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On this rock
‘Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by 

flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this 
rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”’ (Matthew 16:17-
18)

These verses are very important in our understanding of how the message of Jesus spread 

around the world, through the teaching of Peter and the other apostles in Jerusalem and 

further afield. They have also divided the church over an argument that Jesus’ words 
effectively establish Peter as the first Bishop or Pope of Rome, and all subsequent Popes 
are his successors.

An alternative interpretation of these words is that Peter was the first person to fully 
understand who Jesus was, to make that great leap of faith and see in Jesus the Son of 

the living God. In that respect Peter is the first stone, the first member of the church that 
Jesus was founding. And over time others would make that same discovery and become 
living stones to be added to that very same Church of Christ.

In Ephesians 2:20 the church is said to be ‘built on the foundation of the apostles and 
prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone’ and Peter himself in talking 

about the new believers says, ‘As you come to him, the living Stone – rejected by humans 

but chosen by God and precious to him – you also, like living stones, are being built into 
a spiritual house..’ (1 Peter 2:4-8). Paul assures his readers in 1 Cor 3:11 that ‘..no one can 
lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.’

We must be careful as to how we interpret the word translated generally as ‘Church’, 

which conveys all the baggage of institution, organizations, buildings and officialdom. 
Several commentators consider it likely that the word Jesus spoke was ‘Qahal’ (Hebrew) 

or ‘Kenishta’ (Aramaic), one used for the whole congregation of Israel, or Israel as a 
whole acting as the people of God. Jesus then confers on Peter the honour of being the 
beginning of a new people of the Lord, the first in a new fellowship of believers in Christ 
of which we now belong.
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Study 1   Commissioned

Opening discussion

(Read Luke 24:13-16, 28-49 or the whole 
passage if you prefer!)

The Gospels vary when it comes to the final 
days of the resurrected Jesus interacting with 
his apostles and other followers, but they all 

add to our understanding of how a group of 

uncertain and scared men went on to become 

the leaders of a fledgling church.

The story of the walk to Emmaus and an 

encounter with the risen Jesus is important 

in many ways. It allows the writer Luke to 

summarise his message and lead neatly to the 

continuing story in Acts. It has two men walking 
into a setting sun (perhaps mirroring their 
mood) and having a conversation with a fellow 
traveller without recognising who he is until 
they share a meal together.  It demonstrates the 

ability of Jesus to bring clarity to the confusion 

that surrounded his followers. It shows the 

enthusiasm of those two men to share their 

experience with the others back in Jerusalem 
and find out that Jesus had also appeared to 
Simon Peter.

Then Jesus appears again to the apostles and 

other followers and opens their minds to one of 

the big mysteries of Scripture. Various strands 

of prophesy and promise come together to form 

a picture of the Messiah, who God will send into 
the world. Sometimes the Messiah is seen as a 
shepherd who will lead and care for the sheep, 

at other times a crusading king of glory who will 
scatter enemies and rule with his rod of iron.

But then there’s another image of the Suffering 
Servant, the Man of Sorrows, acquainted with 
grief, despised and rejected, personifying the 

sufferings of the Jewish nation. Jesus helps the 
apostles to understand that the Messiah and 

the Suffering Servant are one person. The cross 
was a necessary part of God’s plan because 
there, in a moment of time, can be glimpsed the 
scale of God’s love.

And now, eyes opened, the disciples are tasked 

with taking Jesus’ message of forgiveness and 

love into the bigger world!

Touch me and see                                           

How good are you at putting a name 
to a face if you meet someone out 

of their usual context, and do you 
have a defence mechanism to avoid 

embarrassment?
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Key verse            
‘I am going to send you what my 

Father has promised; but stay in the 
city until you have been clothed with 
power from on high’ (Luke 24:49)



Discussion   
1

 

2
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Jesus was revealed to the two in the breaking of bread. Although this was not strictly a sacramental 

meal, how important to you is the celebration of Holy Communion and why?

How important was that piece of broiled fish that they offered Jesus (v 42)?

How would you describe the Eleven at this time, and how crucial was this final meeting with the 
physical Jesus?

(Read John 21:15-19)

After sharing breakfast on the beach, Peter is 
put on the spot by Jesus, no doubt because the 

other apostles were aware that Peter had found 

his courage and faith lacking after Jesus was 
arrested, leading him to do the very thing he 

said he would never do, deny Jesus (Matthew 
26:33). 

