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Week 10 Summary:  November 16, 2016 



We began the evening with a discussion of ancient texts and why many modern bibles have no verse 37 in chapter 8.  The whole field of textual criticism, looking at the most ancient texts we have, and examining translations and printings to ensure we have the best possible text of scripture for our study and learning is important, and there are scholars who have dedicated lives and resources to verifying texts.  In the case of verse 37, it does not appear in a large number of the most important ancient texts.  most scholars are of the mind that, along the way, some priest wrote a note in his Bible which eventually ended up being copied into a next edition.  There are variants in ancient texts, the vast majority of which cause no change in meaning or understanding of what we read and hear.


We then read and discussed chapter 9 and the first part of 10 in Acts.  Chapter 9 begins with the Damascus road experience of Saul of Tarsus.  Things to notice here -- this is not an isolated event in one man's life, but a confluence of two very disparate events.  Paul experiences an encounter with Jesus on the road, and Ananias has a vision where he is told to lay hands on and baptize Saul (Paul).  The two men know nothing of each other prior to this joint manifestation of God.  This pattern will repeat.  God works through means and he provides multiple witnesses.  "I had an encounter with Jesus by myself" is not the pattern.


Paul's call is to "suffer much for my name."  How often do we expect "not to suffer" as Christians?  Jesus converts his worst enemy (Saul) to his greatest preacher (Paul).  No one can be excluded from hearing God's mercy.


Saul (now Paul) is too hot to handle.  He goes from Damascus back to Jerusalem, but he is eventually sent home to Tarsus simply because he is too controversial.


Chapter 9 shifts to Peter's work in Lydda and Joppa.  Peter raises Tabitha (Dorcas) from the dead after healing a paralytic named Aeneas.  Jesus' ministry is continuing in the persons who follow him.  Peter stays with Simon the Tanner in Joppa.  Tanning was an "unclean" occupation that no proper Jewish teacher would ever go near.  Once again old taboos are being broken -- no one is outside the kingdom of God -- which sets the stage for the encounter with Cornelius in chapter 10, where we will see the same pattern again emerge.  A pair of visions given to people unknown to each other, creating a new "thing" among God's people.
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Week 9 Summary:  November 9, 2016 


We began the evening by finishing our study of Acts chapter 7.  At verse 51, the story shifts from Stephen detailing a history of the Jewish people to accusing the people for having "stiff necks," "uncircumcised hearts," and "murdering the righteous one."  So the people responded with fury "in one accord," (homothumadon in the Greek), throwing him out of the city and stoning him.  Stephen looks to heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right of God.  notice the last words of Stephen, "Lord Jesus receive my spirit," and "Lord do not hold this sin against them."   These words are virtually identical to some of the last words of Jesus as he was being crucified.  In this narrative we are also introduced for the first time to Saul, a young man who held everyone's cloaks as they stoned Stephen.


Chapter 8 opens with persecution breaking out.  The followers are scattered except the apostles, who remain in Jerusalem.  The effect of this is to expand the scope of preaching to more territories.  The rest of chapter 8 tells the story of Philip preaching in Samaria, the story of Simon Magus, and the story of the Ethiopian eunuch.


The word falls on Samaria.  Samaria would have seemed an unlikely place for evangelism, given the hostility between Jesus and Samaritans, but it is clear God shows no favorites.


Simon Magus attempts to buy the gift of healing powers and is roundly condemned by Peter.  The long time church problem of simony -- charging money for things in the church -- is named for this incident in Acts.  We discussed their problem right down to examples in our own times.


The conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch is another example of God expanding his kingdom.  Eunuchs were not allowed in the Temple courts in David's time, but now a eunuch, who had no hope of fleshly descendants, becomes the founder of what today we recognize as the Coptic Church.  His descendants in the faith cannot be numbered.


There is an interesting anomaly in the text at chapter 8 verse 36-38, in that there is no verse 37 in many translations.  More on this and the issues of textual criticism next week.



~Pastor Lou
[image: image3.jpg]


Week 8 Summary:  November 2, 2016 
               

In Chapter 6 of Acts, we see the additional tensions arising for the new young community of Christ followers.  In previous chapters, we have seen opposition from Jewish authorities (Scribes, Sadducees, Pharisees) and also from people who wanted to be part of the community, but misled and lied about their commitment to the community (Ananias and Sapphira).  What else can theater the sense of  homothumadon (with one accord, being of one mind) that is the underlying paradigm of this community?


