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Acts 4:32- 5:11

m o n t h  t w o

The outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost didn’t just begin a new religious
movement; it totally transformed the quality of relationships, values and
structures of community life among the believers. Here the early Church
begins to enact the fulfilment of Jesus’ vision and prayer for his disciples
(Matthew 28.19-20; Mark 16.15-18; Luke 24.48; John 13.35; 17.14-18.). They
demonstrate a radical discipleship in sharp contrast not only with the
calculating dishonesty and avarice of Ananias and Sapphira, but also with the
materialism, individuality and consumerism of modern times.

The story of Ananias and Sapphira is uncomfortable to modern ears and could
cause us to allegorise its content, however, such stories demonstrate the
stubborn honesty of the Bible, determined to lay bare the shocking truth,
warts and all. The deception of Ananias and Sapphira is in stark contrast to the
generosity of Barnabas (Acts 4.36-37). Their deception is perhaps treated so
harshly in order to purge the emerging Early Church of potential duplicity and
corruption. Whatever, the reason, here is a story designed to shock and ram
home the message that dishonesty is serious and God cannot be deceived.

All the believers were one in heart 
and mind.

Acts 5 verse 32

O God of the high heavens
O Christ of the deep earth

O Spirit of the flowing waters
O Trinity of love,

You have offered your love to us,
and here we pledge our love to you.

Strengthen us in our desire,
and breathe into our bodies the 

passion of your love.
We pray this in the name of Jesus,

To who we commit ourselves. 
Amen.
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kept back part of the money for 
himself

The calculating and manoeuvring of Ananias
discloses a dishonesty that is so endemic in
our modern world that it almost goes
unnoticed. What is the most shocking part of
this story for you?

w e e k  o n e

No-one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared 

everything they had.
Jesus reminded us that where our treasure is, there will be our hearts also. Here we learn that the

early believers held possessions in common. What does it mean to live a shared and common life

today? How can we offer a radical critique of private ownership and materialism?

With great power the apostles 

continued to testify to the 

resurrection of the Lord Jesus

Proclaiming the resurrection message sits

demonstrating the resurrection life seen in a

shared, common life. Where do you see word

and action working together to reveal Jesus?

they brought the money from the 

sales and put it at the apostles feet 

and it was distributed to anyone who 

had need of it.

How can you share the generous blessings of 

your life with those who are in need?

.

Satan has filled your heart that you 

have lied to the Holy Spirit

The attempt to subvert the move of the Holy

Spirit, seen in a sacrificial, shared common

life, is an act of Satan, is intended to

undermine the Early Church. Have you ever

experienced or seen such a spiritual attack?

Great fear seized all who heard what 

had happened.

Fear of God can be a misunderstood

concept. What is the connection between

fear and awe? How can the awesomeness of

God motivate us to follow him with our lives?

You have not lied to men but to God

God, the Holy Spirit is the unseen hand
behind these events. What we do before
people, we do before God, hence we are
doubly accountable. How does this
understanding affect your inner life?
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O God of life, of all life and of each life,   

we lay our lives before you; 

we give our lives to you from whom nothing is hidden

You are before us, God, you are behind.

You are around us, God, you are within.

O God of life, O generous Spirit, 

Renew us with your life,

Tonight, tomorrow and always.

.

• What united those first believers? Could we be like that today? 
• What would YOUR group need to start doing for this to become a 

reality? Gather any practical ideas/suggestions for e.g. ways of praying 
for people or ways to help others.

• What was the attitude of the early Christians toward their possessions 
(v32-37)? What do you find easy to share? What do you find hard? Explain 
the differences between you two answers?

• How do you react to the story of Ananias and Sapphira? Is this a horror 
story designed to scare us into obedience, or is something deeper or 
more subtle at work here?

