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We’re on our journey with the early Church this summer. What was it like in the early
weeks, months and years after the crucifixion, the Resurrection, the Ascension and Pentecost
occurred in a Fifty-three day whirlwind. Luke, in his writing of Acts, gives us that window to
look into. And remember, Luke is a Gentile, the only Gentile author in the Bible. His perspective
is unique.

Luke opens Acts by saying that in his previous book—the Gospel of Luke—he wrote
about all that Jesus began to do and teach. Acts is a continuation of what Jesus is still doing and
teaching, but accomplished through His disciples, His Church, up to and including us.

Luke began with Jesus’ ascension into heaven, followed in chapter two with Pentecost
and the arrival of the Holy Spirit. Peter speaks and three-thousand people listening become
believers. The believers “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching (the Word), to fellowship,
to the breaking of bread and to prayer’—a good priority list for us. In chapter three, Peter and
John, on the way to the temple, stop for a man crippled from birth begging for money. They
don’t have any, but Peter says, “but what I have I give to you. In the Name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, walk.” And he did. And chaos followed. Two-thousand more who heard Peter explain
what happened became believers. The Sadducees were greatly disturbed because the apostles
were teaching and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead. Peter and John were thrown
in jail. The next day they appeared before the elders and teachers of the law for discipline, but
Peter said, “If we’re being called...to account for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are
asked how he was healed, then know...it’s by the Name of Jesus Christ...whom you crucified
but whom God raised from the dead...Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other
name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

They were ordered not to speak any more in the Name of Jesus. But that didn’t go so
well. Crowds brought their sick into the streets just so Peter’s shadow might cross the sick—and
all were healed. That certainly couldn’t be allowed to continue so the apostles were again thrown
in jail. But this time an angel of the Lord freed them, opening the doors of the jail and telling
them to go and “tell the people the full message of this new life.” Which they did. The Sanhedrin
are perplexed. The jail doors were locked when they checked and the guards were still guarding,
not knowing they weren’t guarding anyone. Again, the disciples are teaching in the temple court
in the Name of Jesus, and again, they’re brought before the Sanhedrin. In giving account, Peter
says quite plainly, “We must obey God rather than men.” We are witnesses of what God has
done. And again, the Sanhedrin is trying to figure out how end this. They can’t, but they keep
trying.

The apostles didn’t anguish over what might happen if they continued declaring the
name of Jesus. They were convicted of the power of God. Nothing is impossible for God. They
were filling Jerusalem, telling the people the full message of this new life: forgiveness of sins



made possible by the death and resurrection of Jesus. They were speaking from first-hand
knowledge/experience. It’s impossible to stop one like that because it’s impossible to stop the
truth.

The apostles were ordered again not to speak in Jesus’ name. They went rejoicing: worthy
of suffering for the Name. If you share in the cross-bearing, you share in the crown-wearing.

So today, there is trouble in the text: The Church starts with joy and enthusiasm and
growth and excitement and in worship. But it doesn’t take long: “haves” and ‘“have-nots’ soon
emerge—the preferred and the forgotten—the left behind. In this regard, the Church is no
different than any other growing organization; there are always growing pains. But you will see,
that the Church has an answer—it can show the way, Christ’s way, which other organizations can
do, if they will choose to follow Christ’s way. That is a part of the Judeo-Christian ethic.
Historically, no nation has ever had a greater responsibility for the less fortunate than the Jews.
There was a routine custom in the synagogues, that collectors went through the market and to
private houses every Friday morning on behalf of the needy—partly in money and partly in
goods, which was distributed later in the day. For those permanently unable to support
themselves, enough for fourteen meals, i.e. two meals/day for the next week. For those in
temporary hardship enough was given to get by. It hit the right tone: not so much for temporary
issues so as to encourage slovenliness, yet care to enable a return to self-sufficiency as soon as
possible. Chronic cases were met with generosity—there but for the grace of God go 1. It seemed
to meet the age-old argument of taking someone’s initiative away by providing too much social
assistance so that a person chooses to live on it forever rather than to use the benefit to get back
on their own feet—a hand up rather than a handout as the saying goes. It takes a lot of loving
attention to get the right balance.

Jews (and remember, at this time the Church was for all intents Jewish) did not all live in
Palestine nor did they all speak Aramaic/Hebrew. Those who lived away spoke the more
universal language of Greek. It’s not hard to grasp that those speaking Aramaic/Hebrew had a
sense of being purer, more real, better Jews than those who didn’t speak the language.

