in Hades, nor did his body suffer physical decay and putrefaction’. This (Messiah is) Jesus, who God raised from the dead, and we are witnesses of this event. (As a result of the resurrection) he has been seated in honour at the right hand of the father in heaven, and having received the promised gift of the Holy Spirit, he has distributed this gift (upon us all), which is the phenomenon that you both see and hear right now. For David is not ascended to the heavens, and he said himself, ‘The Lord said to my Lord, sit yourself on my right hand until I make your enemies the footstool for your feet’. So, let the whole people of Israel know assuredly, that God has made this same Jesus, who you crucified, both Lord of all and Messiah. Now when the people heard this they were convicted deep within (of their sin concerning the crucifixion of Jesus), and they said to Peter and the other apostles, men and brother Israelites, what shall we do (about this)? Then Peter said to them all, repent and receive baptism, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the complete remission of your sins, and he will give you the gift of the Holy Spirit (as the evidence to you that you are forgiven and restored to him after your great sin.)  For the sure promise of the good news of the gift of the Holy Spirit is given to all, near and far, whom the Lord our God calls. And with many other words Peter testified to the truth of the events that had occurred, and kept on urging them to be saved, saying, ‘ save yourselves from this rebellious generation that has turned away from the path of God’.  And the people, who with gladness in their hearts, received the truth were saved and baptized; and that day three thousand people were added (by the Lord) to the church. This entire group kept on holding firmly to the systematic teaching of the apostles, kept on fellowshipping together, sharing food and communion, and communal prayer. There was a spirit of fear upon all who saw these things (for they knew God was doing a special work here), and many miracles and signs of God’s presence were worked by the believers in the city. All the believers had a transformed attitude to their property, seeing it as being held for the communal good, (rather than “private property”). And property and possessions were continually being sold, (when required), and the proceeds of the sales distributed out to meet the needs of the church as they arose. The whole group continued to attend daily services in the Temple, (witnessing to the truth there), and moved from house to house, sharing food and communion together, with gladness of spirit and their minds focused (on the witnessing task the Lord had given them). They kept on daily publicly praising God, and they found grace and favour with the people. And the Lord added to the church daily the people who were receiving salvation”.

NOTES
CHAPTER 3

Chapter 3 can be divided into two sections

The healing of the lame man. 3:1-11

Peter’s second sermon, the sign opening the door for further truth. 3:12-26

THE HEALING OF THE LAME MAN. - 3:1-11

1  Now Peter and John went up together into the temple at the hour of prayer, being the ninth hour. 2  And a certain man lame from his mother's womb was carried, whom they laid daily at the gate of the temple which is called Beautiful, to ask alms of them that entered into the temple; 3  Who seeing Peter and John about to go into the temple asked an alms. 4  And Peter, fastening his eyes upon him with John, said, Look on us. 5  And he gave heed unto them, expecting to receive something of them. 6  Then Peter said, Silver and gold have I none; but such as I have give I thee: In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth rise up and walk. 7  And he took him by the right hand, and lifted him up: and immediately his feet and ankle bones received strength. 8  And he leaping up stood, and walked, and entered with them into the temple, walking, and leaping, and praising God. 9  And all the people saw him walking and praising God: 10  And they knew that it was he which sat for alms at the Beautiful gate of the temple: and they were filled with wonder and amazement at that which had happened unto him. 11  And as the lame man which was healed held Peter and John, all the people ran together unto them in the porch that is called Solomon's, greatly wondering.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION 

The Holy Spirit has come in power, and the power is to be channelled by the apostles to the point of need for the Jewish people, that they might confront the truth that they have killed their Messiah. The work of God the Holy Spirit is goal directed, and that goal is given to us in John 16:8-11.   It is there we read that he has come to convict of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment. The Holy Spirit’s work centres on making people aware of the claims of Christ. 

This chapter before us is not about a lame man, it is about a lame nation!  They are not even limping along spiritually; they are completely lame, unable to walk as God intended, because of their disobedience. The Spirit will minister to this one man amongst all the lame and diseased in the city, because he is positioned in the very place where the message may be seen in action. This healing is a sign of who the Lord Jesus Christ is and always will be; it is a messianic sign, after Messiah has gone, to bring the people to their knees. 

As we enter this chapter we see the dynamic and mechanics of the use of healing miracles by the Holy Spirit in the Church Age. They do not occur for their own sake, but as a part of the greater work of evangelism. As with all of the Lord’s miracles, we see the people’s response to the clear demonstration of God’s power dividing them into two groups. Matthew 10:34-36, 25:32-33, Luke 12:49-53, 23:27-31, John 10:2-16. 

Some seeing the wonder working power of God fall at the Lord’s feet for salvation, but others, perhaps more, hide their faces from God’s face and seek death rather than salvation. We confront in this chapter and the next a clear illustration of the choice every person makes regarding God’s claims on their life; each is to be held responsible for that choice. Revelation 20:11-15.

Verse 1. 
The apostles are found at prayer, and not just private prayer but public national prayer. The nation’s leadership has rejected their Messiah but these people still are drawn to be available to be used to reach their nation and its people. They do not give up on their brethren, but position themselves where they can be used and are alert to what the Holy Spirit might do with them. They climb the wide steps leading up to the entry into the temple complex, then into the courts of the temple where there was a gate called the “Beautiful Gate”. It is one of the national times for prayer in Israel. 

There were three times for sacrifices and for prayers to be offered; 9am – Shacharit, 3pm – Minchah, 6pm – Ma-ariv. These men are still Jewish; their salvation has not wiped away, nor is it ever meant to wipe away their love for their nation, and their following of its traditions, where no conflict exists. As Paul will later do, the earliest apostles keep the temple traditions and are obedient to the Mosaic Law. 

The believers leave the Temple only after the murder of James there in the early sixties, and finally leave the city only after the arrival of the Roman Army. They stay in the place of persecution and danger, in obedience to the Lord and the Spirit, for witness, until it becomes clear that the job there is done; only then, in that same spirit of obedience to the Holy Spirit, do they leave.  They keep up their witness to their nation until it is clear that there will be nothing but judgment.
Verse 2. 
The Gate called by many the “Beautiful Gate” was also known as the Nikanor gate, which led from the Court of the Gentiles through to the Court of the Women; made of bronze, it shone like gold in the sunlight. Some however think it a reference to a different place; the gates leading from the stairs into the temple complex under the Royal (or Solomon’s) Porch. Verse 11 would indicate that this is the place, as that is where the crowd ran, and at the top of the stairs leading from the city would be the best place for the lame man to be placed, where he is outside the temple complex itself, but perfectly positioned to receive alms from everyone as they entered. 

All the nine gates leading into the Temple were “beautiful”, overlaid as they were with gold and silver. They all shone, and the likelihood is that this particular “beautiful” gate was the one under Solomon’s Porch. The other factor in this is that no-one was allowed to take money into the Temple proper; it had to be changed into “kosher” temple money by the money changers, so people had money either to pay for a sacrifice or to give it to charity, directly to those there or through the temple treasury. The outer gate would therefore be the most likely place for this man to get the money he could use before it was swapped for temple money in the Court of the Gentiles where the tables were set up. Matthew 21:12-16, Mark 11:15-17, Luke 19:45-48. This area, around the gate under the Porch of Solomon, was the very place that Jesus had cast out the money changers, had healed the lame before, and had regularly been teaching only months before, John 10:23.

Verse 3. 
This man’s family and friends had a good marketing strategy to get alms. At the top of the long stairs up from the city, when people were heading in to the Temple to offer sacrifice for sins, they were most likely to want to earn favour with God by giving money to the poor and needy. 

Visitors were also more likely to give than locals, so this man spots his target market with two men, at least one from the Galilee, whose dress and manner would likely set them apart from the local crowd. He began to ask them for money, and he kept asking them for money! He was determined and drew their attention.

Verses 4+5. 
Peter responds to the man’s cries. He gives him a command; “look at us and consider what you see!” The verb means both to look, and think about what your eyes see. The man fastens his gaze upon them, thinking that he is about to receive something really large by way of gift. There is humour here, behind the words that Luke uses to tell the story, for he sees God at work, changing perception and surprising expectations. As a medical doctor Luke is intrigued by all such medically impossible cures, be they in the Gospel record of Jesus healing or in Acts. He uses very specific words that express his medical opinions quite clearly.

Verse 6. 
Healing power was available only from the power of God. Human beings who claim the gift of healing always attribute their powers to God, or some god. Peter makes sure that all around identify that he is not claiming any power in his own right, but that the healing miracle has one source, the power of God in the person (and name) of the Lord Jesus Christ. Luke 9:49-50, 10:17-20, Acts 4:7-10, 16:18, 19:27. It is one thing to say “be healed”, it is quite another to demonstrate a healing in action, so to prove to all around that he is healed Peter orders the man, “Stand up right now, begin to walk and keep on walking!” He doesn’t move at all, he just sits there in shock. So Peter takes affirmative action!

Verse 7. 
Peter sees the man’s shocked look, and so as he is speaking he reaches down, takes the man by the right arm and pulls him to his feet strongly. Now the test is visible for all to see. If he is healed he will walk, for the first time in his life. This would be a miracle that is humanly impossible, for muscles and bones and tendons all work together through long practice. If you don’t use a muscle it wastes away and if you are injured in the legs you have to learn to walk again over a few weeks and certainly after months of forced inactivity. 
The fact that this man is still standing one second after being dragged to his feet underlines this as a miracle, but his next actions would have shocked the bystanders even more.  As he felt the weight of his body come onto his legs and feet the man felt, and others would have seen, the strength came into his bones and muscles, and all this happened instantly. Only direct intervention by God explains this! Legs that were misshapen became strong and the right shape before their eyes. Everyone watching would have been dumb struck, but more was to come.

Verse 8. 
He is standing for the first time in his life. He feels the strength come into his legs and feet, and does what a child would do, and what he could never do as a child; he leaps and jumps about, shouting at the top of his voice! He lifts his voice and praises the Lord as he leaps and jumps about in sheer joy. He enters the Temple area proper (Court of the Gentiles) with the apostles. For the first time he walks into the house of God; he praises God in the temple where he had been excluded before due to his disability. He keeps on walking, leaping and praising God. This miracle is going to achieve the very result that is the desire of the Spirit concerning of all miracles; it will draw attention of the witnesses to the person behind the miracle. 

Verse 9-10. 
There was no confusion about who this man was, or his previous disability, and there was no doubt in the minds of anyone watching of the impossibility of a cure from a human perspective. Everyone who saw him knew he had been healed miraculously. There was no way the authorities could explain this away to the crowds who saw it, yet still there would be rejection of the truth, because it didn’t suit the rejecters.

The people who saw this were filled with “wonder” and “amazement” at these events. They were rooted to the spot with shock; there was no way around this, a unique event had occurred that only the power of God could accomplish. The perfect tense of the verb for “happened” reminds us that the cure was permanent and lasting; this was no cheap conjurer’s trick that wore off. The creator was working through these men! That of course meant that Jesus was the creator! If such healing took place in Jesus name, then he was indeed God who had become man! This was the sticking point months before at the Crucifixion, and becomes the central issue understood by the authorities again.

Verse 11. 
The man holds on to Peter and John for good reason. A crowd has gathered and the issue is a life and death one here, just as it had been for Jesus a few months before. He holds onto the apostles as the crowd swirls around them. They go straight into the Porch of Solomon, close by the gate, built above the foundations of the ancient Solomonic temple, destroyed by Nebuchadnezzar. This was a favourite spot for Rabbis to teach. The crowd is full of anticipation, “greatly wondering”; they know that something has happened and is also about to happen. We don’t know how many days have passed since Pentecost but the expectation of this crowd is miraculous, or at least an explanation of the miraculous. God has been at work! It is almost a re-run of the man born blind, except this time the rulers are going to try to deal with it differently. John 9:1-41.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

In Real Estate they speak of their motto as, “Position, position, position!” By this they mean, if a house is in the right place it will sell and sell well, even if there are things wrong with it. This principle is what we see operating so many times in the book of Acts. These are not perfect men; they are sinful men, who make mistakes at times, but keep on dealing with any sins, being filled with the Holy Spirit, and keep on going to the places the Lord and the Spirit leads, and they remain positioned in obedient service. 

Being at prayer in the Temple opens the door for witness and the salvation of many. How often Christians lock themselves away from witnessing opportunities and then wonder why the Lord cannot use them? We are to be found in the public places of this world, going about our duty, with eyes open for opportunity.  We are to walk our called path.
One wag has said of the modern church, that it can no longer say, “Silver and gold have I none”, because they have great wealth, but that the tragedy is, they can no longer say, “Rise up and walk”, because they lack the Spirit’s power. 

This is, like all exaggerations untrue over all, but it is a rebuke to some. Is there an emphasis on wealth in your life, believer?  Or do you seek the power, the moral purity and the focus that comes from the indwelling Holy Spirit? God seeks for us to focus on the spiritual, keep working in the area he has called us to, but leave all concerns about the material to Him. He would have us “without care”.  This means, without care for our social status, the nature of our work, our money supply, people’s opinion of us, or any other thing that is now the Lord’s concern, as our master. Matthew 6:19-34, 1 Corinthians 7:21, 32, Philippians 4:6-10, 1 Peter 5:6-7.    

We are to care for our brethren, our pastoral workers, our work before the Lord, and the needs of others. 1 Corinthians 9:9, 12:25, 2 Corinthians 11:28, Philippians 2:20, 4:10, James 2:14-20, 1 John 3:18-24. 

John and Peter have not come with money into the Temple, for they are no longer giving to that place. They are not there to worship by giving, as much as to witness and to pray for those who are there, lost in their spiritual blindness. They come for prayer and opportunity to tell aloud the truth of the one of whom the building speaks. We must be careful where we give our money. The Lord seeks for our gifts to be useful to his kingdom, not for the kingdoms of man.

We often hear preachers blaming people for lack of faith, yet here we see a biblical approach to building faith. Peter does not blame the man for sitting still after being told to rise up; he knows he is stunned and so offers his hand and pulls the man to his feet. Peter is the mature believer, and so he expresses his faith and assists the man to build his own by experiencing the power of God in his life. 

There is a strong lesson here for us all. We build faith by standing in the Lord, and walking in his power and presence. Our experience of walking in the Spirit builds our confidence in our Christian walk. We learn to walk by walking! We step out, with assistance at first, but then by ourselves, trusting the Lord rather than our teachers. Young believers need that helping hand of the older believer’s faith, and as they experience the power of God working in their life, their own faith builds and grows, and they are able to step out alone. Are we building up each other?  1 Corinthians 3:9-10, Ephesians 2:20, Colossians 2:7, Hebrews 3:1-4, 1 Peter 2:5, Jude 20. 

Healing is in the name of Jesus, and completed in the power of the Holy Spirit; it has nothing to do with the people exercising the gifting, or we could say, channelling the power of God. We must remember the sobering words of Jesus in Matthew 7:21-23.  Accomplishing great signs and wonders in Jesus’ Name is no guarantee that you are spiritual, let alone saved. The power of his name meant that even unbelievers, in his own day, did miracles in his name. Luke 9:49-50. 

It is not anything that is in the person that makes them a miracle worker, but the power of God working through the person. The apparently real “Gift of Healing” is not a sure sign that God is in that person, nor that this person is godly; this is why the Lord’s words in Matthew 7 are so strong.   Satanic healing may occur for manipulative purposes and many cults and isms have “healing meetings” and achieve healings.
Peter is clear about this as he heals this man. He is obedient to the Holy Spirit, and following the inner prompting of the Holy Spirit and in the name and for the glory of Jesus he heals. Peter and John had not entered the Temple that day to conduct a “miracle meeting”, but to pray and witness. The healing happens because they are walking obediently to the Holy Spirit, and he can move within them to exercise this gift at the right time. 

We must beware of the so called “divine healers” who claim to “heal all comers”, for such things were never part of the history of the early church; as healing was always an exceptional thing, and done as the Holy Spirit specifically and directively moved upon the people involved. Also note that this was a case that was known to all. All knew the man was certainly paralyzed, and all could see the miraculous nature of his healing; there was solid evidence of the illness and solid evidence of the healing. 
This is the biblical standard, and we must be very cautious to claim any healing that does not meet these two tests. Many today claim healing for conditions that were not proved as real in the first place, and others claim healing for people who later die of the their original condition. This is not meeting the biblical standard for healing, and believers must have no part in this deception.  

Witnessing is about engaging the unbeliever in meaningful dialogue that arrests their attention and then changes their focus away from the material to the spiritual. In the actions of Peter and John we see a good example of witnessing in action. They are about their business, but ready for opportunity to speak to a persons that the Lord places before them. The opportunity comes and they are ready to take it, seeing the spiritual in the midst of the material. Peter takes the lead, as it is clearly in him that the Holy Spirit moves to speak and act in relation to this man. 
John does not feel lesser, nor is he, because Peter speaks. They are both walking together seeking the Lord’s face. Believers do not have to speak to six people a day, they have to be ready to speak to all they meet, or none; they are to be ready, and obedient to the Holy Spirit, not to any “system” of witnessing that even the best of men may develop.

When is the last time we were, “walking, leaping and praising God”? All of us are recipients of grace, and all have the opportunity to serve the Lord in joyfulness. Have we taken the opportunity to praise him aloud with joy recently? If we have praised him little, we have robbed him, for his grace is renewed every morning. Lamentations 3:23, Philippians 2:16-18, 3:1-3, Colossians 1:24, 1 Thessalonians 5:16.

B.
PASTORAL

The Lord has a plan for our daily lives, and that plan always involves our activity in the world, placing ourselves in the places where the opportunities are to share the good news with the lost, and strengthen the saints. Peter and John were where they should have been that day and the Lord uses them mightily. As the Lord’s pastors are we where we ought to be each day? The Lord does not use those who sleep in and are lazy in his work! We are to be active, seeking the Lord’s will for us each day, out in the world, as opportunity opens, ready to serve the one who paid the price for us.  

This passage challenges us to the biblical standard for witnessing, giving, and healing. We are to teach the biblical principles so that the people of the Lord are protected from deception. Remember pastor, the enemy’s main tools are deception and distraction, well ahead of directly frontally attacking the church! 

If Satan can lead believers to claim unbiblical things, and do things in unbiblical ways, he has already won a victory, for he will ensure all unbelievers who see or hear of such things mock the Lord, and thereby strengthen their resolve to reject the Gospel. 

We have more intelligent unbelievers being turned off the gospel message before they hear it, because they have heard or seen some “crazy” Christian claiming something that is bizarre or clearly false! Our enthusiasm or sincerity is of no value unless it is in obedience to the truth of the scriptures. For the people to be protected from error they must hear the truth from the pastors who hold the truth in honour, and teach it regularly!

Are we as confident as Peter shows himself here? Do we know the Lord’s leading and step boldly out in faith, or are we diffident and fear filled because of our own lack of spiritual feeding? We must daily be strengthening ourselves in order to build up the saints. We must practice faith in daily action. Are we ready, as Peter was to give the hand of faith and confidence, to the young believer, pull them to their feet for service, knowing the power of the Holy Spirit to uphold and empower them? 

Notice also that Peter’s approach to this man is private and quiet. He does not say these words at the top of his voice for all to hear for he must explain the words he has used later to the crowd. He heals the man quietly and privately, and it is then the man by leaping around and praising God at the top of his voice who draws the crowd to see the evidence of God’s work amongst them. Beware of flashy ministries that speak or shout commands to heal or cast our demons; our power is not in our loud voices, if it is there at all, it is in the power of God, in the still small voice of the creator, who does not need to raise his voice.

Are we ready to speak to those who are “greatly amazed” at the work of God? Peter was ready with his sermon at a seconds notice. Being ready to speak is being obedient to the apostolic injunction, but are we, or do we require time to think up a message? If we do, it is because we trust our own mind rather than the disciplined mind of the Bible fed and Spirit led believer. Malachi 3:16-18, Colossians 4:5-6. 

As the crowd gathered Peter and John quietly headed for the place where they could speak to them under cover, away from the preying eyes of the Romans and the Chief Priests, in the Stoa (Porch) of Solomon; the acknowledged place for teaching Rabbis to sit and teach. 

They headed there because there was less chance of interruption, and less of a possibility of being accused of riot or disruption to the affairs of the temple. They did not stop in the middle of the courtyard but headed for the best place to speak and be heard, without making an issue of themselves.  John 10:22-26.

Too many pastors and ordinary believers do not think about what the unbelievers may be able to say about them when they act. Peter and John planned the place for their action, to cause as little disruption and trouble as possible, so that any issue created would be about the message, not the rudeness or lack of thought of the messengers. 

Too often we see Christians witnessing or publicly praying in a manner or place that will draw attention to them and create a scene, or disrupt the lives of the surrounding pagans. Peter and John are thoughtful of the authorities, even when they are not going to be positive to them. They set the standard for us all. We are neither to be rude and obnoxious, nor thoughtless and disruptive, but rather quietly to seek a way to act so that the message of the Lord alone is the issue that people see. 

DOCTRINES

HEALING AND MIRACLES

PARAPHRASE

“Around this time Peter and John ascended the stairs of the temple together to go in to pray. It was nine o’clock in the morning. There was a man (at the top of these stairs) laid out by the gate called “beautiful” asking for gifts of money, from those entering the Temple area. He had never been able to walk, being lame from birth. Others brought him there each day to get money from worshippers. He spotted Peter and John as they were about to enter the temple itself, and asked them for money. Peter looked straight at the man, and said to him, ‘Look at us and think about what you are seeing!’ The man looked even more intently at them, for he though he was about to receive a great gift of money. Then Peter said to him, ‘I do not have silver or gold, but from the (wealth that I have), I give freely to you. In the name of Jesus the Messiah, of Nazareth, stand up and begin to walk about!’ As he spoke these words, Peter seized him by the hand and raised him to the standing position, and right there and then the man’s feet and bones received strength within them.  And he leapt upwards into the air (in joy), then stood still and strong, then walked with the apostles into the temple itself. He was walking and leaping and praising God as he went. All the people who were there saw him walking and praising God. And everybody who saw him recognized him as the one who had previously lain by the gate seeking charity. They were all shocked and amazed at what they saw (for it was beyond human explanation). The previously lame man held firmly to the hands of Peter and John, and the crowd there ran towards them, and they were jostled, and headed in the direction of the Porch of Solomon.”   

PETER’S SECOND SERMON. 3:12-26

12  And when Peter saw it, he answered unto the people, Ye men of Israel, why marvel ye at this? or why look ye so earnestly on us, as though by our own power or holiness we had made this man to walk? 13  The God of Abraham, and of Isaac, and of Jacob, the God of our fathers, hath glorified his Son Jesus; whom ye delivered up, and denied him in the presence of Pilate, when he was determined to let him go. 14  But ye denied the Holy One and the Just, and desired a murderer to be granted unto you; 15  And killed the Prince of life, whom God hath raised from the dead; whereof we are witnesses. 16  And his name through faith in his name hath made this man strong, whom ye see and know: yea, the faith which is by him hath given him this perfect soundness in the presence of you all. 17  And now, brethren, I wot that through ignorance ye did it, as did also your rulers. 18  But those things, which God before had shewed by the mouth of all his prophets, that Christ should suffer, he hath so fulfilled. 19  Repent ye therefore, and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, when the times of refreshing shall come from the presence of the Lord. 20  And he shall send Jesus Christ, which before was preached unto you: 21  Whom the heaven must receive until the times of restitution of all  things, which God hath spoken by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began. 22  For Moses truly said unto the fathers, A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you of your brethren, like unto me; him shall ye hear in all things whatsoever he shall say unto you. 23  And it shall come to pass, that every soul, which will not hear that prophet, shall be destroyed from among the people. 24  Yea, and all the prophets from Samuel and those that follow after, as many as have spoken, have likewise foretold of these days. 25  Ye are the children of the prophets, and of the covenant which God made with our fathers, saying unto Abraham, And in thy seed shall all the kindreds of the earth be blessed. 26  Unto you first God, having raised up his Son Jesus, sent him to bless you, in turning away every one of you from his iniquities. 

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Read through this sermon in one piece and see the power and force of Peter’s argument. Notice the very Jewishness of this also. Peter begins with the reason for the crowd’s attention, their false conclusion, and draws them by irrefutable logic to the Cross and the Empty Tomb; he leads them back to the one who spoke in this very place a few months before.

Verse 12. 
Peter answers their question about the miracle. He meets them where they are and takes them to where they need to be. Once again we see the pattern established here of good witnessing. Peter first challenges their assumption that they have done something. It is not us, it is God, he says. Men cannot do these things, only God can. It is neither our power, nor our holiness that has achieved this miracle it is the direct action of the power of God. 

Once again we are challenged to see that it is not our mighty spiritual status that makes us useful to God, or powerful in his service, it is simply our being a pure channel for his grace and power. God uses all obedient servants, whether they have been believers for a few weeks or many years, whatever their social status or education. God seeks a willing heart and open life ready to serve him; he does not wait until we are perfect or fully spiritually mature.

Peter addresses them as, “men of Israel”, using their covenant name, reminding them that they are still, at this point at least, inheritors of the blessing, but only if they accept their Messiah. The covenant blessing is only for those within the family of God, and to reject the Son is to reject the blessing. The days of Israel are now numbered; and sadly in one generation their nation will be destroyed through their rejection of the Son, and the remnant alone will go on into the church. Jesus prophesied these things. Matthew 21:28-32, 33-46, Mark 12:1-12, Luke 13:1-9, 20:9-18. Paul will point out that even then the Lord is not finished with Israel, Romans 11:1ff, but this generation will be judged for their rejection if they persist in it. James repeats the same observation, and criticism/challenge a few years later, James 5:1-6.

Verse 13. 
The suffering servant is the ruling Lord, and he is the Lord Jesus Christ! These words would have sent a shiver down the spines of those listening, for they knew the passages being alluded to. They were seen as messianic passages at that time (especially the servant passages of Isaiah from chapter 42 through 53) and Peter clearly relates them to Jesus. Exodus 3:6, 5:30, Isaiah 42:1, 52:13. Peter repeats this identification in his letter; 1 Peter 2:21-25. 

Peter makes it clear that Jesus is the one who fulfils all the promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and their “fathers”, or ancestors after the patriarchs. Peter draws a strong contrast between their rejection and execution of the Lord and the father’s glorification of Him. They are the chosen generation, but they are walking away from the path of God, and cursing what God glorifies. They walk still into danger! They had delivered him up to Pilate, they had denied his claims over them, and they repeated their demands to Pilate for execution even though Pilate was convinced he was innocent of any charges worthy of death. The glorification of the Lord is a reference to the resurrection from the dead of the Lord, that definitively proved his Sonship.

Verse 14. 
They had made a terrible choice that day. They had rejected the Lord of glory and had selected for release a murderer and revolutionary against Rome. They would continue on this path for the next forty years, and all still alive in the seventies would die or become slaves as a result of supporting the rebellion against Rome. The choice of Barabbas would prove prophetic; they would support rebellion against Rome and God, rather than accept the truth about their real king. They had denied the truth about their true Messiah, and followed after a lie! They preferred the armed politics of Barabbas to the servant Messiah Jesus.   They would all die in time and eternity in this choice.
Verse 15. 
Peter gives them no respite from the unpalatable truth. They had killed their king! They asked for a murderer’s release, and killed the king of life! Jesus was the author of life itself and they rejected his life and chose to follow the path of rebellion. They became sons of Barabbas, sons of denial and rebellion, rather than sons of God. Jesus is as the author of life, God; that is the inescapable conclusion that Peter forces them to confront directly. John 1:4, 4:10, 14, 5:26, 10:28, 11:25-26, 14:6, 17:2, Romans 8:1-2, 1 Corinthians 15:45, Colossians 3:1-4, Hebrews 2:10, 5:9, 1 John 5:11-20, Revelation 21:5-7, 21-22. 

Verse 16. 
Peter’s emphasis upon the name of Jesus is very important to the Jewish hearers, who would have understood Peter’s point immediately. Peter was making clear that the very name of Jesus was a holy and powerful name, which, like it’s Hebrew translation, shem, meant the whole person; their character, essence and dignity. The healing of the man has occurred because of the power of the name, or person of Jesus; the Son of God. Trust (faith) in his name, or person, has enabled the healing miracle to occur. Pause here for a minute and remember, the healed man needed to be pulled to his feet by Peter. The faith is Peter’s, which becomes the man’s, as he feels the power of God strengthen his weakened and paralyzed feet, ankles, knees, and hips.  

Dr Luke picks a verb to describe this strengthening that is used no-where else in the New Testament.  It is an old verb used by doctors to describe the building up of inner power and strength into joints, tendons and muscles that have wasted away through under use.  The miracle is proved by the fact that this would take months to achieve after a temporary paralysis, let alone a life long paralysis. It is medically impossible for one who has not ever used their legs to stand, let alone, walk and leap about. Only the power of God working within the very bones and muscles can achieve such a thing. It is not possible from the outside, only from the inside. It is the work of the Creator God alone! 

The second use of the word for faith also makes this point. The working of the miracle is “through him”; it is by means of the power and person of Jesus that this has been done. Dr Luke also emphasizes his conclusion by the use of a second word, oloklerian, translated “perfect soundness”. This is another medical word used to describe the perfect health of a person who has no medical condition at all, but is in perfect health. 

Verse 17. 
Having been very blunt in his words, accusing them of the murder of their Messiah and their killing of their God, he now opens the door of hope for them. They had acted in ignorance, and even if it was a wilful ignorance for many, there is hope for them, now that they see the truth so clearly.  Luke 23:34, 1 Corinthians 2:6-8, 2 Corinthians 3:13-18. They had been blinded by their sin, the lies of their leaders, and their own ignorance of the facts about Jesus, but now this has been wiped away by Peter’s preaching, and the clear evidence of the power of God before them. 

This was an important statement for Peter to make to a Jewish audience. The Torah made very clear that there was no redemption possible for deliberate and rebellious sin that was thought through and followed through with determination. Leviticus 4-5, Numbers 15:22-31. Because they were ignorant of all the facts, even the rulers could be saved at this point, and indeed some later are saved. Acts 6:7, 15:5.

Verse 18. 
Peter does not refer to any specific passages, possibly because they had been so fully discussed in this very place, but he states clearly that the scriptures teach that the Messiah would suffer. This must have been accepted by the people at the time or they would have challenged him immediately. It was only over many centuries after this that the “suffering servant” passages were applied away from Messiah and made to appears as if they applied to the people of Israel. Psalms 22, 69, Isaiah 50:6, 53, Daniel 9, Zechariah 12:10, 13:7. Also refer to 1 Peter 4:13, 5:1.  All this has been fulfilled in their sight over the last three years, and Peter challenges them to face the facts and change their views about the Lord Jesus.

Verse 19. 
The message is blunt and to the point; they must change their hearts and minds about the Lord and turn to him in faith. They must acknowledge the name and person of their Messiah. This is the same command given to the crowd earlier in Acts 2:38. It was a common Jewish command to face sin and deal with it before God. John the Baptist had used the same command, as had all the prophets before him.  Ezekiel 14:6, 18:30, Matthew 3:2, 4:17, Luke 13:3, 16:30, 17:3-4, Acts 17:30, 26:20, 2 Timothy 2:23-26. This is not a command to leave their Jewishness and become Gentiles, it is a command to see and recognize their Messiah, and accept responsibility for their sin in his rejection by their leaders.

The command by Peter is a double one; “repent and be converted”. This reminds us that genuine change involves two aspects; the first is complete mental assent to the truth, the second is total change of life, from heading in one direction (or pattern of habit) to another. Today it has been referred to in psychology as “Cognitive, Behavioural Therapy”. 

Pause here and see what has happened to this crowd under the Spirit’s conviction. The mind is first engaged by the facts that Peter presents. Their hearts are convicted of their personal sin in response to the facts they now see. That deep spiritual conviction leads to a complete change of mental state, and a decision to change their minds and path in life. This is expressed in definite public action for all to see that they have been transformed and are now walking through life a different way, down a different path.

The results of this change are going to be immediate. Firstly their sins will be blotted out. This was a common way the Old Testament prophets spoke of the fruit and results of genuine repentance. Deuteronomy 4:29-31, 1 Kings 8:46-61, Psalms 32:1-5, 51:1-19, 103:10-12, Isaiah 1:16-18, 43:10-12, 25-26, 44:22, Jeremiah 31:33-34, 50:20, Micah 7:18-19. 

The result of repentance is forgiveness, but it also opens the door to blessing for the people who fully repent. The “times of refreshing” come to the people through their facing of the truth about the Lord Jesus Christ. The hope of Israel was for national blessing at this time; that they would see the whole nation accept their Messiah, and enter into the kingdom there and then. 
That was not to be, as Paul had seen by the time of writing Romans 11:7-32, but the blessing was still operative and would be upon all who recognized their Saviour and Lord, and at a later time would be upon all Israel, when they repented as a nation. Psalms 72:1-20, 98:1-9, Isaiah 2:1-3, 49:1ff, 51:6-11, 52:1-10, 54:1-14, 60:1ff, 61:1-11, 62:1-5, 66:10-14, 18-22, Jeremiah 33:11-26, Ezekiel 34:23-31, 37:21-28, 39:25-29, Hosea 2:18-23, Joel 3:16-21, Amos 9:13-15, Micah 7:14-15, Zephaniah 3:14-20, Zechariah 8:20-23.  Malachi 3:3-4, 4:5-6, Matthew 17:11-12, Mark 9:11-13. 

The Jewish apostles still held to the confident expectation, that the people of Israel as a whole would accept their Messiah eventually, and so the prophetic totality of these passages would be fulfilled with blessing and restoration for the nation Israel itself.  It was a matter of choice, and this day was a day of decision for the people who heard Peter and saw the evidence that God had indeed visited with them in the person of Jesus Christ. 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10, 2 Peter 3:8-13.  Blessing comes only from the presence of the Lord, and the door for it to flow is the door of faith. Without faith in the one who came, there is no fullness of blessing from God upon man.