• Peter once again emerges as an authority figure among the believers 
(v9). How do you understand the idea of ‘authority’ as a part of 
leadership?
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Acts 5:12 - 42the cost of following

There is a mixed blessing from being a follower of Jesus in the first century –
admiration coupled with opposition. This is something of a rare phenomenon
today – a community that is making an impact and transforming lives, whilst
attracting the attention of the authorities, keen to suppress a movement they
can neither understand nor control. The early church is undergoing a
revolutionary phase that many people movements undergo – strong organic
growth, changing hearts and lives in a way that threatens the status quo. The
story of Ananias and Sapphira showed that something serious and powerful
was taking place, no wonder the High Priest was provoked to take action.
Fear (v11), jealousy (v17), astonishment (v24) – a whole range of responses
occur among those in authority, whilst others join their number (v14) and
many are healed (v15-16) although some consider the cost of following (v13).

Peter once again emerges as the leader Jesus had believed in, prepared to
follow, whatever the cost (v29). Furthermore, the movement of the Holy
Spirit appears irresistible, even the doors of the jail yield to it (v19) and the
religious authorities recognise that they are unable to stand in the way of a
genuine movement of God’s power (v38).

We must obey God rather than 
human beings.

Acts 4 verse 29

Leave me alone with God as much 
as may be.

As the tide draws the waters close 
in upon the shore,

Make me an island, set apart,  
alone with you God, Holy to you.
Then with the turning of the tide, 

Prepare me to carry your presence 
to the busy world beyond,

The world that rushes in on me
Till the waters come again
And fold me back to you.
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Go , stand in the temple courts and 
tell  the people about this new life. 

God’s messenger, the angel tells the
disciples to proclaim the good news of
Jesus in a public place. Why is this
important?

The chief priests were at a loss, 

wondering what this might lead to.

We live in a very controlling culture.

Spontaneity, especially when coupled with

mystery and power, can be bewildering. What

do you learn from these events in terms of

God’s power breaking out in unexpected ways?

‘No-one dared to join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people’

We are used to the idea that publicity will always attract a crowd, but here is a people movement that
is scary, not only because of the opposition it attracts, but also because of the irresistible power that
it yields. There is nothing comfortable or safe about following Jesus into the world. This is not a faith
to be embraced as a comfort blanket, but as a tool for change.

…the party of the Sadducees were 

filled with jealousy.

What reactions do you experience to your

daily following of Jesus? Do you worry about

what other people think about you?

‘‘We gave you strict orders not to 
teach in this name.’

Sometimes, civil disobedience is the indirect
result of being faithful to Jesus. How night
this apply today and what can we learn from
the methods used by the disciples?

‘We must obey God, rather than 
human beings.’

What are the issues of faith, social justice
and morality that place followers of Jesus in
opposition to the wider culture.

‘If it is from God, you will not be 
able to stop these men…’

The wisdom of Gamaliel is irrefutable. God’s
tends to play the long game and ultimately
His Holy Spirit has a way of getting thing
done. Where have you seen such instances
of God’s irresistible power at work in human
history or your own personal story?
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Sovereign God,
we worship You and we acknowledge that You 

know all of those who suffer in Your name.
We especially remember those who are 

imprisoned for their faith
May they inspire 

and embolden their fellow believers
to speak the word of God more courageously 

and fearlessly.
Amen.

• In what areas of our life are we aware of the conflict between obedience
to God and obedience to human wisdom (v29)? Likewise, in what areas
of public or political life does such a conflict occur?

• Why do Peter and the apostles keep re-telling the story of Jesus (v20-32?
What does this tell us?

• Gamaliel’s intervention is timely and tells us much about the religious and
political climate of this period (v34-39). What would have happened if
Gamaliel had not intervened? What does this tell us about how God uses
outsiders to advance His purposes (see Isaiah 4.1-5)?