In chapter 6, it is an arising internal dissension  over daily distribution to widows.  The Christians behave differently than surrounding cultures.  Widows and orphans are provided for, rather than being cast off.  This will be a hallmark of Christian witness into the foreseeable  future.  But a complaint arises that "Hebrew" widows are being treated better than "Greek Jewish" widows.  The Apostles, not wanting to be distracted from the ministry of the Word, ask the community to select 7 men to direct the service to the widows.  Seven Greek men (their names are listed, they are all Greek men) are chosen, appointed, and hands applied for this service.   A very important word shows up here in this section -- the word diaconia, diaconia, meaning service, ministry, and the like.  We get our word deacon from this.  many in the church will later talk of a three-fold order of ministry -- bishop, pastor, deacons -- with differing offices of service.  that does not appear to be in view here.  There are different kinds of diaconia (service).  Some men serve in  Word, others in distribution; and Stephen and Philip, chosen to serve in distribution, ended up serving in Word also.  Stephen will serve in Word to the point he is the first martyr, which is the subject of chapter 7.

Most of chapter 7 is Stephen's testimony at his trial, where he summarizes all of Jewish history, right up through Jesus' trial.  Read this section and contemplate how we should summarize this same history of God's activity with his people.
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Week 7 Summary:  The Nicene Creed Discussion       Oct. 26, 2016      

This Wednesday we took a week to review and discuss the Nicene Creed in some depth.
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Week 6 Summary:  October 19, 2016 
               

Chapter 5


The discussion Wednesday night began with a question regarding a conversation a member had had with a pastor from another denomination.  This pastor seems to have the impression Lutherans confess more than one God.  So we spent some time discussing and defining Trinitarian Christianity, Unitarianism, and the two kinds of religion at work in this old world.


Religions either teach we get to heaven by being good (either by working our way up there or being rewarded by someone "up there" for what we do) -or- Christianity teaches Jesus took away our sin so despite the fact we are unworthy, God chooses those he will save.  This is salvation by grace through faith.  We believe Jesus took away our sins.  We are saved by his actions.


As a follow-up to this discussion, next week we will take a close look at the Nicene Creed, the succinct statement of Christian confession.


Chapter 5 in Acts deals with rising opportunities to the Christian message and some tension in the Christian community.  The chapter opens with the story of Ananias and Sapphira, who misrepresented themselves to the Holy Spirit.  They sold some property and gave some of the money to the church, pretending they had given it all.  For this deception, they both died suddenly.  "Great fear" among the people resulted.

The disciples are continuing to do "signs and wonders" (verse 12), and more people are believing.  Now the opposition arises.  Temple authorities and the Sadducees led the opposition, imprison Peter and the apostles, and want to have a trial.  Overnight an angel sets the apostles free and commands them to keep teaching in the Temple.  This befuddles the authorities.  Peter keeps speaking boldly to the point everyone is locked up again and a trial is held.  A Rabbi of the Pharisees, Gamaliel, well urge caution on the authorities,  "Whenever this is of man it will fail;  if it is from God you cannot stop it."  The authorities listen to Gamaliel, have the apostles flogged and then released.  The apostles rejoice that they have been able to suffer for the Lord and continue to proclaim the good news that Jesus is the Christ.  This remains the task of the church to this day.
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Week 5 Summary:  October 12, 2016 
               

Acts 4:13 - 5:1



The evening session began with a discussion of some of the parameters of the presentations that were made at the theological conference in Brookings last week.  the discussion was wide-ranging, dealing with how Christians have viewed the role of the Law and gospel in the Christian life, and how differing theologians may confess Christ but arrive at divergent viewpoints on some matters. 


The Christian has their being in Christ.  The Law curbs sin in the world and guides sinners into more God-pleasing ways while they await the return of Jesus.  Romans tells us that Jesus Christ is the end of the law for all who believe.  This does not mean we are free to do whatever we want as Christians, but rather Jesus, through forgiveness, ends the accusing function of the Law and may actually return us to a point where we hear what we call God's commands as promise.  Where previously we heard "You must be holy because I the Lord your God am holy," we may not hear "You will be holy because I the Lord your God am holy."  One is command (we must do), the other is promise (Jesus is doing and will do).  In the text, they are exactly the same phrase.