Fortunately for Peter it would seem Jesus had 
not given up on him, hence the questions – one 
for each of Peter’s denials. The wording of the 

first question could be interpreted three ways.

1. Do you love me more than the others?

2. Do you love me more than you love these, 

your friends?

3. Do you love me more than all this stuff – the 
fishing boat, nets, fish etc.?

This was an opportunity for Peter to reaffirm 
his initial calling to leave everything and follow 
Jesus. It was also an opportunity to re-assess 

his relationship with the other apostles after his 
infamous threefold denial, and place that in the 

context of his devotion and love of Jesus. 

Peter’s declarations of love brought him a task, 
to give his life to shepherding the lambs and 

sheep of Jesus’ flock. The practical proof of a 
believer’s love for Jesus is shown through love 

shared with others. Love often requires sacrifice 
and Peter’s love would eventually lead him also 

to a cross.

Becoming a shepherd                                       

Discussion   

4

5

How easy is it to be guilty of giving up on 

people after something they’ve said or done, 
without giving them the opportunity of a second 

chance?

How difficult to answer are the three questions 
above if we ask them of ourselves?

Quotes   
‘Because I was suspicious of the traditional 
Christian church, I tended to tar them all 
with the same brush. That was a mistake, 

because there are righteous people working 

in a whole rainbow of belief systems - from 

Hasidic Jews to right-wing Bible Belters to 

charismatic Catholics.’  (Bono)

‘The Church is not a gallery for the exhibition 
of eminent Christians, but a school for the 
education of imperfect ones.’ (Henry Ward 
Beecher)
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The great commission                                     
(Read Matthew 28:10, 16-20)

These verses present to us the last recorded words 

of Jesus to his followers in Matthew’s Gospel. Verse 
10 talks of ‘my brothers’ and this may well indicate 

that that there was a wider gathering on the hillside. 

Paul in 1 Cor 15:6 talks about the resurrected Jesus 
appearing to more than five hundred ‘of the brothers 
and sisters at the same time’. Matthew’s emphasis 
is with the Eleven. Earlier in his gospel (chapter 10) 

we hear of Jesus giving a limited commission to the 

apostles to go among the Jews and preach about the 

kingdom of heaven. Jesus began his own ministry 

amongst the Jews, but now is the time for the world 
to hear the Good News. The commission they are now given is to be 
representatives of the Church-to-be. Not all of Jesus’ followers at that 
time would be sent out into the world, many would be called to stay 
where they were and grow the Church in that place.

Matthew tells us that when Jesus appeared the Eleven worshipped 
him, ‘but some doubted’. It is unclear who the ‘some’ were, and 

perhaps the best explanation is that the journey of faith is longer for 
some than others. The Eleven had seen the risen Jesus at least twice 

and their worship is intuitive, but others were less confident in making 
that response, and the promised Holy Spirit may have helped with 

their transformation a short while afterwards.

Discussion   
6

7

How do you handle doubt?

The disciples certainly had a calling, to teach and make disciples 

of all nations. How do you understand the idea of ‘calling’ in 
your own journey of faith?

‘Then their eyes 

were opened and they 

recognised him, and he 

disappeared from their 

sight. They asked each 

other, ‘Were not our 

hearts burning within 

us while he talked with 

us on the road and 

opened the Scriptures 

to us?’ 

(Luke 24:31,32)

‘Therefore go and 

make disciples of all 

nations, baptising 
them in the name 

of the Father and 
of the Son and of 

the Holy Spirit, and 

teaching them to obey 

everything I have 

commanded you.’ 

(Matt 28:19.20)Wait for the gift                       
(Read Acts 1:1-11)

This is the second volume of Luke’s writings. 
The first is all about the life of Jesus on earth, 
and the second goes on to bring us the genesis 

of the Christian Church, a story which is of 
course still being written and is all about how 
the life of Jesus Christ continues within the 
lives of his disciples!

We are reminded that Jesus appeared several 

times to his followers over a period of forty 
days, but also that the apostles were not quite 
ready for the task ahead, with continuing 
confusion over the nature of the kingdom Jesus 

had talked about. 
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Steeped in Old Testament prophesy, the Jews 

looked forward to a day when God would break 
through into human history and bring a kind of 

political revolution! 