• The question of civil disobedience is a huge issue for followers of Jesus
today. Some Christians have found themselves on the side of opposition
to social reform (e.g. civil rights, divorce, female leadership, sexuality and
gender issues). Looking back some might feel regret or shame, whilst
others consider that some Christians have ‘sold out’ or compromised on
the radical, counter cultural call to follow Jesus. What do you see as
issues of faith and the gospel and what are issues of social order to which
a counter cultural gospel can still speak?
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Acts 6:1-15

The apostles faced what we call today a human resources crisis, which
threatened the continued spread of the gospel (Acts 6.1-5). Stephen along with
Philip, is appointed primarily to help with the distribution of food, however, his
role, like that of Philip, was soon to develop into that of an evangelist.
Stephen’s name, along with that of the others set apart for ministry, suggests
that he was a Greek speaking Jew, or a proselyte (convert to Judaism). His
background may therefore have made him naturally more outward looking
and willing to accept that God could work outside of the nation of Israel. This
inevitably put him in a dangerous position and caused a smear campaign
against him (v11).

The custom of the day was to invite a guest to speak in the local Synagogue.
This gave Stephen an ideal opportunity to preach about Jesus. Now he is given
a wider audience, the Sanhedrin or Jewish parliament, in which to bear
witness to Christ. His audience included a certain young man called Saul.

All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin 

looked intently at Stephen and they 

saw that his face was like the face of 

an angel.

Acts 6 verse 15

From all evil and mischief;
from pride, vanity and hypocrisy;

from envy, hatred and malice;
and from all evil intent,
Good Lord, deliver us.

The Litany -
Anglican Common Worship
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So they produced false witnesses, 
who testified

In a world that is confused about what is true
and what is false, how can we remain
steadfast to the truths that we believe in?

day four

w e e k  t h r e e

They presented these men to the 
apostles, who prayed and laid their 

hands on them.
Even in tasks and ministries that might be
regarded as more practical, spiritual
authority is given to those involved. This
practice of setting apart for ministry with
laying on of hands later became ‘ordination’.

In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Grecian Jews 

among them complained… 

Kickback and misunderstandings are inevitable, even when things are going well. When you

receive a complaint, how do you react? Treat it as helpful feedback or go on the defensive?

.

‘It would not be right for us to 
neglect the ministry of the word of 

God in order to wait on tables.’

The disciples recognise their primary calling
to proclaim the good news of Jesus. What
does this tell you about what is primary and
secondary in your life?

‘choose seven from among you 
who are known to be full of the 

Spirit and wisdom.’

Are you able to delegate tasks around you
to others who are full of the Holy Spirit and
wisdom?

Stephen, a man full of God’s grace 
and power, performed great wonders 

and signs among the people.

Despite Stephen having been set apart for a
practical ministry of helping at tables, he
emerges as a teacher and leader. What does
this tell us about being faithful in small things?

But they could not stand up against 
the wisdom the Spirit gave him as 

he spoke.

Wisdom is a spiritual gift. Where do you see
such wisdom being exercised today? Where
is such needed? Pray for it.



for the group

as you gather…

prayer for the group

continue the conversation

here

w e e k  t h r e e

• Some people consider themselves as spiritually inferior to others because
the focus of their ministry is practical. What does v3 suggest about the
spiritual qualifications of the people appointed for such a task?

• What does this story tell us about delegation and team building?
• Stephen (v8) and later Philip (Acts 8:5) emerge from the team serving the

practical needs of widows to exercise a wider ministry. What does this
story tell us about how gifts and skills nurtured in one area of ministry
equip us for the task of other areas of ministry?

• What did Stephen have on his side to counter opposition (v10)? What
does this tell us about the resources that God makes available to us in
order to stand up for our faith (Matthew 10.17-20)?

• Stephen is the object of a conspiracy to misrepresent his words and
intentions (v11-12). Have you ever been so misrepresented? How did it
feel? How did you respond? How did Stephen respond?

By your ministry in word and work;
by your mighty acts of power;

and by your preaching of the kingdom,
Good Lord, deliver us.

By your agony and trial;
by your cross and passion;

and by your precious death and burial,
Good Lord, deliver us.

By your mighty resurrection;
by your glorious ascension;

and by your sending of the Holy Spirit,
Good Lord, deliver us.

The Litany – Anglican Common Worship
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Acts 7:1-60

Stephen is put on trial to face his accusers, but rather than defending himself,

he chooses to tell the story of God’s saving work in the history of His people.

