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As Jesus Christ promised before his ascension, the Holy Spirit of God has fallen upon 
his apostles and disciples so that they would become witnesses for the Son of God “in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the Earth” (1:8; 2:1-12). From 
that moment, Luke has detailed the power of the Spirit, advance of the gospel, and 
growth of the Church throughout Judea. The apostles and believers have faced both 
opposition by the priests, Pharisees, and Sadducees (4:1-22; 5:17-42) and corruption 
within their own community (5:1-11), but the testimony of Jesus’ death, resurrection, 
and lordship cannot be thwarted. Great signs and wonders accompany the apostles’ 
teaching, validating their proclamation of the gospel and alleviating the suffering 
of many people (5:12-16). The gospel even begins to overcome sociological barriers 
as Greek-speaking believers become a part of the fledgling communion of Christ-
followers. But when Stephen, one of those chosen to foster the growing diversity of 
the Church, is arrested and executed (6:1-7:60), a large-scale persecution against the 
Jerusalem Church ensues, scattering many of the disciples throughout Judea and 
Samaria (8:1-3).

However, God only uses this opposition to accomplish the mission for which he had 
commissioned his followers — to spread the good news of Jesus’ reign and God’s 
salvation throughout the world. Like Stephen, Philip also had been set apart to 
oversee the care of needy Hellenists (6:1-7), but also like Stephen, he demonstrates 
an anointing to proclaim Jesus with power and fruitfulness. After traveling to Samaria, 
God uses the Holy Spirit’s power and Philip’s proclamation to awaken the superstitious 
Samaritans to faith in Jesus, even when insincere converts threaten the integrity of 
the community (8:1-25). From there, the gospel makes another significant leap, as God 
leads Philip to intercept a God-fearing Ethiopian eunuch on his return to the queen’s 
palace so the evangelist might reveal the mystery of Christ to that official (8:26-40).

However, God’s work of bringing the nations into the people of God has only just 
begun, and he means to continue it in the most unlikely of ways. One of the fiercest 
opponents to “the Way,” a Pharisee named Saul, receives a personal visitation and 
revelation from the Son of God as he travels to capture Jesus-followers in Damascus 
(9:1-7). After confronting Saul with his sin and rebellion to the Lord, God sends him 
into Damascus to receive prayer, instruction, and baptism in the name of Jesus from 
a disciple name Ananias (9:8-19). Immediately, one of the most active persecutors of 
the Church becomes one of Jesus’ most active disciples, proclaiming to the Jews in 
Damascus the reality of Jesus’ ministry and divinity (9:20-22). Facing persecution from 
his former allies, Saul flees to Jerusalem (9:23-26), where he continues to preach “in the 
name of the Lord” until death threats force him to leave for Tarsus in Cilicia (9:29-30).

From that point, the Church in Judea and Samaria continues to flourish as God 
prepares it to witness and participate in another great movement of the gospel. Peter, 
who had been visiting saints and healing suffering believers (9:32-43), receives a three-
fold vision from God in Joppa. Therein, God commands Peter to eat from a collection 
of animals which contained both clean and unclean, permitted and forbidden, 
animals according to the Mosaic Law. Upon his refusal, God admonishes him to not 
call common or unclean that which the Lord had deemed acceptable (10:9-16). While 
initially perplexed, God quickly begins to reveal the point. He has been preparing a 
Roman centurion named Cornelius, and all his household, to receive Peter’s message 
of salvation in Jesus (10:1-8, 17-22). In accordance with God’s injunction that he not 
“call any person common or unclean,” Peter travels to Cornelius’ home in Caesarea 
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Maritima and declares to them the Lordship of Jesus and 
the forgiveness offered through belief in the risen Son 
of God (10:23-43). In the midst of his proclamation, the 
Gentiles gathered in Cornelius’ house believe, and the 
Holy Spirit manifestly descends upon them just as the 
disciples experienced at Pentecost (10:44-48). Truly, God 
has deemed them clean, worthy, and acceptable on the 
basis of their belief in Jesus Christ’s atoning work! The 
Gentiles are welcome into the people of God, and the 
Church in Jerusalem and beyond begin to witness this 
reality as more and more Greeks and Gentiles begin to 
believe in the gospel (11:1-24).

However, opposition once again rears its head when 
Herod kills James the son of Zebedee and imprisons Peter 
(12:1-6). God, on the other hand, is not ready for Peter to 
die. He miraculously rescues his servant before punishing 
Herod’s rebellion and pride against the God of the Jews 
(12:7-25). And in the wake of those events, “the word of 
God increased and multiplied” according to God’s purpose 
and plan (12:24).

With renewed fervor, the Church prepares to continue 
God’s work in taking the gospel throughout the Roman 
Empire. After calling Barnabas and Saul to this ministry 
(13:1-3), the partners travel throughout the Roman 
provinces of Syria, Cyprus, Lycia, and Galatia. Preaching 

Christ all the way, they refute opponents (13:4-12), witness 
to Jews and Gentiles (13:13-49; 14:1), escape threats 
(13:50-51; 14:2-6), perform miracles (14:8-18), and endure 
persecution (14:19-20). In their wake, they leave thriving 
communities of Christ-followers who continue the work of 
witnessing to Jesus, engage in corporate prayer, practice 
joyful worship, and demonstrate that God has indeed 
“opened a door of faith to the Gentiles” (15:27).

Yet one more challenge faces the growing Church. The 
first Christians were Jews first, and they continue to follow 
the customs prescribed in the Mosaic Law. But the recent 
influx of Gentiles into the community of faith raises the 
question as to whether they too must submit to the yoke 
of the Mosaic Law, undergo circumcision, and engage 
in Jewish cleanliness practices to receive the salvation 
offered in Jesus and enjoy full membership in the people 
of God (15:1). Having witnessed God’s work among the 
Gentiles, Paul and Barnabas disagree. So the Church in 
Antioch sends the interested parties to the apostles and 
elders in Jerusalem to receive guidance for the Gentile 
believers throughout the Empire (15:2-6). After much 
debate, Peter provides the decisive testimony, reminding 
the council at Jerusalem that in Cornelius’ home, God 
demonstrated the Gentiles were acceptable by sending 
them the Holy Spirit on account of nothing more than 
their response to the gospel and faith in Jesus (15:7-9). If 

God welcomed these believers apart from circumcision, 
then he had truly deemed them worthy on the merits of 
Christ apart from any adherence to the Jewish aspects of 
the Law. Those who believe, whether Jew or Gentile, are 
not saved by receiving circumcision or offering sacrifices, 
but they are “saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus” 
(15:10-11). The Church accepts this testimony, rejoices in 
God’s work among the Gentiles, and recognizes that what 
God has done through Peter, Paul, and Barnabas is a clear 
fulfillment of his intention and Jesus’ commission, namely 
that Jews and Gentiles may come under the Lordship of 
the Davidic Messiah and receive forgiveness and salvation 
in the name of Jesus (15:12-19). 

God’s agenda for the gospel of Jesus to reach the world 
continues to unfold. His Spirit empowers his disciples, and 
they respond in unwavering faith, holy conduct, joyful 
worship, and clear proclamation of the salvation freely 
offered to all people in Jesus. Through the preaching of the 
gospel, even God’s enemies come to repentance and faith 
in Jesus. As Luke continues to write, we see that through 
his people, the God of salvation is bringing salvation to 
all peoples, from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria and, 
increasingly, to the ends of the earth.
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A c t s  8 : 4 - 8
The stoning of Stephen began a wave of intense persecution that swept over members 
of the infant Church in Jerusalem. Attacks of slander, abuse, battery, kidnapping, 
imprisonment, torture, and murder were committed against those early brothers and 
sisters. Jesus’ followers at the time were ravaged and marginalized, torn from their 
homes and scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria. Their response? 
The only response that makes sense in light of the glorious reality of the gospel. They 
went about preaching that glorious reality to the people living in the communities 
around them who had not yet heard (8:4)! 
In his perfect sovereignty and out of his perfect wisdom and goodness, God used this 
torrent of persecution to lead Philip to Samaria. Philip, because of the Spirit living 
inside of him and because of his fierce commitment to following his Savior and King, 
proclaimed the gospel to the residents of Samaria. Philip did not allow his dire and 
tragic circumstances to disqualify him from obedience to Christ. He did not allow the 
persecution he and his faith family were suffering to shift his focus inward toward 
himself and his own desires. Instead, he considered the needs of the Samaritans more 
significant than his own, and he proclaimed Christ to them.
What happened when Philip simply took God at his word, trusted his promises, and 
walked out unconditional and sacrificial obedience to his commands? God showed 
up! The Holy Spirit both validated Philip’s proclamation with signs and wonders (8:6-
7) and softened the hearts of the Samaritans to receive and believe the truth Philip 
proclaimed! By the power of the Holy Spirit, people were released from the bondage 
of unclean spirits, the lame were healed, and sinners were redeemed through Philip’s 
obedience in the face of persecution. This is what Jesus had in mind when he promised 
that his disciples would be empowered by the Holy Spirit and commissioned them to 
be his witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth. Philip and 
those brothers and sisters who were also scattered became witnesses for Christ in 
places where he was not known. And what followed their witness in those places? Joy 
(8:8).
Cities in Judea, Samaria, and beyond became filled with joy because of the Church’s 
proclamation of the gospel there, and the church proclaimed the gospel in those 
places because it was driven to them by severe persecution and suffering. Oh, that we 
had faith like Philip and those early followers, who did not concern themselves with 
their circumstances, but who trusted God and gave themselves wholly to the pursuit 
of obeying Christ at any cost and loving those in the communities around them. How 
filled with joy might a place be where Christ’s followers actually lived like this today? 
The joy of Christ experienced in Jerusalem was driven into Judea and Samaria by 
persecution so that the Gentiles might hear the gospel and believe. And all that took 
place so that the joy of Christ might spread through those places and beyond, to the 
ends of the earth.
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A C T S  8 : 9 - 2 5

