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Introduction 

The gospel is powerful! 

In Acts 8:1 we meet Paul for the first time, he is going by the name Saul, 

and he is putting Christians to death. Many years later as a converted 

Christian preacher he wrote the following to the church in Cornith: 

“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are 

perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  

(1 Corinthians 1:18) 

He knew from his own experience how true both sides of this statement 

are. And in this series we will see plenty more examples of the same. There 

will be people hating the gospel message along with those who proclaim 

and believe it. And there will be others, suprising people, who accept the 

message with delight. 

We began studying Acts in Spring 2016. We looked at chapters 1 to 6 and 

saw the church on mission. They were continuing the work of Jesus. The 

apostles were taking the lead, they were guided and empowered by the 

Holy Spirit, and so the church began to grow as people heard the good 

news, believed it and were saved.  

In this series we see the next part of the story, as the church goes on 

mission beyond Jerusalem. We see that wherever they go, and with 

whoever they meet, the gospel message has incredible power to save. 

We will be encouraged again to join in this mission, and though we might 

face opposition, to trust in the power of the gospel! 
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The story so far 

Purpose 

Acts begins by reminding us that this is the second of a two-part volume, 

going hand in hand with the gospel of Luke.  

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do 

and to teach (Acts 1:1) 

In the first he tells the story of what 

Jesus began to do, and in the 

second he continues that, with the 

story of the Christ-founded, Spirit-

insprired church. As with the gospel 

the overall purpose is to give us 

certainty in what we believe (see 

Luke 1:1-4). He has put together an 

orderly account, based on 

eyewitness testimony and careful investigation and so we can have 

confidence in the gospel, and boldness to proclaim it. 

The plot line 

In the first story in Acts Jesus said farewell to his discples. In his final 

words to them he set agenda for what they would do, and that became 

the structure for the whole book.  

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 

will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 

the ends of the earth.  

(Acts 1:8) 

In chapters 1 to 6 we saw the first stages. If you were with us then perhaps 

you can remember it? The Holy Spirit came at Pentecost, and then as eye-

witnesses the apostles proclaimed the gospel in Jerusalem. It began with a 

great sermon by Peter to the crowds, with thousands of people responding. 

Luke’s two purposes: 

To give us confidence to believe 

the gospel 

To give us boldness to proclaim 

the gospel 
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(chapter 2). Then Peter and John healed a man in Jesus name, preached 

about it, and were threatened by the religious authrorities, but they refused 

to stop (chapters 3-4). There were various other challenges to the church 

too, such as sin, and how best to look after the poor, and again threats 

came to the apostles (chapters 5-6). But wonderfully the word of God kept 

spreading and people kept on believing! 

So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased 

rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith. 

 (Acts 6:7) 

All this though has been just in Jerusalem. In this next section we see 

the rest of what Jesus said start to be fulfilled. The witness is spread 

out to Judea and Samaria, and there are even some hints that it is 

going to the ends of the world.  

First, due to persecution, Christians leave Jerusalem and go to the 

nearest regions in Judea and Samaria. Then an Ethiopian visiting 

Jerusalem is converted. Then a Roman in Caesarea. Then many Greeks 

in Antioch too (so far away it’s off the map on the next page!) 

There are a number of characters involved and the narrative jumps 

between them. They make for a diverse and interesting story, but they are 

all doing one of three things – preaching, believing or opposing. 

Our section ends with this encouraging line given all the hardships they 

had been through: 

But the word of God continued to increase and spread. (Acts 12:24)    
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A Map of Acts 6-12 

Here is a map of the key locations in our chapters of the story. If you are 

interested and look closely you can two sets of lines. The darker lines show 

Philip’s journey, and the lighter line with numbers along the way shows 

Saul’s journey. But the main thing to note is how the gospel is really 

spreading away from Jerusalem. 
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It shows is that the gospel 

has power to reach far, 

change lives, and break 

down barriers. 

Key Themes 

New people, new places 

A big theme in this section of Acts is the power of the gospel as new people 

in new places come to believe. Traditional barriers are broken down and 

new friendships are formed.  