Verse 20. 
Peter, and clearly all the others, had seen by this point that the fulfilment of all the promises of God contained in the Old Testament about the Messiah had not been completed during his first advent, and so they saw that he was to return again. Jesus himself had referred to this in his reading on that day in the synagogue in Nazareth. Luke 4:16-32. 

He had deliberately stopped reading the Isaiah passage at the point between the first and second advents. This was very likely a major subject of his teaching to the apostles after his resurrection. Luke 24:13-49, Acts 1:3.  “He is coming again”, is the strong and clear message that Peter gives here. 2 Thessalonians 2:2-10, 2 Peter 3:1-13, Revelation 1:7, 19:11-16.

Verse 21. 
Peter reminds them of the Messianic and millennial passages yet to be fulfilled, then and still now, and reminds them that on the basis of evidence they can expect them to be fulfilled just as all the others have been. As we saw above, all the references to the Second Advent make it clear there will be a literal fulfilment of all the promises of God related to that event, just as there has been to the first advent.  The Lord must remain in heaven until the right time for his return. Psalms 110:1, Isaiah 1:26, Revelation 6:9-11.   

Verses 22-23. 
Peter quotes from the great messianic passage from the Torah, Deuteronomy 18:15-19, where Moses tells the people that they will have a new leader one day like him, but far greater.  The Lord Jesus himself, as God, spoke to Moses face to face, Exodus 33:11, and Moses was in many ways the greatest of the prophets, Deuteronomy 34:10. Stephen will also quote from this passage in Acts 7:37. John refers to this, as the people did who saw Jesus. John 1:21ff, 6:14ff, 7:40. It was a passage at the heart of the identification of the Messiah. 

The great tragedy of the Exodus is that the people refused to believe and follow Moses fully, and so that rejecting generation died in the desert. The present generation have repeated that error in rejecting Christ now and they will die in the wilderness that the city and land of Judea becomes 67-70 AD. They can only be saved as a nation by a full and sincere repentance now but like their ancestors, it will not happen. The consequences of rejection of the Messiah are serious; if they do this, they have rejected all hope! There is only judgment left for those who reject their only Saviour. Mark 16:16, John 3:18-20, 8:24, 12:47-48, 2 Thessalonians 1:6-9, Hebrews 2:1-4, 10:28-30, 12:24-27, Revelation 13:8, 20:11-15. 

Verse 24. 
From the earliest days of the prophets, which was traditionally dated from the days of Samuel, all the men of God spoke of these things. 1 Samuel 2:18, 3:1, 20, Psalms 99:6, Jeremiah 15:1. By bringing together Moses and Samuel, Peter is stating that the “Law and the Prophets” are one and agree that Jesus is the Messiah, and that the people are turning their back on their Jewishness, their heritage, and their future destiny, if they reject him. He reminds them again that the Father has a plan and they are in it by faith in their Messiah, for blessing, or out of it, by rejection of Him, and the result of that is their personal and national destruction. Isaiah 59:16-21, Jeremiah 32:33-44, 33:1-9, Ezekiel 11:19-25, 36:24-38, Titus 2:11-14, 1 John 3:1-15.

Verse 25. 
Peter recalls them to their heritage as Jews. They are the sons of the prophets; they carry the genetic inheritance of their forebears who all descended from Abraham. Their fathers stood with Moses and heard him, as they heard Samuel. This generation faces the same choice their forebears faced. They can express faith, be blessed and become a blessing to all peoples, or remain in unbelief and be outside blessing in this life and eternal life itself. Genesis 12:1-3, 9-14, 18:18, 22:18, 26:4, Matthew 26:28,  John 3:16-36, Hebrews 9:15-18.

Verse 26. 
The message of salvation has come firstly to the Jewish people, for it was promised to them. The world is blessed through Israel, for that is God’s plan, but will Israel be blessed, or only a believing remnant? The path to blessing is the path of repentance. There is no blessing for the wicked, no matter what their birth status! Lamentations 5:21, Romans 1:16.  Peter is challenging the entire rabbinic viewpoint, just as Jesus had in his earthly ministry.  To be Jewish meant to be saved to many of the rabbis.  To be a Jewish male, born in Jerusalem and being a rabbi meant you were certainly into heaven.  Peter is challenging them as Moses challenged their ancestors!
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Do we live in the power and presence of God, or are we living in our own power, money, role, and religious correctness, or “holiness”? Peter challenges us to be really sure of our daily position. What are we trusting in to bring us through the tests of today?  Do we believe and obey God, or do we think our own birth status, hard work and nobility will save us? 

Only God can do mighty works, and only God can deliver us from the unseen dangers of every day. We live in him or we live in doubt! Peter was able to say to this crowd that he stands in the power of Christ alone. All too often people think they can serve the Lord only in the power of wealth, education, connections, or social position. Peter reminds us all that we do not need what the world gives, only what God gives. 

Taking personal responsibility for our actions is crucial in recovery from any mistake we have made, or any path of error we have embarked upon. Unless we are able to face the brutal facts we cannot be used by God. There is a universal principle here. Unless people take personal responsibility for their actions there is no hope for them in this life and only judgment in the next. 

We live in days of welfare programs that take away the personal responsibility from people and we wonder why they are so wicked or lazy! Only facing the facts has ever transformed an individual or a nation; only the truth, bitter as it may be, will save us from catastrophe.  Peter’s words are tough and repetitive, just in case they have not got the point; they have denied their king and betrayed their king to death by a foreign power! 

Such things for an Israelite were anathema! They have proved themselves traitors to their heritage! The prophets looked forward to the one who would come, and he has come, and they handed him to an evil foreigner to be killed! Peter bluntly and brutally confronts them with their responsibility for the death of Jesus. Only facing this will help them, and only facing our own responsibility for our own sins will help us!   1 John 1:5-10.
Peter takes them through their evil and deliberate choices step by step, reminding them that they had selected Barabbas rather than their king. They had put to death the very lord, the prince of life itself! Peter then opens the door for change to them, for they did this all under strong delusion.  They were themselves deceived, and did these things in ignorance of the truth. At that time they had an excuse, and Peter even gives the Chief Priests themselves an out on this at the time, but now the time has run out. All their great evil could still be wiped away by God and they can stand forgiven before the one they killed, but they must face up to their sin and evil right now. 

This argument of Peter’s disposes of the statement by some that Judas was doomed and could not have been saved, even had he wanted to be. It is clear from Peter’s words here that even the very evil men who plotted the Lord’s death could have been saved and so, had Judas repented he too could have been saved. The great tragedy of Israel is that so few of the people accepted the Lord and so many continued in rejection until the nation’s destruction under judgment in 70 AD. 

Peter makes it clear that each and every miracle stands as evidence that they must confront, and in rejecting such evidence they place themselves in the place of judgment, without excuse before God, with no sacrifice for their sins, for they are now proving themselves to be both wilful and deliberate. This reminds us of the terrible truth that no-one will be in hell who did not want to be there.

They stand before Peter as Jews, keen on expressing their Jewishness in the temple of God, but they must hear their prophets and confront what their ancestors confronted. They must select their path, and they must do so recognizing that their ancestors before them often turned away from the Lord and his prophets. 

The Exodus generation rejected Moses and died in the desert, and the people of Jeremiah’s day rejected his words. Isaiah died a martyrs death, as did many others, and they died at the hands of their own people, who they sought to deliver through the truth they spoke. Stephen will go further than Peter in his talk later, but Peter says enough here to remind them of the facts and the seriousness of ignoring them.

We are here to preach the truth, to present the claims of God over mankind, to give the good news, and through it bring blessing to all peoples. Though people may reject it, it remains the truth and each and every one if us is called to make the truth clear to all, for God’s will is that all people might be blessed and be a blessing to others through their acceptance of, and obedience to the  truth.

B.
PASTORAL

Peter had his eyes always searching for opportunities for service and witnessing. He finds this moment because he is looking for it, as he had entered the temple itself looking at what God might do with them that day. Peter was used this day because he was alert to possibilities; how do we measure up on that score pastors?

Peter did not hide the brutal facts from his hearers, nor avoid the unpalatable truth that they had sinned so grossly that it was awful. He confronts them with the truth and demands they face the facts of their sin. How close to this model of biblical preaching are we? The Lord asks us to be his witnesses, his royal heralds, and that means we give the message of the king.  How clearly do people get the message from us?  Do they hear the message of sin and the Saviour! This is our business!

Peter makes it clear by his preaching that the Jewish hearers do not have to trade in their Jewishness by becoming followers of Jesus. He is the one of whom Jewish history speaks; he is the culmination of their history. They cannot lose their identity as people by following the one their forefathers heard so much about. This message is vital for our own day in order that Jewish people might meet their messiah. Let us not rob people of their heritage and their destiny! Let us tell the truth to Israel and the nations about the one who came and is coming again. Our job is to bless the nations, and that blessing only comes as the nations hear and respond in faith to the truth. We preach the one who is the only “way, the truth and the life.”

DOCTRINES

CHRIST:  DEITY

BLESSING

PASTORS / ELDERS

PARAPHRASE

“When Peter saw what was happening, he answered the questions of the crowd. ‘You men of Israel, why are you astonished at this event? Why do you keep on looking at us as though we have done this miracle by our own powers or holiness of life? The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, (he is the one alone, whose power can do this). He has given the glory of the Godhead to his Son Jesus. He is the one who , the one you denied as your king , who you delivered up for death to Pilate, even though he was determined to let him go. But you persisted in your denial of him, the holy and just one, and you asked for the release of a murderer! You killed the prince of life, who God the father has raised from the dead, of which we are the witnesses. It is (the power of) his name (that has done this), through faith in his name has this man been strengthened (and his bones made able to bear weight). You see this man here and now, and you know this man ( and you know he was lame from birth)! Yes indeed! The faith which is by means of Jesus the Christ, that has made this man perfectly sound and whole was demonstrated before the very presence of you all.  Now I know my brothers, that you did (these terrible things to Jesus) in ignorance, as did also your rulers. God knew all this would happen well before hand, and he had foretold it by means of the prophets, and so it has all been fulfilled in our sight. Repent therefore, change your minds about the Christ, the Messiah, and turn your lives around into the right direction!  Do this, so that your sins might be wiped away when the times of refreshing come from the presence of the Lord. For (God our heavenly father) shall surely send again Jesus the Christ who has been spoken of before by the prophets. He must now remain in heaven until the restoration of the kingdom, as spoken of by the prophets since the world began. For Moses truly said unto our fathers, ‘A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up from amongst you, like myself; he is the one you will hear and be obedient to every thing he says. And it will be true that anyone who does not hear and obey what he says shall be destroyed utterly from amongst the people.’  ‘Yes, and all the prophets from Samuel onwards, as many as have spoken of these things, have spoken of these days. You are the children of the prophets, and sons of the covenant promises that God made with our fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘In your seed shall all the nations of the earth be blessed’. (So it begins with you); the message comes to you first, and God having given his Son, has sent him to bless you all, as you turn away from your wickedness.”

NOTES
CHAPTER 4

Chapter 4 can be divided into three sections

The results of the Spirit’s power; persecution and salvation. 4:1-4

The persecutors attempt to frighten the Apostles. 4:5-22

The church comes together; facing persecution in Spirit, Truth and Community. 4:23-37

THE RESULTS OF THE SPIRIT’S POWER; PERSECUTION AND SALVATION. 4:1-4

1  And as they spake unto the people, the priests, and the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees, came upon them, 2  Being grieved that they taught the people, and preached through Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3  And they laid hands on them, and put them in hold unto the next day: for it was now eventide. 4  Howbeit many of them which heard the word believed; and the number of the men was about five thousand.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

We are not to make crises, but when they come upon us we are to look for the Lord’s hand in the midst. Peter had tried to keep the situation as calm as possible, and had drawn the crowd into the Rabbi’s corner of the outer court, Solomon’s Porch, where discussion of controversy was accepted. They are left free to preach for a considerable time this day, and as we will see their work is fruitful. 

The entry of the leadership of the religious groups that controlled the temple (or rather fought for control over the temple), meant a crisis had come upon the apostles. The challenge now, was to keep walking in the Spirit, keep focused on what the Lord wanted to do in this situation, trusting in the Lord’s timing and the Lord’s path for their lives on this day. It will lead to jail, but also to the salvation of 5000 men.  This part of the temple would be most likely a “male only” area, as the temple courtyards were segregated – so 5000 is the lower figure of certain conversions, and we may surmise it most likely that wives and older children who were family members could also have been led to the Lord by the men.  Well over 10,000 people may be saved by sunset this day.
Verse 1. 
While they were still speaking the leadership rush onto the scene. Since the resurrection weekend they have been keeping a close eye on the activities of the “Galilean group”, and would have been dismayed at the 3000 converts on the day of Pentecost, and will be further alarmed by the 5000 that are saved as a result of this day. Even though Peter and John are the ones at the centre of the event, the others are clearly there also, for the 5000 are added into the church by the discipling of the believers present that day in the outer court. Once they arrive on the scene, the leaders of Judaism quickly surround the group and violently “come upon them”; making clear that there is serious threat intended to the group. These men were serious about their loyalty to the temple and the ruling party. They had been the group that arrested the Lord in the Garden, and so had no love for those who said the leadership had arrested their own national Messiah. Matthew 26:47-54, Mark 14:43-46, Luke 22:47-48, John 18:2-9.

The leaders of the arresting group are the Cohanim, the priests, controlled at that time by the sect of the Sadducees, who had a particular hatred for teaching about resurrection. This is the group with the blood of the Lord on their hands. The very group tasked with the blood sacrifice in the temple was the group that killed the one of whom their work spoke. Matthew 2:4, 3:7ff, 22:31-32, 26:3-5, 27:1-2. 

Their agent for executing their arrest warrant was the temple police organization, tasked with keeping order in the temple precincts. Josephus records that there were twenty four “bands” of temple police to guard the gates of the temple to ensure no gentile entered beyond their place, and to ensure order at all times. The captain of the police was second in command to the High Priest. (Josephus, The Jewish Wars, VI, 5, 3). 

Verse 2. 
These men were sincere in their feelings towards the viewpoint of the apostles. They were sincere, but totally wrong! They kept on being in a state of annoyed anxiety about everything that the apostles said. The enemy hates the truth, for it convicts them, and these men are under conviction, and they do not like it. They hated the authoritative teaching style of the apostles, and they hated the message. Both the method and the content were objected to. 

Note clearly the method of teaching of the apostles; they taught the doctrines of scripture, and interpreted them with authority and straight forward demand for application. They taught the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ from the dead. Had they stopped their preaching and played down the resurrection they would have been ignored, as were other “fringe” groups, but they would not stop teaching about the physical, bodily, resurrection of Jesus from the dead. Had these men adopted the message of modern liberalism they would have had no troubles at all with the authorities. We must choose our company on this issue, as with all others.  Are we with the apostles or the liberals who deny the very things these men preached?  Jude 3.
Verse 3. 
The temple police did not hesitate long after their arrival on the scene, but grabbed the two apostles, with violence, and dragged them off to be held overnight in a locked cell, for a court case the next day. Luke then notes another time reference which tells us just how long the apostles had been free to preach and teach that day, and how long the authorities delayed acting. The time of arrest was “eventide”; that is after 3pm, so no trial could occur that day. There is grim irony here, as the trials of the Lord had all been conducted after this time, but the council will not break their rules again. They must have come in for considerable criticism for their earlier actions and have changed their approach.

Verse 4. 
Even though the day ends with the violent arrest of the apostles, Luke reminds us of the spiritual reality of the salvation of the 5000 who respond to the message. In spite of the actions of the police the Lord’s will is done. God’s plan is greater than the plans of men. The temple authorities believe they have won, yet the Lord has won 5000 men from their camp to his own, in their very strong hold of power!

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Do we relax in the Lord’s plan for our lives? When faced with opposition or troubles, do we immediately think we are out of the Lord’s plan, as if difficulty is not part of the plan? These men sought the Lord’s face and served with a focused mind and heart on what the Lord wanted to bring about through the events of that day. 

The door to witness opened and they went into the opportunity, knowing that the door would close when God closed it. They kept speaking until they were arrested. Their focus was upon God, not the police; just so we are to focus on walking the walk of God for our lives, not get our eyes on men and their opinions. God’s verdict on our life alone matters. 

B.
PASTORAL

How well do we respond to those who hate our message? Have we stopped preaching the challenging messages of the Cross and Empty Tomb? Do we stand with the apostles in their message of the resurrection? Many avoid the attacks or interest of the world simply by avoiding the truth of the resurrection, yet this is the heart of the apostolic message. 

As the Lord’s pastor-teachers, we are tasked with the proclamation of the truth. We are tasked to use all opportunities given, to proclaim the truth aloud for all who would hear. We are not to consider the outcomes, only the role we are given, and fulfil that. The Lord adds to his church, and we are called to serve in it! The apostles obey and set the example of the spirit led life here; and we are to follow their heart, mind and life example. Jude 3.
DOCTRINES

WORLD

WORLDLINESS

TRIALS OF CHRIST

LAWS OF THE SANHEDRIN REGARDING TRIALS

PARAPHRASE

“While they were still speaking to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple police, the police, and the Sadducees surrounded them. They were really annoyed at the teaching of the apostles, particularly hating the preaching of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead. The police forcefully grabbed the apostles and carried them off to the holding cells for the night where they were imprisoned. (The reason for this was that) it was now after three o’clock in the afternoon. Even though this arrest occurred many that were there that day believed (on the Lord Jesus Christ), and the number of those men who believed was about five thousand.”

NOTES
THE PERSECUTORS ATTEMPT TO FRIGHTEN THE APOSTLES. 4:5-22

5  And it came to pass on the morrow, that their rulers, and elders, and scribes, 6  And Annas the high priest, and Caiaphas, and John, and Alexander, and as many as were of the kindred of the high priest, were gathered together at Jerusalem. 7  And when they had set them in the midst, they asked, By what power, or by what name, have ye done this? 8  Then Peter, filled with the Holy Ghost, said unto them, Ye rulers of the people, and elders of Israel, 9  If we this day be examined of the good deed done to the impotent man, by what means he is made whole; 10  Be it known unto you all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom ye crucified, whom God raised from the dead, even by him doth this man stand here before you whole. 11  This is the stone which was set at nought of you builders, which is become the head of the corner. 12  Neither is there salvation in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved. 13  Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were unlearned and ignorant men, they marvelled; and they took knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus. 14  And beholding the man which was healed standing with them, they could say nothing against it. 15  But when they had commanded them to go aside out of the council, they conferred among themselves, 16  Saying, What shall we do to these men? for that indeed a notable miracle hath been done by them is manifest to all them that dwell in Jerusalem; and we cannot deny it. 17  But that it spread no further among the people, let us straitly threaten them, that they speak henceforth to no man in this name. 18  And they called them, and commanded them not to speak at all nor teach in the name of Jesus. 19  But Peter and John answered and said unto them, Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you more than unto God, judge ye. 20  For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard. 21  So when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding nothing how they might punish them, because of the people: for all men glorified God for that which was done. 22  For the man was above forty years old, on whom this miracle of healing was shewed.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The enemies of the Gospel will now assemble again. For the first time since the arrest of the Lord Jesus they will all come together to debate what to do. This is a disparate group, widely separated by their beliefs and values, but they unite in their concerns regarding the new threat to their power and influence. 

This group is about power, and holding onto it at all costs, even if truth and righteousness is violated.  We see the battle lines drawn here, between those who want the truth and those who want their own comfortable life, irrespective of the claims of God upon them. The battle between man’s power lust, his selfish ambition and the claims of God’s truth, is played out here, and again later in the case of Stephen.

Verse 5. 
The next day dawns and the leaders of Judaism start to gather for a council meeting to discuss what they see as the new threat. There will be no debating of the truth here, only the planning as to how they can silence the threat to their power base. 

The three groups referred to here are the key players; the rulers, elders, and scribes. These are the men who made up the Sanhedrin; comprised of 24 priests, 24 elders, and 22 scribes. The priests were by this time mainly Sadducees, the scribes of the Law mainly Pharisees, the elders recognized leaders from amongst the people from various interest and political power groups.

Verse 6. 
The men directly involved in the death of Jesus are also there. Annas and Caiaphas are there, with their families. These men were the dynasty that ruled the nation through the Temple and its sacrifices. They controlled the money supply and reaped vast rewards for their Mafia like activities. John and Alexander were two very different men. They were theologians, apparently at this time at least Sadducees, and the new leaders of the attack upon the followers of Jesus. The John here maybe the great Rabbi, Jonathon Ben Zakkai, who went on to lead the Sanhedrin and settle it in Jafneh after the fall of Jerusalem.  It is here they gathered the teachings of the rabbis and wrote the Mishnah.
Verse 7. 
The council now puts the apostles “on the mat”, to cross examine them. The Sanhedrin sat in an amphitheatre shaped in a semi circle, and Peter and John are placed in the middle to be questioned by the seventy. (Mishnah – Sanhedrin – 4:3). There were rules regarding how questioning could occur, and the first leading question would have been asked by the leader of the Sanhedrin, at this time, Gamaliel. He was the Rabbi who, with Jonathon Ben Zakkai established what would later become the Mishnah rules. 

Note the double question. They are asked by what Power, and by what Name they did this? There is no challenge to the nature of the action; it is clearly miraculous. The council want to know the source of the healing; is it of God or demonic? These are the only options. Such cases do not “spontaneously remit”, as will a cancer at times.

Verse 8. 
Peter takes the lead, and filled with the Holy Spirit speaks. This is the crucial position to be in when faced with such pressure; only being in Christ and in the Spirit will give Peter the poise, the words and the power to speak the truth the best possible way. 

He is absolutely respectful to the council in his opening address. This is the group, a portion of which, had conducted the illegal trials that led to the decision to execute the Lord, and these very men look at Peter as he speaks, yet he is respectful to them. What a lesson to us all! No matter how great the evil of those to whom we speak, we are to be respectful at all times, in order that they may not have any excuse before God to ignore our message because of our rudeness. Peter recognizes them as the rulers and elders of the people of Israel, and he does not openly appose them as evil murderers, even though they are.   These are the men who conspired to murder the Lord Jesus, but Peter and John will be polite and respectful throughout – what mentors they are to us all!
Verse 9. 
Peter shows great skill (in the Spirit), to turn the accusation of the possibility of evil into an inquiry into the nature of their act of goodness. He reminds the council that what has happened has been a “good deed”, and that it has been perfectly done; for the man is completely healed. Already Peter is pushing them to the conclusion that is logical; a miracle has been done in God’s name, in God’s power, and for God’s glory. They will accept that only God could do this, but do not want the name of Jesus associated with the name of God. They ask for truth, but do not want to accept truth. John 7:24, 10:31-40, 1 Peter 2:4-8, 3:13-20, 4:14.

Verse 10. 
Having been respectful and securing their silent hearing, he does not shrink from giving them the truth about the action done in the temple, and the power behind it, the person whom they killed! These words would have struck the council with power and shock, and yet they are silent as they hear and observe the man speaking. When the Holy Spirit moves there is respectful silence for the words that come from God. 

Peter makes it clear that Jesus is the Messiah, and that they have responsibility for his execution, but God has raised him from the dead. He is clear that it is the name and power of the Messiah that has restored this man to health; as this act was an act that only God can do, then the inescapable conclusion is that Jesus is Messiah, and also he is God. What the council had feared after the execution of Jesus has become a reality for them to face. Matthew 27:62-66, 28:11-17, Romans 1:1-6.

Verse 11. 
Jesus had himself quoted this Psalm to members of this very group. Matthew 21:42-45, Luke 20:9-19.  The reference is from Psalms 118:22. Isaiah had referred to it also, and prophesied this very event that is being played out this day, as it had been before in his own when the Assyrians attacked. Isaiah 28:14-29. They had heard the tongues prophesied in the earlier verses of the same chapter (vss 11-12), and that had happened days before this healing, and so now they must face the source of all this, and they know both the Isaiah and Psalms passages are messianic. 

Peter refers to these leaders as the “builders” of the nation, for that is how they are referred to by Isaiah. Peter’s words become a warning to them all; they face as big a challenge as in the days of Isaiah, and if they fail to hear God’s warning they will cease to exist as a nation, as the nation Judah nearly did seven centuries before. Isaiah 58:1-2, 59:1-8, Ezekiel 2:6-7, 3:3:7-11, 17-27. The Lord is the head of the corner; a phrase that indicated he was the hope and future of Israel. They will either be built upon him as their sole foundation or they will fall.

Verse 12. 
Peter here makes it clear that the Lord Jesus Christ is the sole source of salvation for all mankind; there is no other name given under heaven whereby man must be saved. To reject him is to be lost totally, with no hope at all. John 3:36, 4:22-26,  14:6, Acts 5:29-32, 1 Corinthians 3:11, 1 Timothy 2:5-6, Hebrews 2:3, 12:25, 1 John 5:11-12, Revelation 7:9-10, 20:15. Had they compromised on this point they would have had no trouble from the council, but Peter is adamant; there is no other name that speaks of salvation, for there is none who has satisfied the Father’s holy demands as has the Son.

Verse 13. 
The Holy Spirit has silenced these men and they wonder at what they hear, and the man they hear it from. This man had been silenced by a servant girl a few months before, yet now speaks with authority and calm determination before the highest court of his nation. Peter speaks better than a trained orator yet he is an unlearned fisherman. He had not been trained yet he spoke as a man who had been with a master. They saw the mark of the greatest master upon Peter, and knew that, with Jesus, they were dealing with no ordinary Rabbi now. Also refer to verses 29, 31.

They knew that these men were with Jesus, and they knew that what they said was unable to be refuted, but what would they do with the truth? They recognize the truth yet they are not saved by it. If anything could ever eliminate the so called “easy believism” theology, this event surely does it! This theology says, if you simply believe that the claims of Jesus are true, then you are saved. We see many who believe the claims of Jesus are true, they know they are true, yet they still reject the Lord’s claim over their lives! 

James reminds us that the demons believe that Jesus is the Christ, and they tremble at the thought!  James 2:19. He states this fact in the midst of an argument about faith and works, or rather the nature of genuine faith that will always work out in the life in obedient actions. To believe to salvation, for the early church, meant that the faith worked in the life to produce genuine fruit of obedience, as that person recognized the claims of the Lord over every aspect of their life. 

To the learned Rabbis of the council, who had spent many years getting their PhD’s in theology at the schools of Shammai, or Hillel, these two men were both unlearned (agrammatoi), and ignorant (idiotes). We get our word “idiot” from this last word, but it did not have our meaning at this time. The words mean that these two Galilean fishermen had not been formally trained in anything by these rabbis.  There is too often a university arrogance amongst “trained” ministers – and this council had that towards these formally uneducated men.  We are in bad company indeed if we look down on any who have not got their theological degree from the “right” institution, for it is Bible centred and Holy Spirit filled ministry alone that God values.  We ought to value no other ourselves!
Although John’s family was known to the High Priest’s family, and may have had wealth, or social status, he had not been schooled at the great colleges of Jerusalem, and so he was equally despised to Peter as “not approved” by them. Matthew 4:18-22, John 18:15. There was no rational explanation for the total transformation of these two men; it was as if they had been mentally remade over the previous months so that now they were more intelligent, bold in their reasoning, and clear thinkers under pressure. The Holy Spirit had worked a miracle with these two working men.  

Verse 14. 
The council had an even bigger hurdle to overcome if they wished to criticize these two men for working evil; they had the very man who was healed standing before them. The very fact that he stood, walked, and probably hopped around a bit, (still in joy) made it very difficult to argue against the words of Peter and John. They had been the ones who had worked the healing, and so only they knew in whose name and power the healing had occurred. Luke chooses the imperfect verb in these verses to under-line that they kept on doing the action of the particular verb. In this case before us here, they kept on having nothing to say against this miracle. They were silenced by the facts.

Verse 15. 
How does Luke find out what occurred during this time? He tells us that he did extensive detective work, speaking to all the people he could, and he may have had help from two specific members of the council, Nicodemus, and Joseph of Aramathea. Mark 15:43, Luke 1:3, John 7:50. Many others were saved later, and may have provided additional insights into the discussion that day. Acts 6:7. They now have a serious problem that cannot be eliminated by execution again. Going to the Romans again will be fatal in the eyes of the people this time. The impact of the death of the Lord still haunts the city and the council is in damage control mode. 

Verse 16. 
They ask their first question and betray their heart’s desire. They seek to do something to these two men to silence them; it is simply a matter of what they can do that will be effective. They cannot deny the miracle, for it has been seen by too many. The miracle is a “notable” one. It was a miracle, and a sign that ought to have been “noted down” as evidence of a messianic claim. They know the significance of this event, but seek to discredit both it and the one in whose power it was done. They are determined to ignore the sign. They have been here before, when Jesus healed the man with the withered hand, Luke 6:6-11, and at the raising of Lazarus in John 11:47-48, 12:17-18. 

What did they fear? If we turn to the prophecy of Daniel, chapters eight and nine, we may see what they feared. Daniel 8:9-12 had already been fulfilled in the days of Antiochus Epiphanes, 175-164BC. The destroying of the altar and the ending of temple sacrifice had been literally fulfilled, and was ended only by the Maccabee’s revolt, that was celebrated at the feast of Hanukah. 

If that which Daniel prophesied had been literally fulfilled less than two hundred years before, they feared the words of Daniel 9:25-27. In these words Daniel tells the people that they will “cut off” their own Messiah, and the result will be the destruction of city and temple. They had to step aside from their own pride of position to accept Jesus as their Messiah, in order to save themselves, the city and the temple, yet they would do everything to silence the truth rather than accept it.  They feared the fulfilment of the words of Daniel, and yet they could not hand over their power to Jesus.
Verse 17. 
They sought containment; anything to hold the status quo. They wanted people to forget the facts, consign them to the realm of myth by passage of time, and hope that the doom Daniel prophesied would not come. Why this great hatred of the truth? Where do men get this from when the truth would set them free?  There is only one answer, but people don’t like to hear it.  We are all engaged in what the Bible calls the “Angelic Conflict”, and there are only two sides in the conflict, so when people don’t want to believe and bow before the Lord Jesus they enter a power realm that will wrap itself around them in illogical hatred of the truth from that point onwards.
Look into your own life believer, and ask how many times you have seen people, in person, or politics, who refuse to accept a manifest truth because it does not suit their lives or plans. Do we not have a saying; ‘don’t confuse me with the facts, my mind is made up’! This is a foible of mankind; that we will refuse to accept a fact in order to hold onto a life style. We select our “truths” all too often on the basis of what suits us best, but once done in the matter of Jesus we enter a battle for the souls of men that is always fatal in the end! 

The message of the gospel challenges our life choices, and demands we take a stand. As we reflect on this passage we can see why these men will stand before the judgment of God without excuse. We can also see just how far the Lord goes to give them more than enough evidence to make an informed decision about the truth of Jesus the Christ (Messiah). They knew the truth, or at least suspected it, but rejected it. John 11:47-48.

Their solution to the problem of the truth is to threaten the apostles with violence if they speak it. How can religious men become thugs? How could members of this same council become the murderers of the prince of life? The answer is seen in these verses. When people do not want to face the truth, but are confronted by it directly they will get very angry. When they cannot delay or defer their “decision” they will turn to violence to silence the person who challenges their life style choices. These men did not want the religious boat rocked by the inconvenient truth. 

If Jesus was accepted, national mourning would have to be called, for they had killed their king!  They had Zechariah 12:10ff as their guide as to what to do, and it will be done by a still yet future generation of Jews.  These men would have had to accept total responsibility for this murder, and come before God and the people in repentance in sackcloth and ashes. They preferred their fine clothes and the respect of the masses. They chose power rather than mourning and repentance. Their day of mourning was simply put off by this evil, but only for forty years. Few of these men, or their families, would mourn the destruction of both city and temple in 70AD, for most died during the siege, or were killed by Titus in and around the very Praetorium where Jesus was condemned. The prophecy they feared, and refused to face was fulfilled upon them all.

Verse 18. 
Having debated the decision, the apostles are called back in to hear the verdict. This discussion would have occurred with great dissension in the council, for the men who spoke to Luke later, giving him these details, would have spoken up at the time. That there was no unanimity is evidenced by their lack of follow through to their threats at this time. The apostles are commanded neither to speak nor teach in the name of Jesus, but the Council is hopelessly divided, and the two believers we know were on the Council may have been very active in stirring up factions, so that unanimity was impossible for any solid conviction or definitive action.  Luke 24:44-48. 

They knew that this was the apostle’s role and announced purpose, and they were not sure of popular support from the masses any more for the authority of the temple if they stood openly against such an open miracle as this. Verse 21, Matthew 21:46, 26:5, Luke 19:47-48, 20:6, 19, 22:2. They are running out of time to act and know it, but they are determined to crush the new movement.  They also understand the nature of power, and that even an obvious truth can be denied and the liars will prosper if the people who matter have any vested interest in the lie.
Verse 19. 
These two men have the power of God upon them. Without fear of the council they answer directly, challenging them from their own statutes. Also refer Acts 5:29. This was a clear principle of Jewish history and tradition; the life of Daniel and the three other captives in Babylon, being an example of why it is the right thing to do to obey God rather than the decree of any king or council. 

The Lord preserved his three servants in the midst of a fiery furnace and Daniel in the Lion’s den, and so Peter and John, speaking together here, affirm that they will take their chances with God by obedience to him rather than the Council. They also serve notice here that the Council is out of step with God’s will. Daniel 3, 6, 2 Corinthians 4:2, 1 Timothy 2:1-6, Hebrews 11:23, 13:7-9. Civil disobedience is not generally encouraged by the scriptures, but where men’s councils directly command the opposite to the Word of God, then the believer is to chose suffering with the Lord to obedience to the State.

Verse 20. 
These men were under conviction of the truth. They face men, the majority of whom, are devoted to sustaining a lie, but they stand firm and stick to the facts, reminding the Council that they will stand upon what there is evidence for only. 

Evidence that demands a verdict! This is the Christian message, and Peter and John speaking together reaffirm that the truth is what is being reported and taught by them. This is the affirmation of all the men of God through the centuries. Numbers 22:38, 23:20, 2 Samuel 23:1-2, Jeremiah 1:6-10, 17-19, 4:19-22, 6:8-11, 20:7-13, Ezekiel 3:8-21, Micah 3:8, 1 Corinthians 9:14-19, Hebrews 2:3-4.   