In spite of the very real opposition faced by the fledgling Church, the gospel has continued to advance, 
now beyond the borders of Judea. Through the faithful proclamation of Philip and the miraculous signs 
that accompanied his testimony, many citizens of Samaria believe the “good news about the kingdom 
of God” and undergo baptism into the community of Christ-followers (8:1-8, 12-13).

However, a new threat arises to the advance of God’s word as the Apostles come to pray for the 
Samaritans to receive the manifest presence and power of the Holy Spirit (8:14-17). One recent convert, 
Simon, approaches Peter and John, offering to purchase the ability to communicate the Holy Spirit at 
will (8:18-19). Peter responds rather sternly: “May your silver perish with you, because you thought you 
could obtain the gift of God with money! You have neither part nor lot in this matter, for your heart 
is not right before God” (8:20-21). The rebuke seems harsh. Was this man not baptized? Had he not 
accepted “the word of God” and the teaching of the Apostles? Who was this man?

Before he committed himself to the cause of Christ, Simon was a magician who performed signs 
and claimed that “he himself was someone great” (8:9). Amazed by the works he performed, the 
superstitious Samaritans affirmed his megalomania, saying he is “the power of God that is called 
‘Great’” (literally, “Megale” in the Greek of 8:10). While it might seem lost on us, ancient Christian, 
Samaritan, and pagan texts use the phrase “someone great” to refer to God or some other deity. 
Furthermore, some ancient Near Eastern magical practices included the invocation of a “Great Power” 
in spells, and the title appears later in cultish gnostic systems which often borrowed from Greek 
and Christian ideas. In other words, the claims Simon made and the recognition he sought were not 
benign, especially from a Christian perspective. They bordered on idolatry and were motivated by self-
aggrandizing vanity.  

However, all that seems to change when the Samaritans receive the gospel. Along with them, Simon 
also believes the message, receives baptism, and follows Philip as the Hellenist’s ministry prospers 
in Samaria (8:13). And if the story ended there, we would have no reason to doubt the legitimacy of 
his conversion. But his request and Peter’s insight reveal that Simon had not come to Jesus for the 
right reasons (or if he had, his motivations had reverted to their previous ambitions). At this moment, 
Simon’s selfish intentions prove he remains perilously imprisoned “in the gall of bitterness and in the 
bond of iniquity” (8:21-23). Peter‘s rebuke calls him to heartfelt repentance and humility before God, 
instructing him to ask for forgiveness and enter into the rich inheritance of God’s grace (8:22).
Simon responds by asking Peter to intercede on his behalf so that he might escape the punishment 
his hard-heartedness deserves (8:24). Luke leaves the matter of Simon’s repentance unresolved. But 
Christian historians like Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, writing as early as the second century, provide 
some insight into the years following this encounter. With an almost unanimous voice, they describe 
Simon’s continued rebellion whereby he resumes his previous practice to lead people astray, now 
claiming a divine identity borrowed from the Trinitarian God of Christianity.

Considering verse 13, the rest of Simon’s biography seems astounding, but together they give us 
needed reminders. First, Christianity is not simply a philosophy by which intellectual assent guarantees 
an escape from the real and deserved consequences for our sin. Only God can accomplish the work 
that brings us into a right standing before him. We must humbly pray that he will continue to bring 
us into repentance. Second, the deceitfulness of sin means we should never cease to question our 
intentions, confess our self-centeredness before God, and ask for his help in saving us from our self-
serving motives. Only then can we truly honor God through our words and works and live within the 
community of faith. May God do so, and may we continually cast ourselves upon his grace to not just 
escape punishment, but experience the riches of communion with him and his people.

A C T S  8 : 2 6 - 4 0

There was this moment when I was a teenager in 
which I vividly remember sitting on the floor, amid 
chaos, reading Psalm 1. Despite this, I don’t recall 
being a believer at that time. This is rare, but it may 
not be as rare as we believe it is. 

We have a similar example in Acts 8. The Lord 
compels people to his Word in the midst of our 
circumstances. Here, in Acts 8:28, we read that 
a eunuch responsible for all the treasure of the 
Ethiopian queen was sitting on his chariot reading 
the words of Isaiah when Philip approached him. 
Luke does not say anything about this eunuch having 
faith in Jesus. In fact, his questions state that the 
opposite was true. He was very keen, but this eunuch 
was not trusting Jesus for the salvation of his soul at 
the time that he was asked Philip about the meaning 
of this passage.

It was grace for the eunuch that he had the words 
of Isaiah before him –  that he had these very 
specific words before him. This is grace that God has 
extended to everyone. It was grace for Philip that 
he received specific direction from the angel. This is 
grace that every Christian has received from God. 
Every Christian has received the gift of communion 
with God through the Spirit of God. The Spirit of 
God in conjunction with the Word of God produced 
faith in the eunuch and obedience in Philip. Know 
this, whether we sit in sorrow or bounty, belief or 
unbelief, private or public, God has revealed his 
Word, the Bible, and his Word is sufficient for us and 
for his work.

As I sit here thinking on Psalm 1:1-2, my hope is that 
these words would be more quickly recalled than 
the difficulty of the experiences in which I first read 
them. My hope is secure in the certainty that Jesus 
will replace the uncertainty of sorrow with the joy of 
the renewing of our minds. We have received grace 
to remember and respond to the reality that “justice 
was denied him” so that what was due to him would 
be given to those who know Jesus as Savior (Acts 
8:33, Isaiah 53:8).
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A C T S  9 :1 -1 9

Saul was undeserving of the grace God 
afforded him on the road to Damascus.

This man was a persecutor of 
Christians.  He stood by in silence as 
Stephen died (8:1), went from “house 
to house, dragging out both men and 
women to throw them into prison” 
(8:3), and on the Damascus road was 
“uttering threats with every breath and 
was eager to kill the Lord’s followers” 
(9:1).  Nothing about the descriptions 
given of Saul conveys that he possessed 
any goodness.  He enacted hatred, and 
his reputation was founded on his hard 
heart.

The Lord could have killed Saul.  This 
would have been a simple solution.  
Justice is served in his death.  Stephen 
and others who have suffered at his 
hand would be avenged.  The believers 
of the early church would be safe from 
Saul’s wrath.  To our human minds, this 
seems entirely logical.

In fact, God did kill Saul on the road 
to Damascus.  The man who set out 
with the intention of bringing men and 
women “back to Jerusalem in chains” 
(9:2) never arrived in the city that day.  
Instead, there was a blind man, claiming 
he heard the voice of Jesus, being 
led down the road by his bewildered 
companions to the house of Judas.  
The home whose name reminds us of 
a deserter would soon harbor a new 

In 9:6, Jesus told Saul to go into the 
city, and he would be told what to do. 
Looking back in 9:6-19, it isn’t made 
known whether Saul received any 
instruction once he entered the city, 
but Ananias received instruction about 
where to find Saul and how to approach 
him. Apart from giving him a new 
purpose for going to Jerusalem, we are 
not aware if Jesus spoke anything else 
to Saul. Now that we find ourselves in 
9:20-25, it still isn’t made clear what 
type of instruction Saul received, but, 
since he spent days with the disciples, 
we can trust that he was receiving 
instruction and he was observing the 
disciples proclaim the gospel. We can 
trust this because we can trust that 
the Spirit compels and speaks through 
those who love him. 

“And immediately” - immediately upon 
regaining his sight, baptism, receiving 
strength by taking food, and entering 
into communion with other Christians 
and the Spirit, Saul began to evangelize 
(9:18-20). Specifically, Saul was 
proclaiming the gospel in synagogues. 
He was proclaiming that “he is the Son 
of God” to self-righteous Jews, but I 
believe there are words here for us as 
well. How do we confound those who 
are lost, hurting, arrogant in sin, and 
arrogant in righteousness? By proving 
that Jesus was the Christ (Acts 9:20, 22). 
This is good news. Knowing Jesus as the 
Christ covers a multitude of sins and a 
multitude of hurt.