We see this generally in the geographical spread of the gospel. Old 

Testament Judaism had been focussed inwards to Israel with Jerusalem 

the main focus as the place of the temple and the city of the kings. People 

had to come there to connect with God. New Testament Christianity was 

the opposite – the message of salvation was sent out so all people 

everywhere could be saved without restrictions of location, race or 

nationality.  

We see this also very specifically in the 

three big conversion stories in this 

section. Three stories which show the 

power of the gospel to save all people. 

The first is the Ethiopian Eunuch – a 

foreigner from a distant land who was 

doubly unacceptable for being a 

eunuch. The second is Saul – a zealous Jew who filled his life persecuting 

and killing Christians. And the third is Cornelius – a Roman centurion, a 

leader of the occupying enemy forces. 

As they all hear the news of Jesus crucified and risen, they all believe, 

receive the Holy Spirit and are saved. It shows is that the gospel has power 

to reach far, change lives, and break down barriers. 

For us we should be encouraged to share the gospel with everyone and 

anyone. We don’t know who the Spirit will bring to life. There is no-one 

outside his reach. So with prayer and confidence we can speak of Jesus, 

his death and resurrection.  
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Proclaiming and suffering 

The other big theme in this section is the suffering which goes alongside 

the proclamation of the gospel. The first story we’ll see is of Stephen who, 

for preaching the gospel, is arrested and tried (where he gives a great 

sermon too!) and then stoned to death. Later when Saul is converted he is 

warned that he will suffer for his task of preaching to the Gentiles (9:16) 

and it happens almost immediately (9:23, 29). And at the end of our 

section James is executed and Peter imprisoned. 

The message of the gospel is known to us as good news but to many it is 

so offensive or threatening that they will fight it. We must be aware of this. 

Our suffering may not be as extreme but it will be real and painful too. 

Themes developing from Acts 1-6 

In our last booklet we considered a number of issues that need to be 

understood to take in the whole story of Acts. We have included that as an 

appendix in this booklet. As we go through this series these issues will 

come up again and be developed. 

Series Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

thank you for the glorious good news of Jesus 

thank you that by his death and resurrection we can be saved 

thank you that it is for all people with no restrictions. 

Help us to know this and believe this.  

Help us to grow in confidence. 

And with the help of your Holy Spirit  

might we proclaim with great boldness  

the gospel of your Son Jesus Christ, 

so that people might believe,  

that the church will grow,  

and that you might be glorified. 

In Jesus name, Amen.  
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Appendix 1 - Series Overview 

7 May 

Holy 

Communion 

Acts 6:8-8:1 – Stephen the martyr 

The first story is a long one, but it is one section. Stephen is arrested 

because of the power with which he has been preaching about Jesus. In his 

trial he gives a long response showing that they should have been expecting 

Jesus as one greater than Moses and the temple, but like all through history 

they are stubbornly refusing the word of God. He is stoned to death, but his 

faith in God is unwavering. 

From the first Christian martyr we will learn the scope of what Jesus asks 

when he tells us to take up our cross; we will see his couragous example; 

and in his sermon understand more of Old Testament history. 

14 May  

 

Acts 8:2-25 – Philip the evangelist (part 1) 

Philip sees fleeing from Jerusalem due to persecution as an opportunity to 

tell new people about Jesus. Samaritans come to believe, and the apostles 

Peter and John come to endorse this new development. They have a 

Pentecost experience too. Alongside this is the story of Simon the Sorcerer 

who is trying to gain power from the gospel but is sharply rebuked. 

We will see the first major barrier broken down and be encouraged to forget 

all social boundaries. As well we will be warned again seeking selfish gain 

from the gospel. 

21 May  

 

Acts 8:26-40 – Philip the evangelist (part 2) 

Philip is led by the Holy Spirit to meet an Ethiopian Eunuch who has been in 

Jerusalem to worship God. He is reading scripture and can’t understand it, 

but Philip is able to explain that it is all about Jesus! The man believes and is 

saved and returns home as probably the first Ethiopian believer! 