It is never a pleasant thing to be the voice of warning to the people of God who have gone astray, but Peter and John are in good company being called to this work, and they are relaxed about sharing the sacrifice of these great men of the past. This is courage, martyr’s courage, for they are now prepared to pay the price that so many of the prophets paid; with their lives.

Verse 21. 
Having heard the challenge to truth, the council leaders respond with further thuggery; more threats to punish them for a crime that is not a crime! The council knows it is on unsound ground in all this. People were glorifying God because of this miracle, and the council knew that they were being forced into opposing a “work of God”, yet they persist. Such is the rebellious heart of a man who will not give in to the conviction of the Holy Spirit. The apostles are now truly seeing the truth of Jesus words about the hatred of man towards the Saviour. Matthew 13:13, Luke 21:17, John 15:18-25, Matthew 9:32-34, 15:30-31. 

Verse 22. 
Why does Dr Luke mention this fact? The answer; no-one can be healed of a congenital defect after aged forty. The body is starting to wear out by then; it is not able to regenerate. From the medical and theological perspective, this is a “notable” miracle; it is a sign of messiahship being worked out through the apostles. Only God acting directly upon this man could have been the cause for the healing. The writers of scripture were careful, where the facts of age were known, to record the age of those healed, or the length of time they had been ill. Matthew 9:20, Luke 13:11, John 5:5. The healing of the man born blind in Jesus ministry produced a similar problem for the Pharisees, John 9:1-41.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

When we find ourselves in the place of pressure, persecution, investigation, or testing, do we have the relaxed mental attitude that we see demonstrated here?  Peter and John find themselves before the highest court of their day, but stand there with strength and power and eloquence. Where have they got that poise and confidence from? They have spent a night in a cell, but it has been a restful night. They have been beaten, treated with violence, and abused by their guards, yet they do not seek redress for these personal wrongs. 
They see the whole thing as members of the body of Christ, and seek his glory and plan in the midst of it all. They have their eyes off their needs, rights, and hurts, and are focused solely upon what it is that the Lord wants to work out through them before the Council of the Sanhedrin. This is our standard for behaviour in the tight spots we find ourselves in at times.

Luke may be thinking of the Lord’s words that he quotes in Luke 12:11-12. Peter stands and speaks, possibly with John speaking at times also, but both stand and speak in the indwelling power of the Holy Spirit. Under the Spirit’s power Peter is strong in his words yet respectful of the Council. In this group are the men who organized the murder of the Lord, and only months ago! Yet Peter and John do not insult them, they convict them! 
There is no anger, outrage, shock, ridicule, contempt or derision in Peter’s words; there is the simple telling of the truth, with the facts laid out so clearly that they cannot be ignored. This is the model of the Spirit filled man at work. Spirit filled men and women do not rant and rave, yell or scream, threaten or insult; they simply tell the truth with power and simplicity so all can hear and understand the master’s claims upon their lives.

Peter takes no personal credit in any way at all, for the miracle done before them. There is one celebrity in the Christian world and that is Christ. When-ever we are left with the impression of the speaker rather than his subject, then we have evidence that this person was not Spirit filled when they spoke. The Spirit speaks always and only of HIM. John 14:16-20, 15:26-27, 16:7-15. Those who speak of any other subject than the Lord are not exercising the ministry of the Holy Spirit, but are exercising their own natures and their own human intellectual strengths.

When these men, who hated Christ, saw the apostles, they knew they had been with Jesus. We are to stand like beacons in a dark world so that the truth is seen. Matthew 5:14-16. How close to the apostolic pattern has our life witness been so far? This is the standard, and it is the one against which our actions are to be judged. No believer can ever claim not to know the standards against which their lives will be assessed, for all they have to do is read the scriptures, for here we see them illustrated.

We often times get discouraged and baffled by the total rejection of the truth by the people to whom we speak about Christ. Remember the Sanhedrin! They had more evidence of the messiahship of Jesus than any other group at any time in the history of man on the planet, yet they rejected him, because his claims did not suit their life styles! People do not need more evidence of the truth of Jesus claims, they need the conviction of the Holy Spirit upon their hearts, and if they reject that, there is no hope for them. What is our part? To pray for their conviction, John 16:8-11, and tell them the truth, leaving the outcome with the Lord. Matthew 12:24-37.  
Whatever the response of the unbeliever, we are to copy the life examples of the apostles here, and be strong, stable, polite, and truthful. We are to fear the judgment of God for accepting falsehood, but we are not to fear the tribunals of man. Like Peter and John we are called to place our lives in the Lord’s hands, for life or death.

B.
PASTORAL

Peter and John have applied the principles taught by the Lord, and have relaxed in the Lord’s provisions as they wake up this day to face the council of the Sanhedrin. They are neither overawed by the meeting, nor are they over confident; they are relaxing in the Holy Spirit’s provision of strength, words to say, and the inner power to say them.

They walk into this meeting in the filling of the Holy Spirit. Remember that there are no “tricks” to achieve the daily filling of the Spirit; there is simply the demand of the Lord upon us to deal with sin in our life, then the Spirit will fill and move through us in power. The only thing that stops the move of the Spirit through us is something that blocks up our channel of blessing; that something is unconfessed sin. Every pastor who would serve the Lord is to be in the habit of dealing with sin quickly, so that there is nothing in the life to hinder the flow of the Spirit.

Nothing personal intrudes into Peter’s words. He speaks what the Spirit directs, without the personal attacks that would indicate any personal vendetta against the council members for the awfulness of the suffering of Christ that they requested of the Romans. Peter’s words indicate that he is focused on their salvation, not on getting even with them for their evil. He sees past their evil, to their need of a Saviour, and tells them the truth bluntly, but respectfully, so that they stand without excuse before God regarding the claims of Christ. We cannot “save” anybody, but the Spirit, moving through us will always convict them of their need of a Saviour, if we stick to the scriptural facts!

Peter bases his claims about the true identity of the Christ on firm ground. Firstly he reinforces the truth about the healing; it is genuinely miraculous and has been a complete healing. Then he reminds them that the Lord Jesus suffered at their hands, but that they have fulfilled scripture in this, and quotes other scriptures appropriately so that they can see that Jesus is the Christ, and they have been misled, opening the door for God’s forgiveness for their great evil, and for their salvation. 
Peter does not pronounce a curse upon them, nor insult them, but makes clear that they have acted in ignorance of the full facts, and therefore gives them the full facts. We are here on earth to do this; not to place curses on the evil ones who reject the full facts of Christ, but while we and they live, to keep on telling them the truth, so that, at very least, they will stand before the throne of the one they have rejected, not able to say, ”we never knew because no-one told us”. 

The witness of lips and life silences the Council members. This is our standard as pastors! Our lips and life must both boldly proclaim the truth about Jesus the Christ! There must be no disjunction between what we say and who we are; all things must proclaim the truth about him, and the transformed nature of ourselves. The fruit of the Spirit is the transformed life; men do not draw pure and tainted water from the same fountain, James 3:11-12. If the fruit of behaviour in our lives is not pure, then we have a “sin blockage” problem in the heart of our life! If the Spirit has free rein within us we are transformed into the image of Christ. If we fall short of this, there is only one reason, that is sin. Let us deal with the sins that “so easily beset us”. Hebrews 12:1.

When the Council puts the apostles outside and debates the issues, the two men simply leave their case in the Lord’s hands. When they return we see that both Peter and John are relaxed, confident, and strong in the truth. They have not been affected by the pressure, have not become either timid or arrogant; they remain in the place of faith, hope and agape love for the council, seeking their confrontation with the truth.  Members of the Council must be believers for the report of this discussion to be accurate, as it clearly is.  We know Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathaea were both members, but there could be others also.
They stick to logic in their final statement to the Council. They are not swayed by emotion, nor do they argue injustice, or unfairness; they leave their case in the Lord’s hands. They do not take anything that has occurred as a “personal attack” on them; they see the events unfolding as a working out of the plan of God, and answer the Council with their hearts and minds focused on what God is doing rather than on what is happening to them. They demonstrate their belief that they are on the winning side by the calm, focused, and confident manner in which they conduct themselves. They proclaim the facts, and they let the facts speak for themselves, for they see that they are now ambassadors of the Court of Heaven to speak truth into the evil Councils of men.  2 Corinthians 5:10-20. 

As pastors, we are the Lord’s heralds; let here upon the earth to proclaim the facts about the Christ. Let us ensure by regular Bible study we fully know the facts, and by walking in the filling of the Holy Spirit, let us proclaim the facts to all who the Spirit places before us, in a manner that does not magnify the offence of the cross, but directly challenges those who hear with the Lord’s claims upon their lives. Luke 17:1-4, 1 Corinthians 10:32, 2 Corinthians 6:3.
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WORKS - DIVINE GOOD AND HUMAN GOOD

ATTITUDE

PARAPHRASE

“And so the next day dawned, (and the entire Sanhedrin assembled); their rulers, elders, the scribes, Annas the High Priest, Caiaphas, John, Alexander, and many other family members of the High Priests were all there. Having placed (Peter and John) in the middle of the assembly, they specifically interrogated them, ‘By what power, and in whose name have you done this thing’?  Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them all, ‘Rulers and elders of the people of Israel, we want it known to you all, and to all the people of Israel, that it was by the name of Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, it is by means of him that this man stands before you completely healed this day’. This one, (Jesus), is the stone that you, the (so called) builders (of the nation) rejected, but he has now become the head stone of the corner. Neither is their deliverance in any other; for there is no other name given under heaven amongst men, by means of whom we must be delivered (from sin and death). Now when they saw the bold confidence of Peter and John, they were amazed, for they knew with certainty that they were not formally educated nor properly trained in eloquence, but they recognized them as having been with Jesus.  They also kept on seeing the healed man standing there in front of them all, and so they could not argue (against the miracle, for the evidence was there). They ordered Peter and John to be taken from the room in order to secretly discuss the issue before them. They said, ‘What shall we do with these men, for the truth is that a “sign” miracle has indeed occurred? It is public knowledge to all who live in Jerusalem; we cannot deny it! However, in order that this (gospel message) might not be spread further amongst the people, let us strongly threaten them with violence if they persist in preaching in Jesus name’. So they called Peter and John back into the council room and commanded them not to speak or teach in the name of Jesus. But Peter and John answered to them and said, ‘Whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you or God, you be the judges! (As for us), we cannot do anything other than speak about the things we have seen and heard’. So, having threatened them further the Council let them go, for they had found nothing that they could formally charge them with by way of an offence. They could not punish them ( at this time) either because of the people, for everyone was praising God about what had been done, for the man who was healed was over forty years old”. 

NOTES
THE CHURCH COMES TOGETHER; FACING PERSECUTION IN SPIRIT, TRUTH AND COMMUNITY. 4:23-37

23  And being let go, they went to their own company, and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said unto them. 24  And when they heard that, they lifted up their voice to God with one accord, and said, Lord, thou art God, which hast made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is: 25  Who by the mouth of thy servant David hast said, Why did the heathen rage, and the people imagine vain things? 26  The kings of the earth stood up, and the rulers were gathered together against the Lord, and against his Christ. 27  For of a truth against thy holy child Jesus, whom thou hast anointed, both Herod, and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles, and the people of Israel, were gathered together, 28  For to do whatsoever thy hand and thy counsel determined before to be done. 29  And now, Lord, behold their threatenings: and grant unto thy servants, that with all boldness they may speak thy word, 30  By stretching forth thine hand to heal; and that signs and wonders may be done by the name of thy holy child Jesus. 31  And when they had prayed, the place was shaken where they were assembled together; and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost, and they spake the word of God with boldness. 32  And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul: neither said any of them that ought of the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things common. 33  And with great power gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all. 34  Neither was there any among them that lacked: for as many as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and brought the prices of the things that were sold, 35  And laid them down at the apostles' feet: and distribution was made unto every man according as he had need. 36  And Joses, who by the apostles was surnamed Barnabas, (which is, being interpreted, The son of consolation,) a Levite, and of the country of Cyprus, 37  Having land, sold it, and brought the money, and laid it at the apostles' feet.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The authorities have played their hand; they have threatened the apostles and tried to frighten them off. It is under this sort of pressure that we see the strength of these men. They hear the words of the Sanhedrin, identify what they are saying and what it means, and determine to do the work God has called them to, and make their pressure situation into an occasion for praise.

Verse 23. 
They return straight away to their people and tell them all that has happened. The church members have been praying for them, and are owed a report, but much more than that, there is a need for now more targeted prayer. The council has made itself transparent. Their plan and their weakness, facing the demonstration of the power of the risen Christ, is clear to see. The apostles need to use this situation to further strengthen the believers so that this first attack on the church becomes reason for praise not cause for fear.  John 2:24-25.
The council has betrayed it’s weakness by threatening; for in that they showed they cannot do any more at this time and get away with it. They had ordered the death of the Lord, but now cannot act so wrongly again; for they are being watched by all who suspect a great evil has been done.  The Lord has ensured his death has left a legacy of protection over his followers. The situation is serious, the threats are real, and they have the thugs to carry them out under cover of darkness, but officially they cannot do much.

Verse 24. 
The first thought of the early church when facing troubles was of the majesty and mighty power of their God. When in trouble the people of God recognize that it is God’s problem, for we are God’s people.  They call on the Lord of all – the ruler – the true but righteous and holy “despot” – the one who rules without reference to another. They recognize that the pressure they face is beyond the help of men, but in the realm of God, for he rules over all things. 

The high priests ran a mafia type operation that was administered by thugs who regularly murdered those who stood in the way of their profits. This was the danger now. The council of the Sanhedrin was not going to act directly, it couldn’t, but their paid thugs could, under their covert orders.  People would be simply stabbed in the back as they walked through a street in Jerusalem at this time. That is the political power game being played here. The church confronts the real threat by the most powerful and real weapon in the church’s arsenal, prayer. 

It is well said, that when we plan we get what man’s plans can achieve, but when we pray we get what God can do! The whole church unites in prayer; they focus their whole energy and attention to prayer and do not stop until they know the Lord’s heart and mind. All successful dealing with pressure begins by recalling how great your own side’s strength truly is. Psalms 146:1-10, Luke 6:11-12, 2 Corinthians 1:8-11, 1 Thessalonians 5:16-24, 2 Timothy 4:16-18.

Verse 25. 
They pepper their prayer with scripture, reminding themselves and the Lord of the promises and prophecies of scripture that are relevant to their situation. They draw strength from the words of David. Psalms 2:1-12. They remind themselves that though the enemy may be numerous, noisy, wealthy, powerful, ruthless and serious, their God was more powerful than any alliance of evil. They remember that the plan of God is more certain than any plan of man. They remember that even though the Lord was killed by this group, he rose up from amongst the dead, and he lives forever! 

These evil men may rage, snort, scream and sneer at the truth of the Christ, but their angry words are nothing against the truth. They can only “imagine” or devise plans that will amount to nothing in the end, for they plan against the king of all things and lord of all lords. Psalms 55:16-23, 62:1-8, 69:4-6, 29-36, 109:21-39. Praise and prayer remain the believers’ main weapons against threat, despair and pressures of any kind.  Isaiah 61:3.
Verse 26. 
There is no scriptural promise that all the rulers are or will be on the Lord’s side before the end of time, indeed the opposite is taught. When the Lord faced his great temptation after his long fast Satan showed him all the kingdoms of the earth and they were offered to the Lord. Matthew 4:1-11, Mark 1:12-13, Luke 4:1-13. For Satan to make the offer he had to have the power and authority over these rulers, for the Lord did not challenge his right to offer them. Satan loves power, and those drawn to high office all too often share Satan’s lusts. 

We ought not to expect the protection of any state, for freedom of worship has always been an exception, not the rule for evil governments. Rather than trust evil men, let us rest in the Lord’s power and protection over us, and express our faith in him, through prayer and praise. The rulers of this world will yet gather in one great army to oppose the Lord’s return, and they will be finally defeated, and the great rebellion against God in space and time will be over. We must remember constantly that the world is in great rebellion against their creator and saviour; the exceptions are those who have bowed before the true king. We draw our strength from him, but must expect the hatred of those who reject him, whose end is judgment.  Psalms 83:2-8, Joel 3:9-14, Revelation 17:12-17, 19:16-21.

Verse 27. 
The two warring rulers of the nation of Israel in those days were the Gentile Roman Pilate and the half Jew, half Edomite son of Herod the Great, Herod Antipas. They hated each other, but were brought together over the death of Jesus. Luke 23:12. Peter is firmly declaring that the words of Psalms 2 are fulfilled, and that all must now see that Jesus is indeed the Messiah. Peter understands that the great battle for the minds of man has begun now in earnest for the disciples of the Lord. They will now step out onto the street under daily threat from the paid thugs of the local mafia. 
Peter also makes clear that the responsibility for the death of the Lord, while it falls specifically upon Pilate and Herod, falls also upon all nations, all peoples, not just upon Israel.  It is the sin of all men that brought this tragedy to its crisis point, and yet the tragedy opens the door for the blessing of all mankind, and it has happened at the right time in human history for Israel and the Gentiles.
Verse 28. 
The words of God in scriptural prophecy had marked out the boundaries of what was to happen. Prophecy had determined the course of history.  In time we get frightened when we see the opposition marshalling its forces against the church, but all this was fore-seen by God before the creation itself, for God is beyond space and time, as the creator of both categories of existence in our present universe. Time is just an aspect of this present creation, and at the end of our lives we enter eternity, which is the state beyond space and time. 

We think in human terms, for we are limited human beings, but we must get a glimpse of the truth here to be really stabilized in time. We think of heaven and eternity as time going on forever, but it is a totally different thing; we move beyond the limits of space and time when we join God. This is too much to fully, and even partially grasp here, but the expectation of it can give great strength here and now, as we meditate upon the fact that God’s plan takes into account every action of rebellious man against him, and if we stick to God’s plan we cannot fail to achieve every result he wishes us to, as a part of his plan. 

Verse 29. 
Like David a thousand years before, the believers ask the Lord to look at those who oppose him, and so judge them. They simply say, ‘Lord your plan is being worked out in this opposition, sort them out, for you fore-saw their foolishness, and strengthen us to fulfil our part in the plan.  Lord help us to speak out with boldness and calmness of soul. They remain obedient under pressure, doing what the Lord wants them to do, fulfilling their part in the plan. In effect they say, “Lord, do it now”; see and deal with the enemy, and see us and strengthen us as we obediently follow your directives. 
A good Old Testament example of this prophetic principle is seen in Isaiah 37, also refer to Isaiah chapters 63, and 64, where we see the Lord’s answers to prayer in the return of the Messiah. Our role is to obey, trusting the author of the plan. Ephesians 6:10-20, Philippians 1:12-18, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-2, 2 Timothy 1:7-14, 4:16-18.

Verse 30. 
When a king stretched forth his hand it was a sign of power being exercised; either favour towards a loyal subject, or judgment towards the enemies of the king. Exodus 6:6, Deuteronomy 4:32-35, Esther 5:2, Jeremiah 15:6. They pray now for the continued stretching out of the hand of God for healing and all other sign and wonder gifts, in order that the evidence of the Lord’s person and power might be seen by all. Signs and Wonders are, and remain a part of what the Lord may do at any time. 

It is bone fide to pray for such things if the situation appears to warrant it to bring glory to the Lord Jesus Christ and to magnify his name amongst a people. Such things have always been rare, but they are not to be excluded from our thoughts as of a past age, for church history is full of examples of such things in many different places through all centuries.

Verse 31. 
The Lord sets his mark upon their prayer requests by physically shaking the building in which they meet, and possibly shaking the city also with an earthquake. Such things were a cause of terror in the ancient world with houses often falling in on inhabitants with the most minor earthquake, but here they rejoice in the Lord, and celebrate the filling of the Holy Spirit with a service of praise and worship, and let that overflow into the streets where the Word of God was spoken to all who would hear, with bold confidence. 
They confront their fears of the thugs, face the earthquake, praise God, and then move boldly out to witness around the entire city. If worship does not overflow onto the streets and into our homes it is not biblical worship. God needs to shake us to our foundations to remind us of where the power is! Psalm 114:7, Isaiah 2:19-21, Hebrews 12:25-29.

Verse 32. 
Under pressure the church came strongly together under the great leadership of Peter and John and the others. This is a principle we see throughout the church’s history; as leaders stand for truth the people gather under the banner of the truth and the work grows, for no-one is hindering the Holy Spirit’s work. Note that Luke apparently distinguishes “heart and soul”; kardia and psuche. It is not so much a distinction in the Greek as a way of indicating the total unity of the person; emotion, thought and social relationship in community. The agape love of the church is expressed in their care for each other in the new community. Love that does not reach the wallet is not genuine love. 

No-one looked at their own property as “theirs”, rather they all saw that the physical goods they had were the gift of God, and they were ready to give it back to God for his work if required. As we have already seen, this did not mean that everyone sold the houses they lived in, for then there would have been no-where to sleep, nor anywhere to meet, and they kept meeting in homes, as well as at the temple. 

They all saw their goods as “common”, or koine, in the Greek language. They considered all that they had available for the Lord’s use. No-one was required to “sign over” property to the apostles trust fund here!   The con artists of Christendom can be seen, as Judas was, by their love of money and their greedy desire to hold it all.  The key shift in the disciples’ attitudes was towards the very concept of ownership; they saw that even though they were on the title deed of the land, the Lord was the true owner, and they lived with that belief guiding their actions.  All was for His glory.
Verse 33. 
They kept on giving their witness to the resurrection with greater and greater power and conviction. The Sadducees hated the very thought of resurrection, but they face an increased spreading of the word of truth about the resurrection of the Lord. Their prayer for greater power has been answered as the Holy Spirit works through them in their witnessing. The Lord’s victory over death is as vital as his defeat of sin on the cross. Romans 15:5-7, 14-19, 1 Thessalonians 1:5, Hebrews 2:3-4.

Verse 34-35. 
No-one was left in grave need, for all heeded the move of the Holy Spirit, and those that had extra gave freely to their brethren in dire need. No-one took salaries of a couple of thousand dollars a week however! Needs were met by each being individually obedient to the Spirit’s moving. This is the biblical pattern; God provides either directly or through all of his obedient servants. Deuteronomy 2:7, Psalms 34:8-11. 

Money does not need to be centralized, for where the Spirit moves there is always enough to meet the needs of the genuine cases. Charity to all was never a policy of the early church; they gave to meet needs of those doing the Lord’s work only. The disobedient to the Lord were never rewarded by handouts for their rebellion.  1 Thessalonians 4:3-12,   2 Thessalonians 3:6-15.

Some may face the test that the rich young ruler faced, but this is the exception not the rule for the Christian life. Most in the church retained their properties and used them for the Lord, but they sold their excess land and goods for the common good when the Holy Spirit directed them to. Mark 10:17-27, Jeremiah 32:17. 

The Lord wants to transform everything in our lives, and that means our attitudes towards our earthly goods; for they are just “earthly goods”, they do not go with us into eternity. Luke 12:22-38. The believers as they responded to the needs of others and the inner conviction of the Holy Spirit sold the goods that the Spirit indicated to them could be got rid of, and they brought the proceeds to the apostles and laid them at their feet, for the leaders to assign for use. 

Absolute trust is indicated here. The church could express trust in their leaders in matters of money, and that remains a crucial characteristic of God’s genuine servants today. Men and women who love money cannot be active servants of the Lord in the church, for they serve two masters, and money will tend to win if what it can buy is “loved”. Matthew 6:24, Luke 16:13.

Verse 36-37.
The story of Joseph Barnabas is now told, and this sets the stage for his later work as a missionary, for we see him here publicly expressing his obedience and love for the Lord, and proving it by giving of his retirement fund to the church. This man earned the nickname of the son of consolation, for he brought encouragement to all. The giving of this man is placed in its correct context. He was a spiritually focused man, so the giving of his money was simply another expression of his love for the Lord and the brethren. This is the correct way to see giving, just as another expression of spirituality. He is called an apostle in Acts 14:14, indicating his great spiritual status and the extent of his work. For those who will be used much of the Lord, much will be required. This man placed himself totally in the Lord’s hands for his future.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

The first thought of the apostles is for their team members. How do we measure up on this? Is our first thought after facing pressure, to share the joys and prayer topics with our brethren? The scriptures make clear that the church is to work as a team, with each member feeling the attachment to the other, and each ready to pray and give to support the others. 

The first doctrine the believers remind themselves of is the doctrine of the character of God. How well do we know this? The security of each believer is based upon their confidence in the person, power, and stability of the character of God, and this can only be helpful if the individuals understand the nature of God, and know assuredly that he can be trusted. The foundation of faith is knowledge of our great salvation, and the character of our great Saviour. Let us ensure all young believers are encouraged over these things by knowing the truth.

How well do we handle the pressures of time, and the attacks of evil and powerful men and women? The scriptural record makes it clear that attacks are to be seen as “normal”, yet many feel personally affronted when attacked. How relaxed are you when attacked, or how confident are you under pressure? Do you simply see these things as part of the great canvas of life before the Lord’s return, or do you feel some how upset by the negatives experienced, as if it is strange? Pressure and attack are normal; why is it that we feel they are so strange in today’s church?

How confident are we in the prophecies of the scriptures? This church took courage from the prophecies of David, for they knew them, believed in them, and saw that now was the time of their fulfilment. How well known to you, are the prophecies of scripture still to be fulfilled? Are you aware of the next great events in the plan of God? We can be stable in pressure, only as we relax in the plan of God, and that means we know it!

 The whole church was focused on witnessing to the lost. How big a part of your week is witnessing? Are you ready to speak, and do you have your script ready? How well are you going with your “life style” evangelism? Do people spontaneously come to you and ask what you believe? That is the test! If no-one is asking you about Jesus, then it’s probably because you don’t resemble him!

The danger of being beaten up or killed by hired thugs was very real, but the early Christians relaxed and did the work the Lord had called them to. They pray for more miracles to occur, to really stir the pot in Jerusalem and force everyone to face the truth. How close to this example are you believer? 

The “big one” is our attitude towards money isn’t it! Look at these people and in their attitude see the one you ought to have! All property was held for the Lord; that is our standard also, for that is the truth!

B.
PASTORAL

Upon release the apostles went straight back to the believers, who were then given a full report of events. Satanic attack within churches occurs most often through misinformation, or inadequate information. The people of the Lord need to be told what the Lord is doing, kept informed about the things that the pastoral staff is involved in, so that they may be involved in prayer support, at least. The people of the Lord need the facts to be able to praise and glorify the Lord for what he is doing through his servants. All that we do for the Lord is the “property” of the church, and is their food for praise or prayer. As pastors, it is we who are tasked with raising the banner of truth high, and thereby setting the example that others can either follow in their life, or at least use as an example of the Spirit filled and led life.    

The apostles, as the pastors of this first church, lead the group in praise; that begins by reminding the people of who God is. Theology proper, the doctrinal systematic teaching about the nature of God, is the only foundation for powerful faith. If we do not know the power and person of God we will be insecure in our daily walk. The apostles begin by reminding the believers that they worship the lord of the universe, the creator of all things, and by doing this, they reinforce the perspective that we need when we begin any work of God. It is His work, His plan, and His power in which it must be done. If it is done in this way, then it will work out His way, and bring glory to Him! 

The apostles remind the believers that there were, and are, great and powerful human forces set up against the truth, but against the power of the true God, these mighty men are nothings. We must face the facts if we are to serve the Lord. The first fact is that we will be hated and opposed by powerful men, just as the Lord was, but the second fact is more important; we are on the winning team, the creator’s team. These men may appear “powerful” but they are just imagining “vain” things. Their thoughts and plans are empty of true content, for no-one can intelligently plan against their own creator. Only a true fool does such a thing. They may win for a time, but neither for all time nor eternity!

There is a recognition by Peter and John, but also by all those present, that the Jewish leaders had joined together with Pilate, Herod, the Gentiles and the majority of the people of Israel, to oppose and kill the Lord Jesus. All were responsible for the enormity of the Cross. The answer as to who killed the Christ is therefore biblically answered; all did! What caused the Lord’s death? The sinful rejection by all these people of the claims of their creator over them; that is what led to his death. It was the arrogance of sin and rebellion that killed the Lord, as it led to the fall of Satan before the creation of this world and it’s people. 

The Angelic Conflict continues upon the earth, and the men and women who follow the Satan, copy his rebellion, with the same results eventually; judgment will come to end this creation, as it came upon Satan, and upon the pre-flood world. 

How thoroughly do we teach the doctrines associated with these great themes of scripture? Do our people have a clear concept of the nature or character of God? Do they have a clear idea about the nature, plan and strategies of Satan? Do they understand the Angelic Conflict, and know how it will end? These are the things that give stability to the army of the Lord; for an army that does not know it’s commander, nor it’s enemy cannot hope for confidence in the fighting, or be assured of final victory!

The apostles make it clear that the things that have happened were all foretold in the scriptures. The knowledge of the plan of God, the prophecies that are fulfilled, and the ones yet to be, is also a major subject for pastoral instruction to the people of God. If God’s people do not know of his fulfilled prophecies, how can they have confidence in those yet to be fulfilled? Once again the pastoral challenge is, to systematic teaching so that the people of God know the person and plan of God, so they can rejoice in all situations, knowing that they are part of a plan that is working out in time, and opens the doorway to eternity.

Peter and John have heard the threatening words of the council, but come back to the words of the Lord, and claim them publicly before the Lord’s people, reminding them that we are called to fulfil the Lord’s words not man’s. Peter and John pray for more healings and works of power to be done. In today’s language they are saying, “bring it on Lord!”. They want more signs and wonders to happen, so that those who oppose the words of truth might be convicted. 

Be very clear pastors as you read these verses (29-30), that there was and is a place for the miraculous when it suits God’s purposes and occurs within the plan. We can be too obedient to our theology and not to the plan of God at times! If the theology you follow teaches a cessationist view of miracles, then be corrected by scripture. The teaching of the early church is very clear, if you let the scriptures speak, rather than tell them what to say! If God wants to work a miracle for his purpose, as part of the conviction process of the lost then he will. The only question is, can he work this using you as his agent, or must he use another, because you won’t be ready for it?  Let us stop telling God what He can do!
Church history from the first forty years right through till the present has solid examples of the miraculous. From the evidence presented by Augustine in the fifth century through to today, there is solid evidence of signs and wonders continuing at times and places the Lord selects. Our challenge is to be ready to work with God, and not tell him in advance what our particular theology allows him to do! 

Those who reject the Lord are condemned for their wilful rejection of the truth; for their clinging to their beliefs and values rather than letting evidence correct them. Let us not be guilty of the same sin in relationship to the Lord’s occasional use of signs and wonders throughout the church age. We are called to challenge the phoney, but hold to the true. There are many who claim to have power to heal, and they are either phoney or satanic, but that does not stop the truth of the work of God. Where the truth exists, Satan attacks by counterfeits! If the false occurs it is certain that the true is in there somewhere!

Note again that when people are filled with the Holy Spirit the first sign is that they speak the Word of God with confidence and power! The first fruit of the Spirit is the proclamation of the truth! If people are asked about you pastor, do they say, “this is a person known for their love of the Word of God”? 

The early church faced the problem of financial needs, and as we saw in the earlier chapter, they developed an innovative solution to ensure the new believers were able to attend bible class to the point that they were ready to head away to their homes with enough truth in their minds to be able to set up new churches there. This involved every person asking whether they needed to hold onto all their financial assets or whether they could let some go, and donate the money to the immediate needs of the church. The money raised was carefully controlled, so that no fraud or thefts occurred. It was used for rent and food only so visitors to the city could stay and learn the new faith before returning home. Needs alone were met, and the purpose was not lost track of; that the new converts might be strengthened in their faith, ready to spread the gospel message back in their home towns. How well do you manage the money of the Lord? Now this is a trick question, for all the money, and other assets held by believers, is the Lords. 

All things in common, does not mean they paid lawyers to transfer ownership of all property into the new church fund! They all had been well taught about wealth and ownership, and saw that all they held, was held for the Lord, not to fulfil their own lusts. In many apparently biblical churches a visitor still will hear too many discussions about properties held, assets loved, and little about what can be done with things held for the Lord’s work. This reflects not just on the people, but upon the teaching of the pastor.  The property gifting by members of the early church at Jerusalem only operated for a short time, for the need was for a short time, while several thousand people needed to be looked after while they learned the new faith, and before they headed back to their homes in the diaspora.
Would a person in the congregation feel led to sell property and present it to the leadership? Is there a genuine need at this point to utilize this level of monetary support for people to be trained and then sent back to their homes in distant lands with the material they need for ministry? Would the people in your church understand this concept at all? Would they trust the integrity of the leadership? Would they know that the money would be used for the feeding and training of the next generation of missionaries, or would they rightly suspect that a great portion of it would go into “administrative expenses”? 