“And all who heard him were amazed” 
(9:21). The transformation by the Spirit 
of Jesus is amazing! And that includes 
transformations of any degree, big or 

believer. 

In issuing justice, God provided mercy.  

Objectively, this story doesn’t make 
sense.  Saul didn’t deserve the salvation 
he was offered.  Ananias exclaimed, 
“But Lord,” (9:13) when instructed to 
even go near him.  How could a man 
who tormented so many become 
someone to explain God’s grace for all?  
Why would God choose someone so full 
of hate to explain his everlasting love?  
How could evil be changed and used for 
such good?  

Mercy.

We ask these questions about Saul 
and try to unravel God’s purpose in 
choosing the most unlikely candidate 
to be one of the most important figures 
in church history, but really, we care 
more about the answer to a different 
question:  Why me?

Lord, why would you save me?  Have 
you seen what I’ve done?  Do you 
understand how dark many of my 
thoughts, feelings, and actions are?  
Do you know how much of my life is 
focused around me and what I want?  
How could you use me to do anything 
good?  What could I possibly do for 
you that is worth saving me?  God, why 
spend time working to transform the 
stubborn sin within me?

small, whether an entire city notices or 
only a few close friends and family. He 
redeems some by completely removing 
vices while he strengthens some to turn 
from persistent sin. Here’s the thing: 
the Spirit of God brings transformation! 
He redeems the soul and renews the 
mind of the Christian. He redeems 
our soul from hell. This cannot go 
unnoticed. But, he often redeems us 
in what we consider to be mundane 
just the same as he does in what is 
grandiose and public.

At the beginning of his journey, Saul 
had the intent and the authority to 
bind Christians and return them to the 
priests. But there’s a sense of irony 
here because now the Jews plotted to 
kill Saul (9:23-29). And yet, we see that 
he is delivered by the Spirit that dwells 
in him, that same Spirit that confounds 
all sin.

Mercy.  

He loves you.  He reaches out and calls 
you his because he can.  And in the 
process of loving you, he shows you 
how he can use the gifts he gave you.

He showed that to Ananias.  He used his 
obedient heart to completely change 
a man’s life and to change the future 
of the church.  He showed that to Saul.  
He used his gifts for leadership and 
power of speech to instruct the growing 
church and guide them back to the 
Lord whenever they had questions, 
experienced animosity, and struggled 
with their inevitable sin.  

But Saul didn’t know all of this as the 
scales of blindness fell from his eyes.  
He didn’t know about the impact of his 
coming ministry, where he would travel, 
the prison sentences he would endure, 
or the martyr’s death he would meet.  
He knew nothing but a light that had 
found him in the middle of the road 
and the voice of Jesus that asked him 
to obey.  

He experienced the same mercy we 
meet on the road today, though we are 
equally as undeserving.  

Endless mercy, everlasting love. 

A C T S  9 :1 9 - 2 5



A c t s 
9 : 2 6 - 3 1
The disciples were fearful of newly-converted 
Saul.

We don’t tend to think about this part of Saul’s 
story.  We like to read about the power of his 
conversion experience and then skip ahead to 
his impactful ministry and read all the letters 
he wrote.  We don’t typically give much thought 
to how the disciples must have felt about 
welcoming a former persecutor of believers as 
part of the group.

They probably thought he was trying to spy on 
them.  That makes sense.  This man would lie 
his way into their confidence, convince them 
that his faith was genuine, and then have them 
ambushed by authorities as soon as they began 
to relax in his company.  It had to be a trick to 
torment them further.  There was no way this 
man could be a true believer.

God is so full of surprises.

Truly, the Lord was asking his closest followers 
to leap a challenging hurdle of trust in accepting 
Saul as one their own.  This man watched 
Stephen die, and now everything was suddenly 
supposed to be ok?  

These disciples faced so many struggles.  They 
had to cooperate without creating a power 
struggle.  They had to be open to constant 
influxes of strangers who wanted to speak 
with them about the Lord.  They had to face 
consistent persecution and rejection with 
boldness.  They had to take care of each other 
and themselves all while still being human.  

To accept Saul as a new believer had to be hard.  
But they did.

“So Saul stayed with the apostles and went 
around Jerusalem with them, preaching boldly 
in the name of the Lord” (9:28).  

The struggles of the disciples are our same 
struggles.  Forgiveness, acceptance, and unity.  
How would we react to a man who hated us to 

A C T S 
9 : 3 2 -
3 5
As we saw in Acts 3 following the 
story of the healing of the lame 
beggar, the apostles wanted to 
make sure there was no question 
about who had the power to work 
these miracles. The people stood in 
amazement, and Peter immediately 
asked the rhetorical question, “Why 
do you wonder… as though by our 
own power or piety we have made 
him walk?” (3:12) In our text before 
us, we see that same power clearly 
displayed in the healing of Aeneas, 
who was paralyzed. In this short 
narrative, the Spirit of God did not 
grant many details regarding the 
circumstances surrounding this man 

the point of murder one day and the 
next asked to join our bible study?  
The instantaneous response is most 
likely, “No, he can’t do that.  Why 
would he want to do that, and why 
should we let him?”  The disciples 
initially responded similarly, but with 
Barnabas’s testimony, and perhaps 
many questions posed to Saul, they 
remained open.  And in time, they 
saved Saul’s life.

As Saul began to preach, he “debated 
with some Greek-speaking Jews, but 
they tried to murder him.  When 
the believers heard about this, they 
took him down to Caesarea and sent 
him away to Tarsus, his hometown” 
(9:29-30).  

At one time, this man would have 
murdered them.  Now, they were 
willing to save him from being 
murdered.  They extended the love 
of God and his grace to Saul, even as 
they were still getting to know him.  
Consequently, “the church then had 
peace” (9:31).  

and his condition before and after the miracle, but he did grant us that 
which would be profitable for us. 

We see that Aeneas was bedridden for eight years and was also 
paralyzed (9:33). Peter approaches this man and gives a command 
from the Lord Christ to “rise and make your bed” (9:34). There seems 
to be a reason that God, in his infinite wisdom, chose these careful 
words to speak to this man through the apostle Peter. It seems to 
display both the power and compassion of the Lord in a beautiful 
juxtaposition as the command is such a simple task as to make the 
same bed that you have been confined to for eight years. This man 
has been paralyzed. It is possible that this man could not even move 
any of his limbs or extremities, but ten short words later he is able 
to carefully use them to do the task that once seemed impossible. 
As we ponder the small tasks of our day that so easily get in the way 
and often frustrate us, let us marvel at the grace the Lord gives us to 
perform these tasks that shape our lives. A chore that is so simple 
as the making of our beds is one that can remind us of the beauty of 
order that God uses in the mundane that makes up the majority of 
our lives. In an event that displays the power of God, we are able to 
see how the same God who heals the lame and holds the universe 
together by the word of his power also cares for us deeply. 

The purpose of this healing is revealed to us at the end of our text. 
The same One who holds the power behind this healing is the One to 
whom all eyes should turn upon the revealing of such a work. As we 
have seen throughout Acts, God’s word has accompanied his miracles. 
I think it is safe to assume that Peter described who Jesus is and what 
he has done as these people turned to him following this miracle. As 
we read about God and his miracles, let us meditate on him in all his 
glory. He cares for us. He is powerful. He can heal. Most importantly, 
He can raise dead people to life and conform them to his own likeness 
as they behold Him. May we have the grace to remain faithful to see 
him, believe him, and obey him.   

Community is hard.  To live in peace 
and be patient and compassionate 
toward one another is perhaps one of 
the most difficult ideas God asks us 
to practice.  People are trying.  They 
test your trust, their sin becomes 
a problem, your sin causes you to 
argue or complain, and suddenly 
peace seems like a reality that is 
completely unattainable.  But God is 
faithful and good, and furthermore, 
he knows that we need each other.  
Saul needed community not just in 
the beginning of his ministry but 
throughout his time on Earth.  We 
too need the guidance and loving 
compassion of fellow believers who 
know our sin and choose to accept 
us as we are.  In turn, we must show 
that same open community to those 
in need of it.  

God loves us and is united with us.  
We are to love one another and, in 
that love, show the world what true 
unity looks like.  
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A C T S 
9 : 3 6 - 4 3
This is not the first time that Joppa, 
or today called Jaffa in Israel, has 
appeared in the Scriptures. In the Old 
Testament, Joppa was a gateway to 
and from the rest of the world. It is 
the port from which Jonah fled on his 
journey to Tarshish, detouring before 
ultimately going to Nineveh by the 
Lord’s command. Therefore the city has 
somewhat of a history as a connecting 
point for God to reach other nations. 