Jesus gave a clue to the nature of this new 

kingdom when he gave his followers what we 

call the Lord’s Prayer. Within it are the words, 

‘Your kingdom come; your will be done on 
earth as it is in heaven.’ (Matthew 6:10). This is 

a typical Hebrew verse in which the second half 

amplifies the first, meaning a society on earth 
where God’s will would be as perfectly done 
as it is in heaven, based upon love rather than 

power. And that would require a full experience 
of the power of the Holy Spirit, which is Jesus’ 

promise to the disciples.

Discussion   
1

 

2 

 

 

3

Luke is keen to emphasise that Jesus ‘gave many convincing proofs that he was alive’ (v3). How 
much convincing did you need, and where did that come from?

What does verse 6 say about what the apostles’ level of understanding was, just before Jesus was 

‘taken up before their very eyes’?

Jesus tells us that it’s not for us to know times or dates that God has set. Can that be frustrating 
when stressing the urgency of giving all people the opportunity to respond to the message of Jesus?

Thought for Prayer                                          

Pray for all those who are just embarking on a journey of faith, for those who walk with them 

offering encouragement and teaching, and for their family and friends, that they too might be 
challenged by this commitment.

7

Quotes
‘My grandmother took me to church on Sunday all day long, every Sunday into the night. Then 

Monday evening was the missionary meeting. Tuesday evening was usher board meeting. 
Wednesday evening was prayer meeting. Thursday evening was visit the sick. Friday evening was 
choir practice. I mean, and at all those gatherings, we sang.’  (Maya Angelou)

‘My church is in the detention facilities where I preside and celebrate the Eucharist. To me that’s 
the church. That’s the people of God.’ (Greg Boyle)
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Study 2   Empowered

Key verse   

(Read Acts 2:1-13)

Pentecost or ‘The Feast of Weeks’ celebrated 
the giving of the Law to Moses on Mount Sinai. 

Jews from a wide area would be in Jerusalem for 

the Feast and, with the city buzzing with Jews 
and Gentile converts, the promised Holy Spirit 
empowers the apostles and so obviously grabs the 

attention of the crowds who had gathered there. 

If we consider the coming of Jesus into the world 

(the incarnation) and his earthly ministry as God 
intervening in human history for the salvation of 
humankind, then the coming of the Holy Spirit 

must also be included in that series of divine 

happenings. It became a sign that God wanted to be 
known throughout the world and must have been 

a remarkable story to take back to areas as diverse 

as northern Africa, Persia and Rome. But there were 
also doubters in the crowd, convinced that these 

men were drunk!

The gift received                                             

Opening discussion  
Can you recall your first experience of church?

1

 

2

This was a time of pilgrimage, still an 
important part of some faiths, including 

Christian communities. What might such a 
commitment bring by way of blessing?

Is the cynicism shown by those thinking 

the apostles were merely drunk 

understandable, and how would you react 

if you were in that crowd?

Discussion  

‘All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit 

enabled them’ (Acts 2:4)
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(Read Acts 2:14-41)

The Jews had always been a small nation but 
held on to the conviction that they were God’s 
chosen people. They knew that humanly they 

were not as strong as the surrounding nations 
and their history witnessed to this truth, so 

they concluded that God would at some point 
intervene and put things right. It was to be 

‘The Day of the Lord’, which fitted time-wise 
between ‘The Present Age’ and ‘The Age to 

Come’. 

This is what Peter is saying to the Jews gathered 

in Jerusalem, that for generations they have 
looked forward to God breaking through and 
now, in Jesus, that great Day has come. It was 

Peter’s privilege to preach what is generally 

considered to be the first Christian sermon! 

This type of preaching was called ‘kerygma’ 

or a ‘herald’s message’, the plain truth spelled 

out. Here, Paul emphasises the guilt of those 

who crucified their Messiah, the reversal of 
their verdict in the resurrection of Jesus, the 
evidence of Christ’s well-known ministry of 

grace and power, the possibility of blessing and 

the gift of the Holy Spirit through repentance 
and faith. 

The effectiveness of the sermon can be gauged 
by the number who responded, around three 

thousand people we are told.

Peter emboldened                                           

3 

 

4 

 

 

5

Do you consider the prophesy of Joel to be 

for one time and place or applying to all 
Christians?

