Study 3

Jerusalem and beyond

Key verse
‘Do you understand what you are reading?’
Philip asked.
‘How can I,’ he said, ‘unless someone explains it
to me?’ (Acts 8:39,40)

Opening discussion
What have been your experiences of
worshipping in other churches and
denominations?

Believers scattered
(Read Acts 6:1-11, 7:51-8:8)
As the Church grew it began to encounter
problems of scale, one of these being the
important weekly charity distribution to the
needy. The apostles could not be everywhere
and so recruited seven trusted individuals to
take on this pastoral role. Stephen was one
of the Seven, but being a Greek-speaking Jew
was looked down upon by the local Aramaicspeaking Jews in Jerusalem, who were incensed
by his message, which they considered
blasphemy. It was for this that Stephen was
stoned to death, a violent act witnessed by Saul.
Stephen’s faith in Jesus shines through as does
his willingness to forgive, following the example
of his Saviour.
The Church began as a Jewish institution, but
just as Stephen looked at the bigger picture
of God’s love for the world, the persecution
that followed his death meant the church,
its members and message, were scattered
throughout Judea and Samaria.
As Saul did his best to disrupt the Jerusalem
Church, Philip (another of the Seven) arrived
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in Samaria and began preaching and displaying
the power of the Holy Spirit among the people
there, with much love and joy we are told. We
know little about Philip but must recognise him
as one of the architects of the Christian Church.

Discussion
1 Christians began by worshipping where
they already did, in the synagogues. It must
have felt the natural thing to do, but was
conflict inevitable?

2 One advantage of not having church
buildings as we know them was that
believers could quickly pack their essentials
and move elsewhere if the need arose. Are
we perhaps too tied to our buildings, many
of which are not ideally placed, too big or
expensive to maintain?

The Word spreads
(Read Acts 8:26-40)
There are many people who would not go
so far as to call themselves fully signed-up
Christians, but who find much that attracts
them in the teachings and life of Jesus. They
may occasionally go on spiritual pilgrimages
or retreats and enjoy the solitude, peace
and sense of the divine
that can be discerned
within great centres of
worship. Here we meet
an Ethiopian eunuch, an
important official to the
queen returning from
Jerusalem where he had
been to worship.
Gentiles who accepted
and were converted
to Judaism through
circumcision were called
proselytes. Others,
who were not ready or
prepared to make that
big step, but yet were
interested enough to read
the scriptures and attend the Jewish synagogue
were known as God-fearers, and the Ethiopian

Discussion
3

How easy do you find it to strike up
conversations on matters of faith?

4

Have you experience of large Christian
gatherings or festivals? What blessings can
they offer on our spiritual journey?

5

In you own church situation are there mission
opportunities that perhaps are not being
taken up for various reasons? How could
these be addressed?

may have been one such seeker of spiritual
truth. He was reading aloud from Isaiah 53, and
struggling to understand the significance of the
words. Enter Philip, guided by the Holy Spirit to
open this man’s eyes to the truth and lead him,
through baptism, to faith in Christ.
Baptism to the early Christians
symbolised cleansing, new life
and union with Christ. In the
immersion and rising up from
the water a person seemed to
die and rise anew with Christ
(Romans 6:1-4).
This passage is important in
that it shows that mission is
more than organised meetings
or rallies, both includes the
one-to-one opportunities that
can happen anywhere, on a
walk, commute to work or
within a casual conversation.
Not forced, but with permission
and the leading of the Holy
Spirit (Acts 8:31).

Quotes
‘The Church is not a gallery for the
exhibition of eminent Christians, but a
school for the education of imperfect ones.’
(Henry Ward Beecher)

‘Going to church doesn’t make you any
more a Christian than going to the garage
makes you a car.’ (Laurence J. Peter)

‘Church attendance is as vital to a disciple
as a transfusion of rich, healthy blood to a
sick man.’ (Dwight L. Moody)
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A new leader
(Read Acts 9: 1-9, 17-18)
This is the most famous conversion story
in Christian history. It is quite possible that
witnessing Stephen’s death, and the strength
of that man’s faith right up the end of his
life, remained in Saul’s mind as he walked for
several days from Jerusalem to Damascus, his
thoughts intent on rounding up any Christians
he might find and bring them back to face the
same punishment. As a well-educated Jew,
perhaps Saul was thinking as he walked about
the effect of Jesus’ message on the life of
Stephen.
Electrical storms are not unknown on the road
approaching, but this one was rather special
as Paul hears within it the voice he was trying
to silence forever! He enters Damascus not as
an avenging force but blind and vulnerable,
instructed to enter the city and wait for further
developments!

Enter a somewhat cautious Ananias, who
knows all about Saul and is wary of even
approaching this man, never mind laying hands
upon him for the healing of his blindness. But
obedience overcomes trepidation, and as he
witnesses and lays hands upon him the ‘scales
fell from Saul’s eyes’ and he is baptised, a
changed man who almost immediately begins
to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the
Son of God (vv. 20-31), and then quickly finds
himself on the wanted list, having to escape
back to Jerusalem, then on to Caesarea and
Tarsus. A taste of what is to follow in his new
vocation.
Saul (now called Paul) continues to have an
exciting, but also a more challenging and
fulfilling life, of mission and church building.

Discussion
6

What does the story of Saul/Paul tell us about the people who God calls into ministry or mission?

7

Have you ever had a ‘Damascus moment’ when your religious beliefs were seriously challenged? If
so, were there people around who could, like Ananias, offering blessing and help?

8

How can the Church reach out and connect with those who are on a ‘spiritual journey’ but currently
with no destination in mind.

The bigger picture
(Read Acts 9: 1-9, 17-18)
The first Christians were Jews who continued
to worship at the synagogue, and it is
conceivable that Christianity could have simply
evolved as a variant of Judaism, as the Jews
believed they were the chosen ones of God.
Luke includes this story about Peter twice
within Acts because it is such an important
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milestone. It begins when Peter has a vision
and is told not to call anything unclean that
God has declared clean. This is in preparation
for his meeting with Cornelius, a Gentile who
Peter would indeed have considered unclean.
In the longer version of the story Peter is
instructed by the Holy Spirit to go with three

Discussion

men who call at the house where he is staying
and follow them to Caesarea where he is
present as the Holy Spirit falls upon the family
of Cornelius.

9

Now back in Jerusalem, Peter is put on the
spot by Jews who are critical of his actions,
and his famous response is, ‘if God gave
them the same gift he gave us who believed
in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think
that I could stand in God’s way?’ And Peter’s
awakening to God’s bigger picture of salvation
for the world now become a blessing to the
believers in Jerusalem.

10 Does your church have a bigger picture of
how God might want to use it within the
local community or even further afield, and
if not, might that be a good idea?

It was a big step for the Church to accept
that Gentiles were a part of God’s plans
and purposes as well as Jews. How open
is the Church today to those who are
‘different’ in some way?

Thought for Prayer
Pray for how the Christian fellowships in your town or city might reach out beyond the four walls
they meet within and connect with the people who pass by or live nearby.

‘Those who had been scattered preached the
word wherever they went. Philip went down to
a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah
there. When the crowds heard Philip and saw
the signs he performed, they all paid close
attention to what he said. For with shrieks,
impure spirits came out of many, and many
who were paralysed or lame were healed. So
there was great joy in that city.’
(Acts 8:4-8)

‘‘‘As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on
them as he had come on us at the beginning.
Then I remembered what the Lord had said:
“John baptised with water, but you will be
baptised with the Holy Spirit.” So if God gave
them the same gift he gave us who believed in
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I
could stand in God’s way?’
(Acts 11:15-17)
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