In this portion of Acts, Joppa features a 
miraculous event after a disciple named 
Tabitha, also translated Dorcas, has 
suddenly died. Other disciples respond 
to the death by urgently getting word to 
Peter in the nearby town of Lydda. Peter 
then goes to the upper room in Joppa 
where they have placed Tabitha. Peter 
prays and says, “Tabitha, arise,” and she 
miraculously is raised from the dead. 

The scene is strikingly similar to a 
miracle performed by Jesus in Mark 
5:35-43, in which Jesus raises the 
daughter of Jairus from the dead. Jesus 
and Peter do very similar things in each 
account. Both men are sought out by 
others to address the dying/dead one. 
Both put the crowding people outside 
the room where the dead person lay. 
Jesus says, “‘Talitha cumi,’ which means, 
‘Little girl, I say to you, arise’” (Mark 
5:41). Peter says, “Tabitha, arise,” so 
even the spoken words are similar (Acts 
9:40). In Mark 5 the surrounding people 
are struck with amazement, and in 
Acts 9 the news spread “throughout all 
Joppa, and many believed in the Lord” 
(9:42). Peter has profoundly imitated 

Christ.

At this point in Acts, the Apostle 
Peter is obviously not Christ himself, 
but he is serving as a “little Christ” 
to the rest of the world. We as 
Christians are to be “little Christs” 
who live as beacons of light and life 
in a dark, broken world, just as Peter 
illustrates in this text. Even if we do 
not raise people from the dead, our 
acts of mercy, charity, and kindness 
are not fruitless or futile. They are a 
key Christian responsibility as active 
members of the historical, universal 
Church seeking to break light into the 
lives of those around us. 

On top of this illustration, this text 
demonstrates that the Lord brings 
what is dead to life for a purpose. 
“Many believed in the Lord” (9:42). 
The message continued to spread to 
the rest of the nations through the 
gateway of Joppa. Therefore through 
this text we are continuing to read 
confirmation of Acts 1:8, in which 
Jesus told the disciples they would 
be his witnesses to the ends of the 
earth. God has been purposeful in 
all the details and all the W’s — the 
who, when, where, why, and how 
of the Church’s mission. No place is 
off limits for his use to expand his 
kingdom.

The last verse of the chapter offers 
an interesting footnote to the story. 
Peter stayed for a while in Joppa 
“with one Simon, a tanner” (9:43). A 
tanner worked with animal hides, 

so he would have been “unclean” 
very often. Nevertheless Peter 
resides with him, and Simon’s act of 
hospitality is cemented in Christian 
history through this one verse. Plus if 
you go to Jaffa, Israel, today, you can 
see what’s believed to be the very 
house of Simon the tanner. He seems 
to be a random person mentioned in 
the story — a working class, everyday 
tanner who was unclean frequently. 
Yet his inclusion demonstrates that 
no one is random in the story of God. 
No one is random in God’s mission 
for the Church. No person is off limits 
for his use to expand his kingdom. 

There was once a distinguished prophet, a leader in the people of God. 
He was called by God to go to a Gentile oppressor and preach God’s 
message to that people. He had received revelations from God in the 
past, but this was far different than anything he had expected. So he 
went down to Joppa, got on a boat and went in the opposite direction. 
You probably recognize this by now as the story of Jonah. He was a 
prophet (2 Kings 14:25), he received divine revelation ( Jonah 1:1) was 
commanded to go to a historic enemy of his people ( Jonah 2:2) and fled 
from Joppa ( Jonah 1:3) partially due to his nationalism, ethnocentrism 
and desire for God to judge his enemy ( Jonah 4:1-3).

Now we see this son of Jonah (Matthew 16:17), Simon Peter, a proud 
nationalist of his own (Acts 1:6), given a similar word. He is told to go with 
the Gentiles (10:19-22). Despite his hesitance, he departs Joppa (10:23) to 
meet with his historic enemy, the oppressive invader of his nation (10:1). 
When he sees the fruit of their repentance, he rejoices (10:46-48). 

The idea of a foreign people repenting and Jew with Gentile as a united 
people under God was not new, but still unexpected by the early church 
( Jonah, Isaiah 42-43). The laws expressed in the Torah were oftentimes 
explicitly to prohibit the mixing of Jew and Gentile. Eating together was 
especially difficult as the majority of community events are around a 
table. We celebrate our weddings with receptions, our anniversaries 
with dinners, our birthdays with cakes, and our T-ball seasons with 
pizza parties. Occasionally diets adopted for health make it difficult 
to eat together. We can imagine how much more difficult it would be 
if one group followed the ceremonial food laws! How could a devout 
Jewish believer ever eat dirty Gentile food—with dirty Gentiles? This 
text teaches us that the ceremonial dietary laws have been fulfilled in 
Christ. “Rise, Peter; kill and eat” is an invitation to him not only to enjoy 
all of God’s creation, but an instruction to remove all of the barriers to 
fellowship with God-fearing gentiles in Christ (10:13-16; Ephesians 2:11-
22).

While this continued to be a problem throughout the days of the early 
church, they understood that a rejection of this table fellowship was a 
rejection of the gospel (Galatians 2:11-21). It is important to understand 
that these were not dietary restrictions predicated on health reasons; 
they were ethnic identifiers. They existed to create boundaries, but the 
gospel is clear—there are no divisions when we gather for fellowship. 
The meal that most fully represents this is the one our soul most needs. 
When we gather for the Lord’s table, we gather as “neither Jew nor 
Greek… neither slave nor free… no male and female” (Galatians 3:28). 
Every age, every ethnicity, every language, every health status, every 
political party can come and partake of the body that was broken for 
them and the blood that was shed for them.

That sacrifice was the propitiation. Jesus appeased God’s wrath and 
in Him we are viewed as righteous. This redemption and renewal of 
our divine relationship through this act is what we often focus on, but 
we ought not overlook that God reconciled us to each other in Jesus. 
“What God has made clean, do not call common” (Acts 10:15). We serve 
a host who invites all to recline at His table (Matthew 8:11). Our tables 
should reflect that whether gathering for corporate worship or showing 
hospitality in our homes. 

A C T S  1 0 :1 - 3 5
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The story of Ananias and Sapphira The 
divisions caused by evil in humanity 
and in the Church are never to be 
taken lightly. There is a root of sin that 
can dwell up in the hearts of men and 
women to push aside all others who 
do not ‘belong’ around them because 
of status, background, culture, or 
personality. In Peter’s case here, he is 
being confronted by the Circumcision 
Party. Consider this as the extremist 
political-religious party of the day. They 
believed firmly that Gentiles needed 
to believe in Jesus, but in order to be 
saved, they also needed to keep the 
Law as a Jew would. This meant keeping 
the dietary laws, as well as the act of 
circumcision. And as quickly as it was 
established, Satan planted the first root 
of division in the early church.

Dear friends please take heed, your 
own prejudice is an injustice against 
the grace of God through the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ. As the Apostle Paul writes 
to us, “For I am not ashamed of the 
Gospel, for it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes, to 
the Jew first and also to the Greek” (Rm 
1:16). Peter’s own heart is confronted by 
God in the previous chapter and Peter’s 
seeming obedience to the Law is dealt 

with by God’s grace. After the sheet 
descends, God instructs Peter to rise, 
kill, and eat (11:7). Peter’s response is 
the proper response of a faithful Jewish 
man to obey the dietary Laws (11:8), 
but his heart is not in worship. God’s 
purpose is to soften Peter’s heart to 
love the Gentiles, against whom he has 
a stigma. The Gentiles were anything 
but clean to the Jews. In fact, the 
Gentiles were considered savages. They 
worshipped other gods, ate unclean 
animals, and therefore mocked the 
name of Yahweh.

The question we should wonder while 
reading this passage is why Luke would 
write the same story in consecutive 
chapters. He could have just written 
that Peter told the Circumcision Party 
about the vision and be done with it. 
But Luke’s purpose is to show that the 
Gospel breaks down the dividing walls 
of hostility that our hearts create. Jesus 
doesn’t just tell us to love our enemies 
but to forgive them enough to give 
them the Word of Life. If you say in your 
heart, “I forgive them,” yet you do not 
follow that by saying, “I want to worship 
in eternity with them,” then your heart 
is hard, and you are not truly a follower 
of Christ.

It is fitting that God uses Peter’s 
prejudice against him. Not only does 
God reveal his sin to him, but he also 
makes Peter confront it by sending 
him to preach the Gospel to Gentiles. 
As Peters recounts the story in Joppa, 
he says that he spoke and the Holy 

Spirit descended on the men. God 
had granted salvation to these Gentile 
men. Where man sought division, God 
sought reconciliation. This is a picture 
of the Gospel to us. Paul writes, “But 
now in Christ Jesus you who once were 
far off have been brought near by the 
blood of Christ. For He Himself is our 
peace, who has made us both one 
and has broken down in his flesh the 
dividing wall of hostility” (Eph. 2:13-14). 
It is through the mangled and broken 
body of Jesus Christ that the walls of 
hostility between the Jews and Gentiles, 
and all the peoples of the world, may 
be brought down with a mighty force. 
So now, as Gentiles, we can rejoice 
and say that God has granted to us the 
repentance that leads to life through 
Jesus Christ. He is our steadfast anchor 
from whom all blessings flow and it is in 
his death and resurrection that we are 
united and rejoice.

