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ACTS IN A NUTSHELL
Study One: Acts 4:5-35

Peter and John have just made a spectacle of themselves in the Temple
courtyard in Jerusalem.

Jesus, regarded by the Jewish authorities as a troublemaker with dodgy
ideas, had been put to death on a cross about eight weeks previously.
Stories are being told that he appeared to his friends after this, very
much alive, until whilst walking in the hills together he was lifted out of
their sight by a cloud. Whilst waiting in Jerusalem for Jesus' promised
gift from 'the Father', their rather familiar way of referring to God, the
friends pulled straws to select a replacement in leadership for one of
their number who had betrayed Jesus before his crucifixion.

With Jews and other 'God-fearers' from all over the known world
gathered in the city for the Feast of Pentecost, a sudden disturbance
made this group of renegade Jews the centre of attention: witnesses (in
their thousands) testified that the friends of Jesus talked in many
languages after being surrounded by what appeared to be flames that did
not burn despite an unusually strong wind.

Peter, a fisherman from Galilee not previously known for his understanding
or eloquence, spoke to these witnesses. He used many passages from the
holy books of Hebrew scriptures to show that Jesus had been their
expected Messiah. Assuring them that Jesus lived, despite their collusion
in his death in fulfilment of those scriptures, Peter explained that the
miraculous vision they had just witnessed was a gift from God. It was the
Holy Spirit coming to rest on those who believed that Jesus death had
bought them forgiveness for their sins. Many who heard this had come to
faith in Jesus.

And now, a few days later, this same man Peter, together with his friend
John, had healed a crippled man through the power of the name of Jesus
Christ of Nazareth. When found preaching of Christ's resurrection from
the dead to a crowd of fascinated onlookers, the temple authorities had
chucked them in prison for the night! But the Gospel of Christ had not
been silenced and more people had come to faith.
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TEACHING AND DISCUSSION:

Q1: From your of the knowledge of the Gospels and specifically of Luke
22-24 in preparation for this study, what sort of man would you describe
Peter as before his Pentecost experiences?

Read Acts 4:5-35

This is one of several passages in the early chapters of Acts where we see the
rejection of the Gospel message by the Jewish leaders. We see, not for the
first time (see previously in Acts 2:23-24, and 3:15), Peter accusing the Jews
of crucifying the messiah for whom they have been waiting.  This time he's in
front of the supreme court of the Jews, the Sanhedrin, many of whom as Sad-
ducees would have denied the possibility of resurrection from the dead. The
scene highlights several issues.

Luke, through Peter's words, is emphasising that God has not failed the peo-
ple of Israel. Rather it is they who are failing God by not recognising and ac-
cepting the message of their promised Messiah. God has fulfilled the promises
that he made to Israel, therefore the expectation is that there should be other
promises that will now be fulfilled.

Q2: Did any members of the group reject the Christian message before
they accepted it? If they feel able to, can they share why this rejection
seemed right at the time and what changed their mind?

Peter is a changed man. Through the power of the Holy Spirit (Acts 4:8) he no
longer denies Christ as he did before the crucifixion (Luke 22:54-62). Just as
Jesus prophesied in Luke 21:12-15, Peter's reaction to his interrogation is not
to lie or defend himself, but to give the glory to the Lord for the cripple's heal-
ing. In Acts 4:13 Peter is recognised by his background – an uneducated fish-
erman who suddenly has the audacity to boldly speak of Christ as the
promised Messiah to the highest authorities of his traditional faith; as William
Barclay has put it “rather as their judge than as their victim.”
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Q3: Peter is exhibiting a particular courage in behaving like this in front
of the same court that condemned Jesus to death. Discuss personal,
historic or current examples of where people have found strength from
God through the Holy Spirit, for words or actions that have endangered
their lives.

Peter uses the word 'salvation' in Acts 4:12 very quickly after his explanation of
the cripple's healing. Salvation would have been traditionally understood by
the Jews as being something promised historically to the people of Israel
(Isaiah 62:10-12) as a future event where all creation will be released from
decay and re-united with its creator. The earliest Christian writings (the
authentic letters of Paul) continue this understanding (Romans 13:11-14) but
highlight also the new understanding that faith in Jesus brought forgiveness of
sins and integral to that healing. This is not as ambiguous as it seems. Luke
wrote Acts in Greek, the most common language of the time, and in Greek the
word 'save' means:

 “to restore to physical health and to deliver from the final divine wrath”
    JC Fenton in 'New Dictionary Christian Theology'

Thus, Peter's words both add to the explanation of how the cripple has been
healed through the power of the name of Jesus Christ, but also emphasises
the lack of recognition by the Jewish leaders as to the part Jesus played in
God's plan for his people, from the beginning to the end of time.

Q4: Discuss how an acceptance of God's saving power through the
death and resurrection of Jesus, can provide forgiveness and healing?

Luke's writing style often shows fulfilment very soon after a prophesy. In Acts
3:22-23 Peter has highlighted Moses' prophesy that the people of Israel should
accept the message of the prophet who will follow him, but that those who do
not listen “will be completely cut off from among his people” (Deut 18:15,18-19
NIV). Acts 4:17 sees the fulfilment of this, as the Sanhedrin tacitly accept the
popularity of Peter's message among the ordinary people of Israel, and thus
the threat to their own authority, by attempting to ban their use of Jesus' name.
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There is a significant contrast between the Sanhedrin's reaction to Peter in
Acts 4:17-18, and the friends' prayer for power in Acts 4:23-31. Added to this is
the new community's willingness to acknowledge the leadership of the
apostles in Acts 4:35. The apostles and their community prayerfully seek
guidance and spiritual strength to carry out what they discern to be the right
course of action.