Again we will be encouraged to ignore all social barriers or stigmas, the 

gospel is for everyone. We will also see that the whole Bible is about 

salvation in Jesus, and there is nothing better which we could talk about. 

28 May  

 

Acts 9:1-19 – Saul the persecuter 

Saul has the orginal Damascus Road experience. He sets out to kill 

Christians and destroy the religion but he encounters Jesus, is blinded but is 

converted. 

We see the wonderful power of Jesus to save “the chief of sinners.” We will 

learn that no-one is beyond his grace, and everyone can be used for his 

service. Though again we will see that with service comes suffering. 

4 June 

 

Acts 9:20-31 – Saul the proclaimer 

Saul is thoroughly converted and immediately starts speaking for rather than 

against Jesus. He is preaching that Jesus is the Son of God. For this the Jews 

try to kill him in Damascus but he escapes. The pattern is repeated in 

Jerusalem too, so he is sent home to Tarsus. At the end of the passage we 

hear that the church is blessed with a time of peace, strengthening, 

encouragement and growth. 
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We will build on the points of the power of the gospel to completely turn a 

life around, and also to provoke fierce opposition. 

11 June 

Holy 

Communion 

Acts 9:32-42 – Peter the miracle worker 

The story switches back to Peter who is travelling in the country, visiting 

Christians, preaching and performing miracles. Many people are coming to 

believe through his work.  

These stories have some similiarities with the things Jesus did previously 

and makes the point that Peter is genuinely continuing the work of Jesus. 

Jesus is given all the glory and Peter teaches about him and people believe 

in him. 

18 June  

 

Acts 10:1-48 – Cornelius the believer 

This is another long passage but it is one story (and in fact the story really 

goes on to 11:18.) Here Peter is taken through the stages of understanding 

that the gospel is for all people, Jews and Gentiles. God is co-ordinating the 

events to bring Peter and Cornelius together, a meeting which he has 

prepared them each for. Peter preaches to them about Jesus, they believe, 

they have a Pentecost experience too as they receive the Holy Spirit, and 

Peter fully realises the scope of salvation, and so should we! 

25 June  

 

Acts 11:19-30 – Barnabas the encourager 

We go further afield than at any stage so far in Acts, we got Antioch. There 

people had started telling Gentiles about Jesus too and people were 

believing. Barnabas is sent from Jerusalem to see this and to help them. He 

brings Saul back into the story there too.  

Taking up the name of Christians for the first time they also become a model 

for us in attentiveness to teaching from Barnabas and Saul, and in their care 

for other Christians as they hear about the famine and decide to help the 

Christians in Judea. 

2 July 

Holy 

Communion 

Acts 12:1-25 – Herod the hater 

The last story in our section begins with the brutality of Herod murdering 

James and imprisoning Peter. Peter is then miraculously rescued and Herod 

in his pride is struck down by God. God is the only true Lord, and his word 

will increase and spread. 

We will be reminded at the end of the section of the power of God and his 

gospel, but also the brutal reality of suffering for him. 
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Appendix 2 – Understanding Acts  

This is an exert from the previous Acts booklet which helps us understand 

some of the trickier issues which come up in Acts. 

Acts is one of the most contentious books of the Bible. Evangelical 

Pentecostal, Charismatic and Conservative churches in large measure 

draw their distinctives from their different approach to this book. So we will 

need to be careful as we go through it together. 

Here are a few general issues to help as we consider individual passages. 