Peter tells his audience that the gift of the 
Holy Spirit is for all who believe. How do 

you perceive the Spirit working though 

your faith and life?

Peter describes the generation he was 
living in as ‘corrupt’ (V 40). How would you 

describe the current generation?

Discussion   

The pattern of the early church                     
    (Read Acts 2: 42-47)

So, in this passage we get a snapshot of how 

the fledgling Church of Christ operated day to 
day. Firstly, it was a learning church, and the 
apostles’ duties were immediately twofold - 
to witness to the world but also to teach the 

new Christian family who were hungry for 
knowledge about Jesus. This was the teaching 

that would give rise to the written material we 
have in the Gospels and Letters in our Bibles.

It was a church of fellowship. The word used 

in Greek is ‘koinõnia’, pronounced ‘koi·no·nia’. 
Paul in his first letter to Corinthians writes, 
‘God is faithful, who has called you into 

fellowship (koinõnia) with his Son, Jesus Christ 
our Lord’, and this has been called the essence 

of Christianity, namely fellowship with Christ, 
leading to a fellowship with the Father and 
with one another in Christ. It was a community 

committed to sharing, to being family, and 
making sure no one was in need.

It was a praying and worshipping church. They 

continued to meet daily in the temple courts 
and share a common meal as they broke bread 

together in a spirit of gratitude and reverence.

It was also a happy Church, which attracted 
others and swelled their numbers. As an early 
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model of Church it was very successful, but in 

the longer term we know that administrative 
problems arose and it became chronically 

poor, needing Paul’s assistance to raise much-

needed funds (Acts 6:1, 1 Cor 16:1-4).

6

 

7

8

Do you find Luke’s description of the 
fledgling Church attractive or challenging?

What do you think of the overall balance 

of activities in the Church that Luke 
describes?

 

Are there any ideas here that are worthy of 

consideration in your own church?

Discussion   

Quotes
‘I see the church as a field hospital after 
battle. It is useless to ask a seriously injured 
person if he has high cholesterol and about 

the level of his blood sugars. You have to 

heal his wounds. Then we can talk about 

everything else.’   (Pope Francis)

‘All my momma’s people were very musical. 

My grandpa, who was the Pentecostal 

minister, he was a great musician. He played 

the fiddle, he played the piano. ’  (Dolly 
Parton)

‘I was raised in the Methodist Church, which 

is a very Germanic, military kind of music 
they have there. I heard this other music on 

the radio: Pentecostal. That was right up my 
street. ‘   (Leon Russell)

Persecution begins                                          
     (Read Acts 4:1-10, 5:12-21, 6:8-15)

In Acts 3 Peter and John were going to the 
temple for prayer. They were in the busy Court 

of the Gentiles where the money-changers 
and sellers of sacrificial offerings had stalls, 
and the area would be crowded with both 

worshippers and sightseers. 

It is here that they bring healing to a man 

crippled from birth. ‘Silver or gold I do not 

have,’ says Peter. ‘But what I have I give you. 

In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk!’ 
(Acts 3:6)

The crippled man gets up and jumps up and 

down, praising God. The effect on the crowd 
is one of astonishment and they rush across 

to see what has happened. Peter turns the 

incident into a suitable moment to preach 

again and the authorities are not happy. 



11

The Sadducees were a party whose best 

interests were served by keeping on good 

terms with the Romans. As such, they were 
very hot on public disorder, which this was 

deemed to be. They also did not believe in 

resurrection from the dead, the message that 
Peter and John were proclaiming. Hence the 

arrest and an appearance before the Sanhedrin 

and another preaching opportunity for Peter!

Later in chapter 5 we find the Church meeting 
in Solomon’s Colonnade, one of two great 

colonnades surrounding the Temple area. It’s 

worth noting that attendance at the Temple 
was important for the believers as they sought 

to grow in faith and bring that faith into their 

daily lives. They were also keen to be open in 

their act of worship so that others might see 

and be drawn into the fellowship. Again, there 

is evidence of the promised Holy Spirit working 

through the apostles, and the inevitable 

response of the high priest and Sadducees. We 

also see God unlocking the prison doors, so the 
apostles can walk free!

The story of Stephen, though both heroic and 

tragic, is also notable because of the presence 

of Saul, who seems to have approved of 

Stephen’s violent death.