Too many Christian organizations copy the world in their administration and management perks. There are too many Christian jet setters, flying around the world first class, staying in the best hotels and visiting the poor, but not sharing their food with them! No-one was taking salary here in Jerusalem at this point, but because of the obedience of most to the Holy Spirit, all were eating and had a place to sleep each night.  The entire church had become a Bible College for the training of the new converts, and this is the mission we believe all churches are called to.
As the church became established in the major cities of the Empire the pastors were paid, and the pay was doubled if they did a good job of powerfully teaching the Word. 1 Timothy 5:17. The faithful teacher of the Word of God can be given double salary, for he will simply use it to bless others. Money is given by God to us for use to assist our ministry forward, and to assist our brethren. This was, and remains the biblical model.  There is never any concern about giving money to pastoral leadership with integrity, for it will always be poured out in missions.
DOCTRINES
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NOAH'S FLOOD NOT LOCAL

PARAPHRASE

“Having been released, they went (straight away) to the (gathering place of) the church, and they fully told all they knew of what had happened, and of what the High Priests and elders had said to them. When they had all heard these things, they all lifted up their voices to God with one accord, and said, ‘Lord, (you are) the one who has made the heavens and the earth, and the sea, and all that lives in them’. You are the one who by the mouth of David has said, ‘Why do the unbelievers snort in disgust at God, why do they plot and plan empty, foolish things? The very kings of the earth have stood up in rebellion against God, they have gathered themselves against the Lord God and against his Messiah. For we have seen it right here, in the rejection of the Holy Son, the Lord Jesus, when Herod and Pilate, the gentiles, the Israelites, all gathered together (against him). (But) they only fulfilled what your hand allowed and what your plan foretold (from before time). And now Lord, look and see their threats, (and deal with them), and give us at this time the bold power and confidence to speak your Word, and Lord, by fulfilling your purpose in healing many, signs and wonders might be done in the name of your holy son, the Lord Jesus’. And when they had finished praying, the place where they were assembled together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke out the word of God with bold confidence. (Another result was) that all were of one spirit and mind, and no-one looked upon their goods as their own, but saw all their property as the Lord’s and to be used for the common purpose. (Another result was) that the apostles had great power in their preaching about the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon all the church. There was not a single person who lacked any bodily needs, for all who had (surplus) lands sold then (as they were convicted by the Holy Spirit) and brought the proceeds of the sales to the apostles and laid them at their feet, and the apostles distributed the monies as it was needed (to ensure all had food, clothing and a place to stay. One example of this was)  Joseph, surnamed Barnabas; whose nick name in the church was, son of consolation or encouragement. He was of the tribe of Levi and lived in Cyprus.  He had land on Cyprus and sold it, and brought the money to the apostles, and laid it at their feet, (for their distribution).”

CHAPTER 5 

FURTHER ATTACKS ON THE TRUTH FROM WITHIN AND WITHOUT

Chapter 5 can be divided into four sections

Pride and the judgment of God upon it. – 5:1-11

More miracles and more Satanic attack from the outside. 5:12-23

Courage and faith under pressure. 5:24-32

The Lord delivers. 5:33-42

PRIDE AND THE JUDGMENT OF GOD UPON IT. – 5:1-11

1  But a certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a possession, 2  And kept back part of the price, his wife also being privy to it, and brought a certain part, and laid it at the apostles' feet. 3  But Peter said, Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost, and to keep back part of the price of the land? 4  Whiles it remained, was it not thine own? and after it was sold, was it not in thine own power? why hast thou conceived this thing in thine heart? thou hast not lied unto men, but unto God. 5  And Ananias hearing these words fell down, and gave up the ghost: and great fear came on all them that heard these things. 6  And the young men arose, wound him up, and carried him out, and buried him. 7  And it was about the space of three hours after, when his wife, not knowing what was done, came in. 8  And Peter answered unto her, Tell me whether ye sold the land for so much? And she said, Yea, for so much. 9  Then Peter said unto her, How is it that ye have agreed together to tempt the Spirit of the Lord? behold, the feet of them which have buried thy husband are at the door, and shall carry thee out. 10  Then fell she down straightway at his feet, and yielded up the ghost: and the young men came in, and found her dead, and, carrying her forth, buried her by her husband. 11  And great fear came upon all the church, and upon as many as heard these things.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

The spirit of the church is strong and the love and commitment to the truth is total! Well, here we see that the answer is, ‘not quite all!’ Satan has his infiltrators and fools. We do not know what category these two people are; they may be, most likely, saved fools, for Satan’s infiltrators rarely give anything. Attacks on the church will centre on the key doctrines for growth and strength. If the unity of the Holy Spirit can be broken, then that is where attack will come, for a church divided against itself is nullified in its witness in a community. Matthew 12:25, Mark 3:24-26. 

These two “fools” thought they could lie to the church, but they forgot that to do such a thing was to lie to God, and such things will be uncovered. No sinner, determined in their sinful path will ever think they will be found out, but if the Holy Spirit is moving upon the church, their lies and sin place them as enemies of the gospel message, and the Lord directly deals with them. The doctrine of the Sin unto Death records this. Matthew 13:47-48, 2 Timothy 2:19-26.

Verse 1. 
The two bit players are introduced.  They are like so many today, mighty in their own eyes, and wanting everyone’s eyes on them.  They have seen the praise and honour that came to Barnabbas for his donation of the total proceeds of the sale of his Cyprus property, and they seek such approval and glory for themselves, but without giving all. Giving is to be done for the glory of God and to support the Lord’s work, not for any personal gain. Matthew 6:1-4. Their heart is wrong from the start, and in this case their heart’s sin leads to heart attack! We are told nothing else about these two foolish people and that is deliberate on Luke’s part. They become “people of no consequence” because of their sin and their death is recorded only for others to learn by.

Verse 2. 
They had an excess property and sold it. So far, so good, for there is nothing wrong with their ownership of the property, nor with their sale of it. Their sin starts to become obvious when they discuss what they will give to the Lord for the work within the young church. The couple worked together in their deception, although at first reading the nature of their evil is not clear. They brought a portion of the sale price and laid it at the feet of the apostles, as if it was the total amount, yet they had withheld the greatest portion for themselves. 

Once again, there would have been no sin, if they had withheld even 90% of the money for their own living expenses, and said as they offered their gift, “this is a ten percent (tithe) from the money we gained by a land sale”. Their evil was pretending they had given all, while holding back most for themselves. Peter will call it fraud and embezzlement! They are in bad company. Joshua 7, 2 Kings 5:20-27, Malachi 1:11-14, 3:6-10, John 8:44, 2 Peter 2:10-17. He had no fear of the Lord. Isaiah 11:1-4.

Verse 3. 
Peter asks the question, that at that point still had the opportunity for repentance. He identifies the problem; they had let lust for approbation and money open the door for Satan to enter their lives and destroy their witness, and their lives. Satan has a strategy towards all who love the truth, and he seeks to destroy the believer’s witness, if not their life. We are warned many times to be wary and alert to temptations that will give him a foothold in our soul. 1 Peter 5:6-8. 

Peter does not mince his words with this couple, any more than he did with the High Priests. He bluntly tells Ananias that he has lied to God. Even at this point he could have repented, but he stands defiant, and falls down only in death (verse 5).   Peter has experienced repentance and deliverance and so tells this man the truth about his sin to ensure he has the facts with which to make his decision about confession, but he does not. Some think Peter condemns him to death, but he does not, he leaves the man in the Lord’s hands for judgment. He uses a very specific word for withholding money; it is the legal term for embezzlement of funds, and by so using this he underlines the fact that Ananias knew of his evil and refused to confront it, hoping for a last minute reprieve without repentance! There is none! He waits too long. God is patient with our sin, even with our evil, but there is a time when the judge acts, for the Saviour has been rejected finally. 

Verse 4. 
Peter takes Ananias through the steps in the process he went through to decide to lie to God. At any point Ananias could have fallen before God and the people and confessed his sin but he remains standing challenging the truth in his arrogance. He and his wife could have given a portion as such and be honoured for that, but they wanted more, they wanted the praise of a Barnabbas without the character and spiritual life of a Barnabbas. He did not see that his lie was to God, not just to men. Numbers 16:11, 1 Samuel 8:7, Psalms 7:14, 139:1-24,  Isaiah 59:1-8. 

Verse 5. 
Ananias heard the words and fell dead where he had stood so arrogantly. The judgment was immediate and not of Peter’s doing, by word or deed. It is the nature and speed of Ananias’ death that enables Peter to later predict the same outcome for Sapphira when she too persists in their agreed lie. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the end of liar’s folly. Psalms 111:10, Proverbs 1:7, 9:10-12. 

We need to see that the Lord has a limit to the operation of grace and love to preserve his own holiness, and the holy witness of his church. We need to be “very scared” of being so foolish as to place ourselves outside the grace of God; for that is what this couple did.  2 Corinthians 5:6-11. They remind us that you have to work really hard to be judged by God, but if you rebel to this extent you will be judged.

Verse 6. 
There is no ceremony for the death of the apostate; he is simply disposed of. We all too often celebrate the life of a person in a funeral where lies are told and hypocrisy reigns. When there was disgrace, as here, the person was simply buried; no service was held, for if they could not praise the dead, they simply got rid of the body without much fuss at all!  Prayers would have been said, but that was all.  No hypocrisy was the early church rule and should be ours.
This is blunt, but to the point. We seek to cover sin today rather than deal with it. The early church confronted the truth and dealt with the results of it quickly, and moved on. They did not lie about sinners, pretend about paedophiles, or praise the ungodly. We must be rebuked by this verse and step aside from the political correctness of our day, pretending often we are opening the door for evangelism, when all we are doing is conducting Christian services for pagans, and so confusing the message of grace and judgment for all who attend. Compare the following deaths under judgment to the burial of the Lord. Leviticus 10:1-7, Deuteronomy 21:22-23, 2 Samuel 18:14-17, John 19:40.

Verse 7. 
There was no funeral for Ananias, and there will be none for Sapphira. She is not even aware of the events when she enters the area where the church was gathered that day. She likely believed she would be welcomed in as a “great benefactor” of the church. It has taken the men three hours from the time of carrying Ananias out for burial to complete the process and return. She will show herself as guilty as her husband, and Peter will give her, like her husband, every opportunity to repent before he stands back and lets the Lord judge.

Verse 8. 
Remember that this woman’s husband has been simply buried without her even being there, or social services called to counsel her.  She is party to his sin and so she has no advance warning.  Peter asks the direct question of this woman.   This is seen by lawyers as “entrapment” – but that simply highlights the dishonest intentions of that lawyer’s client – good people are not entrapped!  The test question related to the value of the property. Ananias had said it was the amount he had given to the church, when in fact the value was far more. Sapphira is given the chance to tell the truth, but she sticks to the lie indicating she wants the praise for work she hasn't done also. 

Verse 9. 
Peter now directly accuses her of the sin of lying to the Holy Spirit. He does this right at the time as the young men return from their burial of her husband. There is a pause at this point; enough time for this woman to fall at the feet of the apostle and confess her sin, but she does not.  She remains arrogant in her belief in her ability to hide the truth from God and men!  Two key words give the picture of the real sin here. The first word is the one for “agree together”, which means to agree, as criminals do, to sing the same tune if captured by the authorities. They know this is sin, or else they would not put the effort into their alibi. 

The second word is the word translated “tempt”. It is a common enough word, and means to put to the test, to see what a substance or person, is really made of. Such a thing is not required or necessary where God is concerned, for the scriptures declare the character of God clearly, and no test is required to ascertain the truth. God’s perfect and dependable character is to be claimed in pressure situations, not tested!  Exodus 17:1-7, Deuteronomy 6:12-19, Isaiah 7:10-12, Malachi 3:13-15, Acts 15:10, 1 Corinthians 10:9.

There are two tests that are possible, even with our Greek word here – “peirazo”. The first would be a test to prove or demonstrate publicly to others the genuineness of what is known to the tester. This, in a manner of speaking is what the signs and wonders are doing; providing a public “test” or demonstration of God’s power and grace. 

The second usage is the one we have here however; it is the test to see if God will really judge, or will he let them away with their sin. In effect, these two have said, “God is slack with judgment, we can get away with this”. They are acting as if God will not directly act in judgment. They practice the philosophy of “laisez faire” – anything goes, all is OK, there are no consequences for actions.   If we get away with this it must be “god’s will”……
On the basis of God’s earlier judging of her husband Peter is now able to predict what will happen to Sapphira. He is not calling down a curse upon her, but simply recognizing God’s direct action in this case. We do not call down curses, or judgments upon others, we tell the truth and we stand well back and see the Lord act.   

Verse 10. 
Right there and then she fell dead at Peter’s feet. Just as they had done with her husband, the young men quietly do with her; she is bundled up in clothing and carried out for burial beside her husband. There is no ceremony, no mourning, no fuss; they have stepped outside the plan in a way that has crossed a line, and God has acted. No mourning was commanded, no “support groups” organized, as we have seen above in various Old Testament passages, whenever the person who died had been an apostate by their actions. Once again we face here the standard for the early church, and it is a lot tougher than we are used to in our too liberal age. 

Verse 11. 
The result of these things was a holy fear within all who heard of these things; a respectful awe at the holiness of God. We need to be fearful of the judgment of God, and deal with our sins before we cross the line that separates service from discipline.  Psalms 89:5-14, Jeremiah 32:27, 39-41,  1 Corinthians 10:11-13, Philippians 2:12-13, Hebrews 4:1-2, 11:7-10, 12:15-17, 28-29,  1 Peter 1:13-19, Revelation 15:3-4.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

We are not to feel guilty about our possessions, nor feel the need to sell all things and follow the Lord. Such an order was given once to one man, (The Rich Young Ruler) and is not the norm; the Lord asks that we see all our goods as his to use, and that we use them for his glory. We are called to follow the Lord anywhere he leads, but be guided by the Holy Spirit as to what we sell, what we hold, and what we give. 

Each is responsible to the Lord for our obedience to the Spirit, and each must be ready to give account at the judgment seat of Christ for what we have done in our body; how we have used our assets. Our assets are our time, our energy, our goods, and our natural and spiritual talents. How do we see our possessions? Do we see them as ours or “on loan” from God for his and our own usage. The early church sets the standard for us, showing that all we have is the Lord’s grace, and all is to be seen as something to use for his glory. 

How foolish Ananias and Sapphira were, yet believers often act as if God is stupid and in effect lie to the Holy Spirit without realizing it. When we say we will do something in the church, and do not follow through, or when we take credit for work that is not our own, when we give less that we are called to give; each of these things is a lie to the Spirit. 

It is the grace of God that for many of us we have not received a heavier penalty than we did. All such foolishness will bring discipline, but because of the stage of the growth of the new church the sin here was serious, and would have opened the door to massive hypocrisy (for that is also their sin), so it was crucial for the discipline to be severe. Peter did not decide what was to happen; he left that with the Lord, but was ready to respond without shock. 

How ready would we be for the Lord to act this way in our church? Why does not this happen often? It may not be the absence of this sort of lying hypocrisy, but the absence of the Spirit that stops more churches having this experience. This church was spiritually active, growing, and having impact in the community, and so the Lord was there and the Holy Spirit was the power source. All too many churches are hymn singing rotary clubs, so they are built on hypocrisy and play acting. The Lord isn’t there, the Spirit isn’t active there, so there is no divine discipline, for there is no divine presence. 

Can you see believer, as we walk through the first months of the early church how God hates boring churches!   A boring church may often be a spiritually dead church where sin and evil isn’t even noticed.  The Holy Spirit cannot work there because the people are full of the works of men, but know nothing of the works of God, nor do they want God’s real work amongst them.  If evangelism and bible teaching is not occurring a place is dead. The best that can be said of that church, is that it will be a quiet place to go to sleep in, and waste your life!  God wants his people active, not passive: spiritual not legalistic or carnal.  An active church will have attacks upon it, will have hypocrites like this couple we have seen, enter and try to play with the truth, but we can relax and enjoy the fire-works in such cases, for a well led actively spiritual church will be an exciting place to be!

How side tracked have you been by the politeness associated with so many liberal churches today; that give “Christian” funeral services to pagans, without discerning what was that person’s true spiritual state? How relaxed would the young men of your youth group be with the burial of another member of the church? How robust are we regarding the death of other saints? When we read these things here we confront a strong, robust, and spiritually focused group. That is why they were successful with church growth, and we are so often not. They were focused and spiritually robust, walked with God, expecting his movement through them in power, and so were ready to advance with the Spirit. They were not side tracked by sentimentality, they were focused by spirituality.

How strongly have you felt the fear of the Lord believer? If you have not experienced the holy fear and awe of God, then you have not really understood his grace and love either. It is too easy to fall into the second century heresy of Marcion, who taught that the God of love replaced the god of fear; when the bible teaches us clearly that they are the same. In the human realm we understand this; why not regarding God!  In the human realm we understand and accept that a loving father will move and oppose (with violence if necessary) anyone or anything that threatens his children. When a father kills a dog that threatens his child, we do not accuse the father of hating all dogs for we know that he is simply expressing love for his child, not hatred for all dogs!  God hates evil. That is the reason we are safe in his arms!

B.
PASTORAL

How ready are you pastor to stand as Peter stands here? He is ready to act on what the Holy Spirit has shown him regarding Ananias and Sapphira; he is walking close to the Spirit, and calls the bluff of the evil ones. He does not over step the mark, call down curses, or pretend that he is judging these people. Peter simply challenges with the truth, waits for response, and when it is not forth coming steps aside and lets the Lord deal with them. He doesn’t weep or wail over their deaths, he simply arranges for their burial and the church moves on. 

Sentimentality is not a virtue in Christianity! We get too side tracked by foolishness; too focused on pleasing the desires of men, and meeting expectations to be seen to be doing the “right” thing, and by so doing we miss out on the right thing, which is to please God not men!

Peter investigated the situation before making his assessment; he got facts and challenged the people bluntly with the facts. He did not give either of these people the opportunity to explain away their actions; they were either going to confess their sins, or be directly under divine discipline.  Peter does not ask for a reason as to why they acted in such a way, whatever the reasons were, they were wrong.  Peter does not care about, nor waste time with the thinking of fools, he labels the act and challenges it from scripture. They lied to God as others had done before, and they either confess or pay the price. Peter challenges us to face the facts, see things biblically, and act decisively, standing out of God’s way when he judges. 

Many pastors of our day would not have acted at all in this case, thinking that it would be better to get a little than nothing, and “leave it with the Lord”, but such a laisez faire attitude would have been fatal for the honesty and integrity of the early Jerusalem church. If a person cannot give honestly Peter didn’t want them to give at all. Is this our stand? It ought to be! A wise pastor does not chase money, they seek God’s people to act in a Holy Spirit led way, then the money looks after itself.
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HOLY SPIRIT:  SINS AGAINST THE SPIRIT

DISCIPLINE OF BELIEVERS

PARAPHRASE

“However (in contrast to Barnabbas) there were two people, Ananias and his wife Sapphira, (who did things a different way). They sold a parcel of land that was theirs. Then they fraudulently held back most of the money they received, and the man brought the rest (pretending it was the whole amount), and laid it at the apostles feet.  Now his wife was in agreement with this deception. But Peter challenged Ananias. He said, ‘Why has Satan filled your heart so that you would lie to the Holy Spirit and withhold money yet pretend you have given all’? While you owned the land was it not your to do with what you wished? Even after it was sold, the money was yours to do with what you wished. Why did you do this foolish unnecessary thing? You have not lied to men but to God. Ananias heard these words and died, falling down dead at Peter’s feet. And the young men of the church came forward and wrapped him in clothes and carried him outside the city and buried him. Three hours later Sapphira came into the meeting, and she hadn’t heard anything about the fate of her husband. Peter directly asked her this question. ‘Tell me, when you sold the land, did you sell it for this much?’ She answered and said, Yes, for this much’. So Peter spoke directly to her, saying, ‘Why did you conspire together to lie, to test the resolve and character of the Lord? Look up and see the young men who have just returned from burying your husband, and they will carry you out for burial also’. She died instantly, falling down at his feet right there and then, and the young men wrapped her also and carried her out for burial beside her husband. The result of these events was that great fear fell upon all who heard of this, both in the church and outside it.”   

MORE MIRACLES AND MORE SATANIC ATTACK FROM THE OUTSIDE. 5:12-23

12  And by the hands of the apostles were many signs and wonders wrought among the people; (and they were all with one accord in Solomon's porch. 13  And of the rest durst no man join himself to them: but the people magnified them. 14  And believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women.) 15  Insomuch that they brought forth the sick into the streets, and laid them on beds and couches, that at the least the shadow of Peter passing by might overshadow some of them. 16  There came also a multitude out of the cities round about unto Jerusalem, bringing sick folks, and them which were vexed with unclean spirits: and they were healed every one. 17  Then the high priest rose up, and all they that were with him, (which is the sect of the Sadducees,) and were filled with indignation, 18  And laid their hands on the apostles, and put them in the common prison. 19  But the angel of the Lord by night opened the prison doors, and brought them forth, and said, 20  Go, stand and speak in the temple to the people all the words of this life. 21  And when they heard that, they entered into the temple early in the morning, and taught. But the high priest came, and they that were with him, and called the council together, and all the senate of the children of Israel, and sent to the prison to have them brought. 22  But when the officers came, and found them not in the prison, they returned and told, 23  Saying, The prison truly found we shut with all safety, and the keepers standing without before the doors: but when we had opened, we found no man within.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Luke keeps the story going after this dramatic incident. Life goes on; no-one even notices the absence of Ananias and Sapphira, which is as it should be. Sin and evil make people of no consequence; they remove their own usefulness to the Lord, and long term value to the church, and you will find that they are not missed in the services or work of the local church.  The church is better without us when we wont deal with deep mental attitude sins.  Let us beware of such things.   2 Corinthians  5:6-11, 13:5, 1 John 1:5-10. 

This may shock us, but consider the death of an inconsequential person you have known and ask, does anything stop? We must move beyond sentiment if we would be of use to the Lord, and value within the world, let alone the church. Life has moved on, the church grows, and the power shown through the apostles grows and grows in its impact upon the community. Miracles, in accordance with God’s will keep on occurring, and the enemies of the gospel realize they must take more drastic action than simply beating up the leaders. They move to arrest the apostles again, but this time as common criminals in an attempt to destroy their growing credibility.

Verse 12. 
Not just single instances of the power of God, but many now are occurring, and they are in the categories of “signs” of the work of God; clear indications that the Lord is moving in the city through these men, evidence that will demand a verdict from the Sanhedrin. The action of the apostle and the discipline of the Lord against Ananias and Sapphira has borne the right fruit; the people have got the message that it is not either right or safe to tempt God. The people are of one mind and meet continually in Solomon’s Porch, in the Temple, teaching and spreading the words about Christ. Mark 16:15-20, Romans 15:17-19,  2 Corinthians 12:12, Hebrews 2:1-4.

Verse 13. 
The message is going out but the general public are in fear, and few, if any join the church for a time, because of the attitudes of the Sanhedrin and the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira. To join the early church a person had to count the cost, and at times the public then, as now, will not want to do that. The apostles did not make it easier, they kept preaching the truth, even though it was becoming more and more dangerous day by day. The fear of joining themselves to the group did not last long, as the next verse testifies. The people “magnified” the believers, standing in awe and respect of them, and so with the truth still being preached, the Holy Spirit was still able to work, and over time the effect was more conversions. Godly fear is a good thing, as we have seen, and will be present when the Spirit is indeed moving upon the church. Numbers 17:12-13, 1 Samuel 16:4-7, Isaiah 33:13-16, Luke 12:1-5, 14:25-35.

Verse 14. 
After a pause of a few days as people come to terms with the holiness of the Lord over the deaths of the two fakes there is another tidal wave of conversions. Large numbers of people are added to the church. Once again the principle of consistency is seen here. The apostles keep preaching the truth, and the people keep standing for it publicly, and the wall of opposition is broken down by the Holy Spirit. When there is a period of inactivity in the gospel preaching work through any deaths or other events, we must recall this event, and remember that the Lord calls us to keep on doing what he has told us to do. Matthew 28:18-20.  He will reap his harvest in His time, but we are called to consistently do our part. Hebrews 4.

Verse 15. 
The impact of the healing ministry of the apostles is immense. So great a stir have the miracles caused that people hear they are coming and lay their sick on their beds in the streets! Such is their faith in the power of these followers of Jesus that they are content if even a shadow of the apostles is cast over the sick, for they recover! This is miraculous! Can you see the Lord’s sense of humour here? The Sanhedrin is fighting to stop the message spreading and the miracles are getting more and more powerful and popular. The church is becoming hard to ignore, and impossible to destroy! Matthew 9:21, 14:36, John 14:12.

Verse 16. 
No failures! They were healed every one! Notice this and contrast this to the so called “faith healers” of today. This is the apostolic pattern, and anything falling short of this is not apostolic!   We are called to be apostolic.  Jude 3.  The two categories of healing cover all possible illnesses, both physical and mental/spiritual; all cases brought to the apostles were healed. The language of Dr Luke is precise, because as a trained Greek Doctor he finds this so incredible, so amazing, that he shares those people’s excitement as he tells the story. The imperfect tense records in his medical report that the healings lasted.   Remember, the book of Acts speaks of miracles as being exceptional rather than “normal”, but when they occurred none could doubt or explain them away, they were life changing events.
All too many reports from meetings of today illustrate the opposite; people claim healings yet later they die of the illness they were “healed” from. At this point we must remember when Luke gathered his evidence for this book we are reading. He went around Palestine over twenty years after these events, so that if people had evidence of a healing not working they had the time and experience to be able to say it didn’t sustain them over time. After a modern “faith healer” has been in a place it is hard to find very much impact at all after one year, let alone twenty. Luke is a man who likes evidence, and he is impressed by the number of cases he has spoken to in relation to this time of ministry by Peter. 1 Corinthians 12:9, James 5:16.

Verse 17. 
The High Priests rise up in indignation. To stand up in the Sanhedrin was to speak or express opposition to something, and here they express their anger; they hate what is going on, for it proves them wrong in all they have done. Why do people hate a good thing? It is a good thing that people are healed, yet they hate it, why is this? In this verse we see the nature of evil and it is normal to want to know why such things happen.   When you ask “Why?”, understand that there may not be a rational reason that stacks up and makes sense, any more than you would find one for Ananias and Sapphira’s actions; they have just been fooled by evil!  Nearly always when evil and sin is examined it is just plain “dumb”.   Satan has few reasons, just deep and abiding malice towards God and those who love God.
Evil gets its definition from self centeredness; those people who fall into evil have all their attitudes formed by reference to their status, reputation, opinion of themselves, and arrogant pride. They judge right and wrong by it’s impact on them. They are not interested in absolutes, all is assessed as to it’s relation to themselves. John 12:42-48, Proverbs 14:29-34, 27:4, Matthew 27:18, Galatians 5:19-23, James 3:14-18, 4:5, 1 Peter 2:1-2. 

Verse 18. 
They move quickly now, and once again arrest the apostles, throwing them this time into the common prison. It appears all of the apostles were arrested this time. There may be two reasons for this. It would discredit them to be treated as criminals, for they could say that information had been received of criminal activity, and so the people would think that they were taking money or fooling people in some way. The second reason however, may be the reason the angel rescued them so quickly.  

It was the place for common criminals, amongst whom would be some of their own thugs. The High Priests, Josephus tells us, ran the criminal network that ran a protection racket covering the trade routes, as well as controlling the temple sacrifice system of extortion. If they had their own men in this prison, it would have been possible to arm them, stage a fight in the prison, in which the apostles were “unfortunately” killed.  Being jailed and treated as a common criminal was the fate of many great believers, and how many were martyred. 2 Corinthians 11:23-33.

Verse 19. 
The Lord sends an angel quickly to the rescue. This will happen again for Peter, but not for James, or Paul during their imprisonments, so we must face the fact here, that there was something very special about the need and situation here at this time. The angel opens the doors, leads them all out of the prison to the street and gives specific instruction as to the next step. Psalms 34:7-12, 105:17-21, 146:1-8.  There is a real need for very specific response.
Verse 20. 
They were to return to the very spot where they were arrested and they are to do exactly what they were doing when they were arrested. The Lord has specific instruction for this specific case, and on reflection we can see that it is the Lord’s way of graciously appealing to the High Priests and the Sanhedrin for the last time, trying to get them to see their error and evil and repent. Every action of the Lord through the apostles in these early days is designed to be a last appeal to the leaders who killed him.  Be careful however, for these instructions are situation specific!
If any doubt remains that the Lord desired their salvation these chapters remind us that the Lord is indeed long suffering towards us! No-one was outside the area whereby they could be saved, if they repented and cast themselves at his feet. The men and women of God are called here, and today, to take their stand in and for the truth. Isaiah 58:1, Jeremiah 7:2, 19:14-15, Matthew 21:21-23, John 18:20.

Verse 21. 
The temptation of man is to lie low until trouble passes, and at times that is required and ordered by the Lord.  At this time hoever the Lord’s order, through the angel, is direct, go back and stand there and preach. It is deliberately a challenge to the officials; they are to be made to face the claims of the Lord Jesus Christ, by again and again facing events that have no human explanations. 

We must be sure of our leading if we are called to such a confrontation, for the Lord had a very specific purpose here. The purpose was not going to be salvation for the majority of this group, although some would be saved from amongst the priests. 

The purpose was that they might all be left without excuse before his throne when they would finally stand before it after their deaths. They will be left with their wealth, power and self satisfied lives for another forty years, but their end would be terrible at the fall of Jerusalem. 

The drama of this story matches that of the events surrounding the deaths earlier; the evil ones here rising from a restful sleep, confident in their plans, sending for the people from the prison. Imagine the officers of the jail, standing at their posts, confident all is well, and then when all the doors are open, the twelve prisoners are gone, with no sign of breakout. To let a prisoner escape was death to the officers in charge, but these men will not die this day, they will live to be baffled and challenged about the true nature of these prisoners. 

Verse 22. 
These are very worried men at this point, but they tell the truth to the Sanhedrin, in a  way that makes it clear a miracle has happened.   These are tough men in charge of this prison and when they report a miracle the Sanhedrin must listen, of order the death of them all.  So once again their own officials report the miraculous to them so that they cannot say they are without evidence of the true nature of the one whose name they are trying to extinguish.  Luke 21:37-38, 22:66-71.

Verse 23. 
The prison was closed up, all secure, nothing had happened all night to cause alarm, with no-one going in or out as far as the guards were concerned. The only problem was the cell was empty! There is no answer to this, for they face the work of God again. Daniel 3:8-30, 6:16-28.  The Sanhedrin know these stories, and they know that to be delivered in such a way indicates God is acting for the people. If pagan kings responded to the truth with such evidence, what will their response be?

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

The church continues true to its orders from the Lord. Nothing is changed about the message or the method for the growth of the church. They stick firmly to the basics and trust the Holy Spirit to do the convicting work. There is a pause in conversions, but they do not panic, they simply keep right on the road.  This remains our daily challenge – to heed the inner voice of the Holy Spirit and stick to the scriptural truths of our apostolic faith.  Jude 3.
What a challenge there is here for us all. How often do we think and fear that we need to change the message or the methods of the spread of the gospel? Our call is to be faithful to the word of life; to not panic if results are not forth coming but rather trusting in the Lord’s plan for each situation. The apostles would not see any members of the High Priests family saved, yet they would see some priests and Sanhedrin saved. It was not just preaching for salvation, it was preaching for conviction, and evidence, and so is all our preaching today.  Revelation 20:10-15.
Our words are the words of life, but they are also the words of death to some! Let us get used to leaving the results in the Lord’s hands, for the Holy Spirit will always take the truth and apply it to people’s lives, some for salvation and eternal life, others, due to their own rejection of the truth, to their final judgment and eternal death. 

The importance of prayer and trust is underlined here also. The apostles relax in the prison. Luke doesn’t need to mention that they prayed because that is so obvious and normal it doesn’t need to be mentioned. They trust the Lord for their witness the next day, or their deaths. They leave their lives in the Lord’s hands, for that is always where our lives are! How confident are you today of that believer? That is the same strength of mind that we all need to walk, drive, or fly in today’s world also.

B.
PASTORAL

The apostles held the church together, “of one accord”, by their strong and stable teaching of the truth. They did not waver in their commitment to the ongoing proclamation of the truth, being daily obedient to the Lord. It is obedient service by leadership that makes leadership strong, and produces confidence in the people who are led by such men and women. How stable is your teaching program pastor? Do you faithfully and clearly teach the truth with a consistency that breeds confidence?

The apostles did not change their direction, style or the content of their message after the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira. They did not try to soften the shock that others felt, nor did they explain anything away, nor develop any new marketing plan to overcome resistance. They simply kept on preaching the truth, and trusted that the Holy Spirit would keep on honouring the truth, as the scriptural promises of the Lord made clear. They simply waited for the Spirit to move upon the people as Jesus had said he would, and they kept doing what they had been commanded to. 

How obedient are we to the Lord in these matters? Let us guard against the errors associated with modern, “contextualization”, and other marketing initiatives that promise to reach the lost more efficiently but may simply deviate the church from its mission. God will call to his work those who do not need “contextualization”. 

Paul was called to preach to the Gentiles because his whole life experience had led him to that place where he would be able, empowered by the Holy Spirit to do it. This tends to be the biblical pattern. The Lord uses prepared people. If people feel “called” to a mission where they need $100,000 worth of “contextualization training”, this writer suspects, on the basis of the evidence of Acts, that such a person is not called of God to this area of work. Others may be, but they are not! 

The Lord does not waste resources, and some Christian training programs enter the realms of fantasy in their costs, when there are people with the experience from their own lives, who the Lord can call. Let us evangelize and do what we are fitted to, for that is what the Lord will tend to call people to! Seek in Acts pastor, for any exceptions to this rule, and you will not find them. 

Even Titus, while he understood Judaism, worked amongst Gentile or mixed race churches only; he did not seek out Jewish mission, for he was not acceptable to solely Jewish congregations. Peter was called to that work, because he didn’t need to “acculturate” himself to such groups, because he was Jewish. Titus did not feel he ought to do work, even though it needed to be done, for he saw that God would raise up the right person in the right time. 

Do we have this Acts perspective, or are we encouraging the Lord’s people to believe they are called to things they have not been prepared for by life experience! God has a plan, and that does not, in Acts, lead to people being taken from one context and being placed in another; the Lord uses people as they are, for he knows all about us. Church history records exceptional examples of people being taken from one culture and entering another with the call of God upon them, but they are Holy Spirit gifted men and women, with a definite call that evidence was seen was true. 

Indigenous missions do best, and are the pattern from Acts 1 onwards. As foreigners we do best, when in other cultures, to focus our resources on the training of local leadership and the empowerment of local churches who do not need expensive training programs to do the work.  When a local person can be trained for $1000-00 I cannot see why the Lord would waste $100,000 to train a foreigner to do the same work! That does not add up with the evidence of the scriptural record, or with church history.

Once again we see the examples here of miraculous healings. If the Lord’s plan calls for such things pastor, can you relax with them, fulfil your role of preaching, and not be either confused by them, nor distracted from your work by them? Miracles may occur, in the Lord’s plan, for different reasons. When they occur we must neither be seduced by them, nor distracted from our evangelistic/teaching work by them. They are simply the work of God, to be praised that way, rejoiced in as his grace, but not focused upon, for their purpose is always to re-focus the minds of all who see them on the one in whose name they occur.  