The plot line 

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  

(Acts 1:8) 

Jesus’ final words to the apostles in 1:8 set the structure for the whole 

book. First the Holy Spirit comes at Pentecost (chapter 2), and then the 

gospel is proclaimed in Jerusalem (3-6), Judea and Samaria (6-9), the 

Gentile world (10-12), and then further and further in each of three 

missionary journeys of Paul (12-15, 16-19 and 20-28). In each of these six 

sections of gospel proclamation, there are the same components: 

 A description of how the gospel spreads 

 A representative sermon / speech 

 A concluding summary 

Have a look at the six concluding summaries:  

So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and 

a large number of priests became obedient to the faith. (Acts 6:7)    

Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was 

strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear 

of the Lord. (Acts 9:31)    

But the word of God continued to increase and spread. (Acts 12:24)    
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But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and 

preached the word of the Lord. (Acts 15:35)    

In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power. (Acts 19:20)    

Boldly and without hindrance he [Paul] preached the kingdom of God and taught about 

the Lord Jesus Christ. (Acts 28:31)    

These show that the main storyline of Acts is about the growth of the 

gospel. In our series this term we will be looking at the coming of the initial 

Pentecost of Chs 1-2, and then the first stage of gospel proclamation 

(based in Jerusalem, ending at 6:7). 

Acts as narrative 

Acts gives a narrative account of the growth of the early church. This is the 

main reason for why Acts is so contentious – because narrative can be 

hard to understand and apply to today. 

A key issue is whether or not we are to understand the events recorded as 

being normative or merely descriptive. Is what someone did or 

experienced back then the norm expected for us today, or not? 

Sometimes this is easy. For instance in 2:42 we are told that the first 

church in Jerusalem “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to 

the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” – and people agree 

that this is mentioned as a good blueprint for what the church should be 

devoted to today. 

Or take Paul’s vision in Acts 16:9 of a Macedonian man begging him 

“Come over to Macedonia and help us”. Here it is clear that this was an 

individual instruction given to Paul at that point in time, and not an 

instruction for all of us today. (Though we might add that it fits in with our 

general mission to take the gospel to all nations). 

But sometimes it is not so easy to tell what is normative from what is 

descriptive.  
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For instance, in 1:26, the selection of Matthias as a replacement apostle 

for Judas is done by the casting of lots. Can we then conclude that casting 

lots (or a modern equivalent such as tossing a coin) is a good way for a 

Christian or a church to make 

decisions today? 

Or in 2:44-45, it says “all the 

believers were together and had 

everything in common. Selling to 

their possessions and goods, they 

gave to anyone as he had need.” Is 

this given as a description of what 

that particualr church did, or is it an 

instruction for how all churches are 

to manage their possessions today? 

For these harder questions, the answer will come when we look harder at 

the text! It is not for us to pick and choose according to our preference, but 

rather to try to understand what Luke is teaching us.  

We’ll have a chance to look at both of these case studies in our series, but 

briefly, the casting of lots was particularly appropriate for the selection of 

Matthias, because part of being an apostle was to have been specifically 

appointed for the role by God, and so they wanted the final decision to be 

out of human hands, So no, the casting of lots is not being help up as a 

good means of us making decisions today.  

And later at the end of chapter 4 and beginning of chapter 5, it becomes 

clear that selling property and giving it to the community of the church was 

not a requirement, but rather an optional choice of individuals (and a great 

encouragement to others when people did so). So whilst theses description 

should challenge us about our generosity to others and give a suggestion 

for us to consider, it would be wrong to use them to command Christians to 

sell everything and give to the church. 

 

Definitions 

NORMATIVE: the things detailed 

in the text are to be considered 

normal for us today, and we are 

to copy them. 

DESCRIPTIVE: the text is simply 

describing what happened, not 

telling us to imitate it. 
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Apostles: foundational or typical? 

Much of the book of Acts focuses on the activity of the apostles (in 

particular Peter and Paul). 

Now we know that Peter and Paul are Christians (like us). But we also know 

that today the church is built on their foundational apostolic ministry 

(Ephesians 2:20). And so the question arises: are we to understand their 

actions and the instructions given to them by God to be typical (because 

they were Christians like us), or atypical and foundational (because they 

were apostles and we aren’t)? 