A C T S 
1 0 : 3 6 -
4 8
Before now, Peter had been perplexed. 
The Lord sent a vision to him three 
times, in which he seemingly asked 
Peter to transgress the Mosaic Law 
by eating animals which the Law 
declared common — inappropriate, 
unacceptable, unclean. Each time 
Peter refused, but God admonished 
him by stating that Peter should not 
call unclean that which the Lord had 
revealed to be clean — appropriate, 
acceptable, welcome — in his 
sight (10:9-16). But while Peter was 
perplexed, God was preparing him for 
what was to come next: an excursion 
to Caesarea Maritima where God had 
also been preparing a Roman centurion 
and his household to receive the good 
news. Upon his arrival, Peter kept 
in step with God’s revelatory vision, 
acted against the customs of Rabbinic 
tradition, and entered the home of this 
Gentile family (10:24-29). After hearing 
how God had spoken to Cornelius 
himself, Peter began to realize the point 
of his own vision, “that God shows 
no partiality” so that “in every nation 
anyone who fears him and does what 
is right is acceptable to him” (10:30-35). 

Peter was beginning to get the point, 
but God was also about to show him 
the extent to which he would welcome 
Gentiles who feared him.

With clarity and sufficiency, Peter 
begins to recount the message for 
which God chose him as a witness and 
brought him to this house in the first 
place. He proclaims the “good news 
of peace,” describing how God acted 
through Jesus Christ and the power of 
the Holy Spirit in Judea, Galilee, and 
Jerusalem to bring about the promised 
salvation whereby “everyone who 
believes in him receives forgiveness of 
sins” (10:36-43). God’s forgiving pardon 
was accomplished through Jesus’ death 
(10:39), whose supremacy, divinity, and 
righteousness God revealed by raising 
from the dead on the third day (10:40-
41). On account of all he accomplished, 
God granted Jesus the authority “to 
be judge of the living and the dead,” 
demonstrating that humans in fact 
need the forgiveness offered through 
belief in him (10:41-42).

And as found throughout the Acts of 
the Apostles, God uses this word about 
Jesus to accomplish the salvation of 
those who hear it, receive it, and believe 
it. The Holy Spirit manifestly falls on 
these uncircumcised, unbaptized 
Gentiles just as the apostles and 
disciples received at Pentecost, such 
that they also praise God in miraculous 
tongues (10:44-46). Here is the picture 
which Peter’s vision prepared him to 
see. This is how welcome the Gentiles 

were through Jesus Christ. By the 
forgiveness offered through Christ’s 
work and through their recognition 
of Jesus as Lord, these uncircumcised 
Gentiles receive unmitigated access to 
the very presence of God. Clearly, God 
has deemed them clean, appropriate, 
acceptable, and welcome in Jesus. 
Therefore, the Church also recognized 
them as welcome in Jesus through the 
immediate offer of baptism (10:48). No 
longer would Gentiles be separated 
from God’s presence by a curtain, a 
door, and a forbidden courtyard as they 
were on the Temple Mount. Nor would 
they first have to convert to Judaism 
and experience circumcision to receive 
the blessing of being part of God’s 
people. As Gentile Christians, God had 
deemed them worthy, acceptable, and 
welcome.

The challenge that would now face 
the growing Church was to live in the 
recognition of this fact — that through 
Jesus, all are welcome into the people of 
God. We face a similar challenge today. 
If not even the Law’s prescription of 
circumcision kept out these believers, 
no social conventions, customs, or 
traditions should prevent us from 
welcoming those who trust in Jesus for 
their salvation and seek to pattern their 
life according to God’s will. As the Early 
Church did, we will surely struggle. But 
thankfully, like it happened in this case, 
the Holy Spirit can move ahead of us, 
prepare us, and allow us to witness his 
work in the lives of others.
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As the growth of the early Church continues to abound in the book of Acts, 
we encounter yet another example of the Lord’s redeeming work in spite of 
persecution. We learn that believers were scattered because of the persecution 
of Stephen that occurred in chapter 8 and some find themselves 300 miles north 
of Jerusalem in the city of Antioch. Antioch was the capital of Syria and the third 
largest city in the Roman Empire. The believers aren’t seeking out a place to hide 
or escape, but instead, they continue to live out the Great Commission, “preaching 
the Lord Jesus” (11:20b). 

We just learned about Peter’s God-given vision to take the gospel to the Gentiles, 
but not everyone was immediately made privy to this revelation, so some are still 
“speaking the word to no one except Jews” (11:19b). But we see the Lord continue 
to lead His people to seek out all people in verse 20 when the good news is 
proclaimed to a group of Hellenists, or Greeks, and the hand of the Lord brings 
salvation. I pray that we wouldn’t gloss over the magnitude of a “great number” of 
those who were dead in their sin being brought to new life in Jesus. It happens so 
often in Acts that we could be tempted to become callous to the sheer glory of it, 
but thankfully, Barnabus doesn’t let us do that. 

Barnabus was identified earlier in Acts for his generosity and encouragement, 
hence the nickname, “son of encouragement” (Acts 4:36). He hears about what is 
happening in Antioch and is sent by the church in Jerusalem to check it out. When 
Barnabus arrives and discerns that this is truly a work of the grace of God, he 

rejoices! Though he has witnessed 
the Spirit of the Lord moving in 
power over and over, he has not 
grown numb to miracle of salvation. 
“He was glad” (11:23)! May we do the 
same. May we stand in awe of the 
Lord’s work in our lives and the lives 
around us and may that lead us to 
great joy and gladness!

But the “son of encouragement” 
didn’t stop there. He exhorted 
these new believers and in wisdom, 
made a plan for their discipleship 
and overall spiritual care. He pulls 
Paul (Saul) out of the bullpen and 
labors alongside him for a whole 
year to build these believers up in 
the Truth and establish a faithful 
church in Antioch. The spiritual life 
of these new believers mattered 
deeply to the apostles. They weren’t 
concerned about tallying numbers 
of conversions and then moving 
on to the next city. They labored 
for the good and growth of these 
redeemed souls. They recognized 
that discipleship takes time and were 
diligent to pour themselves out. I 
pray that we would be a church that 
seeks to do the same-- to make the 
long-term, intentional investment 
and reap a harvest of fruitfulness in 
the lives of those under our spiritual 
care.

It’s a bit mind-blowing to think about 
the fact that the reason the gospel 
even got to Antioch was a result of 
persecution that Paul (then Saul) 
oversaw-- and now he is discipling 
followers of Jesus and becoming 
an overseer of his church. Also, 
the time Paul spends in Antioch 
will prepare him for the greater 
missionary journeys to come in the 
following chapters, where countless 
more will come to know Christ. 
What a kindness that the things 
Paul intended in his heart for evil, 
he is now getting to participate in 
the beauty and good God intended. 
May we praise God for his glory and 
sovereignty over all things! No man 
can thwart his plans, no matter how 
grim the circumstances. May that 
truth enable us to walk in boldness 
and hope as we seek to preach the 
Lord Jesus Christ to all peoples. 

After the death of Stephen in 
Jerusalem, the locale of the Church 
expanded. In light of murderous 
persecution, the believers scattered. 
In their scattering, the promise of 
Jesus that they would be witnesses 
in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and 
beyond was being fulfilled. In line 
with the heart of God, the gospel was 
moving centrifugally from Jerusalem 
to the ends of the earth. Many 
scholars think that one of Luke’s 
primary aims in writing Acts was to 
help the early Church understand 
their history and identity from their 
inception. Certainly the scattering 
informed their understanding. In 
addition, Luke says in Acts 10-11 that 
Peter received a vision from God 
instructing him to include believing 
Gentiles into the people of faith. He 
recounts that the Holy Spirit was 
poured out on Gentiles and that 
the Jewish believers were initially 
stunned by this. Both the scattering 
of believers and the inclusion of 
the Gentiles into the people of God 
changed the Church. These two 
shifts developed the church’s self-
understanding. God was showing 
them that his people were not to be 
defined by place or by race.