9

 

10

Was it inevitable that the early Church would face such opposition and persecution from the 
religious leaders of the Jews, and should they not have tried to avoid confrontation?

Why might the Church suffer persecution in some counties today and not in others?

Discussion    

Thought for Prayer                                          

Pray for Christians throughout the world who are suffering persecution for their faith, that God 
would sustain them through their troubles.

‘Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptised, 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 The promise is for you and 
your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.’ (Acts 2:38)

‘Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes 
and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. 
And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:46,47)
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Study 3  Jerusalem and beyond

Opening discussion   

As the Church grew it began to encounter 

problems of scale, one of these being the 

important weekly charity distribution to the 
needy. The apostles could not be everywhere 

and so recruited seven trusted individuals to 

take on this pastoral role. Stephen was one 

of the Seven, but being a Greek-speaking Jew 
was looked down upon by the local Aramaic-

speaking Jews in Jerusalem, who were incensed 

by his message, which they considered 

blasphemy. It was for this that Stephen was 

stoned to death, a violent act witnessed by Saul. 

Stephen’s faith in Jesus shines through as does 

his willingness to forgive, following the example 
of his Saviour.

The Church began as a Jewish institution, but 
just as Stephen looked at the bigger picture 

of God’s love for the world, the persecution 
that followed his death meant the church, 

its members and message, were scattered 
throughout Judea and Samaria. 

As Saul did his best to disrupt the Jerusalem 

Church, Philip (another of the Seven) arrived 

in Samaria and began preaching and displaying 

the power of the Holy Spirit among the people 

there, with much love and joy we are told. We 

know little about Philip but must recognise him 
as one of the architects of the Christian Church. 

Believers scattered         

What have been your experiences of 
worshipping in other churches and 

denominations?

Key verse   
‘Do you understand what you are reading?’ 

Philip asked. 

‘How can I,’ he said, ‘unless someone explains it 
to me?’  (Acts 8:39,40)

(Read Acts 6:1-11, 7:51-8:8)

1

2

Christians began by worshipping where 
they already did, in the synagogues. It must 

have felt the natural thing to do, but was 

conflict inevitable?

One advantage of not having church 

buildings as we know them was that 

believers could quickly pack their essentials 
and move elsewhere if the need arose. Are 

we perhaps too tied to our buildings, many 
of which are not ideally placed, too big or 

expensive to maintain?

Discussion  
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The Word spreads                                          
     (Read Acts 8:26-40)

There are many people who would not go 

so far as to call themselves fully signed-up 

Christians, but who find much that attracts 
them in the teachings and life of Jesus. They 

may occasionally go on spiritual pilgrimages 

or retreats and enjoy the solitude, peace 

and sense of the divine 

that can be discerned 

within great centres of 

worship. Here we meet 

an Ethiopian eunuch, an 

important official to the 
queen returning from 
Jerusalem where he had 

been to worship.

Gentiles who accepted 
and were converted 

to Judaism through 

circumcision were called 

proselytes. Others, 

who were not ready or 

prepared to make that 

big step, but yet were 

interested enough to read 

the scriptures and attend the Jewish synagogue 
were known as God-fearers, and the Ethiopian 

may have been one such seeker of spiritual 

truth. He was reading aloud from Isaiah 53, and 
struggling to understand the significance of the 
words. Enter Philip, guided by the Holy Spirit to 

open this man’s eyes to the truth and lead him, 

through baptism, to faith in Christ.

Baptism to the early Christians 
symbolised cleansing, new life 

and union with Christ. In the 

immersion and rising up from 

the water a person seemed to 

die and rise anew with Christ 

(Romans 6:1-4).

This passage is important in 

that it shows that mission is 

more than organised meetings 
or rallies, both includes the 

one-to-one opportunities that 
can happen anywhere, on a 

walk, commute to work or 

within a casual conversation. 
Not forced, but with permission 
and the leading of the Holy 

Spirit (Acts 8:31).

3

 

4

 

 

5

How easy do you find it to strike up 
conversations on matters of faith?

Have you experience of large Christian 
gatherings or festivals? What blessings can 
they offer on our spiritual journey?

In you own church situation are there mission 
opportunities that perhaps are not being 
taken up for various reasons? How could 

these be addressed?