An obvious way in which they are not like us is that they were witnesses to 

the resurrection. In fact, in Chapter 1, the explicit criteria for the new 

apostle Matthias who is appointed to replace Judas is that he was with 

Jesus during his earthly ministry, was a witness to Jesus’ resurrection, and 

was appointed by Jesus for the role. The apostles’ testimony therefore is 

the evidence on which our faith is based, and their message carries God’s 

authority. 

What about the miracles that the apostles perform? For instance, both 

Peter and Paul perform extraordinary miracles. In Peter’s case (Acts 5:15), 

his shadow passing over someone is enough to heal them, and for Paul 

(19:12), a handkerchief he has touched is taken people who are sick or 

who have evil spirits, and they are healed.  

This is surely not typical, but rather part of their foundational ministry as 

apostles – the dawning of the gospel age through their eyewitness 

testimony of the resurrection is accompanied by a demonstration of God’s 

saving power in the world. 

Indeed, whilst at times miracles are performed by people such as Stephen 

and Barnabas (men one step outside that inner circle of apostles), 

dominantly the book records that “signs and wonders” were done by the 

apostles (c.f. 2:43, 5:12). That description of the events as “signs and 

wonders” is Exodus language – the plagues in Egypt, and the parting of the 

Red Sea, were signs and wonders through which God redeemed his 

people. So too now with the inaguration of the gospel message of Christ! 
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Staged Pentecost 

Most people accept that the events of Acts 2:1-6 were a one-off event in 

the history of the church. The “Day of Pentecost”, where the Holy Spirit was 

first given to Jesus’ followers, and was accompanied by a rushing wind, 

flames of fire, and the sudden ability to preach the gospel in the many 

different languages of the crowds in Jerusalem. 

But what about the rest of Acts? In the months and years that followed the 

Day of Pentecost, we have descriptions of other people who received the 

Holy Spirit with powerful manifestations (for instance the speaking of 

tongues). Do these descriptions therefore show us what is typical of people 

who live after the Day of Pentecost, but before Christ’s return – including 

us today? 

Some say yes. And this has led some people to conclude that it is possible 

to be a Christian, and not yet to have received the Holy Spirit – a ‘second 

blessing’ is still required (like the group in Acts 19:1-7). Others suggest that 

the sort of phenomena which we see some of the time in Acts is what we 

should expect today (with 

the speaking of tongues as 

a mark of spiritual life being 

top of the list). 

However this does not do 

justice to Acts. For a start it 

ignores the many other 

people who become 

Christians with no such ‘second blessing’, nor any spiritual gift like 

speaking in tongues or prophecy. For instance, the Ethopian Eunuch (8:26-

40), Lydia (16:14), or the Philippian jailer (16:25-34).  

But also it fails to see that rather than a single Day of Pentecost, what we 

get in Acts is a series of mini Days of Pentecost, as the gospel breaks 

through its successive barriers. We have already seen that the plotline for 

Acts is set in 1:8 –  

2:1-11 – first 

gift of Spirit 

in Jerusalem 

8:14 – first 

gift of Spirit 

in Samaria 

10:44-47 – first 

gift of Spirit to 

Gentiles 

Day of Pentecost followed by smaller ‘pentecosts’. 



15 

 

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  

(Acts 1:8) 

So we find a special and extraordinary gift of the Holy Spirit coming through  

the apostles when the gospel first goes to Jerusalem (2:1-11), to Samaria 

(8:14-17), and to the Gentiles (10:44-48).  

Gospel growth through struggle and suffering of the 

church 

So far we have seen that we need to be cautious when reading Acts, not to 

read ourselves into the story too quickly. We are not apostles, and today is 

not the day of Pentecost. 

But nonetheless, there will still be plenty for us to learn about our mission 

as the church, as we continue the work of spreading the word of Christ to 

the ends of the earth. 

One of the big themes in Acts (shown particularly in Chapters 21-28, but 

also present in our series this term) is that the growth of the gospel comes 

through the struggle and suffering of the church. The word of God 

continues to spread only as the church endures persecution and hardship 

from outside, and overcomes potential problems of distraction, disunity 

and sin from inside. And the story of the church through history and around 

the world today is the same! 

 


