/\/\ | SS | O N Ltse;ndael:"?:iout;ze

SESSION ONE

Awaiting the Spirit

Lesson Summary

The book of Acts tells the story of the early church. It’s a book that is brimming with action—perilous
journeys, political intrigue, prison escapes—and filled with inspiring stories of early Christian faith—
mass conversion, courageous martyrdom, costly acts of love. But Acts doesn'’t just tell the history
of the early church. It also answers fundamental questions, questions such as: What is the mission
and purpose of the church? How should the church make decisions and respond to opposition? And,
most fundamentally, what is the secret to the church’s success? How did this small band of Jewish
believers grow into largest of all the world’s religions? That is the question with which we begin our
study in this session and the answer, which we discover right in the very beginning of Acts, is that the
church’s success depends not on the cunning or capability of its members, but on the presence and
power of the Holy Spirit. God is the main actor in the book of Acts, and that makes all the difference.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Acts 1:1-8 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you? How did it change the
way that you think about the book of Acts?

2. How would you describe the mission of the church? How does that mission compare to what
you know about the early church? How is the church carrying out its mission today?

3. Why did Jesus tell his followers to “wait” in Jerusalem for the gift of the Spirit? What differ-
ence does the Spirit’s presence and power make for us as a church today?

4. Why does the witness of the church so often take the form of speech? What are some oppor-
tunities in your own life to speak about the “mighty acts of God?”

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 2-4 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION TWO
Peter’s Evangelistic Sermon

Lesson Summary

“Evangelism” is a word that often carried negative connotations for many people, often conjuring up
images of wealthy televangelists, hypocritical preachers, and uncomfortable encounters with door-
to-door missionaries. But the work of evangelism—telling the good news of Jesus Christ—is one of
the most central tasks that Christians have been given. And in chapter 2 of Acts, we find the first
ever example of that task being carried out as Peter gives his first evangelistic sermon to the crowd
in Jerusalem. As we study that event in this session, we will focus on two questions. First, how does
Peter express the “good news” of Jesus as Christ? And second, how are people meant to respond to
this news?

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 2:14-41 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What comes into your mind when you hear the word “evangelist” or “evangelism”? Do you
have any experience sharing the good news of Jesus with another person? What was that
like?

3. How does Peter’s explanation of the gospel compare to other presentations you have heard
of it? What might make it difficult for people today to understand what Peter was telling the
crowd in Jerusalem? What part of Peter’s speech would require further explanation?

4. What would you say to someone who asked you the question that the crowd asked Peter
when he finished speaking: “What shall we do?” How are we called to respond to the gospel?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 6-7 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION THREE

Stephen the Model Christian

Lesson Summary

“The blood of the martyrs,” wrote the church father Tertullian, “is the seed of the church.” Although
they play a less significant role in the modern-day American church, martyrs have historically been
regarded as the great exemplars of Christian faithfulness. And in Acts 6-7, we are introduced to the
very first Christian martyr: St. Stephen. In this session, we look at Stephen, not simply as a model
martyr but more broadly as a model of Christian discipleship. Stephen is a model for all Christians,
for what Stephen embodies in Acts is the call to bear witness to Jesus by imitating him. Through his
service, his suffering, and his love, Stephen offers us a model of Christlike behavior.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Acts 6:1-15 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. How would you describe the quality of “Christlikeness”? What kind of qualities make a per-
son more like Jesus? Who has been a personal example for you of “Christlike” character?

3. What stands out to you the most about the witness of Stephen? Where do you see oppor-
tunities in your life to serve like Stephen? What about opportunities to suffer like him or to
forgive those who wrong you? How does he challenge you in the way that you love?

4. InMatthew 5:16, Jesus says to “let your light shine before others, so that they may see your
good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.” How did Stephen fulfill this call?
How might we bear witness like Stephen today?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 8 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION FOUR

Philip and the Ethiopian

Lesson Summary

In the ancient world, most religions were tribal or regional. They were identified with specific places
and specific people groups. But not Christianity. Christianity is a faith with a global message and a
global presence. We see this already in Acts, as Jesus’ disciples fulfill his mission to them and take
the gospel beyond the bounds of their own people group into rival ethnic groups and distant lands,
beginning with the story of Philip the evangelist. In this session, we study this story of Philip in Acts
chapter 9 and focus on what this story teaches us about God’s use of human witnesses in the work of
evangelism and about the distinctiveness of the church as a people group.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 8:26-40 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What do you think of Philip Jenkins’s description of a “typical” contemporary Christian as a
woman living in Nigeria or Brazil? How does this compare to the way people tend to think of
the church? Why does it matter?