In chapter 4 of Acts, we see a mo9unting opposition to the Apostles' teaching begin.  At first it is Temple guards and the Priests.  Eventually, Peter and John are dragged before the Sanhedrin (a kind of Jewish court) and are told not to speak of Jesus any more, but Peter and John make it clear they will obey God and not men.  When released by the court, Peter and John return to the fellowship of believers where prayers and thanksgiving are offered.


At this time the church is practicing an idealistic communistic way of being community.  All property is shared.  The expectation is that Jesus will return soon.  This model of community will eventually be revealed to be difficult to maintain.  At the close of chapter 4, we are introduced to a Jew from the island of Cyprus -- Joseph, a Levite -- who was called Barnabus.  We will learn a lot more about him.
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Week 4 Summary:  October 5, 2016 
               

Acts 3:11 - 4:12


The discussion began with a brief review of some salient points from the previous weeks.  Peter, moved by the Holy Spirit, preached a powerful sermon of law (You killed him!) and Gospel (God has raised him from the dead).  God is the one who decides -- he raised Jesus, he calls people to believe, he gives faith.  This is the pattern of Acts.  Those called persist in the Apostle's teaching, and fellowship, the breaking of bread (is this the Lord's supper?), and prayers.  This is what faithful churches in our time do also.  Signs and wonders accompany this preaching and fellowship.  Peter and John heal a crippled beggar.  In the scripture, "healing" and "saving" are often the same word in the Greek.  When we are "saved," we are also healed.


The narrative continues at 3:11 with Peter again preaching, now in Solomon's Colonnade or Portico.  At this time there is no division between Jews and Christians.  The Portico was an area in the Temple where Jesus had often taught.  It was a sheltered spot in the courtyard where one could meet and converse without being exposed to the mountaintop winds that often blew in Jerusalem.  Peter's sermon connects Jesus to the identity of Jewish faith -- Abraham.  There is an interesting phrase at 3:15, the ESV says "you killed the Author of life."  The phrase in Greek is archegon tes Zoes,  archgon thV zwhV.  Books have been written on this one phrase.  Our English word architect has the same root.  The word encompasses meanings like author, pioneer, founder, victor, leader, ruler, or hero of not just life, but eternal life.  Zoe is always used in the context of living eternally.  Again, Peter preaches powerful law/gospel -- "you killed the Author of eternal life -- God raised him to life eternal -- repent and believe -- as your forefather and human founder did --  Abraham."


In chapter 4, we begin to see the rise of opposition to the new teaching.  the count of believers has grown to 5000 (v. 4)  So the rulers, Sadducees, Elders, and scribes gather with the High Priestly family and confront Peter and John.  And it's always the same question:  "By what power, by what name" do you proclaim?  Peter tells them the same message:  "in the name of Jesus whom you crucified."  He quotes Psalm 118, which all those leaders would know, and ends with "There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved."  We discussed this.



~Pastor Lou
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Week 3 Summary:  Sept. 28, 2016 
               (No class was held on Sept. 21)

Acts 2:17 - 3:10


Our discussion began where we left off two weeks previous.  It's the day of Pentecost, a harvest festival.  For the Jews, it was one of three big festivals in Jerusalem every year.  Miraculous things happened on this occasion.  the disciples were empowered to speak, a sound like a mighty wind was heard, and tongues "as of fire" were seen.  And Peter got up to speak.


Peter quotes from the prophet Joel about "the day of the Lord," a reference from the Old Testament to judgment day.  Dreams, visions, calamities, weird happenings are prophesied, but the most important thing stated is "everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  This is your promise.  Take heed.


And then Peter unloads the greatest sermon of all time.  He tells the story of Jesus concluding with (v. 36) "Therefore let all Israel know certainly God has made this Jesus whom you crucified both Lord and Christ."  The one you (we) crucified.  Yes, it is our sins that put him on the cross.  The people hearing this ask "What shall we do?"  It's always like us, asking what we can do.  And Peter replies (pay attention), "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is for you and for your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself."  This passage created a great deal of discussion -- it is the Lord who calls; the Trinity is at work here; the meaning of repent (and Jerome's mistranslation of it in the Roman Catholic Latin Vulgate Bible); the importance of promise; paying attention to what follows the Greek word "for" (gar = gar); the meaning of "received" (as in, the ground receives rain, we receive the Word of God).