Discussion     Quotes
‘The Church is not a gallery for the 

exhibition of eminent Christians, but a 
school for the education of imperfect ones.’ 
(Henry Ward Beecher)

‘Going to church doesn’t make you any 
more a Christian than going to the garage 
makes you a car.’   (Laurence J. Peter)

‘Church attendance is as vital to a disciple 
as a transfusion of rich, healthy blood to a 

sick man.’   (Dwight L. Moody)
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A new leader                                            
    (Read Acts 9: 1-9, 17-18)

This is the most famous conversion story 

in Christian history. It is quite possible that 
witnessing Stephen’s death, and the strength 

of that man’s faith right up the end of his 

life, remained in Saul’s mind as he walked for 

several days from Jerusalem to Damascus, his 

thoughts intent on rounding up any Christians 
he might find and bring them back to face the 
same punishment. As a well-educated Jew, 

perhaps Saul was thinking as he walked about 

the effect of Jesus’ message on the life of 
Stephen.

Electrical storms are not unknown on the road 

approaching, but this one was rather special 

as Paul hears within it the voice he was trying 

to silence forever! He enters Damascus not as 

an avenging force but blind and vulnerable, 

instructed to enter the city and wait for further 

developments!

Enter a somewhat cautious Ananias, who 
knows all about Saul and is wary of even 

approaching this man, never mind laying hands 

upon him for the healing of his blindness. But 

obedience overcomes trepidation, and as he 
witnesses and lays hands upon him the ‘scales 

fell from Saul’s eyes’ and he is baptised, a 
changed man who almost immediately begins 

to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the 

Son of God (vv. 20-31), and then quickly finds 
himself on the wanted list, having to escape 

back to Jerusalem, then on to Caesarea and 

Tarsus. A taste of what is to follow in his new 

vocation.

Saul (now called Paul) continues to have an 
exciting, but also a more challenging and 
fulfilling life, of mission and church building.

6

 

7

 

8

What does the story of Saul/Paul tell us about the people who God calls into ministry or mission?

 

Have you ever had a ‘Damascus moment’ when your religious beliefs were seriously challenged? If 

so, were there people around who could, like Ananias, offering blessing and help?

How can the Church reach out and connect with those who are on a ‘spiritual journey’ but currently 

with no destination in mind.

Discussion    

The bigger picture                                       
    (Read Acts 9: 1-9, 17-18)

The first Christians were Jews who continued 
to worship at the synagogue, and it is 

conceivable that Christianity could have simply 
evolved as a variant of Judaism, as the Jews 

believed they were the chosen ones of God. 
Luke includes this story about Peter twice 

within Acts because it is such an important 

milestone. It begins when Peter has a vision 

and is told not to call anything unclean that 

God has declared clean. This is in preparation 
for his meeting with Cornelius, a Gentile who 
Peter would indeed have considered unclean. 

In the longer version of the story Peter is 

instructed by the Holy Spirit to go with three 
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men who call at the house where he is staying 

and follow them to Caesarea where he is 

present as the Holy Spirit falls upon the family 

of Cornelius.

Now back in Jerusalem, Peter is put on the 
spot by Jews who are critical of his actions, 
and his famous response is, ‘if God gave 
them the same gift he gave us who believed 
in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think 

that I could stand in God’s way?’ And Peter’s 
awakening to God’s bigger picture of salvation 
for the world now become a blessing to the 

believers in Jerusalem.

It was a big step for the Church to accept 

that Gentiles were a part of God’s plans 
and purposes as well as Jews. How open 

is the Church today to those who are 

‘different’ in some way?

Does your church have a bigger picture of 

how God might want to use it within the 
local community or even further afield, and 
if not, might that be a good idea?

Discussion    

9

 

10

Thought for Prayer                                          

Pray for how the Christian fellowships in your town or city might reach out beyond the four walls 
they meet within and connect with the people who pass by or live nearby.

‘Those who had been scattered preached the 
word wherever they went. Philip went down to 

a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah 

there. When the crowds heard Philip and saw 

the signs he performed, they all paid close 

attention to what he said. For with shrieks, 
impure spirits came out of many, and many 

who were paralysed or lame were healed. So 

there was great joy in that city.’  

(Acts 8:4-8)

‘‘‘As I began to speak, the Holy Spirit came on 

them as he had come on us at the beginning. 