Are you ready to keep on preaching the truth after threats of violence? Do you have the faith and strength to keep on doing the work the Lord has called you to? These men were focused upon the goals the Lord had to convict the lost and bring evidence that could not be ignored before the people who had killed the Lord. They keep respectful of the Sanhedrin, and it’s murderous membership, but they do not obey their commands for they violate the command of God. 

Here we see our place to stand also. We cannot be obedient to man if their command, no matter how legal in that country, violates the command of the Lord. We must keep preaching, and if necessary we must die doing it. That is the call! Be sure of your call pastor for you too may be called to do this. It is easy to be the pastor of a wealthy church in a stable country, and many fill the minister’s role, but do not meet the ministry criteria, nor are prepared for poverty, persecution and death doing the work. We must chose our path; is it the way of mammon or the way of God?  Matthew 6:24, Luke 16:9-13, 1 Timothy 3:2-7, Titus 1:7-11.

DOCTRINES

SUFFERING

PARAPHRASE

“And so by means of the apostles (the Holy Spirit) worked many significant signs and wonders amongst the people. (Under the apostles leadership) the church remained united (and kept on meeting) in the Porch, or Stoa) of Solomon (in the temple courtyard). (For a time) the rest of the population was fearful of attaching themselves to the church, but they all declared that they were an amazing group. And then many people became believers, a significant number of both men and women. (The growth and impact of the church was such that) people even brought their sick into the streets on beds and stretchers, so that even the shadow of the apostles might pass over them (and they be healed). Many people also came from the towns around the city of Jerusalem, bringing their sick friends and relatives, and also people tormented by demons, and they were all totally and completely healed, every one of them! At that time the High Priests rose up (again against the apostles), and with their allies the Sadducees (plotted against the apostles, for they were) filled with anger and outrage against them. The sent police and violently grabbed all the apostles and threw them into the criminal jail. But he angel of the Lord, came by night and opened all the prison doors and led them all out into the street. He gave them instruction then saying, ‘Go from here and stand again in the Temple, and speak the words of life again to all the people’. Having heard these words they went, and at dawn they entered the Temple and taught. When the high priests met later that day with their allies, they called the Sanhedrin together. The Sanhedrin then called the police to produce the prisoners from the jail. But when the police came to the jail, they found the apostles not there. They returned to the Sanhedrin and reported what they had seen. They said, ‘The prison was completely secure, all doors locked, with the guards standing in front of every door out, but when we opened the cell door (where the men had been placed), we found no-one there’!

COURAGE AND FAITH UNDER PRESSURE. 5:24-32

24  Now when the high priest and the captain of the temple and the chief priests heard these things, they doubted of them whereunto this would grow. 25  Then came one and told them, saying, Behold, the men whom ye put in prison are standing in the temple, and teaching the people. 26  Then went the captain with the officers, and brought them without violence: for they feared the people, lest they should have been stoned. 27  And when they had brought them, they set them before the council: and the high priest asked them, 28  Saying, Did not we straitly command you that ye should not teach in this name? and, behold, ye have filled Jerusalem with your doctrine, and intend to bring this man's blood upon us. 29  Then Peter and the other apostles answered and said, We ought to obey God rather than men. 30  The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom ye slew and hanged on a tree. 31  Him hath God exalted with his right hand to be a Prince and a Saviour, for to give repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins. 32  And we are his witnesses of these things; and so is also the Holy Ghost, whom God hath given to them that obey him.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

For a second time we find the apostles before this court giving witness to the truth. For a second time they get a negative response. There will be a third time, when Stephen gives a full and final summary of the gospel message to them. It will have fatal results for Stephen, but with three words of warning the entire group is under condemnation and without excuse before God. 

This is their penultimate time for repentance, and they will reject the truth, clinging to their life style (money, power, position), their pride, and their evil. We see the Lord’s grace again here. The Lord keeps on giving the people who killed him the opportunity to repent and be saved. At any time here this group could have acknowledged that they had made a terrible mistake and accepted their Messiah to the blessing of all Israel, but they will not. Finally grace is replaced by judgment. God is slow to do this, and so must we be.

Verse 24. 
Once the key people hear the facts, they do not evaluate the facts and ask what they ought to do about the truth, they ask what they might do to stop the truth spreading. They were really baffled and perplexed by events, for they knew they were facing the miraculous, but rather than re-examining their own belief system and being prepared to change it, they take counsel to develop actions that will hide the truth from others. John 11:47-53, 12:19. They knew that if the Lord was indeed Messiah then there would be “no end” to his rulership. Isaiah 9:7, 53:1ff, Daniel 2:31-35, 44-45, Zechariah 6:12-13, Mark 4:30-32.

Verse 25. 
It’s bad enough for the authorities that the apostles have disappeared, but even worse to discover they are back exactly where they had been arrested from, and they are doing the same thing again! They know this is a rebuke to them; but they wont take it as from the Lord.  They see that this is an open challenge to their authority, and assessment of truth, and they do not like it. 

Verse 26. 
It is with a different spirit that the captain of police and his men go back into the Stoa of Solomon this day, for they fear the reaction of the crowd today. They know that the people will be baffled by the reappearance of the apostles after the violent arrest of the day before, and that, in their eyes at least, there is a possibility of a riot developing.  They fear being killed this day, yet they do not fear the eternal judgment of God for arresting innocent men! Such is the deception upon those who follow the enemy, or allow themselves to be blinded to the truth by Satan! Matthew 15:14, 23:17-26, 2 Corinthians 4:4, Ephesians 4:18, 1 John 2:11.

Verse 27. 
The entire group (see verse 29 where the plural is used indicating more than three are present), is marched into the Sanhedrin once more. They are all placed in the middle of the semi-circle of the council and are asked a question by the High Priest. Keep in mind that this man is the one who plotted so that Jesus could be condemned to death. It would have been easy for the apostles to lose their tempers here in the face of this man, and so many others of the murderers of their beloved Lord, but they do not step outside the Lord’s will at any time. They set us our standard for behaviour, and we do well to meditate upon their walk as well as their words.

Verse 28. 
The High Priest is clearly upset, and feels the guilt of the Lord’s death, but in his own mind he has distanced himself from responsibility. This verse shows just how devious people can be to avoid guilt for their own actions; they will pretend they had nothing to do with the very thing they plotted. Note his criticisms. Firstly he is offended that his threats have not worked; he had seriously threatened these men and yet they had ignored him. He is not a man used to having his words ignored, and he is affronted by their attitude. Many proud people show their self centred pride by referring to those who stand against them by labelling such people as, “negative”, “breakers of unity”, and “trouble-makers”. It is easy for pride and evil to label the followers of the truth with the label that is most appropriate for themselves.

Next he attacks their preaching in the “name” again. These men hate the person, power, and name of Jesus. Had the disciples changed anything about their message they would not have had the opposition from the Temple authorities; had they compromised in any way they would have been safe and secure as a sect of Judaism. They would not do this because it was wrong; and they knew that they were preaching a new message and that the old was passed. 

They knew that these men had to step off their thrones and recognize a new king, and that if they did not do that they would be judged. Notice the High Priest’s words about the “blood” being brought upon them. This man has deceived himself to the point that he will not see that he was responsible for the death of Jesus. In the High Priest’s case, he believed that Jesus was the author of his own misfortune; for he reasoned that had Jesus worked within their system he would have been all right. These men want truth only on their grounds; they illustrate where relativism gets you. 

Verse 29. 
Peter answers, but the others add their verbal amens to his words. His reply is rabbinic, for it had already been agreed by the Sanhedrin that it is never right to disobey God to follow any dictate of men. This was at the heart of the rebellion of the Maccabees a hundred years before and was part of their faith and culture. The principle boldly stated cannot be argued by this court without them breaking their own traditions and laws. Peter has nailed them! In the silence that follows, he once again explains the basis of their message, and the claims of the one they rejected before, and still hate now. Peter stands like Jeremiah before him.  Jeremiah 26:12-16, 38:1-6. Peter stands firm, knowing that great and truthful men had suffered before him, and he was ready to follow them all the way.

Verse 30. 
Notice the things Peter talks about and the order of his subjects. He begins with the resurrection, then reminds them that they have responsibility for the events leading to the death of Jesus and the nature of that death. They explain the resurrection in Jewish terms, reminding these leaders of the nation that it is the very God of all their fathers who has raised up Jesus. 

The Jewishness of Jesus is directly identified by these words. They are confronted, as they must be, of their sin in handing Jesus over to the Romans for execution. They deliberately chose this death for Jesus, as it implied a curse. This was so awful that they had to face it or there was no hope for them and their children. Galatians 3:13-14, 1 Peter 2:21-24.  There is no strange vengeance in this, just automatic consequence for such evil actions.
Verse 31. 
The story did not end at the cross, nor at the resurrection. Peter takes them to heaven, reminding them that the one they despised is now king of kings and lord of lords. They reject this, so why does Peter say it?  He is called to tell them the truth, whether they will hear or not, and so are we.   Isaiah 29:13, Ezekiel 3:3-6, Jeremiah 1:17-18, Amos 7:12-16, Matthew 15:8-9. 

He reminds them of the purpose of the gospel, that all who hear might respond and be saved; repentance opens the only door to forgiveness. There is no easy believism option here. The devils believe he is king and they tremble, but they are not saved! It is not mental assent to the truth that saves, but repentance from sin and turning to the Lord as the only Saviour. There is no salvation for those who just “nod to God” and agree with the facts. A life that is not on the path of transformation into the image of Christ, has not met him as Saviour. Once again we see that even at this point there is hope for these men to be saved; all they must do is repent and they will be forgiven their sins. Remember these men have the sin of actually killing the Lord to be saved from, yet that is possible!  In this light, can you see that all can be saved, if only they will turn and face the truth! John 3:14-18, 36, Psalm 103:10-18.

Verse 32. 
We stand as witnesses of these things. There was a requirement for twelve witnesses to stand before the Sanhedrin to declare evidence for Messiah, and they all stand before them this day with the firm assertion; this is the man! Not only us, Peter says, but the Holy Spirit of God also testifies, but only to those who are obedient to the truth. This is the challenge to them. John 20:19-31.  These men now will stand without excuse before the Lord as their judge and they will know they walked away from truth and eternal life.
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How much of our time is spent worrying about what the enemy is doing? Notice how the apostles only concern themselves with the Lord’s instructions to them, and being obedient to them. They do not get distracted by anything other than doing the work assigned to them.  Forget the enemy’s orders to his troops, just follow your commanding officer.

How easily do you get distracted onto issues that are not yours believer? How often do you get worried about things that the Lord has told you to leave in his hands? We are slow learners, are we not?  The apostolic faith teaches us to focus on the Lord, his will, his plan and our place in it, and then to be obedient.

In witnessing we are to stick to the facts, and not to be focused upon the numbers responding, for the reasons behind the variations in response may be many. We are called to tell the truth and leave the results in the Lord’s hands, for he sends the Holy Spirit to do the work in the heart of the lost. Peter, and the others, did not get distracted by their own strong feelings for the Lord either. 
They are face to face with the Lord’s murderers, yet they remain polite, even if bluntly telling the truth, and expectantly look to the possibility of the salvation of these very men. These men have power to kill still, and yet the apostolic team stand firm, without fear in front of them.  They have an entire army of thugs that can be sent to kill any of the twelve at any time, but the twelve stand firm.  This is the faith to which we are called. How would you measure up on these scores? This remains our standard. Jude 3.
B.
PASTORAL

Notice the obedience of the apostles. They are told to go, stand, and preach, and they do it straight away. They have been in prison overnight, have not had a break, a bath, or a meal, and they still carry their bruises and cuts from the violent arrest, but they go into the temple as soon as the doors open that morning. There may have been time to go home, get cleaned up, but we are not told that. They are required to be there in the morning and speaking when the Sanhedrin come looking after they have got up at a more leisurely time. 

Do we do the work? Do we really put ourselves in the place of service, or are we always holding energy, and opportunity back? Many pastors rob themselves of blessing because, bluntly speaking, they are lazy. If we are not prepared to speak at dawn we must challenge ourselves. As soon as the temple opened for business they were to be there that day, and they were. To be effective in the Lord’s service we need to be ready to move when the Spirit directs; ready to put aside our tiredness and do the work that is there to be done, when the Spirit calls.

How do we view ourselves in relationship to the authority of the State? Do we seek to be well thought of in the eyes of our leaders? Would we stand up against the religious leadership of the people and challenge them about the facts of faith? The truth at all times, and at all times the truth! No distractions, just the straight forward proclaiming of the truth, whether men will hear or not. 

DOCTRINES

GOVERNMENT:  NATIONAL

PARAPHRASE

“Now when the High Priest, the Captain of Temple Police, and all the leading priests, heard these things reported they were baffled and concerned, as they wondered what might happen next, and how the church would grow (if this sort of thing continued). Then one of the temple police entered and reported that the men they sought were standing (for all to see) and teaching the people in the temple itself! Straight away the captain of the temple and his men went into the temple and arrested them, but without any violence this day because they feared the crowd, that it might turn on them and they be stoned. When they arrived back with the apostles they placed them all in front of the Sanhedrin. The High Priest then said, ‘Didn’t we strongly threaten you all, that you should not teach in this name? And yet (you have done the opposite), and so the whole city of Jerusalem is filled with your doctrines, and you intend to make us responsible for his death’. Then Peter replied, with the others (giving assent to his words).  ‘We ought to obey God rather than men! (It is the) God of our fathers (who has) raised up Jesus (from the dead), who you did away with, and ensured was hanged on a tree, (to disgrace him). He is the one who God has lifted up as the victor over all, and he sits at the right hand of God, as Prince and Saviour. The purpose of all this was to bring repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. We are the witnesses of all these things, and so also is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to all who are obedient to him’.”  

NOTES
THE LORD DELIVERS. 5:33-42

33  When they heard that, they were cut to the heart, and took counsel to slay them. 34  Then stood there up one in the council, a Pharisee, named Gamaliel, a doctor of the law, had in reputation among all the people, and commanded to put the apostles forth a little space; 35  And said unto them, Ye men of Israel, take heed to yourselves what ye intend to do as touching these men. 36  For before these days rose up Theudas, boasting himself to be somebody; to whom a number of men, about four hundred, joined themselves: who was slain; and all, as many as obeyed him, were scattered, and brought to nought. 37  After this man rose up Judas of Galilee in the days of the taxing, and drew away much people after him: he also perished; and all, even as many as obeyed him, were dispersed. 38  And now I say unto you, Refrain from these men, and let them alone: for if this counsel or this work be of men, it will come to nought: 39  But if it be of God, ye cannot overthrow it; lest haply ye be found even to fight against God. 40  And to him they agreed: and when they had called the apostles, and beaten them, they commanded that they should not speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go. 41  And they departed from the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for his name. 42  And daily in the temple, and in every house, they ceased not to teach and preach Jesus Christ.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

We are introduced here to one of the great figures of Rabbinic Judaism, Rabban Gamaliel. He was the first to win the title “Rabban” (great teacher), rather than simple, “Rabbi”. He was the teacher of Saul of Tarsus, Acts 22:3, and went on to become president of the Sanhedrin, although at this time he is simply a member. He was of the Pharisees party, a grandson of the great Hillel, and so was a natural opponent of the Sadducees. He lived and died a loyal Pharisee, there is no evidence that he ever became a follower of Jesus. He was a man with a great judicial reputation, and we see why here, for he argues good logic in defending the apostles, but he to holds to tradition, when the evidence was that things needed changing.

Verse 33.
The truth cuts right through the pretence, but note what it’s result was; the convicted men hated them more and immediately started to plan in their hearts to kills them all. History is repeating itself. Genesis 4:1-8, Psalms 37:12-28, 32-33, 64:2-8, Matthew 10:21-31, 23:34-35, 24:9-14, Luke 23:33, Acts 2:37. Conviction cuts both ways, bringing some to their knees, but others to their feet to fight you. It has been said by one man that when you wake people up to the truth, they often wake up mad!

Verse 34. 
Gamaliel stands up, and he will be heard by all for he is the most respected Torah scholar of his age alongside Jochanan Ben Zaccai, who would become the prominent one after his death. Acts 4:6. He ensures the apostles are put outside to have private discussion, but of course there are at least two members who are secret believers, Joseph and Nicodemus. John 19:38-42, Mark 15:43, Luke 23:50-52, John 3:1-2. 7:45-53.  

We do not know how long these men were able to stay in the Sanhedrin; probably not long after the death of Stephen, given the authorization to root out all believers given into the hands of Saul of Tarsus. Acts 8:1-4. At this time however there is good intelligence getting back to the apostles about the discussions within the Sanhedrin, and solid evidence for Luke to work from. He sees that the anger they may all feel is very well, but in matters of faith, anger teaches us nothing other than it’s severe limitations in achieving anything worthwhile. Psalms 76:7-12.

Verse 35. 
Look to yourselves, is Gamaliel’s first words to the Sanhedrin. Jeremiah 26:19. He says, “We need to be careful, for there is something happening here”. He will not go so far as to say it is of God, but he indicates that the evidence indicates caution at least, as it might be of God. He gives some recent examples of false prophetic and messianic movements, all of which petered out. Matthew 24:24.

Verse 36. 
We have little details outside Josephus for these people. The first is Theudas. The timing is wrong for this to be the same man as Josephus mentions, for at the time of this meeting the Theudas of Josephus had not even begun to work his evil, for Josephus puts his man in the reign of Claudius. 

Many rebels rose and fell through the years of Herod the Great, and this appears to be one of those, known at the time, but by 80 AD when Josephus writes he is forgotten and only one later, with the same name, is remembered. He raised a small band of followers intent on making him Messiah, about 400 men. This man was killed, whether by Herod or the Romans is unsure, and his followers all dispersed. The movement fizzled out.

Gamaliel identifies the key aspects of most false Messiah’s. They claim to be somebody! They boast about themselves. They may be capable of working great wonders, but they are killed and they disappear from history. 2 Thessalonians 2:3-7, 2 Peter 2:18, Jude 16.  The legacy of a movement proves its origin, and all the fakes have no legacy except evil.
Verse 37. 
The next man was better known, Judas the Galilean, but he did the same as Theudas, and his end was identical. The con artists say that there is one sucker born every minute, and they are there to be conned, but in the end the truth will win out. Job 20:5-9, Psalms 7:14-16, 9:15-20, Matthew 26:52, Luke 13:1-5.

Verse 38. 
Pull away from these men! In effect Gamaliel asks for them to give room for God to judge and not get in the way. Things that are not of God fail he argues. Is this true? The answer is “NO!”, not always, for there are many Satanic counterfeits of genuine religion, many “works of men” out there that have lasted centuries. 

Gamaliel is not correct in his logic, but his argument suits the apostles, for it buys them further months to preach the Word of truth. The Lord will always judge false prophets, but it may be that their day for judgment is “not yet”. Psalms 33:10-22, Proverbs 21:28-31, Isaiah 8:9-22, Matthew 15:13-14, 1 Corinthians 1:25-31.

Verse 39. 
In this sentiment Gamaliel is totally correct. Some satanic operations are allowed to prosper for a time, but the work of God will always triumph, for God is behind it and protects his people as they do his will. If they die or suffer there is a greater purpose in that, which leads to even greater glory. 

If God is in a movement, then to oppose that movement is to oppose God. Once God’s hand is seen at work, a smart people fall into line behind the clear will of the creator of the universe. Genesis 24:50, 1 Kings 12:22-24, Isaiah 43:10-15, Daniel 4:35, Matthew 16:18, Luke 21:8-19, 1 Corinthians 10:22. 

Verse 40. 
It is almost as if they cannot help themselves; they must beat up the apostles again to try to frighten them. And this is done after the clear logic of Gamaliel! Why beat them? If they are God’s men they have beaten the servants of the living God! These men let them go only because they do not think at this point that they can get away with murder. The apostles are given the same order as before – don’t speak in Jesus name! Such threatenings will have the same effect as it did last time. None at all!  

Verse 41. 
The apostles reaction to a severe beating is amazing. They practice what they have been preaching – the rejoice in their suffering, counting it joy that they are granted the privilege to suffer for his name. They rejoice for the fact that they suffer now briefly, but those who have beaten them will suffer terribly later, and of their suffering there will be no end.  Isaiah 61:10, 65:13-15, 66:5, Matthew 5:10-12, Luke 6:21-26, Romans 5:3-11, 2 Corinthians 12:10, Philippians 1:27-30. 

Verse 42. 
The result of the threats was business as usual for the church. They do not shrink away from the public spotlight, they keep on being obedient to the Lord’s instructions. There is no compromise with the truth – they will speak it out and rejoice in his name before all. 2 Timothy 4:2.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

As you saw the reactions of the Sanhedrin to the truth they heard, did you reflect on the same reactions of people you may have witnessed to? Salvation is a work of the Holy Spirit within the heart and mind of man, but it is a work that can be resisted. We see within this council many good men, yet they cling to their belief system with it’s rewards for them, in status, power and money, rather than accept a life changing truth. We see the Spirit move again and again in miracles that these men have evidence for, yet we see them again and again get angry, and resort to violence to try to stop a work of God. 

Even the logic and apparent compassion of Gamaliel does not stop the apostles being beaten again. Don’t let the little word “beaten” make you think of a mild beating up; for it meant a beating with the Jewish lash 39 times each. People at times died of such beatings! These men would have taken weeks to recover from this, but they keep on rejoicing.  Read Paul’s testimony, for he was also beaten this way by his own brethren five times.  2 Corinthians 11:23-29.
There are many lessons for us in such a section of Holy Scripture. We are reminded that the results of our preaching are to be left with the Holy Spirit, who will always do his work of conviction. That conviction may work out to salvation, or to violence; either way we are to leave the results with God the Holy Spirit. These men of the Sanhedrin will face the judgment of Christ, and will be all without excuse because of the events of this and all other days, when they had evidence before them that demanded a verdict leading to life change. So it is with us; we preach the gospel message and may not see in time its results, for it will not be a message of life, but of death to some. Even if it is rejected the gospel message has served a role, for it means that person stands without excuse before his creator and Saviour.

Notice again the violence that apparently good men are capable of when faced with a truth they do not wish to accept. How strong are we in facing such things, for we are called to this, if we accept the apostolic faith. So called “Liberal Christianity”, which is not worthy of the name, stands for a polite and compromising faith that never would find itself in such a position as the apostles do here. This is the evidence of it’s false nature. For a church to be true to God it must be built upon the apostolic doctrine, and apostolic attitude, and apostolic example of behaviour. Let us challenge ourselves to be worthy of our great heritage. Jude 3-4.

B.
PASTORAL

As pastors we are called to the same strength and stability in the truth that we see here with these leaders of the early church. They stand firm and accept their flogging though it is unjust, seeing that such things indicate that they are counted worthy of suffering as their Lord. They wear their scars as soldiers wear medals, and that is the right and proper mental attitude. 

Satan’s main strategy has always been two fold; infiltration of, and distraction by false teaching. The challenge that most biblical leadership will face is dealing with the people the enemy uses to disrupt the church these ways. The argument of Gamaliel is both true and false, and is therefore not to be used without care. We see today several cults that have lasted over one hundred years and masquerade as Christian. Satan’s groups can survive for some time; a lot longer than Gamaliel envisages. Falsehood must be confronted as falsehood, without apology, and such people as teach such error, dealt with in accordance with the clear New Testament instructions for dealing with Church Discipline matters. 

We stand upon the apostolic faith (Jude 3), and must deal with everything we face in an apostolic manner or we rob the church of its mandate and power. The Holy Spirit does not work on anything else other than the Holy Scriptures, but he will always do his work upon them in the hearts of the lost and the carnal believer. 

Our job as pastors centres upon the consistent, powerful preaching of the Word of God. We are not to let anything distract us from this task that the Lord has given us, through Peter, the first leader of the church. John 21:15-19. Peter knew that he was heading for martyrdom and he set his face to the task and steadily walked towards his end, rejoicing with all the suffering that came his way before hand. He did this through the Holy Spirit powered mental attitude that Paul describes in 2 Corinthians 11, and Hebrews 11, that is the relaxed mental attitude that has characterized all the great saints since the beginning of time. This is the standard for true leadership mental attitude; let us ensure we stand in this place in our hearts and minds, for then we can handle anything that happens to our bodies. 2 Corinthians 11:18-33, Hebrews 11:1ff.

DOCTRINES

FUNDAMENTALISM

PARAPHRASE

“When they heard these things they were pierced through the heart (with guilt), great anger and outrage, and began straight away to plan their deaths. At that point a respected member of the Sanhedrin stood up to speak. He was a Pharisee, a Torah expert, named Gamaliel; a man who was respected by all the people. He first commanded that the apostles be put outside the meeting room, for a time, (so they could debate in secret). He then said to the council, ‘You men of Israel, be very careful in your planned intentions regarding these men! (The reason I say this, may be illustrated from recent history). Before our time there arose a certain, Theudas, who kept on boasting about how special he was, and to him a number of men attached themselves as his followers; about four hundred men. He was killed, and all those who obeyed his every word were scattered, and the movement ceased to exist. After this man another, Judas of Galilee, arose in the days of the taxing. He too drew away followers after him. He also died, and all who followed him were dispersed and his movement disappeared totally. So now I say to you all, pull back from harming these men, and leave them alone, for if this movement of theirs is of man alone, it will evaporate; it will disappear. But, if this movement is of God, you cannot cause it to fall down, because you will find yourselves fighting God’. The council listened to Gamaliel and agreed (with his logic). They recalled the apostles, had them beaten, and then commanded them that they should not speak in the name of Jesus again. (Having done this) they let them go.  So the apostles departed finally from the Sanhedrin meeting, and they kept on rejoicing that they had been counted worthy to suffer shame for the name of Jesus. And (from that time onwards)  they kept on daily, in the Temple, and in private houses, teaching and preaching Jesus the Christ.”

NOTES


CHAPTER 6

ADMINISTRATIVE MATTERS TO DEAL WITH GROWTH AND NEED

Chapter 6 can be divided into two sections

The appointment of the first Deacons. – 6:1-6

The work of one Deacon – Stephen. - 6:7-15

THE APPOINTMENT OF THE FIRST DEACONS. – 6:1-6

1  And in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplied, there arose a murmuring of the Grecians against the Hebrews, because their widows were neglected in the daily ministration. 2  Then the twelve called the multitude of the disciples unto them, and said, It is not reason that we should leave the word of God, and serve tables. 3  Wherefore, brethren, look ye out among you seven men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business. 4  But we will give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word. 5  And the saying pleased the whole multitude: and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Ghost, and Philip, and Prochorus, and Nicanor, and Timon, and Parmenas, and Nicolas a proselyte of Antioch: 6  Whom they set before the apostles: and when they had prayed, they laid their hands on them.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

Who were these two groups within the early church? They are referred to here as the “Hebrews” and the “Grecians”. These were all Jewish people at this time; the first Gentile to be saved and join the church is some months, even years away at this point.  This term, with all its negative connotations at the time was a language/cultural based division. 
One group in the church was predominantly Greek speaking, coming from those western areas of the Diaspora where Greek was the first language: the other group was native of Palestine or further east, and spoke the Aramaic that was the common language of the Hebrew and other Middle Eastern Peoples in those days. 

The division between these two cultural groups with Judaism began with Alexander the Great’s conquest of the land in 329 BC, when many Jews followed his army as administrators and merchants, establishing the Jewish colonies that Paul and Peter would visit 300+ years later. 

The two groups here are very separate in culture and practice, even though they were all Jewish, and all share the new faith in Y’Shua (Jesus). This conflict is the first significant challenge to the unity of the church, and sets the apostolic pattern for dealing with cultural differences that lead to feeling of inferiority, or special treatment on the part of one group.

Verse 1. 
These two groups spoke different languages in their homes, and practiced their faith in different ways, and that had been fine up until this point, but they fall out over money, one group feeling it was not getting a fair deal. The Greek speakers feel that their widows were missing out in the distribution of the money for food. 

As the church was in Jerusalem, and the apostles were all Hebrew/Aramaic speakers, as were all those who lived in Jerusalem it would be easy for those who found the Hebrew difficult to not make their needs known and so be ignored. Real wisdom was called for from the apostles and they had it in abundance for this problem. When any “murmuring” occurs in any church it needs to be dealt with quickly; the problem identified, and solved, or the false impression corrected. John 6:41-51, 1 Corinthians 10:10.

Verse 2. 
The apostles see that such a challenge is both real, and a distraction for them. There is a problem, and it needs to be solved, but the apostles identify that they are not the ones to solve it. There was already an office in the local synagogues that dealt with these sort of issues; the office of deacon. This was the suggestion to the church; that they appoint, on the synagogue model, a number of specifically chosen men to deal with the specific social needs at that time, and administer the distribution of food/monetary aid to the needy. 

Given the numbers of people in need involved the number of deacons to oversee the work was estimated to be seven; a number that exceeded those appointed within local synagogues. The apostles were clear about their own pastoral and leadership role; they had to stick to their task, no matter how worthy the new role was. Their role was to pray and teach the Word of God, and they saw, quite rightly that social work would distract them from their role, and so a worthy required job would slow church growth and hinder the teaching ministry, and so a good thing would end up having an evil outcome!   They saw what many today don’t, that distraction is the main enemy of focused ministry.  We cannot leave our task to do a task, however worthy and vital, that others are called to without losing our own ministry.
All this is raised with the entire church, so while a vote is not taken on the proposition, (this is an eldership-leadership matter) all members of the new church have a chance of input. The new role will involve handling money and food; it will literally involve waiting at tables and serving food to the needy, and ministering to them spiritually also. It will involve hours of work each and every day while the thousands of saved visitors remain in the city. It will be a big time commitment for those who allow their names to go forward. Everyone knows what the role involves before the next step is taken. Exodus 18:13-26, Numbers 11:11-17, Deuteronomy 1:9-13, Nehemiah 6:1-3, 2 Timothy 2:3-10.

Verse 3. 
Note the orders given by the apostles. Firstly the church is to identify the men, not the apostles.  The apostles’ role will be to finally approve the church’s choice and formally appoint and dedicate them for the work. The men are to be assessed by their character and reputation, which have been tested over time. 

Paul will expand this list 30 years later in the Pastoral Letters to meet the needs of the churches in the wider Roman Empire, where the new converts making up the church had slightly different needs, and more of a requirement for checks on the candidates, as they may have been less known within the church. 

The characteristics that Peter and the others identify are required at this time are listed.

1. Honest report. There had to be evidence of a life that was beyond reproach, and characterized by integrity in all things. 

2. Filled with the Holy Spirit. They had to have the fruit of the Spirit visible in their lives.

3. Wise. Their lives had to demonstrate the wisdom of God applied into their own and other’s lives over time.  

Good Christian leadership will have Christ like qualities visible in the life. If these qualities are not known by all who have acquaintance with them, they are not worthy of the task of leadership. Isaiah 11:1-5, 1 Corinthians 12:7-13, Ephesians 5:15-21, James 1:16-27, 3:17-18, 1 Timothy 3:8-15, 1 John 3:11-24.

Verse 4. 
The apostles were clear about their role and would not be distracted. Note how strongly Luke records their statement. They were going to be continually devoted to prayer and teaching. One mentor of my own said that pastors were to lay themselves on the altar of study, prayer, and teaching, and this is what we see here is the apostolic model. 

We will, into the future, keep on holding fast to the ministries of prayer and preaching, they say. Prayer is the powerhouse of ministry, and they spent as much time in prayer as they spent in preaching. Perhaps this is why their messages were so short, sharp, to the point, and powerful! These men would not allow any distractions. Romans 12:2-8, Philippians 1:3-11, Colossians 4:17, 1 Timothy 4:13-16, 2 Timothy 4:1-5.

Verse 5. 
The wisdom of the apostles is seen here. Each of the names is Greek. These men would have had to be bilingual, for they had to meet all needs, and also we see Stephen next chapter speaking to the Sanhedrin, and that would have been possible only in Hebrew/Aramaic. This gives us a clue to cultural situations in the church today. The group that felt aggrieved was the one that provided the solution, and had to meet both groups needs in a way that did not lead to a later counter claim. 

The apostles did not seek a mixed group, or proportional representation, for that would have created two factions. They picked men from one group to minister to both and so bind the two together, for that was the Lord’s will for his church; that each group would learn to care for the other, not just leave the care of their people to them. We are our brother’s keepers! Genesis 4:1-9, Luke 10:30-37, John 8:41-47.

One of the men mentioned in this verse is later identified by the early church fathers with heresy. That man is Nicholas of Antioch, who is possibly the first Gentile to join the church, although from Jewish eyes he had become a Jew before he became a Christian, by becoming a proselyte to Judaism at a earlier point. They are closer to the facts than we are so we must take their records seriously. 

The sect of the Nicolaitans that is mentioned in Revelation 2:6-15, is recorded by early church historians as coming from this man. We have a warning here that is always to be taken; that no matter what our position within the church, no matter what the blessing we receive, we can still pervert the grace of God, and turn ourselves and others into error, following our own lusts rather than the Holy Spirit of God.  2 Corinthians 12:21, Galatians 5:19, Ephesians 4:19, 1 Peter 4:3, Jude 4.  If we do not walk closely beside our Lord in the light of His Word we can all fall like Nicholas of Antioch.
Verse 6. 
The congregation selects the seven men and places them in front of the apostles. It is clear from this verse that the selection of the deacons was handed over to the congregation, but the veto was with the leadership, and the ordaining was in the hands of the leadership, for these men would stand in the apostle’s place in their work. These men were already characterized as being filled with the Holy Spirit so there is no passing on of power here, but rather a delegation of apostolic authority and will be responsible to them. 

The laying on of hands was a Jewish ritual that imparted authority, and publicly recognized before the congregation that these men were acting with the apostles authority over the food, clothing and money distribution, and indicating to whom any complaints needed to be made. It was a delegation of authority, and all delegation leaves the final authority and accountability with the one delegating. The deacons will act in the apostles’ place, but they are accountable to the apostles, and any complaints will come back to the leadership. As we say, “the buck stops with the leadership”. 1 Timothy 4:14, 5:22, 2 Timothy 1:6-7. 