Q5: Can members of the group share examples of when they have
sought and received God's help in a particular situation?

Q6: Are their any situations facing members of the home group, where
prayer for strength or discernment through the power of God's Holy
Spirit would be appropriate on this occasion? Make a note of them, for
use during the Reflection.

After their release, Peter and John immediately share their news with the
fledgling Christian community; their response is to pray (Acts 4:24-30). They
pray particularly for the strength to continue to speak boldly of Jesus, and to
be able to healing and perform wonders as a sign of God's mercy and to
validate their teaching about Jesus.

Q7: What three elements are there to the believers' acknowledgment of
God in Acts 4:24-28? Given what has just happened, and been said to
Peter and John, what is lacking in this prayer?
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Q8: Explore how your church community emphasises its teaching with
prayer and an expectation of healing. Should more be done to witness in
these ways? If so, discuss what needs to be changed to allow this. Make
a note of your ideas for use during the reflection.

Acts 4:32-35 describes a model of how this first community of believers lived
and worked together. Their way of life was not based on the legalism
demanded by the Pharisees, but was a spontaneous offering to each other
and to those they came in contact with. This would have reinforced to
outsiders the idea that they were motivated by some new belief or ideal. There
is also a unity visible among them that contrasts with that of the leaders of the
Jewish faith who were frequently divided as to their beliefs and actions.

Q9: Using Acts 4:32-35 as an example discuss how God might be
encouraging change in the way that your home group or the local church
organises its activities. Make a note of your ideas for use during the
reflection.
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REFLECTION:
Make sure that members of the group have the notes made during discussions
of Questions 6, 8 and 9 to hand. They should reflect the needs of the group
regarding strength and discernment, and the needs of the church community
with regard to its ministry of teaching, prayer and healing. Share any other
needs that members of the group may have, or wish prayer for on behalf of
others.

Ask members of the group to read together those prayers in bold, and share
out the reading of other passages and prayers, leaving times of silence and
sharing the needs you have discussed as appropriate. A candle can be lit to
signify God's light being shared with the world, or incense to signify God's
presence.

As the believers of the church in Acts 4:24 praised the God of creation, say
together

Creator God
because you make all that draws forth our praise
and the forms in which to express it,
we praise you,
Because you make artists of us all,
awakening courage to look again at what is taken for granted,
grace to share these insights with others,
vision to reveal the future already in being,
we praise you.
Because you form your Word among us,
and in your great work embrace all human experience,
even death itself, inspiring our resurrection song,
we praise you.
Yours is the glory.
Amen. From “The Pattern of our Days” by the Iona Community

Allow the group time for personal prayers of praise for God's creation,
revelation and movement through history…
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The Christian faith has for many years been persecuted in China. The
following extract comes from “The Heavenly Man” the true story of Brother Yun,
a house church leader in China. In it Brother Yun's colleague, Brother Xu,
speaks of the preparation they believed was required for an expansion of their
teaching work in the face of a new wave of persecution in 1983.

“We should be faithful in small things while believing for big things from
 God. We have to learn whatever the Lord wants to teach us from his  Word,
 from life, from our experiences, and from our sufferings. Therefore we
 should initiate a prayer effort and look to God's mercy and revelation.”

Wait for the Spirit
Wait...
Without expectation
Which might focus
Attention too narrowly,
So that we miss the coming.
Wait with expectancy, alert,
Hearts, minds, hands, ears
Open to receive the gift. By Ann Lewin from 'Watching for the Kingfisher'

Inviting the Holy Spirit to move among you, leave a period of silence and
expectancy...

Jeu d'esprit
Flame-dancing Spirit, come
Sweep us off our feet and
Dance us through our days.
Surprise us with your rhythms,
Dare us to try new steps, explore
New patterns and new partnerships.
Release us from old routines,
To swing in abandoned joy
And fearful adventure.
And in the intervals,
Rest us,
In your still centre. By Ann Lewin from 'Watching for the Kingfisher'

     … to conclude turn over the page.
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Offer the prayers of the group

· for strength and discernment in the situations discussed;

· the needs of the church's ministry of teaching, prayer, healing and
other activities;

· other needs that members of the group may have;

· on behalf of others.

Allow another period for silent prayer and praise...

Share together this closing prayer:

The love of the faithful Creator
The peace of the wounded Healer
The joy of the challenging Spiritually
The hope of the Three in One
surround and encourage us,
today, tonight and forever.
Amen. Adapted from “The Pattern of our Days” by the Iona Community

In preparation for the second study, do the following before
you meet:

Find some examples of where visions, or 'pictures' as they are sometimes
referred to today, have given direction to a particular person or church
community.

Take time to share with someone in leadership in your church you reactions to
this study, and any thoughts that have arisen which may be of use in the wider
church community.

Be aware of how the Holy Spirit may be answering prayer or guiding you
during the coming week.