Here’s time for an aside. We do the same thing today. There’s a sense that those who
speak English or French flawlessly are somehow better than those who bring an accent of some
kind or who don’t have much of our language at all. It’s possible to develop an attitude that this
“other” is somehow deficient to us. And it’s the same all over the world. If you don’t speak
Japanese or Mandarin or Spanish or...it’s the way of the world. And I know we try to fight that
sentiment. I’'m personally of the opinion that I’'m the one impoverished if I lack the language
another has. What a blessing to be born into a family that routinely speaks two or more
languages!

But back to Acts. Those who had been away from Palestine for some time had forgotten
their Hebrew. It was these people who were being short-changed in the daily distribution of alms,
particularly to the widows of the Greek-speaking Jews—possibly deliberately. Jews were to take
care of orphans and widows.



There’s an interesting response to the problem. With all the disciples gathered together
there was an immediate intention to fix it. Set some people with the task to correct it. “It would
not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables.” “Make
disciples of all nations.” That’s the first order of business. That’s the primary task. But it’s not the
whole task. Not in any way, shape or form. There is always the expectation, the command really,
to care for the least, the last and the lost. But it’s not just to choose anybody.

“Choose 7 men from among you who are known to full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn

this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the
word.” (Verse 3)

This is really important. It wasn’t just fixers who were approached to look after this ad-
ministrative need. It was vital work, vital service. And it took people who were full of God’s
Spirit and therefore God’s wisdom (because all wisdom is from God). And here, there’s grace in
the text. So you can’t leave prayer and the ministry of the word just to the ministry team and say
“We’re management team, give that to the ministry people. Not everyone has the gift of prayer,
but everyone needs to pray. Not everyone has the gift of hospitality, but everyone needs to be
hospitable. What I’'m saying here is there are no second class Christians; we all share the same
Saviour, we need to do the work, the service the Church is about, in ways that are most effective.
It’s as worthy before God to clean the kitchen as it is to preach His message. We’re all called to
render our best; God’s always watching!

And to what end, once the apostles had attended to this matter. They prayed about it and
laid hands on them, symbolically and literally passing the direct blessing of God to the
recipients. So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly
and a large number of priests—that would be those who previously were Jewish priests—became
obedient to the faith. Are you getting the sense of the suddenness of the changes and the
magnitude of those changes?

Stephen, one of the seven was a man “full of God’s grace and power” who did great
wonders and miraculous signs. But the grace in the text gives way once again to trouble in the
text. Opposition wasn’t long in disturbing the new life, the Way. The great struggle had begun.
The Jews always looked upon themselves as God’s chosen people. But they had interpreted this
in the wrong way, regarding themselves as chosen for privilege, believing that God had no use
for any other nation. There’s a caution here for us; we need to be very careful to reject any
arrogance that we are Christian and others are something less. At their worst, they thought of
Gentiles as fuel for the fires of hell. At their mildest they thought Gentiles would one day be their
servants. They never dreamed they were chosen for service to bring all people into the same
relationship with God that they enjoyed. This is a sign of what is coming. It is not yet a bringing
in of the Gentiles. But it is about Greek-speaking Jews, not one of whom has a Jewish name, and
Stephen has a vision of a world for Christ. The Jews who opposed him were no match for him,
because he spoke by the wisdom of the Holy Spirit.



And they stirred up trouble for him with the people. They seized him and brought him
before the Sanhedrin, producing false witnesses, accusing Stephen of speaking against the temple
and the law—both sacrosanct to Jews. This was going nowhere good, saying that Stephen said
that Jesus would destroy the temple and change the customs Moses handed down to them (the
law).

Stephen is a lot like Jesus. We’ll see more of that next week. But while he was in the grip
of the Sanhedrin, they saw that Stephen’s face was like the face of an angel. He is going to
answer these charges with a long recount of the Jews’ faith journey.

Are you ready to stand for your faith? Are you ready to do that in the face of adversity?
The world doesn’t take kindly to Jesus or His followers. But we need to be ready. Not in any
uppity way, but simply, reverently, respectfully being ready to tell your story, by first hand
experience of how Jesus has touched your life and how He has changed you from what you were,
to what you are now:
“Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven. Blessed are you when people insult you, persecuted you and falsely say all kinds of evil
against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in
the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” (Matthew 5:10-11)

We don’t have to go looking for trouble, but if you are living for Jesus, be ready for
opposition. It can come in many different ways, often completely unexpected. But when it does
come, take heart, for Jesus has overcome the world and the One who is in you is greater than the
one who is in the world. So, go joyfully and intentionally for Jesus.