3. Why does God choose to use individual people to communicate the gospel? Who did God
use to communicate the gospel to you? Who is one person that God might be giving you an
opportunity to communicate the gospel with this week?

4. What do you think of the claim made in this session that “to be a Christians is to be bound in
relationship to people you did not choose”? How is that different from other ways of relating
to people today? How should this affect the way that we relate to one another?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 9 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION FIVE
Saul’s Conversion

Lesson Summary

There may be no more consequential conversion in all of Christian history than that of Saul of Tarsus.
A Jewish Pharisee who zealously harassed and persecuted the first Christians, Saul’s life was radical-
ly changed when he was blinded by a light and heard a voice from the heavens on the road to Damas-
cus. He would go on to become the apostle Paul, apostle to the Gentiles and author of more books in
the New Testament than anyone else. In this session, we study Luke’s account of Paul’s conversion in
Acts chapter 9 and ask what it has to teach us about the nature of salvation as a gift, about God’s use
of human servants to communicate this gift, and about how this gift transforms human relationships.

Appointed Scripture

This week, read and discuss Acts 9:1-19 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions

1.
2.

What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

What do you think is the most surprising thing about Saul’s conversion? Where do you see
similarity between Saul’s experience of transformation and your own story of faith? Where
do you see differences?

The lesson suggested that astonishment is a natural response to the recognition of salvation
as a gift. Do you ever feel astonished at God’s grace and kindness toward you? Can you think
of atime when you felt overwhelmed with gratitude toward God?

Ananias’s treatment of Saul, the persecutor, as a “brother” defies the normal ways of the
world and bears clear witness to the truth of the gospel. Can you think of any similar instanc-
es of reconciliation that you have seen among Christians? Do you think that it is accurate to
describe the church now as a “community of former enemies and rivals turned into family.”
Why or why not?

What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Group Prayer

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 10-11 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION SIX
Peter’s Vision

Lesson Summary

In chapter 10 of Acts, we read about a strange vision that the apostle Peter experiences while pray-
ing on a roof one day and go on to discover its profound implications as he travels to visit the house-
hold of Cornelius the centurion. Peter’s vision forces him to rethink his understanding of the world
and the ways of God in fundamental ways, especially in how he evaluates the difference between
Jews and Gentiles. The meaning of the vision is, as Peter says to Cornelius, that “God shows no par-
tiality.” And the implication is that Peter ought to show no partiality either. But this is easier said than
done, both for Jewish Christians like Peter and for modern-day Christians as well. We continually
fall back on old ways of dividing up the world into the “clean” and the “unclean.” And that is why we
need this story.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 11:1-18 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why was the eating of unclean food and sharing a meal with Gentiles so controversial for
Peter and other Jewish Christians? How do you think God-fearing Gentiles like Cornelius felt
about their exclusion?

3. The lesson referenced MLK'’s description of racial segregation in the American church as
“appalling.” What makes it appalling? Can you think of other forms of division that persist in
churches today? What might the witness of the early church have to teach us about both the
challenge and need to overcome them?

4. The lesson ended with Paul’s admonition to Christians in Rome to “welcome one another as
Christ has welcomed you.” How does this story in Acts illustrate this admonition? What are
ways of demonstrating welcome to other Christians today?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 13-14 in preparation for the next session.