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How often do we “murmur”? This passage indicates that any complaint is to be made directly to the leadership, and it is tasked with sorting the complaint out directly and without delay to stop the enemy using factions to divide the body of Christ. Each person here is challenged to look to their own responsibility before the Lord. 

The congregation is expected to be part of the solution to their own problem, and both Greek and Hebrew speaking believers work together for a solution that will meet the needs of he congregation without factionalism. The Hebrew speakers do not look for their people to counter the Greek speakers, they look for men who will unite both groups and serve the entire church. They look past their needs to those of the “others”. This is the apostolic standard that our own church meetings are meant to meet today!

The leadership does not allow itself to be distracted into taskings that although good would lead them away from their role in church growth and building up of the brethren spiritually. They will respond to complaints about the deacons, but not do their work. As believers we must get very clear in our minds the various pastoral responsibilities and ensure they are met without the expectation on our part that the pastor will always be there to talk to! Too many believers are self centred, rather than Christ centred; they desire the church to work for their ends and goals rather than the Lords. 

The church leadership is there to lead and pray and teach, not be the social workers of the church. Experience in local churches teaches that those who seek special attention from the pastors always have ulterior motives, and such motives have their origin in either sin or selfishness. Let us turn away from selfishness and embrace the early church example and focus on meeting the needs of others, for as all do this, all legitimate needs will be met.  If pastors spend time in the counselling room rather than the teaching room the church will starve and those who will not hear the Word will rob the pastor and the church of time we don't have to waste.  As a professional counsellor I discourage people from counselling, and encourage them to attend regular and systematic Bible studies, as they will achieve more than anything else.  The Holy Spirit is the best counsellor for the Christian through the Word. 
B.
PASTORAL

There is much here that has great relevance to church government. The problem is dealt with as it arises, without any committee meeting type delays. As it affects the whole church’s unity, the entire church is called together; a large task given that, even with people returning to their homes in other places over the months, there may have been several thousand people involved. 

The apostles do not let themselves get distracted from the Lord’s policy regarding the church; that it’s unity be preserved. The best people to select those to serve them are the people who will be served. The choice of the deacons is left to the congregation with guidance from the apostles, as to the characteristics that they must search for. 

Their bilingualism and ability to serve both cultural groups is not mentioned for it is an obvious thing, and the apostles emphasize the true tests for suitability, that will always be character based, not purely CV based! All too often we select people for tasks from a CV of their previous roles and their qualifications, where the early church looked for a divinely empowered person of integrity and character, with past evidence of holy performance that all could certify/verify.

The apostles will not let themselves get distracted from their real tasking which is educational and spiritual. The task of the deacons is spiritual, social and pastoral. The filling of the Holy Spirit is vital in each but the way the Spirit moves through each differs. 

The social and pastoral is under the authority of the leadership, and so it must always be, for these things need to take their meaning and structure from the teaching and prayer ministries of the church, or they will become distractions and side tracks to the church’s function to build up the saints in, and through, doctrine and prayer. 

There were two categories of the deacons work as they expanded their ministry through the early years of the church. Firstly the care of the aged saints, and secondly the pastoral visitation of the sick, and the grieving. Social work, in all it’s forms, simply buys time for people until they can care again for themselves, and they will do that best as they grow spiritually through the teaching ministries of the church. Those who do not do this have a spiritual problem that is rooted in sin or evil. 

All were expected to “pull their weight” in the early church, and they did, and that is why the church was strong and grew so fast under times of persecution. The older saints were expected to pray for the church, in return for the physical assistance given. Those grieving or sick, were comforted, prayed over, and cared for until they could rise up and serve again as they had before, but the expectation as always of a return to active worship and service. 

No help was ever given to those who had not served the Lord beforehand. The principle of, “to those who much is given, much is expected”, was followed exactly by the early church. Modern concepts of welfare may have grown from this caring of the early church, but had no place within it!  Beware of “welfarism”, for it is not helpful to anyone.   We have signs in our National Parks saying, “Don’t feed the animals it will make them dependant on hand outs”, and yet we give lazy people hand outs and expect them to be independent.  The Church did not do this – it assisted the godly only.
There was no giving of assistance to those who had lived an immoral life, nor those who had failed to obey the Lord through their life; having not served him through ministry to others. Welfare advocates despise this approach and refer to it as the care of the “worthy poor”, and argue that it is “unchristian”, yet it was the approach taken by the first Christians!  1 Thessalonians 2:9-12, 4:11-12, 2 Thessalonians 3:6-12,  1 Timothy 6:3-5. 

As we read Acts we see first hand the views and practices of the first church, and we see that they are not a reflection of modern concepts; rather the modern welfare concepts are the perversion of the first church! Rewarding the disobedient and bone lazy was forbidden by scriptures, and the early church reinforced that by their strict practices. We follow welfarism at our peril!  It is not a biblical concept! 

The physical care of the biblically disobedient is not a helpful thing, for it hinders divinely established discipline for the individual’s disobedience. It interferes with that person facing the consequences of their sinful lifestyle, and may interfere with their confronting their need of a Saviour, or being obedient to their Saviour. The apostles would not budge one millimetre from the instructions of the Lord, and that meant that the first issue for all people was confronting their need of a Saviour, and the second was being obedient in all details of life to that Saviour. 

They did not assist the devil’s people to stay alive, but to confront the truth, before they died in their sins. The role of the church is not to make the world a nicer place for people to go to hell in! It is not to ease the passing of the lost by giving them food, clothing and ignoring their need for a Saviour. We are not here to ease the life of the lost on the way to hell!
Charity was reserved for the brother or sister, whose physical needs were to be met, with the spiritual encouragement to live and serve their Lord. James 1:19-27, 2:8-20, compared to, Luke 10:25-37. The parable of the Good Samaritan illustrates true charity to the lost; where the person assisted is helped to recover from evil done by others to them, and the witness is of love without strings attached. 

If we help an unbeliever it is to point them to the right way, but in the parable note that Jesus does not select a drunkard and have the Samaritan pay for his rehab! The drunkard is commanded to face their need of both Saviour and sobriety, and urged to act themselves, for unless they totally commit to their path they will not sustain it! There is terrible judgment for those who select the path of disobedience, and we are to be careful not to come between God and those he is disciplining through consequences for their sins! Deuteronomy 29:18-21, Jeremiah 13:8-17, Ezekiel 23:28-35, Luke 21:34-36, Romans 13:11-14, 1 Corinthians 5:11, 6:10, 11:21, Galatians 5:19-23, 1 Thessalonians 5:6-10. 

The Lord demanded that all men confront the brutal truth of their state, take personal responsibility for their state, and then give themselves totally over to him. We assist such people as pastors, by sticking to our biblical tasks, so that by prayer and biblical teaching they might be convicted, transformed in the Spirit, empowered, strengthened and grow in the grace and knowledge of Christ. 2 Peter 3:18.   We never help the lazy, the drunk, or the criminal by paying their bills, and we certainly don’t help their children by keeping them with the evil parent.
CONCLUSION 

No distractions from the task of prayer and proclamation of the truth that alone, in the Holy Spirit’s power, can save and transform fallen man into the image and the stature of Christ. Ephesians 4:11-16.

DOCTRINES

CHURCH GOVERNMENT

DEACONS

PARAPHRASE

“Around that time, when the number of new believers was multiplying very fast, there arose a murmur of discontent amongst the Jewish believers with a Greek cultural background, against those who were Hebrew speakers by birth. (The concern expressed was, that they felt) their widows were being over looked in the daily charity work of the church. (In response to this), at that time, the apostles called together everyone and said to them all, ‘It is not appropriate for us to stop our ministry of teaching the Word of God and go off to serve food (to the needy). Therefore, select from amongst yourselves seven men (to do this work). (The qualities to look for are; firstly) they must have a reputation for integrity amongst all peoples, secondly they must be spirit filled men, and thirdly they must be acknowledged by all for their wisdom. (Once you have identified these men), we will formally appoint them to the job. We however, will keep on giving ourselves to prayer and the teaching of the Word of God’. This decision pleased the entire congregation, and they chose seven men for the task;  Stephen, a man of faith and filled wit the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicholas, the proselyte from Antioch. These men were brought in front of the apostles, and when they had prayed over them they laid their hands upon them, (formally recognizing their appointment as the first deacons).”

THE WORK OF ONE DEACON – STEPHEN. 6:7-15

7  And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem greatly; and a great company of the priests were obedient to the faith. 8  And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and miracles among the people. 9  Then there arose certain of the synagogue, which is called the synagogue of the Libertines, and Cyrenians, and Alexandrians, and of them of Cilicia and of Asia, disputing with Stephen. 10  And they were not able to resist the wisdom and the spirit by which he spake. 11  Then they suborned men, which said, We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses, and against God. 12  And they stirred up the people, and the elders, and the scribes, and came upon him, and caught him, and brought him to the council, 13  And set up false witnesses, which said, This man ceaseth not to speak blasphemous words against this holy place, and the law: 14  For we have heard him say, that this Jesus of Nazareth shall destroy this place, and shall change the customs which Moses delivered us. 15  And all that sat in the council, looking stedfastly on him, saw his face as it had been the face of an angel.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

The deacons were not restricted to their social work; most had major evangelistic roles also in the wider community. Stephen had the role of deacon, but the gift of evangelist. He exercised both with fairness and courage, as we see here. 

Some considerable time may have passed between his appointment as a deacon and the event described here. We do not know how many months went by, but the church was growing and the threat felt by those determined to reject the truth about Jesus grew also. The Sanhedrin had until this time, stopped short of murder, but their hand is forced by two synagogues in Jerusalem, who take the law into their own hands, and mob rule leads the entire Sanhedrin to commit the murder of Stephen.  The Christian witness within the Sanhedrin ends around this time, and the two members we know are believers may even be martyred as a result of Saul’s persecution.
Verse 7. 
The growth of the church is the work of the Holy Spirit, who uses the obedience of the believers to expand witnessing opportunities. We are blessed by the Spirit, as we give ourselves over to obediently following his lead, and he opens up opportunities for witness for us, and so the church grows, and so we are blessed in the process. God wants us to share the blessings of obedience, rather than the discipline of disobedience. Note that many priests were saved as a result of the apostles sticking to their role, and the deacons and others doing their witnessing work also. 

Note the three imperfect tenses of the verbs in this verse, reminding us of the permanent results of saving faith, but also that saving faith involves lasting, repetitive obedience to the Lord. There is no easy believism here; salvation is spoken of as being obedient to the Lord! Romans 1:5-6, 16:25-27, 2 Thessalonians 1:6-9, Hebrews 5:7-10, 11:8-10.

Verse 8. 
Another imperfect verbal form begins this verse, reminding us that the apostles and the gifted deacons worked mighty miracles again and again. There were no one off flashes of the miraculous in the early church, but a constantly burning flame of divine power that challenged the Jewish people every day to confront the brutal fact that they had killed their Messiah, and by facing the miraculous they could see that God’s grace and power was still available to them, even after their great and terrible sin. 

The steady stream of the miraculous was God’s grace appeal to his people, demonstrating that his love and power was always greater than their determined rejection of Him! As a result of God’s demonstrations of power, many were saved, but the opposition grew in direct proportion to their rejection of His person and work. Note that Stephen was filled with faith and power! In the genuinely miraculous workers there is always faith first then power; for it is from the walk of total faith in God, that the channel of miraculous power is opened up by the Holy Spirit and truth and miracles flow. Ephesians 4:11-16.

Verse 9. 
The opposition comes from five synagogues of Jerusalem. Each one named had a part to play in the death of Stephen. Why did these lead the charge against him? Each is from a Greek speaking area, and we can assume that the impact of the gospel message amongst the Hellenistic (Greek speaking and cultural) Jews was great, and that many members of these synagogues had left and joined the new church. Envy and bitterness is a very powerful and dangerously homicidal thing!   Do not ever underestimate the evil of envy.
Those who desperately want to prove their Jewishness to the Hebrew speakers in Jerusalem now find a way to demonstrate their loyalty to the Temple and their faith; they can lead the charge against the new sect! Jesus warned of hatred as a consequence of people rejecting the truth, and here we see the depths that people will go to, to avoid the truth. Matthew 10:22, 24:9, John 15:18-25, 1 John 3:13. 

Satan will lose no opportunity to build the anger of his followers against the truth, especially if they are being beaten in debate, as they were here, and cannot win with reason against the truth. Saul of Tarsus, a Cilician, may have been a member of that particular synagogue, and his being beaten by Stephen in debate may have led to his great hatred against him and the church as a whole. 

Verse 10. 
They had no answer to Stephen’s spiritual status and his wisdom with the scriptures, for he was well taught and well led by the Holy Spirit. When we witness in the Spirit’s power none can withstand our logic; but when we argue from our own premises we can always be beaten. They were lacking in logic and strength to withstand him, and every time they tried to confront him he knocked them over with the scriptures. They were brought to the point where they saw the truth; they had to accept he was right or kill him! He left them no third option. 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.

Verse 11. 
Like Caiaphas with Jesus, they face the fact that there is no truth that can be used against him, but false witnesses can be used.  There are three categories of such people; those bribed by money, those stirred up by emotion and open to false suggestion, and those who hearing things Stephen said misinterpret them believing him to say things that he does not! They are the easily led; by immorality, their desire to please authority, or by their ignorance, or limited intellect. 

Evil men, vain/proud men, and stupid men have been Satan’s best helpers since the beginning. Their attack joins Moses with God, indicating they had made blasphemy a charge against Moses as well as against God. The Law is starting to assume its paramount place in Judaism by this time. Jesus challenged it, as it was neither Moses teaching, nor was it biblical; for legalism is a counterfeit form of religion, a perversion of the truth. The satanic basis of legalism now reveals itself in all its moral awfulness. 

What was the basis of the truth behind the allegations? Jesus had taught he had come to complete the Law, and that a new law was to replace the old, and this was the heart of what the Jewish authorities feared; change of any sort that threatened their position within the system of power they had, associated with the Temple and the Mosaic Law. Matthew 9:14-17, Mark 2:21-28, John 5:39-47, 9:24-41, 10:33-42.  Stephen is in good company, but like his Lord, he will pay the ultimate price for his testimony to the truth. 

Verse 12. 
The action is described by Luke in a series of dramatic verbs. Firstly they stirred up the Sanhedrin. They created a “social earthquake” by their talk. They shook the Sanhedrin by their accusations and the violence of their complaints. It was sheer mob rule tactics, but history teaches us that they are very effective. The mob then surged out onto the streets, found Stephen (they came upon him), and rushed at him as a body, and then dragged him off to the Sanhedrin. There will not be a fair trial here, for the stirring up of the group has been thoroughly done; all feel he is guilty before Stephen even steps foot inside the chamber. The few believers on the Council are powerless to stop the great evil unfolding now, as it had unfolded those months beforehand. Matthew 26:57.

Verse 13. 
How familiar it must have all sounded; the same charges against Jesus are now trumped up against his saint. He does not stop preaching blasphemous things against the Temple and the Mosaic Law. Did this have any basis in fact? As we saw above, Jesus and his followers after him, all taught the completion of the Law and Temple system in what he did on the Cross, so in a manner of speaking the preaching of the gospel of Jesus the Christ is an end of the old Law and all it’s surroundings. Thirty years after these events the writer of Hebrews will spell this out fully and finally. Hebrews 7:12, 18-19, 26-28, 8:4-6, 13, 10:1ff. 

The statements of Stephen, as those of Christ before him, are misinterpreted and twisted into something that sounds like the message is an attack upon Moses and the Temple, where as the truth is the Lord completes both Moses and the Temple, and thereby glorifies and honours both. Psalms 27:12, 35:11-14, 56:2-11. 

Verse 14. 
What the false witnesses quote here is clearly totally and unequivocally wrong. These people are determined to be more Jewish than Jewish, and it is to racism and pride based superiority that they finally appeal. Satan is the father of lies and the originator of pride and arrogance, so it is appropriate that these liars appeal to the sin of pride and the evil of racism to try to condemn Stephen. 

The old ways are indeed over, but not because of anything wrong on the part of the things Moses said, but because all he said opened the door for these changes. The truth is that all who will accept the truth will be accepted by the one who is the way, the truth and the source of eternal life! John 14:6-11. 

The only changes to be brought in will complete what Moses began, but these people have deified the Law of Moses rather than using it to find the one of whom it spoke. They have worshipped the thing rather than hearing what God said about it, and clung to their practices rather than be corrected by the Spirit of God. Hebrews 7:11-19, 8:6-13, 9:9-12, 10:1-18, 12:26-28.

Verse 15. 
The Lord’s last miracle in the life of Stephen is to transform him as Moses was transformed before Israel. The Lord visibly changes his appearance so he shines as Moses shone coming down from he Mount of Sinai.  Exodus 34:29-35.  The council is forced to see that what they are saying is condemned by God, and they are left without excuse for what they will now do with Stephen. Just as their ancestors were always moaning against him, even at time ready to kill Moses, so they will show themselves ready to kill Stephen. Numbers 11:4-15, 14:18-19, 16:1-35. 

These people argue that they honour Moses, yet they are doing to the men of God exactly what their ancestors did to Moses!    Read the EBCWA commentaries on Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy and see the thirteen rebellions against Moses by the people of Israel.  Remember, only two men of the entire Exodus generation enter the promised land!  When you feel outnumbered by evil people within the church itself, or by people supporting evil policies in foolishness, then rejoice and pray more, for you stand with Moses.   If everyone supports you be very scared, and increase prayer groups for the Lord’s protection over the work, for it is extremely unusual in the Lord’s work to have everything going 100% without any satanic attack!   We are on a battlefield here, not in a holiday resort!  
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How ready are we for the hatred of evil men that we see here? Have we heard the Lord’s warnings regarding this and taken stock of what it means? Are we ready to stand before the councils of our own land and face this level of hatred?  We can do this only by means of the power of the indwelling and filling Holy Spirit, and we can be strong only as we draw on scriptural truths, that have been well taught and explained by faithful pastor teachers. To have faithful deacons, we must first have faithful pastors who set the example of prayer and teaching truth. 
To be like Stephen we need to be obedient on all things and place ourselves under the teaching ministries of faithful men, and hear and obey their biblical teaching. The strength and power of Stephen flow from years of walking in the Holy Spirit’s filling, in obedience to the revealed truths of scripture, as diligently heard and applied through the teaching of faithful men. There is no short cut to spiritual status like that of Stephen. What we see here and in the next chapter is the result of spiritual growth over years. Let us set our hearts and minds and bodies to be obedient to the truth on a daily basis and so let the Spirit guide our life as he wishes to.  

B.
PASTORAL

The biblical form of leadership training is mentoring and we see with the deacon Stephen a mentor and example for younger believers to follow. Stephen sets the example of obedient discipleship unto death. His witness is clear and consistent, and he keeps on speaking the truth, not letting any pressures dissuade him from what he knows is true and correct. In Stephen’s face they saw an angel, and they saw Jesus, and we too must show him to the world that needs to see the truth, even if they hate it. 
Stephen cannot save these people, but his role now is to ensure they have no excuse before God for their evil, and to lay the foundation for the eventual conviction and salvation of Saul himself. We may not live to see our greatest work, but in Christ that does not matter for we will enjoy it forever in heaven.

DOCTRINES

RELIGION

PARAPHRASE

“(The impact of) the Word of God grew, and the number of believers increased significantly in Jerusalem, and a great number of the priests became believers and were obedient (to the new faith). (Now one of the deacons, Stephen, made a major impact in Jerusalem). Stephen was full of faith and power, and worked (in the power of the Holy Spirit) great miracles and signs amongst the people. Certain men from the synagogues of, ‘The Freemen”, the ‘Cyrenians’, ‘Alexandrians’, of Asia, and of Cilicia, stood up against Stephen, and argued against him. But none of them were able to successfully stand against his clear logic, his wisdom, or the spirit by which he spoke. (In order to deal with him) they approached dishonest men and convinced them to develop false witness against Stephen. These men said, ‘We have heard him speaking blasphemous words against Moses and against God’. As a result they stirred up a violent reaction amongst the general population, the elders and the scribes, who gathered a mob and fell upon Stephen, forcefully grabbed him and dragged him before the Sanhredin council. They produced their false witnesses, who said, ‘This man does not cease from speaking blasphemous words against this holy place and the Mosaic Law, for we have heard him say, that this Jesus of Nazareth will one day destroy this place and change the customs that Moses handed down to us’. The Council members hearing this looked intently at Stephen (throughout the making of this accusation) and they saw his face shining like that of an angel.”

CHAPTER 7

THE FIRST MARTYR – STEPHEN

In his chapter the first fifty verses deals with Stephen’s reinterpretation of Israeli history, demonstrating that they have a tradition of rejecting the truth and following after what their sinful rebellion wishes whilst in the last ten verses Stephen directly challenges them with their sin and pays the martyr’s price.

ACTS 7:1-10

1  Then said the high priest, Are these things so? 2  And he said, Men, brethren, and fathers, hearken; The God of glory  appeared unto our father Abraham, when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, 3  And said unto him, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and come into the land which I shall shew thee. 4  Then came he out of the land of the Chaldaeans, and dwelt in Charran: and from thence, when his father was dead, he removed him into this land, wherein ye now dwell. 5  And he gave him none inheritance in it, no, not so much as to set his foot on: yet he promised that he would give it to him for a possession, and to his seed after him, when as yet he had no child. 6  And God spake on this wise, That his seed should sojourn in a strange land; and that they should bring them into bondage, and entreat them evil four hundred years. 7  And the nation to whom they shall be in bondage will I judge, said God: and after that shall they come forth, and serve me in this place. 8  And he gave him the covenant of circumcision: and so Abraham begat Isaac, and circumcised him the eighth day; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat the twelve patriarchs. 9  And the patriarchs, moved with envy, sold Joseph into Egypt: but God was with him, 10  And delivered him out of all his afflictions, and gave him favour and wisdom in the sight of Pharaoh king of Egypt; and he made him governor over Egypt and all his house.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Verse 1. 
The High Priest now asks Stephen to present his defence. The charges have been laid by the false witnesses, now Stephen can answer them. The case against him is flimsy and he could demand release, but chooses to reply and use the opportunity for strong evangelism. He knows that these people do not want the facts but he will do his best to ensure they are without excuse before God. 

Stephen faces the ultimate test; there is little chance he will be successful in evangelism, but still tells the truth to ensure they do not face judgment in ignorance. Man is judged by the way they respond to the truth, and they way they respond to the truth teller. The Lord indicates that the men who killed the masters’ servants will be held accountable. Matthew 21:34-36, Mark 12:1-9, Luke 20:9-18.  

Also the words of the saints before the throne in Revelation 6:9-17, indicate that the Lord will allow some to face death with the courage of Stephen to ensure that the lost are left without any excuse before the judgment throne. Compare to Matthew 26:59-63, Mark 14:58-60, John 18:19-35.

Verse 2. 
Stephen, like the apostles before the Sanhredin earlier, is respectful to these people. They have killed the Lord but he refers to them as “brethren” recognizing that they are indeed members of the same Jewish family together. Stephen knows that the Lord is their lord and king, as he is his, and he wants them to hear the full truth, even if it is the last thing he does. 

He begins with the story of Abraham, reminding them that they see Israel as their home, but their forefather came from Chaldaea and then spent much time in northern Syria in Haran. He entered the promised land slowly. He moved slowly in faith, growing in understanding about what God wanted of him only over time. Stephen wants them to see that they need to change their minds about Christ, as Abraham had to change his mind about staying in Ur and later in Haran. 

Abraham moved slowly and he hopes they will also, but in the direction of God’s will rather than holding to handed down tradition. Had Abraham adopted their viewpoint the nation of Israel would never have been established; they would simply have been another extended family in Iraq!  Genesis 11:31-12:5, Nehemiah 9:5-38, Isaiah 51:1-2.     

Verse 3. 
He reminds them that Abraham had to leave behind all that was familiar to him, just as Jesus had challenged them to leave behind their traditions and move in the direction of God’s will for them. Ur in Abraham’s time was a great city, with indoor plumbing in houses, and great wealth, and all the cultural pleasures that went with it. Genesis 12:1ff. 

Abraham had to leave not only his comfortable urban life style, but also his extended family and the whole culture and traditions of his people handed down to him for centuries. The people he speaks to admired Abraham, but they have become settled and stagnant, and it is the spirit of Abraham, with the readiness to change, that Stephen appeals to. They need to see that to truly be Abraham’s sons they need to have his heart readiness to make the changes that God requires. Isaiah 52:11, Matthew 12:46-50, 10:32-39, 2 Corinthians 6:14-18, Hebrews 11:8-10.

Verse 4. 
Abraham worked out his obedience in two stages; the first move was to Haran, where his father finally died after many years of delaying Abraham there. Genesis 11:31, 32.  It was comfortable living still in the bustling frontier town of Haran, and Abraham made great wealth there, but he had still not gone far enough to be fully obedient to where the Lord wanted him to be. That is Stephen’s point to these people. If they wish to serve the God of Israel they must be ready to obey the Lord and make any changes in the traditions that are required to be obedient. They must be ready to move out of their comfort zone!   Isaiah 41:1-10.

Verse 5. 
Abraham was given a strong challenge by the Lord. He was to receive the promise of the land but he would not see it, only his descendants would. He would have to be obedient unto death and trust that the Lord would do as he promised for his descendants, even though he would not live to see it. 

Stephen challenges them to express their faith as their father Abraham did; to see the truth about the Messiah and commit to his kingdom, even though it is not actually established upon the earth yet! Psalms 105:2-16, Hebrews 10:23-11:2, 11:36-40.

Verse 6. 
The ancestors of Israel had not been in the promised land long before they were forced by famine to go down to Egypt and seek refuge there. As a result they were enslaved and served the Egyptians for about 400 years. Those who argued with Jesus had claimed to have never been in bondage to any men, John 8:33, but Stephen corrects them and reminds them all that God led them into bondage and then out again, for his purposes, and made them a nation in and through adversity and slavery to both Egypt and Babylon. 

Their present bondage to the Romans angered the Sanhedrin and most ordinary Jews, but Stephen urges them to see beyond it to what God might have done and be doing through their suffering. They wanted to keep their culture, traditions, and prosperity, and were not prepared to move outside their comfortable life styles to embrace the new thing that God was calling them to do. Because of this refusal they will lose everything they cling to forty years later when the Romans come and destroy Jerusalem with them trapped inside it. Psalms 105:8-12, Matthew 6:24-27, Luke 6:26, John 15: 19, Galatians 3:15-18, 2 Timothy 4:10.   

Verse 7. 
God judged the Egyptians, as he does to all who oppress his people. There is a warning here, backing up that of Gamaliel, that to fight the truth is to fight against God. Stephen is trying by everything he says to get them to see their history from God’s perspective, and step back far enough to identify what God is actually saying to them about obedience.  God had a timetable, and the Exodus generation would leave Egypt on God’s timetable not before, and they would return to Israel and serve him there again, as Abraham had done. Stephen hints by the way he tells this episode of Israel’s history that the timetable of the old Law is up and they need to move on, as Israel did following God’s timetable and plan not their own preferences. Genesis 15:14-16, Exodus 7-14, Nehemiah 9:5-31, Psalms 78:42-72. This last Psalm is another reminder that Stephen is doing something that others have done before him with equal power and bite.

Verse 8. 
Circumcision is the sign of the covenant for Israelites, and the bond of unity for them all. Stephen reminds them that this was a command that was never to be rescinded; all males were to be circumcised, and they were. Stephen illustrates through his talk to them, that some things remain and some things change. His challenge is to see that some people went with the changes and others resisted them all along the way! 

They face a challenge from God, as the Exodus generation did, and only two of that generation passed the test of faith; Caleb and Joshua alone entered the land in the end. This generation is trusting in their circumcision rather than their obedience to the one who ordered the first circumcision. Genesis 17:9-14, Romans 4:1-17, Galatians 3:6-18, 5:6, 6:15, Colossians 2:11, 3:11.  They honour Moses with words and rituals, but do not read or obey his words in spirit and truth.
Verse 9. 
This is a powerful observation of Stephen’s, for it reminds them of the rebellion of the majority against the minority, and that God was with the minority! Jesus, like Joseph is hated and persecuted by his own brethren. They betrayed their father and brother, but repent later. Stephen’s hope is that the Sanhedrin will repent later of their evil regarding the death of Jesus, and will accept the truth, for God was then and remains now sovereign over the destiny of Israel, and will ensure that Messiah is triumphant as Joseph finally was also. 

The brothers persecuted Joseph, treating him as a slave, but finally had to bow before him as Prime Minister of Egypt.  Genesis 37:18-36, 42:3ff, 43:15ff, Isaiah 41:10-15. These people will one day stand before the throne of Jesus whom they killed in exactly the same way as the brothers of Joseph had to stand before the man they thought they had ensured would die! Revelation 20:11-15.       

Verse 10. 
They thought they had got rid of the troublesome Joseph with all his annoying dreams by selling him into slavery; a condition in their world in which one died. God had other plans to the forefathers of Israel, in exactly the same way as God has had other plans with the destiny of Jesus who annoyed them! God delivered Joseph miraculously, as the Lord Jesus was delivered from death by resurrection, and raised to newness of life. Joseph went into jail in Egypt never to be seen again as far as Potiphar was concerned, but God ensured he was raised up from there to be the Prime Minister of Egypt, second only to Pharaoh. We serve a God who delivers us. 2 Timothy 4:18, James 5:10-11, 1 Peter 5:6-7.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Our ways are not God’s ways, our thoughts not God’s thoughts, and the challenge we face is to bring our thoughts and plans into accord with his, not the other way around. Romans 12:1-3.  It is too easy for man to tell God what to do and call such insolence prayer! We are to listen far more than we are to speak. 

The history of Israel, seen from God’s perspective is a lesson for us all in humility and obedience; in the need to put aside our ideas and accept the direction of the Lord. Abraham wanted the comforts of home and his family around him. This is normal and he is not judged by God for that, but he is urged to keep moving away from such things in the direction God has for him. The Lord is gracious and patient with Abraham, as he is with us, but he is steady in his plan for us, and we must come to terms with his plan if we would serve him and be his servants.

Is your motto, “God’s way, not my way”? That is the place of blessing and service; you cannot be used of God for anything other than discipline for others unless you are where the Lord wants you. God intends us to be a blessing, but disobedient believers can only be a test for others, they cannot bless them. The Lord still uses the disobedient, but it is not to their blessing in time or eternity! 

Why are there so many miserable and troubled believers? They are people just like, Nahor, Haran, and the brothers of Joseph, self centred and lust filled, seeking their own pleasure, wealth and power, rather than seeking and serving the Lord with a Christ centred life. Stephen challenges the Sanhedrin with the historic facts, and they are stark. 

The majority appear to have always been disobedient, the minority obedient! The majority, always appear to be the ones persecuting their spiritual brethren and making things difficult for them, the minority are the ones stepping outside their cultural and traditional thinking and finding the place for sacrificial service. 

Are we ready to follow the Lord even when the local churches and the local believers withdraw from us? We must be ready for this if we put the plan of God first in our lives. Majority support for the truth is the exception not the rule, but one with God is a majority for eternity, and one with God will lead to the Lord’s deliverance in time, even if it is through death, as it will be for Stephen! 

If we would be like Abraham we must be ready to put aside the comforts of our cultured and comfortable homes, move away from our extended family and go where the Lord directs. If we would stand like Joseph we must be prepared to spend seven years in the filth of a jail! If we would stand like Joshua, we need to be prepared to serve as a personal servant to a Moses for forty years and put up with constant complaint and grumbling from the people we would lead. Let us set our hearts and minds to serve the Lord, and let us do so recognizing that he may ask us to stand like these great men, and be ready for eternal rewards to put aside the things most people strive for in time!

B.
PASTORAL

Stephen’s challenge is to the leadership of Israel. Let us take his words as a challenge to ourselves. How set are we in our church, our national and cultural traditions? How set in our ways are we in the way we do things in the church services and in the way we minister in the local community? Are we ready to make the radical shifts to be obedient to the Lord that he may require of us? 

We are here to serve him, not perpetuate old plans, style, and patterns of service that may no longer be meeting the Lord’s objectives in the place the church is situated. Let us be stable and strong in our commitment to the truth of the Word of God, but let us also be true to the will of God for us. Let us not be like the Sanhedrin in our behaviour or doctrine.

The numbers game is a dangerous one within the church, for this passage, like many others, tell us that the majority have never been obedient as God requires, and it is the remnant that God works through most times. This must not be cause for arrogance and pride, for many who claim to be the remnant are often very Sanhedrin in their doctrines. 

Stephen challenges us to get our eyes off the numbers, great or small, and onto the will of God as revealed to us through his Word. As the Lord’s pastors we must exercise leadership in setting the example of obedience in our own lives, and then faithfully preaching the truth to all and urging obedience on all, and moving out in that obedience to serve the Lord.

We must also learn to trust the Lord for deliverance from danger and difficulty, and from the attacks of those who would try to stop the plan of God. Stephen challenges his hearers to see that you cannot stop the plan of God, only place yourself, through your rebellion, outside the blessing of God. His plan will work out, and we will be delivered, but the timetable may not be the one we think of. Joseph was delivered, but through jail. Abraham was delivered through pressures, and the Patriarchs were delivered through famine.