As a result, the church of Antioch 
came onto the stage. Antioch was the 

third largest city in Rome during that 
time. It exploded because of both 
the migration of believers to the city 
and the evangelization of the Jews 
and Gentiles living there. Antioch 
was likely the first predominantly 
Gentile church. There was so much 
church growth in Antioch that it 
was there believers were first called 
“Christians.” This move of God led 
Barnabas and Saul to temporarily 
camp out there. While they were 
there teaching, some prophets 
came from the home base church 
in Jerusalem to the young, diverse 
church in Antioch. By the Spirit, 
the prophets foretold a famine 
in all the world. In the original 
language, “world” here refers to 
the surrounding land. They were 
revealing to the Church in Antioch 
that the believers in Judea would 
soon be in need. Historians tell us 
that there was indeed a great famine 
in Judea and that many people died 
as a result. God’s plan was to care for 
his Church through his Church.
In Acts 11:27-30, we see the people 
of God unite, arise, and love! The 
diverse believers in Antioch not only 
believed the Word of the Lord by the 
mouth of a prophet unto obedience, 
but they responded with charity 
to the need of the brothers and 
sisters in Judea. They determined 

individually what they were able to 
freely give. The picture Luke paints 
for us is that there were many 
Gentiles offering care and provision 
to their Jewish, Jesus-following 
brothers. In turn, there were Jewish 
believers readily receiving the 
aid of their Gentile brothers from 
Antioch. These groups had been 
enemies for generations! Oh, the 
beauty of the gospel! The word in the 
original language for “relief” literally 
translates “ministry” or “service.” 
These churches were serving and 
ministering to one another in all of 
their diversity. In some of his last 
words to the twelve, Jesus said to the 
disciples, “A new commandment I 
give you: love one another. As I have 
loved you, so also you must love one 
another. By this all men will know 
that you are my disciples, if you 
love one another” ( John 13:34-35). 
Later Paul told the Galatians, “As we 
have opportunity, let us do good to 
everyone, and especially to those 
who are of the household of faith” 
(Galatians 6:10). 
Let us pray and strive to love one 
another, to be quick to display 
generosity and care. Even in — no, 
especially in — our diversity, the 
world will know that we are disciples 
of Jesus by our love for one another.  
 

A C T S  1 1 :1 9 - 2 6
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The Valley of Vision’s “Living by Prayer” says: “Teach me 
to live by prayer as well as by providence. … Let me know 
that the work of prayer is to bring my will to thine. … Teach 
me that it is wisdom to pray for all I have.” When the early 
church of Christ had acts of terror committed against 
them, they responded by praying earnestly. The beginning 
of Acts 12 is the account of the first of the apostles, James, 
being murdered by Herod to further his political agenda. 
It was popular among the Jewish population to persecute 
Christians, so Herod murdered one of Jesus’ closest 
friends. Then, Herod arrested Peter, fully intending to 
execute him also. The church gathered to pray for Peter’s 
release when they heard of Herod’s actions. God heard 
the desperate prayers of his people and miraculously 
rescued Peter from prison, allowing him to escape 
undetected even while chained between two different 
guards. It is no coincidence that Peter’s deliverance was 
preceded by intercession from his brothers and sisters. 
 
Earnest prayer is effective and powerful for accomplishing 
the work of God. It aligns our wills with the Lord’s as he 
transforms our desires to match his. “Delight yourself in 
the Lord, and he will give you the desires of your heart,” 
says Psalm 37:4. We do not receive the desires of our 
hearts as a payment for delighting ourselves in God; 
rather, we receive the desires of our hearts because as 
we grow in delight in the Lord, he fulfills all our desires 
in himself. Also, God listens to earnest prayer. He cares 
about the requests of his people, and “the prayer of a 
righteous person has great power as it is working” ( James 
5:16).

The prayers of the early church fostered community 
among the members as well. Before they heard the news 
of Peter’s escape from prison, verse 12 says there were 
many gathered together praying. Engaging in prayer with 
other believers offers an intimacy that is rarely found in 
other settings, and like-mindedness and mutual love can 
result from spending time together petitioning for the 
needs of the saints. How sweet that these believers saw 
the very answer to their prayer materialize in front of 
them even as they were praying for their request — their 
brother Peter stood knocking on their door while they 
prayed for his release from prison.
“Pray without ceasing,” says 1 Thessalonians 5:17. Faithful, 
earnest, desperate, humble, incessant prayer honors our 
king by displaying our dependence on him. It reminds us 
of our position in Christ and molds our wills to be more 
like Christ’s. May we follow the example of our Savior and 
seek the Lord’s face in prayer like Jesus did.

In Acts 12 we see God miraculously 
provide for Peter as he faces 
almost certain execution. This is an 
incredible and often preached text, 
but Luke is doing something bigger in 
Acts 12. He paints a picture of what 
happens to those who oppose God. 
Herod doesn’t start off as an enemy 
of Christ. In Luke 23 Herod is curious 
about Jesus and is eager to meet 
him. He and Pilate became friends 
because he affords him the occasion 
to meet Jesus. Pilate tells the Jews 
wishing to kill Jesus that Herod finds 
no fault with him deserving death. 
But, “God opposes the proud and 
gives grace to the humble” ( James 
4:6). Though Herod did not find fault 
with Jesus, he also failed to recognize 
him as Lord. He was unwilling to stop 
his murder because of what it would 
cost him. Herod was king over the 
land of Judea and held significant 
power. His habit of choosing himself 
over God led him down a road of 
destruction. By Acts 12 Herod has 
murdered James for political gain and 
is ready to do the same to Peter.
 
The church must have been 
overwhelmed by the might of the 
persecution that Herod was bringing 

upon the church. This may often be 
the way we feel in the world in which 
we live. God allows the wicked to 
prosper for a season, but in the end 
he opposes the proud. There are evil 
people who often levy great power at 
the expense of the weak, poor, and 
innocent for their own gain. Wicked 
men rule and lead nations to the 
detriment of many. The political and 
social structures of our day seem to 
pressure the Church into silence. Act 
12 reminds us that in the end those 
who oppose the Lord perish. God will 
only tolerate wickedness for so long. 

In this text Herod’s time has come. 
He has opposed the Lord for too 
long. Herod’s pride is so great that 
though he has met face-to-face the 
only true God-man, Jesus Christ, he 
has the audacity to let the people 
declare him a god. His pride is full-
grown, and Herod is struck down. 
This episode is a reminder of God’s 
sovereignty and timing. We may 
question why the wicked prevail, but 
we can rest in God’s perfect justice. 
No man can thwart his purposes. 
Herod has “breathed his last. But the 
word of God … multiplied” (12:24).

A C T S  1 2 : 2 0 - 2 5
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The church at Antioch was one of 
the first that involved both Jews 
and Gentiles (Acts 11:19-30). As 
this young church grew, so did the 
need for theological authority and 
teaching, which is one of the reasons 
these heroes of the early church, 
including Saul (Acts 9) and Barnabas 
(Acts 4:36-37) were there. God gave 
teachers to the church because 
she needs them to  help her grow 
and mature. The common practice 
in the book of Acts is to recognize 
the elders the Lord has given from 
among the congregation to serve 
her (Acts 14:23). While originally 
in need, the church at Antioch 
seems to have developed quite an 
embarrassment of riches (Acts 11:23-
26). It is important to understand 
that teachers, pastors, and elders are 
essential to the local church. They are 
gifts given to serve the congregation, 
to minister the word and sacrament 
to their lives and help them grow in 
grace. Christ’s church has a structure, 
and it is a blessing to be a congregant 
in it (Ephesians 4:7-16).

However, we are not guaranteed 
that those who teach and lead 
us will always be there. The Lord 
prepares people for his purposes, 
and when he calls, they go. As we 
see elsewhere, the separation can 
be quite painful (Acts 20:36-38), 
but when the call is made, it must 
be obeyed. It is significant to note 
that this message from the Spirit is 
made to more people than just the 
two who are called. It is so easy for 
us to mistake our desires, “a peace,” 
or our long term goals as a “call.” 
The church is a gift in that righteous 
men and women can confirm the 
call of God on our lives. If you feel 
called to be a missionary but don’t 

share the gospel with the people in 
your life, your church can recognize 
that. If you feel called to preach but 
can’t teach the Word, your church 
can recognize that. They can ask you 
the hard questions about desires, 
motivations, and sin. The call of God 
does not go out to lone rangers; like 
all of Christian life, it is delivered in 
the context of community. If we are 
not known by the people of God, how 
do we trust ourselves to recognize 
the voice of God?

In light of recognizing this call as 
legitimate, the congregation is glad 
to support the departure of two 
most faithful leaders. The text puts 
it simply. “Then after fasting and 
praying they laid their hands on them 
and sent them off” (13:3). While this 
sentence is short, it is powerful. The 
church at Antioch was losing two 
gifted ministers, and in addition 
to giving them their blessing, they 
would continue to generously give 
to them and the other churches to 
whom they ministered, and would 
intercede for them faithfully. They 
were invested in the work of these 
brothers. When reunited with them 
temporarily, they rejoiced, but they 
were always ready to hand them 
over to the work for which they 
were ordained by God (Acts 14:24-
28, 15:35).  We ought to read this 
text and discover that the church 
is a gift to us, and can be such a 
valuable tool in recognizing the voice 
of God. While the Lord may call us 
to different seasons, we ought to 
gladly be separated for the sake of 
the kingdom; our love in Christ can 
extend across physical distance as 
we invest in one another through 
generosity, hospitality, and prayer. 