/\/\ | SS | O N Ltse;ndael:"?:iout;ze

SESSION SEVEN
Paul’s First Journey

Lesson Summary

The young man Saul of Tarsus, who is converted to Christ in chapter 9 of Acts, would go onto become

not only an apostle of the church, not only an author of much of the New Testament, but also per-
haps the most impactful missionary in all of Christian history. Acts records Paul’s activity and experi-
ences as a missionary in a series of three journeys, beginning with Paul’s and Barnabas'’s first journey
to the isle of Cyprus and the region of southern Galatia in Acts 13-14. In this session, we look at that
first journey, focusing especially on Paul’s sermon in Pisidian Antioch and the crowd’s response to
Paul and Barnabas in Lystra. Through these events, we gain a sense of just how revolutionary the
message of the gospel was and why it was beginning to “turn the world upside down.”

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 14:8-18 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What or whom do you think of when you hear the word “missionary”? How would you de-
scribe the calling of a missionary? In what sense are we as American Christians called to be
“missionaries” in our own context in North Texas?

3. In Acts 13:38-39, Paul concludes his proclamation of the “good news” of Jesus’ death and
resurrection by speaking about forgiveness of sins and justification by faith. How would you
explain what Paul is saying if you were speaking to someone who is not a Christian? Why is
this offer of forgiveness of sins and justification good news today?

4. At Lystra, Paul and Barnabas preach the gospel to a crowd of pagan Romans. How does their
message challenge the Roman understanding of religion and the Roman way of life? How
does the gospel continue to challenge our own culture and way of life today?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 15 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION EIGHT
The Jerusalem Council

Lesson Summary

Disagreements abound within the church and Christians are often very poor at handling them. But
this is not a peculiarly modern problem. The tendency to disagree and the temptation to divide goes
back all the way to the earliest days of the life of the church as seen in the book of Acts. In Acts 15,
there arises a disagreement so fierce that it threatens to fatally undermine the unity and mission of
the church. And yet, the early church did not divide, nor did it split, nor did it set aside scriptural com-
mands. Instead, the leaders of the church gathered and took counsel together to seek the will of God
and to understand how to interpret Scripture faithfully in the light of what God was doing through
Christ and the Spirit. And through their story, we find a pattern for our own approach to resolving
conflict and disagreement today.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 15:22-29 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. How well (or how poorly) do you think Christians tend to handle doctrinal disagreements
in the church today? What is one example of a disagreement that has been badly handled?
What is one example of a conflict over belief that you think has been handled well?

3. Some people think that Acts 15 sets a precedent for how and why Christians can set aside
certain teachings of Scripture in the light of new experiences or new situations. Why is that
a misunderstanding of this story? How would you characterize the role that Scripture played
in the reasoning of the apostles and elders in Jerusalem?

4. Whyisitimportant for Christians to read and interpret the Scripture together as the Church?
How does this differ from each individual Christian interpreting the Bible for herself? How
has the broader global and/or historical church influenced your own understanding of the
Bible?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 15:35—18:22 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION NINE

Paul in Athens

Lesson Summary

Acts 17 records the story of Paul’s experience in Athens, the time when the preeminent Christian
missionary first visited the cultural and intellectual capital of the ancient world. And for centuries,
Christians have been reading and studying this story as a model for how to understand the relation-
ship between Christian faith and pagan philosophy. Do these two share nothing in common? Does
Christian faith exist in direct opposition to secular learning and philosophy? Or is there truth to be
found in pagan philosophy, truth which would enable a Christian like Paul to speak the gospel in
terms that they can understand? In this lesson, we will address these questions and discuss what
Paul can teach us about our own engagement with secular learning and culture today.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 17:16-31 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why does Paul warn Christians in Colossians 2:8 about being misled by “philosophy and
empty deceit according to human tradition”? How might we avoid being so misled?

3. How would you describe the relationship between Christian faith and secular learning? Have
you witnessed a tendency toward anti-intellectualism in church life? What value is there in
studying the literature and philosophies of those who are non-Christians?

4. Taking Paul as our example, how might we better “study” our own culture today? Are there
any resources that have been particularly helpful for you as you've sought to better under-
stand those with whom you disagree?