DOCTRINES

ABRAHAM - FAITH
ABRAHAM IN CANAAN:  A PICTURE OF FELLOWSHIP WITH GOD

ISAAC - TYPE OF CHRIST

JACOB - THE PATRIACH

JEALOUSY

CIRCUMCISION

PARAPHRASE

“The High Priest then said to Stephen, are these things true? And he answered him saying, men, brothers, fathers, listen to my words. The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he moved to live in Haran, and said to him, arise and go out from here, from your country, and from your family, and (I will bring you) to a land I will show you in my own god time. So he left his home amongst the Chaldeans, and dwelt for a time in Haran, and from there, after his father’s death, he changed his dwelling place to the place where you now all live. But God did not give him any inheritance in the land, not even enough to walk about on, yet he promised him that he would give it to him for his inheritance, and for his descendants after him. When he received this promise he did not even have a son. And God spoke to him in this manner. Telling him that his descendants would stay for a time in a strange land, and that the people of that land would enslave them, and treat them in an evil manner for four hundred years. But the nation to whom they were in slavery will be judged by me, said the Lord God, and after they have left that place they will serve me again in this place.  And God gave Abraham the covenant of circumcision, and so Abraham was the father of Isaac, and circumcised him on the eighth day. And Isaac was the father of Jacob, and Jacob was the father of the twelve patriarchs. And the patriarchs, motivated by envy, sold Joseph into slavery in Egypt, but God was with him, and delivered him out of his suffering, and gave him favour and wisdom in the sight of Pharaoh of Egypt.  Pharaoh made him Prime Minister of all Egypt, ruling even Pharaoh’s own household.” 

ACTS 7:11- 20

11  Now there came a dearth over all the land of Egypt and Canaan, and great affliction: and our fathers found no sustenance. 12  But when Jacob heard that there was corn in Egypt, he sent out our fathers first. 13  And at the second time Joseph was made known to his brethren; and Joseph's kindred was made known unto Pharaoh. 14  Then sent Joseph, and called his father Jacob to him, and all his kindred, threescore and fifteen souls. 15  So Jacob went down into Egypt, and died, he, and our fathers, 16  And were carried over into Sychem, and laid in the sepulchre that Abraham bought for a sum of money of the sons of Emmor the father of Sychem. 17  But when the time of the promise drew nigh, which God had sworn to Abraham, the people grew and multiplied in Egypt, 18  Till another king arose, which knew not Joseph. 19  The same dealt subtilly with our kindred, and evil entreated our fathers, so that they cast out their young children, to the end they might not live. 20  In which time Moses was born, and was exceeding fair, and nourished up in his father's house three months:

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Verse 11. 
This appeared a disaster to the family of Jacob but it was in the plan of God to reunite the family and bring deliverance. Their suffering was to be the path to blessing and deliverance, both short term and long term. It was not just a mild shortage of food it was a total shortage, with death, disease and famine rife throughout the land. By the time the Patriarchs entered Egypt they would have had little left, with few flocks and herds still alive. The language of both Genesis and Acts indicates starvation and death for many at this time. Genesis 41:54-57, 43:1, 45:6-11, 47:13-15, Psalms 23:1-6, 105:14-21.

Verse 12. 
Jacob uses his intelligence gathering network and hears about the innovative planning of the Egyptian Prime Minister and the sale of grain there. He has built up money reserves and can pay for the grain he will need to keep himself and his family alive until he hopes the rains come again. It will be seven years before they come back, but God has had a plan and has his man ready to help the Patriarchs. The first journey to Egypt by the brothers is eventful, and Joseph does not give anything away that time, as he is watching to see that the evil of the brothers has been repented of, and that his own younger brother Benjamin has not been harmed by them as they tried to harm him. Genesis 37-42, 43:2.

Verse 13. 
Stephen skips over the game that Joseph plays with his brothers for it was a well known story to Israelites. His point is that at the right time Joseph makes himself known to his brothers, and they are all made known to Pharaoh. The true identity of Joseph is discovered by his brothers and they have to face their sin and evil. They have to deal with the consequences of their sin, and confront the grace provision of God for them, seeing that they intended evil for Joseph, but through Joseph God has worked out good for them. 

Stephen is making a strong point about being found out in sin, their repentance, Joseph’s forgiveness, and God’s grace provisions for those who have rejected him, but repent. The Sanhedrin must confront the terrible truth that their own ancestors rejected God’s Word, and persecuted God’s deliverer, yet were still forgiven and restored and blessed; and they can be also, if they will only repent.  Genesis 45:1 – 47:10.  They are like their ancestors “killing” Joseph – and they can be forgiven.
Verse 14. 
Old Jacob must be told of the great evil his sons have done through their past lying about Joseph’s fate, and he must be told of his son’s destiny that has worked out in Egypt to the salvation of his whole house. As a result of Joseph’s obedience all 315 people in the household of Jacob are delivered from certain death in the famine. In spite of their evil the brothers and their wives and children are delivered by the one they despised! 

Just so the Sanhedrin can still be delivered from the judgment that will come if they will only bow before the one they have despised and killed. Joseph has come back from the dead to Jacob, to save him and his house, just as Jesus has been raised from the dead for Israel’s redemption. Genesis 45:5-11. 46:12, 26-27, Numbers 20:15, Deuteronomy 10:22.

Verse 15-16.
All the Patriarchs of the tribes of Israel died in Egypt, and all except Joseph were taken back to the burial cave of Sychem to be buried there with Abraham and Isaac. Joseph’s coffin was kept above ground in Egypt at his own request, as a testimony that the Lord would bring deliverance to the people of Israel one day, and that day they were to take his coffin and carry it with them to the land of promise. The only land the Patriarchs owned in the promised land was for burial; it would not be for another four hundred or more years that they would enter the land and receive much of it by conquest. All the land of Israel that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob owned was the land they had to be buried in. They sought another country.  Hebrews 11:9-16. 

Their physical reality was that of wanderers upon the earth, but their spiritual reality was that they had a promise from God, and even though others owned the land, they saw that God was going to give it to them one day. Even in Stephen’s own day they were in a form of slavery to the Romans, but the reality of the Patriarchs was still their reality. God’s promise of a deliverer and king was alive and real, and they needed to recognize their king and receive God’s promises. Genesis 46:3-7, Deuteronomy 10:21-22, 26:5-11, Hebrews 11:21-22. 

Verse 17. 
God had a timetable, and he was working to it, even though the people of the time did not see it. Stephen reminds them that God is sovereign in timing for all things, and the people of his own day, like those of Moses, needed to be in step with the plan of God, not the other way around. God’s promise is always true, it is just either close or far away from fulfilment. In the midst of a foreign land and later slavery itself, the people prospered in numbers. God’s blessing does not need the human “perfect conditions”, that so many demand; it requires simple obedience to the plan of God. Genesis 15:13-16, 2 Peter 3:8-9.

Verse 18. 
This prosperity out of the land of promise kept being the norm until another king arose in Egypt who did not know Joseph and felt no debt of gratitude to this, by now, vast group of people camped within their borders. From the time frame of ancient history in appears that Joseph served under a Semitic pharaoh of Egypt, possibly of one of the Hyksos rulers, so that when the native Egyptians overthrew the Hyksos and re-established a truly Egyptian kingship again, the new rulers not only did not feel any debt of gratitude to Joseph’s people, they were active enemies of him and the rulers he served. Exodus 1:8.

Verse 19. 
The plan devised by the new rulers was simple. These people were useful only if controlled, for after all, had they not been the allies of the defeated Hyksos rulers, and as non-Egyptians would they not side with any invader?  The Egyptian Pharaoh gets a bad press because of his anti-Jewish actions, but from their perspective the Israelites were a danger to state security. 

The actions taken by this man and his government were however extreme and evil; he began a program of birth control by abortion and infanticide against them, to control their population growth from the bottom, and through harsh slavery killed their adults at the top by over work and beatings. By targeting the young and the old he hoped to reduce the numbers of Israelites to the point where they were no longer a threat to security, and mean while to use them for his building projects. It was a cunning and ruthless plan, and followed through with efficiency. Young children were taken and “exposed”. That means, they were taken and left to die in the open air, of starvation, or to be fed to the Nile crocodiles, to be eaten alive. It was a plan for genocide; the ultimate in abusive evil. Exodus 1:9-22, Psalms 83:1-18, 129:1-8.

Verse 20. 
It was into this horrific time that Moses is born. The young children of the Israelites are no sooner born than they are taken by the Egyptian guards who swept through the settlements of Israel at times, and were thrown onto the banks of the river to be eaten by the crocodiles. The crocodiles were sacred in this pagan land, and so to the Egyptians they were raising murder to the level of sacrifice to their gods. This is why the Lord’s final judgment upon Egypt is going to be targeted at the gods of Egypt, for the people of Israel suffered greatly at the hands of these pagan gods. 

Moses stood out as a child, for his parents saw that he was to be someone special. The word used to describe him means he was set apart from the others, a boy in whose face was nobility. The parents will take an unusual step to save him, taking him to the very place that the crocodiles have eaten other children, but through their prayer and obedience God will save this child, and raise him up to be their deliverer.  

Moses will also be kept alive for the first three months, a miracle in itself of deliverance that a young baby could be quiet enough to escape notice during the regular sweeps through the settlements by the Egyptian guards. Moses was saved because of the faith of his parents, and their obedience to God. They will have to give him away to save him, but they will take the paradoxical step of placing him in the very place where other children had been eaten knowing that God will save him. It is this same paradox that the Sanhredin are being challenged to see for themselves. They must worship their king upon a cross, they must see that the Lord’s deliverance for them is through the one they despise at this time. Exodus 2:1-10, Hebrews 11:23.  Just as their ancestors despised Joseph, yet through him they were all delivered.
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

The Patriarchs had received the promise of God yet their descendents would wait nearly five hundred years before receiving the promise and entering the land to possess it. God’s timing was not their timing, and they would live several centuries as strangers and pilgrims, and then as servants and slaves, before they received the promise of God.  God taught them patience, and the need to watch carefully for his guidance and direction for they did not know when the deliverance would come, just that it would. The men who had arrested Stephen had missed their deliverer, just as first time around the Israelites missed Moses. Stephen is hoping they will see the parallel situation they face to their ancestors and reconsider the claims of Jesus. Psalms 39:12, Hebrews 11:13-16, 1 Peter 2:9-12.

They have invented a history for themselves that is not true to the facts; they have invented a mythic history that makes them always triumphant and correct in all they did. They look back at their ancestors as if they got everything right every time, yet the true history of Israel is the opposite, they got nearly everything wrong first off. The Sanhedrin worship their Patriarchal figures, but have long ceased to learn from them and Stephen recalls them to the truth. Famine drove Old Israel and his descendents out of the land, and to the place where God would work upon them, and through the conquest of the land by the Romans, 

God is working the same sort of thing out in Stephen’s day. These people need to work outside their comfort zone; they need to look at their day and ask what God is doing. Like us today, they needed to step outside their traditions and look deep into their history. They needed to learn from the facts of history, not cling to the myths that had grown up around the facts. The great heroes of faith were fallen men just like themselves, and in their failures they taught as much as through their successes.

Through times of great pressure the people faced their sin and their need of a Saviour; they confronted the fact that unless God delivered them they would all be wiped out over time. Many suffered and many died but the plan of God kept right on going; the challenge to the people was to lift up their eyes and see what God was doing and get with the plan.  

We think that expressing faith occurs only in life, but it also occurs in dying and in burial, for the patriarchs expressed their faith in resurrection by being buried together in the cave at what is now Hebron. They believed in resurrection, and wanted to be raised together, so the first people they would see in resurrection body would be their family members. The family burial plot was an expression of faith that has stood for Israel for 4000 years now! Now that is a lasting testimony! Do we have things in our lives, and legacy factors that will outlive us, so that all who think of us will be reminded of doctrine?      

B.
PASTORAL

Jacob had failed as a father to exercise correct discipline over his sons. He had further compromised the family by his favouritism of Joseph, for which he suffered the great pain of his feared loss of Joseph. Jacob suffered greatly for his failure of leadership, but the Lord in grace brought him through to victory before his death, through the faith and obedience of Joseph. As leaders let us check out our own style in leadership for the weaknesses of Jacob. Do we practice favouritism? Do we exercise pastoral discipline properly? If we are slack in our leadership we will suffer great pain in this life and loss of rewards in the next. 

Jacob has delayed and delayed in taking the actions that were required to save the family, and finally he recognizes the reality of starvation and makes the move to seek help in Egypt. How long do we delay in facing reality? Jacob was being disciplined and didn’t want to recognize that, but even in the midst of discipline, God’s love, care and provision was still there for him and his whole family. 

Be encouraged pastor if you have been a procrastinating leader, for God remains faithful even if you have been slack in your responsibility.  1 Thessalonians 5:24, 2 Timothy 2:12-14. Having identified this grace fact, let us all remember the suffering of Jacob and seek the blessing of God rather than the discipline that comes from disobedience and slackness.

This passage teaches us the fact of timing; God has a plan and it has a timetable that we are meant to spiritually discern and work along with. Discernment is an important issue for pastoral leadership, for without the sensitivity to the Holy Spirit we will serve the Lord no better than did Balaam, requiring an Ass to teach us the truth. Numbers 22-24, 31:7-8,  Deuteronomy 23:3-6. 

Are we focused on God’s will alone, or do we seek, like Balaam, a reward for services here on earth also? He sought wealth and he got it, only to be killed by the Israelites later, and then to lose all he had. How many pastors have failed to follow the Lord, sought riches through ministry, then lost it all to death or disgrace? Obedience is the “bottom line” for blessing in the Lord’s service.

How have you, or how would you fare if facing the sort of evil that faced the generation Moses was born into? To face such great evil as genocide is to face the full impact of what Satan will try to achieve when he attacks God’s people. It is a great test, or challenge to faith to see all that the enemy is capable of, and still rest in the promises of God, and seek the Lord’s way through the dark night of the soul. 

Moses parents expressed faith and hope in the future when all human hope was lost, and through their faith Moses was saved and grew up to fulfil his destiny. Our leadership is to be like that of the parents of Moses. If we are not going to see a great work in our church, we are to faithfully seek God’s will for our life and the lives of those entrusted to us, so that the younger generation may rise up to do what the Lord requires of them. If we will not see the great work even begun, we may be part of it’s beginning if we seek the Lord’s will and serve him by training the next generation to surpass our own.  

DOCTRINES

REWARDS AND CROWNS

JOSEPH - PLAN OF GOD
PHARAOH - GOD'S POWER

PARAPHRASE

“ Now there came a famine that caused starvation and great suffering over a wide area, over all the lands of Canaan and Egypt, and the Patriarchs were not able to find food of any kind. However, when Jacob heard that there was food in Egypt he sent our fathers first, and the second time they went Joseph made himself known to his brothers, and Joseph’s family was made known to Pharaoh. Then Joseph sent to fetch his father Jacob to join him, and so they were altogether, 315 people in all. So Jacob went down to Egypt, and he died there, as did all our fathers. And they were carried over to Sychem, and there they were laid in the tomb that Abraham had brought for a sum of money from the sons of Emmor the father of Sychem. Now by the time that the promise drew near (the time that God had sworn to Abraham) the people had become very numerous while they stayed in Egypt. At that time, another Pharaoh arose who did not remember Joseph, an he began to deal treacherously with the Israelites, and treated our fathers with evil, even to the killing of their children (so the population would not grow any more). It was into such a time that Moses was born, and he was beautiful, a child with the mark of God’s special purpose upon him, and he was fed in his father’s house three months.”

ACTS 7:21-30

21  And when he was cast out, Pharaoh's daughter took him up, and nourished him for her own son. 22  And Moses was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and in deeds. 23  And when he was full forty years old, it came into his heart to visit his brethren the children of Israel. 24  And seeing one of them suffer wrong, he defended him, and avenged him that was oppressed, and smote the Egyptian: 25  For he supposed his brethren would have understood how that God by his hand would deliver them: but they understood not. 26  And the next day he shewed himself unto them as they strove, and would have set them at one again, saying, Sirs, ye are brethren; why do ye wrong one to another? 27  But he that did his neighbour wrong thrust him away, saying, Who made thee a ruler and a judge over us? 28  Wilt thou kill me, as thou diddest the Egyptian yesterday? 29  Then fled Moses at this saying, and was a stranger in the land of Madian, where he begat two sons. 30  And when forty years were expired, there appeared to him in the wilderness of mount Sinai an angel of the Lord in a flame of fire in a bush.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

INTRODUCTION

Just as Joseph had been protected and raised up by the grace provision of God, so Moses was also raised in such a way as to learn all that was possible to be learned at that time, in order that he might be ready for the task that God had for him. Like Joseph also he would be initially hated by his brethren, and like Joseph he would have to learn obedience in solitary confinement; for him that meant being in the desert for forty years before he was retrained God’s way. Just as Joseph had to wait in jail until he had learned all the lessons to be learned, and so be ready for God’s timing, so Moses, who was wise in all the Egyptian arts and sciences had to wait in Midian to learn faith, so that he would be ready to serve and lead the people God’s way.

Verse 21. 
In God’s plan there are no “coincidences”, just pieces he weaves together with his sovereign will. Moses parents expressed their faith by making the little ark and hiding him on the river, and Miriam expressed her childhood faith by standing watch from a distance, looking to see what the Lord would do. The little ark floated towards a great river side palace where the woman who would be the queen of Egypt lived, and it was she who found him as she went for her morning bathe in a safe bathing pool close by the river. (These places were the fore runner of our swimming pools, and were vital because of the danger posed by the crocodiles in the river itself.) 

When she lifted him out of the water, she knew that he was a Hebrew child, and she felt something deep within her own heart, and loved the child. When she lifted him out of the little covered boat his parents had made, she lifted him into the air towards the sun, and acknowledged by so doing that she had adopted the child as her own. Moses would be brought up as a prince, and not just as any prince, but as the crown prince. From all the hints given in the story as Moses tells it, he could, at one time, have been Pharaoh, after his mother, who may have been the one known as Hatshepsut (the only woman to rule Egypt, who took as her title, “Pharaoh’s daughter”).  Exodus 2:3-6. 

Great power politics are being played out behind the scenes of Exodus chapter two with two factions fighting for control of the country. The man who will rule is Thutmoses, with his beautiful queen Neferari, but for a time, if the traditions are correct, Moses may have been in the running for the girl and the rulership. Moses is brutally honest about his own failure to do things God’s way, and Stephen uses Moses as a major reason why the present Sanhedrin (the original one being set up by Moses) ought to be ready to accept their mistakes, as Moses was. 

Miriam now steps forward and makes the offer of a wet nurse for the child. For Miriam to do such a thing must have meant she had access to the palace grounds, possibly as a slave girl working there, for no child of slaves could have entered the grounds of a palace without being killed by the guards. God’s provision is seen in this also, as he had, in advance of Moses birth ensured that his family were close by the palace, and had members working within it for enough years to ensure they had the access they would need to save Moses in these early days. Exodus 2:7-10, Hebrews 11:24

Verse 22. 
Moses was schooled in all the wisdom of the ancient Egyptians, the greatest builders of the ancient world. Moses learned all their sciences, and was a great and mighty man amongst them. He is in the company of only a hand full of other men in history called by the scriptures, “great in wisdom and mighty men”; Solomon, Daniel, his three friends, and the Lord Jesus Christ. 1 Kings 4:29, 2 Chronicles 9:22, Daniel 1:4, 17-20, Luke 24:19. 

Tradition records he was the architect/builder of one of the great cities of Egypt, as well as being a successful general in the army of Egypt against the Nubians or Ethiopians. He was trained by the very people from whom he would lead his people; they taught him the very subjects necessary to understand to be a great leader of men and help his people escape from them. 

Verse 23. 
At forty years of age he “came of age” as far as the Egyptians were concerned. It was at this age that they believed training was completed and real service would be expected to begin. Having been recognized by the Egyptian rulers as a leader, he decided he must see the true state of the Israelites from who he sprung. He went amongst them with discerning eyes to see what they were like, but also to see what his role was in relation to them. 

The scriptures make it clear that he knew he was to deliver them, and so he went amongst them and sought how it might be possible. He will make a mistake, and try to deliver his brethren by the strength of his own hands as a warrior, and so will be set aside for forty years until both he learns God’s wisdom, and the Israelites learn to accept God’s deliverance. Both must accept and do things God’s way, not man’s. Philippians 2:12-13, Hebrews 11:24-26, James 1:16-18.

Verse 24. 
Stephen speaks of the murder of the brutal Egyptian as if it was justified, but Moses tells the story bluntly, making clear he did not consider himself anything other than guilty. He also makes it clear that his choice to stay with the Israelites after this killing of the brutal task master spelt the end of his hopes to gain power in the court, for his enemy there quickly seized the opportunity to try to kill him using Egyptian Law to execute him. Exodus 2:11-15. 

It is always easy to do things man’s way, but God blesses only the things done his way. Proverbs 21:1-5, John 18:10-11. Having done this act, Moses now faces a clear choice; he must either take leadership of Israel or of Egypt. He must now make his move for power or he will be judged by the Egyptians as a murderer. He makes the choice to stay with the Israelites, working with them, and so turns his back on the possibility of being the ruler of Egypt. It is this fact that makes sense of the choice passage of Hebrews 11:24-26. Moses was able, as a trained warrior, to deal any sort of blow to this brutal man, but he choose to deal him a fatal blow. 

Verse 25. 
He chooses to stay with the Israelites believing that they would understand his actions, and see that he would become their leader to overthrow their task masters, but their thinking is far too petty to even comprehend such things. He is thinking as a Pharaoh, but God’s people have been slaves too long and they think like slaves, not believers in God at all!  Some are believers in Israel, but most are just unbelieving slaves who think the God of Joseph has abandoned them.   They have another forty years to wait until they are ready for a deliverer.  Psalms 106:6-7. 

Moses will need to learn from God in the desert how to lead them, as he learns to lead sheep. Like Paul, many years later, Moses had to learn everything he thought he knew again. Romans 15:17-19, 1 Corinthians 3:9, 15:10, Colossians 1:29. Just like their ancestors of old, the people of Jesus and Stephen’s day did not understand the truth either, rejected the messenger, and even the disciples themselves did not understand the truths they heard at the time they heard them first. Mark 9:32, Luke 9:45, 18:31-34.

Verse 26. 
Moses view of himself does not accord with the viewpoint of the Israelites who think as slaves and whose selfishness and deep anger make it impossible for them to recognize their deliverer. Moses shows himself to them, telling them who he is; a prince and ruler of Egypt, and well able to lead them. He challenges the two men who are seriously fighting each other to be reconciled and recognize who the real enemy is that they will need to fight. Proverbs 18:19.   While all this is understandable, Moses hasn’t asked God about his plan.  Moses hasn’t prayed enough and he hasn’t listened to God long enough!
In all this way of thinking Moses is right, (these people ought not to be fighting each other), but he is wrong in saying it to them at this time, in this way. These people are unable to deliver themselves, and God does not want them to join together and rise up in violence to take on the might of Egypt. God’s plan calls for them to be delivered by grace and power from God alone. These people have not suffered enough to learn the right lesson; the lesson of togetherness under pressures. John 15:17-21, 1 Corinthians 6:5-11, Philippians 2:1-8, 1 John 3:11-16. It will be a further forty years of suffering that will be required to teach the Israelites the lessons of life so that they come to the place where they can be delivered. Proverbs 9:7-10.

Verse 27.
The reaction of the two men tells Moses that he has come face to face with petty mindedness and evil. These men do not see past their own quarrels to the bigger task they face. The leading thug pushes his neighbour away with disdain and then looks down his nose at Moses and lets him know that he despises Moses as much as he does his own neighbour. He tells Moses, that he does not need, nor does he want any ruler over him. How similar is this to those who rejected their Lord? Matthew 21:23, John 18:36-38, 19:12-15. The Lord tells a parable to illustrate how hard it is for those who see only the physical to appreciate the spiritual. Luke 12:13-34.

Verse 28. 
This is not so much a question as a challenge and a threat. This man knows that Moses must now act, either kill him, pay him off or flee for his life. This man does not care, for his sole interest is to be free to abuse his brethren further. Moses sees the big picture, but these people see only the things in front of their faces, and so it is impossible for Moses to do anything for them at this time. Exodus 2:14-20, 4:19-20. Moses will have to wait for a further forty years before everybody who has tried to kill or betray him is dead.

Verse 29. 
Moses enters the second phase of his life at this time, going into the land of Midian where he lives as a desert herder of sheep, waiting for the day when he will be called by the Lord to begin again the work to which he was destined. He is a stranger in Midian, a temporary resident, for the Lord has plans for him that involve Egypt and Israel. He lives in this place, but never belongs to it, for God has his plan else where. 

The story of Moses illustrates the importance of finding God’s place and plan of service rather than simply coming to terms with the place we find ourselves in. It would have been tempting for Moses to simply relax as a desert sheik, as he could have relaxed as a prince of Egypt; but he saw that God’s hand was upon him, and he sought the plan of God for his life, not the most relaxed and prosperous life style.  

Verse 30. 
The burning bush is the turning point experience for Moses. Exodus 3:1-4:17. As you read this extended passage you see just how many signs God had to give Moses, and how he needed Aaron his brother to speak for him. Moses has lost all his human confidence through these forty years, and requires real assistance before he believes he can achieve anything. Stephen is using the “angel of the lord” reference from Exodus to underline the Lord Jesus pre-incarnation role with the patriarchs. They saw his presence just as the people Stephen speaks to have seen the presence of the Lord in person. God wants to rule them in Stephen’s day as he wanted to rule them in the days of Moses. Exodus 19:1-6, Isaiah 63:9-10, Hosea 13:4-10, Mark 12:24-27, Luke 20:37-38.  

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Obedience continues to be Stephen’s main theme in this section. Moses’ parents and his sister must express their faith in God’s provision through making the ark of bull rushes and trust that God will deliver their son in the midst of the crocodile infested river. Miriam obediently waits and watches, ready to be used and so she is able to be. How often we miss the opportunities of service because we are not positioned in the right place for service. The faith of this family works out because they each do what is asked of them by the Lord and trust in the character of God. How well positioned are you for the service of the Lord each day? Are you where you ought to be, ready to say or do what the Lord directs? 

Miriam had a supporting role, and serves well in our passage, as she does later in her song of praise to God, but falls when she crosses the line beyond which God did not intend her to go. Exodus 15:20-21. It is easy to over step the path of God and try to do things that the Lord has not called us to do. If your task is to support the teachers of the Word, then do so by prayer, encouragement and giving, but do not seek to be a preacher unless that is your clear call from God. 

It is a great thing to serve the Lord, but also a dangerous thing to over step the bounds of your service; God directs the gifts we are to use, we do not. 1 Corinthians 12:7-27. The command to “covet the best gifts” in verse 31 of that passage is in the third person plural, indicating that the church, when gathered together is to desire that the communication gifts be manifested to the blessing of all, it is not an individual command. The test for us all as believers is to do what we are directed to do without complaint or envy of others’ gifting. 

Many believers despise the education system of man, even considering that education is wrong, but here we see Moses learning all that he could from the scientists of his pagan world. Finally, all he had learned everywhere, is going to be utilized as he leads the people. While the degrees that pagan universities give are not training for God’s work, the things learned can be used in the work, for all learning can be applied if the Holy Spirit is in charge of the person’s life. All will have to be relearned, but his education and experience as a prince of Egypt will be the foundation upon which true greatness can be built. We must see all our life experiences as useful things that can be built into our future service; the Lord prepares us in all aspects and times of our life. If we are his, everything can be worked together for his good. Romans 8:28.

When we strike petty people, as Moses did here, how do we act? Moses tries to deal with them with logic but grace and power from God will be required with these people. Pettiness is troublesome but common, and we all face it daily in the world. Can we learn from Moses, and can we trust the Lord’s plans rather than our own? For he alone is able to shift the pettiness of men out of the way, or remove those men from the path; we cannot do either without creating greater sin! 

B.
PASTORAL

Many pastors seek a comfortable and wealthy life. We must beware of money or comfort lust, for we are not promised mansions here, but in our Father’s House! John 14:1ff. If we have wealth here, let us relax with it, and use it to further the work of the Lord, but let us not be distracted by it. Moses could have relaxed as a prince of Egypt, and with a little bit of power politics could have been Pharaoh. Even after he fled to Midian he could have relaxed as a desert sheik with his tent and harem. 

Moses kept his eye on the Lord’s plan for his life, not comfort, success, wealth, power, sex, family or any other thing. He was focused on what the Lord had for him to do, and at eighty he gets the final call to action and answers. Let us keep our eyes fixed on the goals the Lord has for us, not the goals that the world sets as the success standard.

Moses studied and worked in life for eighty years before his big role finally arrived. We think we are past it at fifty, yet God’s word is filled with examples of men and women called to action in older age. God’s Word is also filled with examples of those who study and prepare for years before calls come, and this reminds us that if we are not clear on the job to be done at this point we must study and prepare for it through bible study and life application. There are only two states for the believer; in action, or training for action. We can retire in heaven, not before; retirement is not a biblical concept!  Remember, Winston Churchill, the great British leader of WW II was 67 when he was called to lead his people against the Nazis!  Do not think about your age; remain fit, and as healthy as you can, and spiritually alert to opportunity!
Moses tries to do things his way and must step aside for a time to relearn the plan of God, and the character of God before he is able to be used properly again. Joseph learned the same lesson. How often do we fall short of obedience, or mess up something because we do it man’s way rather than Gods? The scriptures are truly books of encouragement, for in each we see the men and women of God falling short of his standards, and being given gracious opportunities to recover and be lifted up to serve again. Let us rejoice in our gracious God and serve him with the focus he demands and deserves.  

DOCTRINES

MOSES -THE LAW

ANGEL OF JEHOVAH

PARAPHRASE

“And when the time came for his to be exposed to the elements (to die), he was found by Pharaoh’s daughter, who lifted him up, acknowledging him as he own son, and provided all he needed for his safety and growth. And so Moses grew up Egyptian, and was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was a powerful man in word and deed amongst them. Now when he reached forty years of age it came into his heart to visit and observe his people, the children of Israel. And he saw one of them suffering injustice, and he defended him, killing the Egyptian who tormented him. Now he thought that his brother Israelites would understand that it would be by him that God would deliver them from slavery, but they did not understand him. The next day he intervened when two of them fought together, and tried to bring about a reconciliation between them, saying, ‘men, you are brothers, why are you wronging each other?’ But the man that did the wrong to his brother pushed him away with disdain and said, ‘who made you the judge and ruler over us? Do you intend to kill me, like you killed the Egyptian yesterday?’ When Moses heard this saying, he fled for his life, and was a stranger in the land of Midian, where he had two sons. He waited for forty more years there, until the Lord appeared to him in the burning bush in the wilderness of Mt Sinai; an angel of the Lord appearing in a flame of fire in the midst of a bush that was not burning.”

ACTS 7:31-40

31  When Moses saw it, he wondered at the sight: and as he drew near to behold it, the voice of the LORD came unto him, 32  Saying, I am the God of thy fathers, the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. Then Moses trembled, and durst not behold. 33  Then said the Lord to him, Put off thy shoes from thy feet: for the place where thou standest is holy ground. 34  I have seen, I have seen the affliction of my people which is in Egypt, and I have heard their groaning, and am come down to deliver them. And now come, I will send thee into Egypt. 35  This Moses whom they refused, saying, Who made thee a ruler and a judge? the same did God send to be a ruler and a deliverer by the hand of the angel which appeared to him in the bush. 36  He brought them out, after that he had shewed wonders and signs in the land of Egypt, and in the Red sea, and in the wilderness forty years. 37  This is that Moses, which said unto the children of Israel, A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you of your brethren, like unto me; him shall ye hear. 38  This is he, that was in the church in the wilderness with the angel which spake to him in the mount Sina, and with our fathers: who received the lively oracles to give unto us: 39  To whom our fathers would not obey, but thrust him from them, and in their hearts turned back again into Egypt, 40  Saying unto Aaron, Make us gods to go before us: for as for this Moses, which brought us out of the land of Egypt, we wot not what is become of him.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Stephen really underlines his point about the repeated refusal of their fathers to listen to the Lord’s will and do it. He explains the story of the Exodus from this perspective, indicating just how disobedient and obstinate the people of Israel were. The people of Stephen’s day held this celebration - Passover - as do Jewish people today, as the key festival of the year. While he is absolutely biblical, Stephen is pointing out things that the people then and now did not want to see. The Exodus was not a great triumph for that generation, for only two entered the Promised Land, not the thousands who may have come out. The story of the Exodus is a story of testing, and of the failure of that whole generation to pass those tests.

Verse 31-32. 
Exodus 3:3-4. Stephen now refers to the angel of the Lord (verse 30) as the Lord himself, further identifying the Lord Jesus with this angel, as the Lord himself did also, speaking as God. Matthew 22:32, Mark 12:26, Luke 20:37ff. 

The words remind the hearers of Stephen of the earlier witness of the Lord, and the claims he made to fulfil all this as he prophet like Moses who was to come. Jesus had reinterpreted their Law, because he claimed it was His Law, and if he was the second Moses he was entitled to add to, interpret, or change the Law.   

God is the God of the living, not of the dead, and as each of these men had died by the days of Moses, this title of God tells of the fact of a heavenly existence for the saints, of a resurrection reality; a victory over death itself. 

These would have been uncomfortable truths for the Sadducees indeed. Moses was struck as a dead man by this sight; he was in awe of God, not casual, nor argumentative, but prostrate before the King of Kings. Isaiah 6, Daniel 3:21-27, 10:7-15, Matthew 17:6, Luke 5:8, John 20:24-31.  It is this response which is required of the Sanhedrin.
Verse 33. 
This command also happens to be given to Joshua. Joshua 5:15. The priests of the temple went about bare footed. No shoes were permitted in the temple, just as today no shoes are permitted in Mosques. Note the Lord’s words carefully. The very ground itself is declared holy because of God’s presence there. Ecclesiastes 5:1-3, 2 Peter 1:16-18.

Verse 34. 
Moses must have thought that God had not seen fully what had been happening, but he is assured here that the Lord has seen and taken note of all that has been going on, since the earliest days until this very day that he meets Moses by the bush. The point Moses must see clearly, is that God is delivering his people, Moses will be used, he will not be doing the delivering. God has been seeing their affliction, and he has heard their groaning. 

Both these words indicate that since Moses left the burden of slavery has increased and the suffering of the people multiplied. They are now, forty years later, ready to be delivered, for they are crying out for God’s deliverer. It has taken 40 years but they are now ready, although they will constantly be rebellious through the next forty years. The Lord’s words, “I have come down”, tells Moses that God has already begun to act and that the time is now right. Forty years before Moses acted, now God is acting, and Moses is being invited to take his assigned role in the great drama that is unfolding. Exodus 3:7-10, 4:31, 6:1-9, Psalms 144:1-8.  