A C T S  1 3 : 4 -1 2
This text begins the first missionary journey of Barnabas and 
Saul in Acts. They are “sent out by the Holy Spirit” (13:4). The 
Spirit who has come upon believers continues to work and 
initiate the expansion of the gospel. The message is now being 
carried to the rest of the earth. Barnabas and Saul land at the 
island of Cyprus and seek out the synagogue to proclaim the 
message to the Jews. The Jews were monotheists and at least 
believed in the authority of Scripture. These beliefs offered a 
fertile starting point compared to pagan surroundings, but the 
two disciples did not remain only in the synagogue.

Barnabas and Saul venture through the entire island and 
eventually encounter a magician, Bar-Jesus, and the proconsul, 
Sergius Paulus. Barnabas and Saul begin speaking the word of 
God, and everything is proceeding rather normally. Then the 
magician, whose name is also Elymas, opposes Barnabas and 
Saul in order to prevent the proconsul from faith in Christ. 

At this point the scene changes, and Saul shifts from preaching 
in word to demonstrating in action the true power of God. Saul, 
who is also called Paul, calls the magician for what he is. He is a 
false prophet, a “son of the devil...enemy of all righteousness, 
full of all deceit and villainy” (13:9-10). Through the power of the 
Spirit, Paul blinds Elymas. The proconsul then believes, for “he 
was astonished at the teaching of the Lord” (13:12). 

Sergius Paulus was astonished at the teaching of the Lord. 
The text says “teaching” here, not “the miracle” or “the act of 
blinding,” which is interesting. Does this mean that Paul’s act of 
blindness over Elymas was wrong or unhelpful? Does it mean 

that it was unnecessary or unimportant for the proconsul to 
believe? Well, no. The “teaching” in this case comprises all that 
has occurred in this text. It is the word of God, and it is the work 
of God. The oral speaking of the gospel and the demonstrated 
power of the gospel are essentially bound up in the same truth, 
which drives both of them in the Spirit. This truth is that Christ, 
the Messiah, has defeated sin and death on the cross in the 
place of sinners, and his resurrection confirmed his victory, 
placing him “far above all rule and authority and power and 
dominion, and above every name that is named” (Eph. 1:21). 

The “teaching” of the Lord is substantive and weighty because it 
is both word and power. It is both spoken and acted. Barnabas 
and Paul did not just inform Sergius Paulus about their God; they 
showed him that their God is over all, with all power and might, 
and any attempt to compete with him is useless. This God is not 
a mere interesting god among others.

This God, as the Holy Spirit, has sent out Barnabas and Saul, 
carried them through their journey thus far, and has prevailed 
over opposing powers of darkness to the glory of God. This 
same Holy Spirit calls all believers out of darkness and indwells 
them, such that we are unified with Christ. The Spirit sends us 
into the world as well, carries us through whatever journey we 
face everyday, and enables us to prevail in victory over the evils, 
sins, and trials that oppose us. This reality does not mean that 
there is not struggle, difficulty, strife, and turmoil. However, the 
presence of God’s indwelling Spirit gives us the confidence and 
assurance that he is with us as we longingly await the “glory that 
is to be revealed to us” (Romans 8:18).
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I often tend to overcomplicate 
Scripture and miss the main idea of 
a passage. I’m especially prone to do 
this when I read the Old Testament. I 
so often fail to see the main purpose 
of the Old Testament. In our passage, 
it is evident that the Jews and God 
fearers in Antioch in Pisidia, even 
though they read the Law and 
prophets every Sabbath, have failed 
to understand the main purpose of 
the Old Testament. Paul, on the other 
hand, clearly understands that the 
main purpose of the Old Testament is 
to point to the superiority of Jesus for 
our salvation. 
Paul does not get bogged down in the 
details of the Old Testament during 
his Sabbath sermon. He simply and 

effectively summarizes the entire 
Old Testament in a span of eight 
verses (13:17-25). His objective is not 
to expound upon the Exodus, the 
conquest, the prophets, or even King 
David. He wants to show that God’s 
work throughout history, as grand as 
it has been, was meant to point to the 
superiority of Jesus. 

Paul’s point is that King David could 
not save Israel because he died and 
saw corruption. Nor could Moses 
save Israel because he gave the Law 
which only condemned the people. 
But Jesus can and has saved his 
people because he fulfilled the Law 
and did not see corruption when he 
was raised from the dead (13:38-
39). The Jews and God fearers had 
failed to recognize that the Law and 
the prophets could not save them. 
The only one who could save them 

was the man to whom the Law and 
prophets pointed. 

For us this text shows us the 
surpassing greatness of Jesus for 
our salvation. Whenever you do not 
understand something in the Old 
Testament, ask yourself, “How does 
this point to the superior status of 
Jesus?” If we ask this question we 
will come to understand that the 
Old Testament is meant to stir our 
affections for Jesus by showing us his 
superiority in securing our salvation. 

A C T S 
1 3 :1 3 - 4 3
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A C T S  1 3 : 4 4 - 5 2
God decides who is saved.

This is good news for multiple 
reasons, and we see at least a few 
play out in this passage. Paul and 
Barnabas were preaching the Gospel, 
but the Jews “sought to contradict” 
their message and stirred up 
persecution against them (13:45). The 
Jewish leadership felt jealous of the 
recognition Paul received from the 
crowds, and the Jews wanted their 
place of power back and the status 
quo restored. This did not surprise 
Paul or Barnabas. In fact, Israel has a 
long history of rejecting those whom 
God sent. Why should Jesus or his 
apostles be any different? 

 Instead, something incredible was 
happening. Right there in front of 
their eyes, God was using the Jewish 
rejection of Jesus to bring about the 
familial acceptance of the Gentiles. 
In that moment, the apostles of 
Jesus were being what Israel should 
have been all along: a “light to the 
Gentiles” (13:47; see Isaiah 49:6). In 
response, the Gentiles took great 
joy that they were “appointed” or 
“destined” for eternal life (13:48). 

After reading a passage like this, 
it is quite easy to extrapolate an 
expectation for Christian persecution 
based on the apostles’ own 
hardships; however, in this instance, 

the persecution is actually rather 
unexpected. Tragically, the ones most 
likely to be open to God’s Gospel (the 
Jews) were the ones rejecting Paul’s 
message and persecuting him. The 
ones most unlikely to be open to 
the Gospel (the Gentiles) were those 
receiving it with joy. The Jews missed 
an important point: salvation belongs 
to the LORD (Psalm 3:8; Jonah 2:9; 
Revelation 7:9-11). Salvation is God’s 
to give to whom he pleases, and 
he was choosing the Gentiles to be 
among his people.

God’s sovereignty over salvation can 
be an uncomfortable concept, but 
it need not be. Biblically, it remains 
chief among those truths meant 
to lift the believer’s soul. It means 
that our salvation depends on God’s 
gracious favor rather than the stuff 
we bring - or fail to bring - to the 
table. It also means we, despite 
our attempts to do so, cannot 
predetermine the reach of God’s 
saving arm. The failing addict, the 
wealthy “one-percent,” the do-gooder 
perfectionist -- these convenient 
categories are not markers of 
exclusion. Instead, they set the 
stage for God do to precisely what 
he has done all along: miraculously 
saving those who least deserve it, 
the ones whom we least expect. 
Amen.  

A C T S  1 4 :1 - 7
One of the most beautiful illustrations in Acts is the unity of 
the disciples. God shows His power in their pursuing the gospel 
together, despite opposition. Being of one heart and soul (Acts 
4:32) directly intertwines with being filled with joy and the 
Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God and His word transforms hearts 
and minds. These work together to create faithfulness and 
perseverance in all who bear the name. His glorious name is 
magnified in the unifying joy of salvation.

 Modelling this in their missions work, we meet Paul and 
Barnabas in Acts 14 after these disciples departed from (were 
really driven out of) Pisidia. Acts 13:52 says they were “filled 
with joy and the Holy Spirit” as they enter Iconium, fueled and 
filled as they begin to obey and faithfully act. With one heart 
and mind, “together,” they immediately begin to preach and 
teach in the synagogue (14:1). The words of truth brought many 
initial believers, yet, soon after, the Jewish people, with hard and 
ignorant hearts, began to feed lies or “poison” the minds of the 
people (14:2). The seeds of the word were stolen before they 
were received.

The response of Barnabas and Paul is encouraging to believers. 
It is not written whether the Gentiles or Jews began to 
completely reject the message of the gospel; but it is written 
that Paul and Barnabas continue to boldly proclaim truth by 
the power of the Spirit while the Lord verifies their work with 
wonders and miracles (14:3). God’s work, in their preaching 

the mysteries of God’s great grace and the Lord’s supernatural 
affirmation, creates a great divide in the city, yet the contrast is 
worth noticing! 