5. How do you think Paul might preach the gospel if he visited North Texas today?
6. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 18:24—20:38 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION TEN

A Riot in Ephesus

Lesson Summary

The mission and message of the early church was sometimes met with welcome, and sometimes with

hostility. There is perhaps no better example of this than the story that Luke gives in Acts 19, of ariot
that broke out in the city of Ephesus in response to Paul’s preaching. But what caused this riot? Why
did the Ephesians react so strongly? In this lesson, we answer these questions by focusing on the

conflict in Ephesus as a battle between Christ and other gods. In this case, the battle is between not
only Christ and the goddess Artemis, but also between Christ and Mammon. The violent response

to Paul’s preaching in Ephesus is one instance, among many others, of what happens when the all-en-
compassing claims of Christ as Lord begin to threaten the local economy. When God and Money
collide, that is when sparks really begin to fly.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 19:21-41 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Read Matthew 6:24. Why does Jesus refer to money (“Mammon”) as a kind of rival god and
master? How would you relate Jesus’ teaching about the conflict between these two masters
to what happens in Acts 19?

3. How does Paul’s (and the early church’s) preaching of the gospel in Acts differ from the “pri-
vate, personal spirituality” perspective on religion that is common today? How does the claim
that “Jesus is Lord” continue to provoke hostility in our own time?

4. Where do you see opportunity for potential conflict between Mammon and Christ in your
own life? How can we guard against the ever-present temptation to serve money rather than
Jesus?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 21:1—23:35 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION ELEVEN
Paul in Prison

Lesson Summary

In Acts chapter 21, Paul is arrested and taken into custody. Paul’s ministry continues to be the focus
from this moment through the next seven chapters of the book of Acts. And yet, from his arrest in
chapter 21 until the end of the book, Paul is never released. He remains bound, a prisoner, an apostle
in chains. In this session, we will focus on Paul’s experience as a prisoner, and on how he himself re-
flected on that experience in the letters that he wrote during his imprisonment, and we will seek to
learn what this experience can teach us about Christian calling and the mission of the church today.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 21:27-36 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What do you find most inspiring about the apostle Paul’s experience as an imprisoned mis-
sionary? What do you find most difficult about it? If you could ask Paul the prisoner one ques-
tion, what would it be?

3. Read Philippians 4:4-7 aloud. What do you make of Paul’s admonition to “rejoice” and his as-
surance of the “peace of God” guarding our hearts? What difference does it make that Paul
wrote these words while himself living as a prisoner?

4. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says that only those who live their life as “an answer to the question
and call of God” are able to endure and stand fast during times of suffering. How does this
square with the example of early Christians in Acts? What might it mean to live your life as an
“answer to the call of God?”

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?
Group Prayer
Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.

Encourage your group members to read Acts 24—28 in preparation for the next session.
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SESSION TWELVE

Speaking Truth to Power

Lesson Summary

Throughout the book of Acts, we witness early Christians such as Peter, Philip, Stephen, and Paul

proclaiming the news of Jesus’ resurrection. They preach to any and all who will listen: Jewish festi-
val attendees, Ethiopian court officials, Ephesian pagans, Athenian philosophers. And in Acts 26, we

read for the first time about a Christian missionary speaking the truth that “Jesus is Lord” to the face

of a king. This story, of Paul’s speech before King Agrippa and the Roman governor Festus, teaches

us something important about the mission of the church. It teaches us that the call to bear witness to
Jesus is not simply a call to invite individuals into relationship with Jesus (though it is certainly that),
but also a call to announce to the political rulers of every age that there is in fact only one true Lord.
Christ is King, and to him all knees must bow. This is Paul’'s message to Agrippa and it continues to be

our message today.

Appointed Scripture
This week, read and discuss Acts 26:1-29 as a group.

Group Discussion Questions
1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why does Paul focus on his own submission to the authority of Jesus in his speech to Agrip-
pa? What is Paul suggesting? What does this mean for Agrippa?

3. What do you think of Oliver O’'Donovan’s claim that “the church’s one project is to witness to
the Kingdom of God”? Why would too close of an identification with a single political power
or party endanger this witness to Christ’s kingship? How can we avoid compromising that
witness?

4. Can you think of one person in modern history that has “spoken truth to power” like the
apostle Paul? What can we learn from that person? How might their example help us to re-
main faithful in our mission as a church today?

5. How has this study changed your thinking about the book of Acts? About the gospel? About
the mission of the church?

6. What do you think is the greatest challenge in applying the lesson of this passage? What is
one practical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Group Prayer

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.