All through their history this people failed, rebelled and groaned, and God heard their cries every time. This is Stephen’s strong and biblical point. Judges 2:16-23, 10:15-16, Nehemiah 9:6-38. Note the Nehemiah passage, for Stephen stands firmly in the tradition of Nehemiah in all he says and in his interpretation of Israel’s history, he follows Nehemiah’s closely. God remains gracious to Israel, and to us right through until today. Psalms 106:43-48, Isaiah 63:1-14.

Verse 35. 
Stephen reminds the Sanhedrin of the refusal of their ancestors to follow God’s man the first time, and even the second time. They have a track record of rebellion and disobedience, but God has a track record of grace and love. All through their history they have not been treated as they deserved to be. Moses does not do anything in his own strength but in the strength of the angel of the Lord. 

Stephen is trying to get them to see the very thing that Moses, in his own account of events makes clear; that he acted in the strength of the Lord, and that all victories were God’s, all defeats his own. Moses humility stands in strong contrast to the arrogance of these people, and it is this that will provoke the assault and murder at the end of Stephen’s talk. 1 Samuel 8:7-8, 10:27, John 18:37-40. 19:13-16.

Stephen is forcing them to confront their sinful self centeredness, and see that they are as far away from Moses in spirit and in truth as the Lord Jesus was close to him. Jesus Christ the Lord is the new deliverer and judge of the people, and they must confront the facts as their ancestors did. Luke is emphasizing this point of Stephen’s speech, as it pin points the lasting significance of the words of the prophets at his birth and dedication in the temple.  Luke 1:68-79, 2:36-40. Jesus himself told the powerful parable of the ten talents, and of the master leaving the vineyard in the care of servants to underline this very same principle. Luke 19:10-26, 20:1-18.

Verse 36. 
Stephen skims over the events of the Exodus, reminding them simply that it was God who brought them out of Egypt, and that he did it by means of great miracles, that were signs of God’s power and presence, and cause of wonder to all who witnessed them. Even with these great events, Stephen is going to remind the Sanhedrin that their ancestors rebelled again and again in the wilderness. They had as much evidence of God’s power and presence with them and Moses as they now have of God being present in the person and work of Jesus, and they are still doing what their ancestors did. He reminds them that they were in the wilderness forty years, whereas the journey to the Promised Land should have taken no more than forty days. Even though they were disobedient the Lord still showed daily miracles for them in the desert. Exodus 12:40-42, 15:22-16:8, Psalms 78:14-42, 105:26-45, 106:6-48. 

Verse 37. 
Stephen calls the Sanhedrin to remember the real Moses, not the Moses of mythic history who they claim to follow. They have built such a hedge around the Torah that they no longer hear its truth, but worship the traditions of the Rabbis that had grown up around the texts. This remains the blindness that is upon Israel until this very day of ours. Romans 11:7-12, 18-29. Stephen then reminds them that Moses prophesied that the Lord would send another prophet like himself to the nation, and they must hear him. Deuteronomy 18:15-22, Matthew 17:3-8, Mark 9:1-7, John 1:21, 45, 5:22-27, 39-47, 8:39-47.   That prophet, Stephen argues forcefully, is Jesus.
Verse 38. 
The gathering of the whole people before Mount Sinai/Horeb was a defining moment for the nation Israel, and their reception of the Law itself illustrates Stephen’s thesis strongly. Exodus 19:18-25, chapter 24, chapter 32-34, Numbers 16. The gathering before the holy mountain in Arabia was a time of divine manifestations of power, but also a time of total rejection of God by the majority of the people. Psalms 78:1-8, John 6:57-65, Romans 10:5-11, Hebrews 3:7 – 4:13. 

Verse 39. Exodus records all these things, as we have seen in the references above, and all that Stephen says here is true. The rebellion was so bad that Moses feared that he would be stoned to death. The people were determined to return to Egypt to enjoy the tropical foods they missed in the desert, but at what cost? They had been so deceived by the rebellion’s leaders that they had “forgotten” that they were slaves there, and many had died there. 

Lincoln was wrong when he said, “you can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people some of the time, but not all the people all of the time”, because you can fool the majority most of the time! Christian leadership is often about trying to get people to see the truth when that is the last thing they want to accept.

Verse 40. 
The events recorded in Exodus chapters 32 - 35 are here referred to and they were dramatic indeed. Even Aaron went along with the evil suggested to him, and personally loses the chance of entering the Promised Land by so doing. All failed and even Moses breaks the stone on which God has inscribed the Ten Commandments, a sin he has to acknowledge. The good news from this event was that man’s disobedience does not stop the operational effectiveness or application of God’s law. God’s grace still reaches all these people, and if they repent, they are able to be forgiven. Many are judged, but most repent and are saved and they bring their children up to believe and apply the Law into their daily life.   The parents are all under the “Sin Unto Death” and will die in the desert, but they will bring their children up to be heroes of faith under Joshua.  Sadly the people Stephen speaks to will all die the sin unto death.
Moses was gone for forty days and the people panicked, and fell back into idolatry. They recover later and are restored, just as Stephen knows these people who are hearing him, can be, if they will repent, as their fathers did. Stephen is showing them that they have sinned just as their fathers did, and by reminding them of these events he also reminds them that they can be saved as their fathers were. As you have seen in the Psalms, and Nehemiah passages referred to above, Stephen is not as tough on these people as either David or Ezra and Nehemiah were.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

Moses trembled at the presence of God. He was told to be respectful, and remove his shoes, and he did. We must ask ourselves how respectful we are in the presence of God, and how quick we are to demonstrate our obedience in action. Too many are cute and cuddly with God. They speak as if he is their best friend, when the scriptures tell us that he is our Lord. He calls us friends if we are obedient to him! 

God sees our troubles and afflictions; he hears our groaning when we suffer wrong. If he has not delivered it is a matter of time not his will or desire to help us. Suffering has many causes and results, and may have an important part to plan in the plan for our lives, but God always sees our pain. We must faith-rest in the plan and character of God, and the doctrine of suffering itself. 

Are we as respectful of legitimate authority as we should be, before the Lord? The pastors/teachers the Lord has set over his church are there to rule and guide us. Hebrews 13. We are to treat them as those called by God for our help and encouragement, and be responsive to their direction for our spiritual growth. 

If they fail, we are to take their case to the Lord who rules over them and ourselves and he will deal with them. If there is a church counsel then they need to take charge over pastoral discipline so that the Lord does not destroy the church rather than the guilty false servant. It is a serious thing for a pastor to misuse the powers of pastoral authority, and serious thing for a church not to deal with such abuse, but it is also serious for an individual to oppose a pastor rather than deal with him through the church or directly with the Lord in prayer.

Many today say, ‘if we had been there at Sinai, we wouldn’t have done what the people did’. They simply deceive themselves, for we all like sheep will often go astray after our own lusts, and only the grace and power of God keeps us from disaster at all times. How patient are we when we have to wait for direction from the Lord? There is always someone in leadership who will panic and go beyond the Lord’s clear instruction. Do we run to our Aaron and ask for our version of the instant fix, the golden calf of our particular need or desire?  Biblical leadership waits upon the Lord.
The Israelites were genuine in their hearts about the golden calf; they intended it to be a symbol of the sacrificial system, and intended it to be an object of genuine worship.  They are like the liberals of today with their “pregnant metaphors” masquerading as real faith.  The problem was, the golden calves of this world have never been God’s plan at all! By opting for an easy solution they ended up with idolatry and immorality, for all emotional religion will eventually lead to immorality. God’s plan is the best plan, even if we have to wait for instruction some times.  

B.
PASTORAL

How clearly do the Lord’s people under our care hear the teaching of the scriptures so that they learn just how faithful and trustworthy God is? Do they know the character of God through your teaching as the pastor? Do they understand the truth as Stephen explains things here, or are they with the Israelites in rebellion and foolishness? We cannot control the reaction of the people to the truth, but we can give them the Lord’s truth to respond to, and that is our job.

Are the Lord’s people grounded in the scriptures, or do they have the emotional experience we see with the Exodus generation? They had the greatest experiences of God’s awesome power of any people anywhere at anytime, yet they all failed to grow, and all bar two, failed to enter the Promised Land. Their bodies fell in the wilderness because of unbelief! Hebrews 4:1ff. 

They failed to hear, believe, and apply the Word of God preached to them by Moses; Caleb and Joshua alone entered the land. Each believer lives, grows and will be rewarded on the basis of their faith application into daily life, but we as their pastors will be judged by our faithfulness in telling them the truth simply, systematically, clearly, and without compromise. We are accountable for our work in this matter; the congregation is accountable for their response.

Remember, it is both teaching and life that matters here. We cannot teach what we do not know, and we cannot lead if we do not follow the Lord in his will for us. Our words, and our works are examples to the flock of God, and in both we must set the example that is worthy of following. Let us be worthy of our high calling. 1 Corinthians 1:26, Ephesians 1:18, Philippians 3:14, 2 Thessalonians 1:11, 2 Timothy 1:9, Hebrews 3:1.

PARAPHRASE

“When Moses saw this (bush that burned yet was not consumed), he wondered at this work of God. As he was drawing nearer to it he heard the voice of the Lord coming to him. The Lord said, ‘I am the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob’. Moses was by then shaking like a leaf in fear, and did not even dare to look at the bush. Then the Lord said to him, ‘Take off your shoes, for the place where you stand is holy ground. I have seen the suffering of my people in Egypt, and I have heard their deep sighing under the pain of their suffering, and I have come down to deliver them. (In order the achieve my plan) I want to send you to Egypt (as my agent for deliverance)’. So it was this same Moses, who our fathers rejected, saying, ‘who made you our ruler and judge?’ This same man did God appoint and send as the ruler and judge to deliver them by means of the power of the angel of the Lord who appeared to him in the midst of the burning bush. He did bring them out of Egypt, after he had demonstrated great signs and wonders in the land of Egypt, at the Red Sea, and in the wilderness for forty years. This is that very Moses who said to the children of Israel, ‘The Lord your God will raise up a prophet like me from amongst yourselves, and you will hear him. This is the one, Moses, who was one of the assembly in the wilderness with the angel of the Lord who spoke to him on Mt Sinai, and who was with our fathers, who all received these living oracles which were for us. They would not obey this man, but pushed him away, rejecting his leadership, and in their hearts desired to return to Egypt. (After Moses forty day stay on the Mountain we find) them saying to Aaron, ‘Make us gods to go before us, for as for this man Moses, who brought us out of Egypt, we don’t know what has become of him’.” 

ACTS 7 : 41- 50

41  And they made a calf in those days, and offered sacrifice unto the idol, and rejoiced in the works of their own hands. 42  Then God turned, and gave them up to worship the host of heaven; as it is written in the book of the prophets, O ye house of Israel, have ye offered to me slain beasts and sacrifices by the space of forty years in the wilderness? 43  Yea, ye took up the tabernacle of Moloch, and the star of your god Remphan, figures which ye made to worship them: and I will carry you away beyond Babylon. 44  Our fathers had the tabernacle of witness in the wilderness, as he had appointed, speaking unto Moses, that he should make it according to the fashion that he had seen. 45  Which also our fathers that came after brought in with Jesus into the possession of the Gentiles, whom God drave out before the face of our fathers, unto the days of David; 46  Who found favour before God, and desired to find a tabernacle for the God of Jacob. 47  But Solomon built him an house. 48  Howbeit the most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands; as saith the prophet, 49  Heaven is my throne, and earth is my footstool: what house will ye build me? saith the Lord: or what is the place of my rest? 50  Hath not my hand made all these things?

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Stephen continues his education lesson, covering the days of the Exodus, and kingdom right through until the captivity. His point is that rebellion has ruined the work their ancestors could have done, and destroyed all that God did for them. All through their history they have a track record of getting it wrong, and the rejection of Jesus is in this tradition. They worship their traditions, yet they are blind to the truth within them; their ancestors, like them, have been rebels against the will of God from the beginning.  If it doesn’t change at this point they will go into Captivity again!
Verse 41. 
Moses’ delay was substantial, but it proved their faith inconsequential! They did not wait for Moses, but rather created a false religion as a more easy and pliable alternative to the smoking mountain. Exodus 32:1-6, 17-24, Deuteronomy 9:12-24. Even Aaron lies to cover his own guilt. All of them have fallen grossly into hedonistic sin. It is always easy to succumb to “feel good” emotional faith, but it is wrong. Stephen’s point is no stronger or weaker than Moses, nor the psalmists, nor Amos. Psalms 81:8-16, Amos 5:21-27. The scriptures are full of criticism towards these people, but the Sanhedrin will not hear of it from Stephen, just as their ancestors didn’t like to hear it from the prophets. They actively entered into the idolatry of their neighbours, and did it willingly. They rejoiced in their immorality and idolatry; for the two go together.  They always have!   By the fruit of immorality the source of the belief system leading to it is known.  Matthew 7:13-23, Galatians 5:19-21.

Verse 42. 
Saul of Tarsus must have heard these words, and the quote from Amos 5:25 burned into his heart, for when he came to speak to the Roman church many years later he draws Stephen and Amos together. Romans 1:24-28. They had brought genuine sacrifices for years, but at the drop of a hat they build a golden calf! They practiced the real religion, but it was a skin deep faith, easily displaced by an emotional whim of evil. They chose evil religion and so God gave them over to its consequences, and they were judged there and then, but the children of these people didn’t learn and the Northern Kingdom disappears from history, and the Southern Kingdom goes into captivity for the same reason, idolatry. Deuteronomy 17:3, 2 Kings 17:16, 21:3, 2 Chronicles 33:3-5, Jeremiah 8:2, 19:13.

Verse 43. 
They swapped the truth for a lie. They eagerly accepted satanic counterfeit religion in place of a living powerful relationship with the living God. Refer below for Bible Topic Book doctrinal studies of this important concept. Stephen mentions two pagan religions that were followed by the Israelites; religions straight from the pit of hell, involving child sacrifice, sexual immorality and other evils. The consequence of this level of rejection was the exile in Babylon. Amos 5:27. Idolatry ends for Israel at that point; they learnt from the exile to never again worship idols, but have replaced them with their legalism and worship of traditions ahead of biblical truth.

Verse 44. 
Stephen has been accused of attacking the temple worship of his own day, so he will discuss the tabernacle and temple and show the people that he is more respectful of the purpose of the temple than they are. God appointed the tabernacle, and it served them well, for its temporary materials reminded them of their mortality, and every aspect of it spoke of the character and purpose of God for them. Exodus 25:8-9, 40. Everything about the tabernacle spoke of the Lord Jesus and his work for sin.  

Verse 45. 
Joshua led the Israelites into the land and they drove out most of the pagans from the land by the time of David. It was partial obedience at best, and laid the foundations for all the troubles of the days of the judges and the kingdom itself. They never totally obeyed the Lord God and so suffered things they ought not to have had to face. They have done the same with Jesus; the people accepted him partially, up to the point he asked for commitment, then they turned away while their leaders did away with him. They have failed to follow through on the holiness God demanded. 1 Kings 8:12-21, Psalms 132:5-7, 1 Timothy 2:8, 1 Peter 1:15-16.

Verse 46. 
David desired to establish the temple itself, and he gathered nearly everything needed to build the temple, but the Lord told him he was not to build it, because he had shed too much blood as a warrior. Solomon finally built the temple using all the materials David had set aside with extras he provided. David was popular and Nathan the prophet initially gave approval for the building project, but the Lord intervened to stop David, but in stopping him made the promise of the Davidic Covenant which spoke of Jesus. 2 Samuel 7:1-16, 1 Kings 5:2-6:38, 2 Chronicles 2:1-10, 3:1-5:1. 

David accepted the Lord’s ruling over his life, and looked forward to the coming of the one from his line. 2 Samuel 7:18-29. The Sanhedrin know how David was disqualified from building the temple, (he was a “man of blood” – just like them now through the death of Jesus) and that one of his line was to come to fulfil all things prophesied in the sacrificial system. The question they are faced with is, will they accept that Jesus is the Son of David; the one prophesied of all through the centuries, from Moses to David, and from David to Malachi?

Verse 47. 
David gathered the assets, Solomon followed through and built the temple, and it became one of the wonders of the ancient world, with many international visitors. Solomon failed the Lord through his religious compromises with the foreign wives he took to form alliances, but he did initially have his heart towards the Lord right regarding the temple and it’s worship. He organized the bringing up of the Ark to the newly built temple and the Lord entered the temple in Shekinah glory. 1 Kings 8:6-11, 2 Chronicles 5:1-14. Solomon acknowledged that the house had been built as a worship centre, but no earthly house could adequately represent the house of the living God.   1 Kings 8:15-30, 2 Chronicles 6:1-21.

Verse 48. 
Solomon knew that this was just a house; a holy house, but a house nevertheless. God wanted more than worship in his house; he wanted their heart’s obedience to him in spirit and in truth in their daily lives. This was further emphasized by Isaiah, who Stephen also refers to in this verse. 1 Kings 8:27, 2 Chronicles 6:18, Isaiah 66:1-5. When you read these Old Testament verses doesn’t your hair stand on end? Do you not see believer how powerfully the prophets spoke of these things? Stephen is mild when compared to Isaiah. 

Now remember Isaiah was murdered by King Manasseh for this truth; killed by being sawn in two by King Manasseh’s order!  2 Kings 21:1-25, 2 Chronicles 33:3-17. Manasseh finally repented of his great evil, but his sons and the nation followed his evil, not his repentance, and so the nation itself went into Babylonian captivity. The Sanhedrin knew the traditions of Isaiah’s death, and they knew the fate of Solomon’s house, and the curse upon the line of Solomon-Manasseh-Jeconiah. Jeremiah 22:24-30.

Verse 49. 
Stephen reminds them all of the greatness of God; of his absolute lordship over all things. He is not a god to be fooled or manipulated by foolish men for their own power games. These men think that by killing Stephen they can silence his words, but in this they show both their evil and their stupidity. How can the ruler of the universe be beaten? How can the one who spread the heavens be manipulated? Psalms 2:1-4. 

The temple was not ever meant to “confine” God in one place, but to simply provide a focal point for worship so that in one place there was a complete picture of the plan for man. God meets man where-ever man is and looks for him. God is to be worshipped every-where, for he is everywhere, as he made everything. Proverbs 8:17, 22-31, Matthew 7:7.

Verse 50. 
God is the creator of all things. Job 38:1 – 40:2. Even in the belly of the great fish Jonah could pray to the one who made all the things around him. Jonah 2:1-9. Worship of the creator brings us to the correct place of humility before the great God; to the place where we look up with correct awe and seek his will rather then try to superimpose ours on things. Psalms 8:1-3, 19:1, 33:6, 57:5-11, 89:11, 96:5, 102:25, 104:2, 136:5, Isaiah 44:23-24, 51:6, Hebrews 1:10, 2 Peter 3: 5-7, 9-13.  Worship is called for when you see who God truly is, never murder of one of his creatures! Stephen is calling these men to lift up their eyes and see what God has done in his creation, and can yet do with them his creatures.

APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

How easy it is to leave the worship of truth and start to worship things rather than the God who made all things. The children of Israel, like many today are tempted to head away for hedonistic religions that feel good and provide instant fun and gratification. Such emotional faiths will lead to immorality or other lust based sins, for that is the nature of mankind. 

Stephen has challenged these people to open their eyes and see the sin their ancestors fell into; the same sin they have fallen into. They have started to worship the things made by their own hands, rather than the one who made all things! They have deified the temple rather than worshipped the one the temple spoke of! In Jeremiah’s day the people trusted in the temple to save them, but the Holy Spirit of God’s presence had already left that place, and they also persecuted the prophet himself. The result was they lost their lives and the temple. Jeremiah 7:1-15, 23-29. Stephen does not quote these verses for he does not need to; this crowd knows these verses and will not accept that they are doing exactly what their ancestors did. Are we repeating ancestral sins? Have we fallen into worship of things rather than worship of almighty God?

Our God is a holy and a jealous God; he will allow us no compromise with evil. He wants our worship alone, and he will not tolerate it being mixed with evil or stupidity. Let us be holy, set apart to his worship, his glory, and his service. All our desires are not necessarily sanctified by God; some need correction, others need abolition! 

David desired to build a house, but his life had disqualified him from doing that, and he accepted the Lord’s direction, and simply gathered what would be needed later. David demonstrated his greatness by his acceptance of the Lord’s directive, and so prepared the temple for another to build. He saw past any sense of injustice or hurt and did what he could to advance the plan, comfortable with whatever part he had to play in the plan. David found his place and worked to the glory of God. He saw the big picture and didn’t sweat over the small stuff in the way. 

B.
PASTORAL

It is so easy to fall into idolatry; just call it something more acceptable. We must beware of this ancient sin returning to our lives in a new guise. Our societies worship wealth, power, influence and status, and it is simple to slip into them ourselves. We can deify a worship pattern just as Israel deified their temple and forgot what it was there for. Jeremiah 7:4.   How goal directed are we in our worship? Have we forgotten our goals in worship and got carried away by the form of it?

How ready are we to be like David when he was told he could not build the temple? How flexible are we with the Lord’s plan for our own lives? Are we telling the Lord what we wish to do, or seeking his will for our lives? Do the Lord’s people under our care get the message about the worship of the Lord in the open spaces of this world? God has a way he wants us to worship him and it centres in our recognition of who He is and open appreciation for what He has done and will do. The old tent of the Lord’s will, is always better than any temple we come to worship ahead of the Lord.

DOCTRINES

BLOOD SACRIFICE

TABERNACLE

CREATION

DAVID - NOBILITY

SOLOMON - PLEASURE

FOOTSTOOL

PARAPHRASE

“And they made a golden calf to worship around that time, and they were continually offering sacrifices to the idol, and they kept on rejoicing in the works of their own hands. Then God turned his face against them, and so they were passed over to (the pagan worship they had chosen of) the hosts of heaven. As it is recorded in Amos, ‘Oh you house of Israel, have you offered to me slain animals and sacrifices for forty years in the wilderness? Yet you take up the worship of Moloch, and bow before the star of your god Remphan; the idols of which you made yourself in order to worship them. So I will carry you away to Babylon’. Our fathers had the tabernacle of witness in the wilderness, as God had appointed for them. He had spoken to Moses, in order that he made it according to the pattern he had seen. Under the leadership of Joshua when our fathers entered and possessed the land, (they still carried the tabernacle with them), and God gave them victory through until the days of David. Now David found favour in the eyes of God, and he desired to build a house for the God of Jacob, but it was Solomon who finally built the house. However, the most high does not have his dwelling in houses made by men, as recorded the prophet Isaiah, saying, ‘heaven is my throne, the earth my footstool; what house can you possibly build for me, or where do you think I will reside? Has not my hand made all these things that you see?” 

ACTS 7 : 51 -  60

51  Ye stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heart and ears, ye do always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers did, so do ye. 52  Which of the prophets have not your fathers persecuted? and they have slain them which shewed before of the coming of the Just One; of whom ye have been now the betrayers and murderers: 53  Who have received the law by the disposition of angels, and have not kept it. 54  When they heard these things, they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed on him with their teeth. 55  But he, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked up stedfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God, 56  And said, Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God. 57  Then they cried out with a loud voice, and stopped their ears, and ran upon him with one accord, 58  And cast him out of the city, and stoned him: and the witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man's feet, whose name was Saul. 59  And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. 60  And he kneeled down, and cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge. And when he had said this, he fell asleep.

BACKGROUND AND ANALYSIS

Why the abrupt change in the tone of Stephen’s words here? What did he see in their eyes as he spoke that showed him there was no point in going further? He could have talked of the words and life of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Ezra, or the other prophets after the Exile, but he stops his story. They have enough information, and their faces tell him they have rejected it all, but he has left them without excuse before God for their actions towards him now. They will now prove they are no better than their fathers.

Verse 51. 
These are people stressed in their rebellious spirits. When people carry great stress it builds across their shoulder muscles and through their neck muscles. This was noticed by the ancients and so they referred to people determined to rebel and be negative as “stiff necked”. This was not Stephen’s word, but the Lord’s to Moses about the Exodus generation. Exodus 32:9-10, 33:5ff, 34:5-10, Leviticus 26:40-45,  Deuteronomy 9: 6, 13-14. Also to be called uncircumcised in their hearts is God’s phrase used by the prophets to describe the rebellious nature of the people. Leviticus 26:41, Jeremiah 6:10, 9:26, Ezekiel 44:7.

Why was the reaction so violent? Stephen of course is not just quoting the prophets, he is speaking as a prophet, and they would not listen to God’s man. They have a pattern of rejection of the truth just as their ancestors did. They wanted lip service to God, but their hearts were their own; they served their own lusts. Romans 2:29. The accused has become the accuser. Stephen does not join himself to them, or his ancestors to theirs. He separates himself from them totally, thereby acknowledging that there have always been two groups within Israel, the believers and the make believers!

Verse 52. 
The great prophets were revered by the people now, but their ancestors had persecuted and killed many of them. They valued them as historical figures, yet ignored their words, just as their ancestors had ignored their demands for holiness, so they ignore their commands to holiness. The prophets pointed to the Messiah, and they have killed him, and now are planning to kill his messenger. They have killed the ones who announced the good news of Messiah’s coming, and then have topped all that off by killing Messiah. Jesus had made the same point to them. Matthew 23:29-37, Luke 11:47. All had been foretold by Ezra, the author, or final compilator/Editor of Chronicles. 2 Chronicles 36:14-16.

Verse 53. 
The Sanhedrin celebrated and claimed to venerate the Mosaic Law, yet like their ancestors before Sinai they broke the Law. They have not been observant of the provisions of the Law, for had they followed it, they would not have killed the one it spoke of. Even the involvement of the angels did not impress these people and they ignored the very things the Lord said. They worshipped the law yet ignored it. They celebrated the book but left it unopened; they read from it selected passages and ignored even those they heard. Some of them had even memorized the whole Torah of Moses, but never applied it’s teaching into their lives. Romans 2:21-29, Galatians 6:12-16.

Verse 54. 
While these words were burning into their minds they were struck by their full force, but their conviction turns, not to repentance, but to anger and hatred. Job 16:9-10, Psalms 35:11-16.  They were cut right through to their hearts; feeling the very conviction of the Holy Spirit, but rejecting life change. Acts 5:33. Their teeth grinding indicates the extent of their hatred for Stephen. They will now kill Stephen, and the Lord gives him a glimpse of glory before his violent death, and by telling them of this vision he seals his fate, but also testifies to the truth of what he has said to them. 

Verse 55. 
Luke makes it clear to us that all that happens now is under the filling of the Holy Spirit, and so God’s hand was upon all this, so even though it would end in death for Stephen, it was not a tragedy but a victory. Facing such great hatred he looks steadily up to heaven and seeing beyond hatred to the one whose love saved him. He gets a glimpse of the glory of God, and sees Jesus standing to welcome him at the right hand of the Father. Isaiah 6:1-8, Ezekiel 1:26-28. 

Such an assertion was only to be seen as blasphemy by this group, for they could not accept that the one they organized to be killed could be welcomed as the right hand of heaven, even though the prophets had seen it! This is the doctrine of the Session of Christ. Refer to the Bible Topic Book study below. Mark 16:19, Acts 2:34, Ephesians 1:20, Colossians 3:1, Hebrews 3:1.

Verse 56. 
He now speaks aloud the vision he has just seen, and makes the exulted place of the Lord clear for all of these people to see and hear. “I can see into heaven”, he says, “and guess who is standing by his throne besides God the father?”   Matthew 3:16-17, 26:64. 

Verse 57. 
The response of this crowd is predictable, but sudden and shocking just the same. They all scream like wild animals, close off their ears so they cannot hear any more, and rush on him as a body to carry him out of the city to be stoned to death. They rushed with the same demonic force that the swine did down the cliff; Luke using the same word to describe their actions. Luke 8:33. 

The Sanhedrin has acted as a mob, with no vote taken, and no calm deliberation, as was required by the Mosaic Law. They proved every word of Stephen true by their actions. They feel self righteous, using stoning as the punishment they believe he deserves for his blasphemy. Leviticus 24:14-16.  They have stepped outside their own traditions in evil.
Verse 58. 
Saul stands there, self righteous and proud to be a part of witnessing the end of the heretic. He does not cast any stones, but watches and so is coldly guilty of hatred and murder, for he enjoys the hate filled evil work of those who kill this good man.  He will later realise the full horror of the great evil he enjoyed taking part in that day.
Verse 59. 
The wild crowd throw their stones at Stephen until he slumps under the multiple blows to his head and body. Throughout the ordeal he keeps on calling to the Lord Jesus Christ to receive his spirit on death. Psalms 31:5, Zechariah 7:7-14.

Verse 60. 
Under the many stone blows he quietly bows and kneels on the ground, and then with a loud voice for all to hear his final words. He prays that the Lord will not judge them for this sin and destroy them as previous generations had been destroyed because of the shed blood of other prophets. He then peacefully dies, as if falling asleep. A miraculous deliverance given the violence unleashed against him. Stephen shows the same spirit of his Lord as he died upon the cross. Luke 23:34. 

Luke draws the parallel deliberately to underline the Christ-like nature of this great servant, but also to make clear that his witness went right until the last second of his life, and by dying this way, with these words on his mouth, all who hear will be convicted of sin, to the extent that none can stand before God and say, “we never could have known this to be true”. Romans 12:14-21.  Stephen’s death may have led to the salvation of some later, we will only know that in heaven, but it certainly leads to the total condemnation of all there, for none have any excuse possible before God after his death.
APPLICATION

A.
PERSONAL

When we see the courage of Stephen we confront the apostolic standard of witness unto death. This man reads his crowd, and under the filling of the Holy Spirit delivers a full and final challenge to them. Luke is careful to note the filling of the Holy Spirit to ensure none say, “he went too far”, or, “had he stopped and modified his language he would not have been killed”. 

The truth is the Sanhedrin had gone too far in rejection of the truth; they were not going to be changed by logic and sought his death from the outset. Stephen’s witness to them was always going to be, “unto death”. He abruptly changes his tone with them because the Spirit shows him that there is no hope for these men this day, and the time has come for a final challenge. He is obedient to the leading of the Spirit of God and goes quietly to his death.

When we confront this level of hatred it often shocks and baffles us. We must remember that Satan hates believers, and ignores only those who do his kingdom no harm. If we are active in evangelism we may draw his open hatred. 1 Peter 5:6-11. We are to trust in the Lord’s plan for our lives at such times. If the plan calls for our death, then we have the opportunity to die as Stephen did, a witness to truth, and receive the martyrs crown in heaven, the eternal reward for such a sacrifice. Refer to the Bible Topic Book studies below.

Stephen’s death was not a tragedy, but an appeal to all who witnessed it. The key player amongst the hatred was rabbi Saul of Tarsus, and he will be saved later by God, and will have the words of Stephen constantly burning into his heart, and many of the things we read Stephen saying in this chapter we will read in Paul’s letters fully thought through and expounded upon. Stephen lost nothing by his death, for it was his time to die, and he saw that and threw himself into service to his Lord until the end. He received the blessing and provision of God in the midst of his death; an illustration of the doctrine of what is called by some the Doctrine of Dying Grace. 
The Lord makes us recipients of his grace in salvation, grace through sanctification in life, grace provision in death, and grace provision in eternity. We are recipients of his grace now and forever. 1 Samuel 26:21, 2 Kings 1:13-14, Psalms 49:8, 72:13-15, 116:1-9, 13-16. Read again especially Psalms 116:16.

B.
PASTORAL

How much teaching have you done, pastors, on the subject of death? Are the Lord’s people ready to die for their faith, or are they so addicted to the prosperity gospel that they would be baffled by God is he allowed them to suffer, let alone die for him? Scripture records many deaths of great believers as martyrs for their faith. Church history records that all the Lord’s disciples except John died martyrs deaths, and he died of the wounds and privations of his final imprisonment.

We must be careful of falling into the error of our day and speaking too often of tragedy and trauma when it comes to death. Death for the believer is promotion to glory, and used to be spoken of as such in a past day that was more biblically literate than our own. We must ensure that the Lord’s people are not deceived in these matters, or kept ignorant of vital truths they need to know before they face suffering. 

Biblical prophecy may be debated vigorously amongst genuine believers as to exact sequences of events, but it is accepted by all that the teaching of the scriptures indicates plainly that in the last days troubles will come! Great persecution, and many deaths amongst the saints, will occur as we draw close to the end of the Church age and the coming of the Lord. Revelation 7:2-3, 9-17. Refer to the Bible Topic Book studies. Believers are referred to as soldiers many times in scripture. If we have not prepared the church for suffering we have failed to prepare the Lord’s “soldiers” for battle! If we have failed to do this, have we not failed as pastors in our main role? 

DOCTRINES

NAMES OR TITLES OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST

SOLDIER:  CHRISTIAN SOLDIER IN EPHESIANS CHAPTER 6

PAUL - PRESSURE

PAUL COMPARED WITH PETER

PARAPHRASE

“You totally rebellious people, uncircumcised of heart and ears. You persist in resisting the Holy Spirit; just as your fathers did, so you keep on doing! Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they have killed the prophets who foretold of the coming of the Just One, and concerning him, you have been his betrayer and murderer. You received the law by means of the angels, yet you did not keep it. Now when they heard these words they were cut through to their hearts, but they gnashed their teeth in hatred at him. But Stephen, being filled with the Holy Spirit, looking steadily upwards into heaven, saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. He said, look, I see the heavens standing open so that I can see inside, and the Son of Man standing at God’s right hand. At that point, they all screamed aloud, and closed off their ears and rushed at him as a body. They threw him out of the city, and stoned him. The witnesses laid aside their clothing at the feet of a young man named Saul. So they stoned Stephen, and he was repeatedly calling upon God, saying again and again, Lord Jesus receive my spirit. And he finally kneeled down, and then cried out loudly, Lord do not let this sin be stacked up against them as  a charge. When he had said this he died, as it were like a man falling asleep.”
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