Paul and Barnabas enter the city filled with joy, the Holy Spirit, 
and they are together! They are unified. This unity is starkly 
different compared to the division associated with lies. As the 
Jews spread more deceiving words, the people begin to divide as 
more begin to oppose the message (14:4).

Yet, Paul and Barnabas remain faithful. They leave only when 
both the Gentiles and the Jews make attempts on their lives, 
both imploring their rulers to stone and abuse them (14:5). 
Keeping the mission of the gospel at the forefront, Paul and 
Barnabas leave to continue preaching to those who have not yet 
heard (14:6-7).

 Despising the shame and embracing suffering are major themes 
interwoven throughout all of Acts. Yet, there is also such joy 
that comes with pursuing the mission of the gospel!  It allows 
all formerly depraved and otherwise hopeless men to carry on 
and pursue that for which they have  been commissioned. Paul 
and Barnabas can be examples of faithfulness in preaching truth 
within a culture that constantly feeds lies to men. The power of 
the Holy Spirit and the joy of sharing in Christ’s suffering provide 
lasting fuel to run a race that meets miles and miles of stumbling 
and hurdles. The combination creates beautiful threads 
between all of God’s beloved! Let there be no dispute, Paul and 
Barnabas proclaim the name to this end, are met with the unity 
and everlasting joy that is promised by our Father, and find the 
endurance to continue proclaiming His name!
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A C T S 
1 4 : 8 - 2 3

“But when the apostles Barnabas 
and Paul heard of it, they tore their 
garments and rushed out into the 
crowd, crying out, ‘Men, why are you 
doing these things?’” (14:14-15a). 
Barnabas and Paul reacted vehemently 
to the crowds in Lystra who were calling 
the two apostles gods because of their 
healing of a lame man. While Barnabas 
and Paul were humble, faithful, and 
zealous preachers of the Gospel of 
Christ, another main factor in their 
strong reaction was explained in their 
statement to the crowds. The two men 
exhorted the crowds to turn from their 
vain idols to a living God. The fact that 
our God is alive changes everything 
about our worship, our devotion, our 
perspectives, and our hope. Aren’t you 
thrilled that our God is living? 
Looking at the entirety of Scripture, 
there are endless examples of the living 
God which necessitate full surrender 
to him. In Deuteronomy 5:26, the living 
God is so righteous and terrifying 
during the conveying of the Ten 
Commandments that Moses said if any 
one of them heard God’s voice again, he 
would die. In Joshua 3:10, the living God 

promises to drive out the many enemy 
nations from before the Israelites, 
preparing the land for their occupancy. 
In 1 Samuel 17:26, the boy David asks 
what shall be done to the man (Goliath) 
who dares to defy the armies of the 
living God. In Psalm 42:1, the Sons of 
Korah equate the desire for the living 
God’s presence to thirst, like a deer 
panting for water. In Psalm 84:2, the 
Sons of Korah sing that the living God 
provides joy to their hearts and their 
flesh. Jeremiah exclaims in 10:10 that 
the living God is the one true God, and 
He will reign in an everlasting kingdom.  
Perhaps my all-time favorite mention 
of the living God is from King Darius in 
the book of Daniel. After King Darius’ 
decree mandates that his faithful 
subject Daniel be thrown into a den 
of lions for an entire night, Darius 
approaches the mouth of the lion’s lair 
the next morning with this statement: 
“Oh Daniel, servant of the living 
God, has your God, whom you serve 
continually, been able to deliver you 
from the lions?” (6:20). How joyful was 
the victorious response — YES, the 
living God did deliver Daniel from the 
mouths of the lions! Even more sweet 
is the pagan King Darius’s decree at the 
end of the chapter, demonstrating the 
miracle of his heart transformation: 
“I make a decree, that in all my royal 
dominion people are to tremble and 
fear before the God of Daniel, for he is 
the living God, enduring forever” (6:26).
In the New Testament, 2 Corinthians 
3:3 explains that the living God’s Spirit 
works miraculously in his children, and 

the Spirit is also alive in our bodies as 
a temple (2 Corinthians 6:16). Timothy 
explains that the living God is our hope, 
and the Savior of all people (1 Timothy 
4:10). Hebrews 9:14 says the living God 
purifies our conscience so we are made 
alive from our once-dead works. And 
finally, in Revelation 7 one of the angels 
who’d been given power to harm the 
earth and sea descends with the seal of 
the living God, marking the servants of 
God so they would not be harmed.  
Dear Christians, the Word of the 
living God makes his character clearly 
known to us. There is reason to tear 
our clothes and cry in the street 
(figuratively speaking) when those 
around us turn to vain idols instead of 
to the living God who has made himself 
so plainly known. And it is a worthy 
battle to fight when we are tempted 
ourselves to turn to dead, lifeless, pale 
replacements when we have access to 
the one true and living God. There is 
deep thankfulness and contentment in 
my heart knowing my God is alive.

A C T S 
1 4 : 2 4 -
1 5 : 2 2 
Since the stoning of Stephen in Chapter 
8 of Acts, the Holy Spirit has moved 
with great power to prepare and gather 
a harvest of souls from those outside 
of the Jewish people. Samaritans, 
Ethiopians, Romans, Syrians, Cypriots, 
Galatians, and Lycians have all been 
incorporated into the people of God by 
the preaching of the gospel. But after 
seeing the Word about Christ spread 
with power and fruitfulness, Paul, 
Barnabas, and the rest of the Church 
face an important challenge. Believers 
whom God redeemed from the 
Pharisees themselves begin to assert 
that the Gentile converts still must 
undergo circumcision as prescribed 
Mosaic Law, or else they will not receive 
the benefits of membership within the 
Body of Christ including salvation from 
their sins (14:24-5:1). Paul, a Pharisee 
himself, and Barnabas disagree, and 
a debate ensues with implications 
that extend far beyond the Syrian 
community in Antioch (5:2). Recognizing 
the importance of this issue, the 
community sends the two missionaries 
and representatives from the Christian 
Pharisees to Jerusalem so they might 
report on the advance of the gospel and 
receive a Church-wide decision from 
the apostles and elders (15:3-6).

Once again, a lengthy debate ensues. 
However, this time it is interrupted by 
Peter, who provides a decisive reminder 

to those gathered at the council. 
Recalling the events of Chapter 10, 
Peter reminds them that God not only 
commissioned him to preach the gospel 
so that the Gentiles might have faith in 
Jesus, but more importantly that God 
himself “made no distinction” between 
the believing Jews and Gentiles by 
granting his Holy Spirit to them both 
(15:7-9). And here is the heart of the 
matter. When the Gentiles in Cornelius’ 
house received the Holy Spirit, they 
were neither circumcised nor baptized. 
They had done nothing to ritually 
cleanse themselves as prescribed 
in the Mosaic Law. Rather, as Peter 
points out, they did nothing other 
than hang their hopes on the belief 
that they “will be saved through the 
grace of the Lord Jesus” (15:11; 10:34-
46). Simply on the basis of trusting in 
Jesus’ work for the forgiveness of their 
inherent and active rebellion against 
their Creator, God had welcomed the 
Gentiles into the people of God as they 
were. Therefore, to require the Gentile 
Christians to be circumcised and take 
on the yoke of the Mosaic Law would be 
tantamount to “putting God to the test,” 
backpedaling from his unequivocally 
clear redemptive agenda (15:10). By 
taking from the Gentiles “a people for 
his name,” God had moved decisively 
to fulfill the prophecy of Amos so that 
Jew and Gentile may seek the Lord 
under the tent of the Davidic Messiah 
(15:14-17). For the Gentile Christians, 
they needed no other action to make 
themselves acceptable to God and 
receive salvation through his grace, 
and James’ leadership helps guide the 
council to affirm that fact (15:13-19). 
Therefore, the only request emerging 
from the council is a call to discipleship 
in which the Gentile converts would 
strive to conduct themselves in a 
manner which demonstrates the reality 

that God has set them apart in Jesus to 
reflect his holiness to the surrounding 
pagan culture (15:20).

The same challenge that faced the 
Jerusalem council faces us today. If not 
even the Mosaic Law prevented the 
Gentiles from being welcomed into the 
people of God, no cultural barriers or 
customs should become a “dividing 
wall of hostility” that prevents people 
from accepting the gospel of Jesus 
and entering into the communion of 
the Church (cf. Ephesians 2:11-22). We 
should always examine the gospel we 
preach, whether we proclaim it in our 
words, our songs, our actions, or our 
preferences. If it is not the same gospel 
of God’s grace in Jesus which allowed 
the Gentiles to enter into the Church, 
if it is weighed down or walled off by 
cultural comforts or sinful biases, then 
we too run the risk of testing God by 
our hard heartedness. Thankfully, that 
same gospel of forgiveness pardons 
our failures in this regard, and God is 
not content to wait for his Church to 
lead the way. Rather, he is bringing 
in a harvest of souls which we can 
welcome with joy, gladness, freedom, 
discipleship, and — most of all — love.
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