Often in the book of Acts, we see important sermons, telling stories about

what God has done in the lives of different people (Acts 2:14-41; 4:8-12; 10:34-

43; 15:7-21; 17:22-31; 22:1-21; 26:1-23).

This telling of the story has a huge historical sweep, but Stephen is keen to

show that he stands firmly within the existing Jewish religious tradition, so he

talks mostly about the founding fathers of the Jewish faith. In the Early

Church this sense of continuity with the God of the Jews and their shared

history (what is known as: ‘salvation history’) was very important, but so too

was their sense of discontinuity, believing that God has now acted supremely

and uniquely in the life of Jesus. Stephen then delivers his hard hitting

challenge (verses 51-53), that God’s repeated offer of life has been constantly

rejected. He doesn’t get the opportunity to explain how to respond to God’s

offer of life in Jesus before he is cut down and killed (verse 60).

‘Look’ he said, ‘I see heaven open 
and the Son of Man standing at the 

right hand of God.’

Acts 7 verse 56

Gracious Father,
Who gave the first martyr Stephen 

grace to pray for those who took up 
stones against him:

Grant that in all our sufferings for the 
truth we may learn to love even our 
enemies and to seek forgiveness for 
those who desire our hurt, looking 

up to heaven to Him who was 
crucified for us, Jesus our mediator 

and advocate.

Amen.
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‘Leave your country and your people’ God said, ‘and go to the land I will show you.’

The call to leave and ‘Go’ is at the heart of the faith story of God’s people across the centuries. What is 

God calling you to leave behind and step out in faith in order to ‘go’ towards?

‘Your descendants will be strangers 

in a country not their own and they 

will be enslaved and ill treated.’

The experience of being strangers in a foreign

culture – being in exile or refugees is one that

speaks of following Christ in a challenging

culture. How does that experience resonate

with you?

But God was with him and rescued 

him from all his troubles

God is with us in the midst of our struggles

(Psalm 34:18-19). Pain, doubt and hardship

are not necessarily signs of God’s absence,

but can be ways of enabling us to trust in His

provision and strength.

Then Jacob went down to Egypt

The historic faith story is often about

change, transition and movement. How

have you discerned God’s presence with you

through times of change and transition?

But our fathers refused to obey him 

Stephen continues to track the faith history

of the nation of Israel. This history is marked

by faith and disobedience – blessing and

judgement. His warning is pointing towards

the challenge to follow Jesus or not. Where

do you perceive the tendency to reject the

way of Jesus within your own life?

You always resist the Holy Spirit!  

The Holy Spirit is always moving, breaking

out, disturbing and renewing. The Holy Spirit

is always doing something new. Where do

you perceive the movement of God’s Holy

Spirit in the world today?

But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, 

looked up to heaven and saw the 

glory of God and Jesus standing… 

Stephen was inspired by a vision of Jesus

reigning supreme over all things. Keeping

Jesus at the centre of his vision and his life

enabled him to stand firm, even when faced

with anger, persecution and his own death.
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• Stephen would have scored minus several points on a modern political
correctness scale for the language of his accusation (v51-53). What is the
difference between confrontation and challenge? Have we ever caused
offence when speaking about the uniqueness of Jesus? What is offensive
about the message of Jesus (see: Galatians 5:11)

• It has been said that the gospel should “comfort the disturbed and
disturb the comfortable.” What do you think this means? How can we get
the balance right being giving offence and causing offence?

• Stephen’s sermon certainly provoked a reaction (v54). His hearers had
their consciences pricked, but were moved to vengeance, not
repentance. What is the difference between guilt and repentance?

• Why did Stephen receive a vision at this point (v55-57)? Why did his
hearers cover their ears?

• Why was Stephen’s death described as “falling asleep” (v60)? How did
the believers regard death?

I am going home with You,
to Your home.

I am going home with You,
to Your home of mercy.

I am going home with You,
to the fount of all blessing.

Carmina Gadelica
(Ancient Gaelic prayer)
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