Acts

The book of Acts is fascinating reading.  It contains miracles, martyrs, trials, a shipwreck, and a lot of converts.  It presents snapshots of the early church in the first several decades after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension to heaven. It was written by Luke somewhere in the early 60s.  Yes, that’s the same Luke who wrote the Gospel of that name; the book of Acts was actually written before the Gospel of John, but it appears as the 5th book in the New Testament since it picks up the story starting 40 days after Easter, covering the period up to about the year 60. 

The first part of Acts tells the story of Peter and the other apostles spreading Christianity among the Jews.  Beginning in chapter 8, we start to see how Christianity spread to the Gentiles. Peter; Saul of Tarsus, also known as Paul—a Roman citizen, a Jew, a former persecutor of Christians; and others—including Barnabas, Silas, and Philip—travel all over the Mediterranean spreading Christianity across the Middle East, Northern Africa, and Southern Europe. Luke, the author of Acts, accompanied Paul on some of his early journeys.  

What we know of as Christianity quickly grew from around 120 people to several thousand people. The 11 remaining apostles knew they needed help, so added Matthias as the 12th Apostle, then added seven “deacons” to help with the daily details of caring for their flock.

· Whose place did Matthias take?

· What “details” do you imagine the deacons took care of?  (We’ll see an example in a couple of minutes…..)

· Do we have people at St. Barnabas Episcopal Church who fulfill some of those functions in our Christian community?

The book of Acts does not tell us everything that happened; for example, we don’t see how Peter and Paul died. Traditionally, it is thought that both of them were put to death in Rome in the summer of 64—during one of the early massacres of Christians by the Roman Emperor. There is evidence in the Gospel of John and in other documents that Peter was crucified upside down. Paul’s death is more mysterious.

· What does it tell you about Christianity that it kept growing even if many of its early leaders were tortured to death? 

The Church Begins

Acts 1:6-9 (p. 884)

· As Acts opens, we’re 40 days past Easter.  What happens to Jesus?  What does he tell his disciples they should do?  

Acts 2:1-15, 2:22-24, 2:36 (pp.885-886)

· What happens at Pentecost?  Even reading just a few excerpts from Peter’s sermon, what do we find that his message is?

Acts 6:1-7 (pp.889-890)

· What task do the Apostles say the deacons will help with—immediately? Why don’t the Apostles want to do it?

· What ceremony is described in Acts 6:6? Do we still do anything like that in the church today?

Stephen’s Martyrdom and Saul’s First Appearance

Acts 7:51 – 8:3 (pp.891-892)

· What does Stephen accuse the Jews of having done?

· What does he say or do that leads the mob to kill him?

· What does he say as he’s being stoned to death? Why is that important?

· What is Saul’s first appearance?

· What do we see Saul doing in Acts 8:3?

Acts 9:1-22 (p. 893)

· Why does Saul want to go to Damascus?

· What happens to him on the road?

· How do his companions react?

· Why isn’t Ananias enthusiastic about going to Saul to lay hands on him? 

· Acts 9:22 tells us what Saul now believed and preached.  What does he say now?

· Why did God choose Saul to become one of the early leaders of the church? Why choose someone who took such pride and pleasure in persecuting Christians?

Spreading the word to the Gentiles

Acts 10:1-48 (pp. 894-895)

· Cornelius sends for Peter (10:1-8)

· Peter has a strange vision (10:9-20)

· Peter goes to Cornelius (10:21-33)

· Peter preaches to Cornelius and those gathered in his house (10:34-43)

· Peter orders that even the Gentiles, the uncircumcised, be baptized (10:44-48)

· Peter’s vision and the words he hears (“What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” [Acts 10:15]) followed immediately by Cornelius’ men arriving on the scene, convince Peter that the Gospel is for all men—not just for the Jews.

Acts 13:2-3, 13:9 (p. 897); Acts 28:23-31 (p.913)

· What ceremony is used to send Saul and Barnabas on their way?

· Acts 13:9 introduces a new name for Saul: what is it? Why this “Greek name”?

· At the end of the book of Acts, Paul cites Isaiah. Why? What point is he making?

Most of the remainder of the New Testament consists of letters from Paul, James, Peter, John, and Jude to other Christians. We’ll take an introductory look at these early writings of the early church fathers next time—on April 22.
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