The next session created discussion on the four things the new-found church did -- apostles' teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and prayer.  We do those today also.


The final discussion of the night concerned Peter's miraculous healing of a lame beggar.  Shock and awe, indeed!
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Week 2 Summary:  Sept. 14, 2016

Discussions began with reading a piece from volume 1 of  The Christians that told some of the tradition about the lives and martyrdoms of the apostles.  We left off the previous week with the listing of the Apostles and the need to replace Judas, who had betrayed Jesus and subsequently had died.  There was discussion about the process of choosing Matthias as a successor to Judas.  Given the political climate of our time and its partisanship, we wondered if the Apostolic method portrayed here in Acts 1 might be worthy of emulation.  The process was straightforward :  1)  Pick 2 candidates that fit the requirements of the office, 2)  Pray, 3)  roll the dice (cast lots).  Of course the passage also tells us that everyone was ovmoqumadon, homothumadon, "of one accord," with one mind -- so maybe that is not applicable to our current politics.  


Ovmoqmadon is an important word in Acts.  Ten of the eleven times it is used in the New Testament are found in Acts.  We will watch for this word and explore its meaning more fully in  a future session.


We entered chapter 2, which is the retelling of the events of Pentecost.  We discussed the background of the Festival and how it is the great festival of God, the Holy Spirit.  Easter celebrated the Resurrection of God, the Word made flesh -- the Son.  This is therefore the other great festival for the third person of the Holy Trinity.


We talked about fire as a mark of the presence of God.  On Pentecost, it was tongues of fire;  for Moses, a burning bush; for the Israelites in the wilderness, a pillar of fire by night;  for Elijah, an all-consuming fire on Mt. Carmel and a chariot of fire took him to heaven.  There was also mention of the speaking of many languages at Pentecost as a reversal of what happened at the Tower of Babel.  At Babel, God scattered the peoples by confusing their language.  At Pentecost, God is gathering the peoples to himself by empowering speech in many languages.


As usual, we highlighted certain Greek words in the text, and came to understand the context better.  There are interesting factoids in this.


Happy reading, 
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Week 1 Summary:  Sept. 7, 2016

We began our study of Acts with a discussion of context and authorship.  Both the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts are attributed to the Greek doctor, Luke, who was a traveling companion to St. Paul.  The Gospel of Luke is structured as a volume 1, detailing the life and work of God in the flesh, Jesus.  And the Book of Acts is volume 2 -- the work of God in the Holy Spirit.  When one reads the opening of both books, they are clearly written by one author.  The original Greek supports this, as Luke's Greek is far more educated and well-structured compared to Paul's letters or the works of John, where the Greek is simpler with a less complex vocabulary.


The books of Luke and Acts overlap in their detailing of resurrection and ascension.  This is clearly the centerpiece of Luke's combined writings.  It is because Jesus rose from the dead and ascended into heaven that we can trust his promises.  One of those promises was to send the Holy Spirit.


We spent some time in class discussing Trinitarian theology.  God is one, but in 3 persons (Father, Son, Holy Spirit) as co-equal, and each with distinctive works (creation, redemption, sanctification).  If Genesis details the works of the Father, the Gospels proclaim the Son, the Book of Acts is detailing the work of the Holy Spirit making faith where and when he wills.


We discussed for some time the question in verse 6:  "Will you now restore the Kingdom of God to Israel?"  This question is worthy of much thought and as John Calvin wrote, "There are as many errors in this question as there are words."  What does the question mean to you?  And notice how Jesus answers the question in what follows in the Book of Acts.


The Ascension is featured here in chapter one with the disciples being told, "You will be my witnesses."  The Greek word for witness is "martyr."  We discussed martyrdom as a form of witness, not to be sought, but nevertheless a call some Christians have the "privilege" of fulfilling for the Lord.  Do we still see suffering for the Lord as a privilege as attested by many early church martyrs (Ignatius, Cyprian, Polycarp)?

We closed our discussion with the first use of the Greek word homothumadon -- with one accord.  This word and its meaning are particularly important in Acts.  Watch for it as our study continues.
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