Then I remembered what the Lord had said: 
“John baptised with water, but you will be 
baptised with the Holy Spirit.”  So if God gave 
them the same gift he gave us who believed in 
the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I to think that I 

could stand in God’s way?’  
(Acts 11:15-17)
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Study 4  The life of the Church

Opening discussion   

Peter sums up the Church in Old Testament 

terms echoing descriptions of the people of 
Israel. Christians are ‘chosen’ as children, a 
family of God, and for service. They are a ‘royal 
priesthood’, with access to God but also offering 
their work, worship and themselves to God. And 
they are a ‘special possession’ (NIV), a phrase 
which reflects the real value of the individual 
Christian in God’s eyes.

We see the Church reflecting Peter’s words in 
Acts 2 as the believers’ thirst for understanding, 

fellowship and worship, both in the Temple and 

in their homes, leads to an outpouring of love 

into the community. They were a joyful, happy 

people, well liked, and we are told that others 

were daily added to their number.

This spirit of worship is to carry on into 

everyday lives and work. There’s a sense in 

which lives need to be filled with something, 
and Paul in Ephesians tells the believers not to 

follow the example of the world, but to be filled 
with the Holy Spirit and allow the Spirit to bring 

songs of praise and joy into their daily lives.

The early Church did not have purpose-built 

buildings for worship at this time, they used 
homes or rented rooms. We read in Acts 19:9-
10, ‘So Paul left them. He took the disciples with 
him and had discussions daily in the lecture 

hall of Tyrannus.  This went on for two years, 

so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the 
province of Asia heard the word of the Lord’. 

And commending Aquila and Priscilla in Rome 
to his readers Paul says, ‘Greet also the church 
that meets at their house’ (Romans 16:5).

A worshipping community                                 

How could the Church appeal more to 

those outside its current reach, and 

should it?

Key verse   
But you are a chosen people, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, God’s special 
possession, that you may declare the 

praises of him who called you out of 

darkness into his wonderful light.  

(1 Peter 2:9)

(Read 1 Peter 2:9-10, Acts 2:42-47, Ephesians 5:15-21)

Quotes
‘About Jesus Christ and the Church, I simply 

know they’re just one thing.’  (Joan of Arc)

‘Anyone who is to find Christ must first find 
the church. How could anyone know where 

Christ is and what faith is in him unless he 

knew where his believers are?’   

(Martin Luther)
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2

3

Reading the passage from Acts, can you envisage ways in which your own church might embrace 
something of the life of the Christians in Jerusalem?

Are Paul’s words to the Ephesians still able to speak to this generation of Christians?

What other ways than our regular Sunday services are there of ‘being church’?

Discussion                                                   

Being disciples - the challenge of discipleship         
       (Read Acts 19:1-6, John 15:4-17, 1 John 4:7-12, Ephesians 4:20-24, 5:1-2, 8-11)

At its most basic, discipleship is a response to 

the call to follow Jesus. Like Matthew at the 
tax booth, or Peter at his fishing nets, disciples 
hear the invitation to follow Jesus and choose 
to respond. The passage from Acts suggests 

a definition, of a believer who is at the start 
of a spiritual journey with Jesus and is keen 

to progress. Jesus himself emphasises the 

importance of that continuing relationship 
when he tells his disciples to stay connected to 

the vine (John 5:5-6) and share the same love 
he has shown to them with each other

The command of Jesus to his followers is to be 

fruitful in their discipleship, and the key to that 
is love (John 5:17). This theme is picked up in 
John’s first letter, that by demonstrating a life 
based upon the love received from God, so 
God is revealed to others (1 John 4:12).

Discipleship embraces the whole of our lives - 

our personal habits and public commitments, 

our work lives and home lives, our thoughts 

and our actions (Ephesians 4:20-24). It is a 
life-long commitment to journeying together 

with Jesus as children of the light (Ephesians 

5:8-11).

3

 

4

 

5

Do you feel like you are on a journey? Did 

you begin the walk well equipped for all 
conditions and how has it been so far?

Are you able to share something you have 

learned along the way?

Is it a journey you would recommend to 

others?

Discussion    

‘Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for 

Saul, and when he found him, he brought him 

to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and 
Saul met with the church and taught great 

numbers of people. The disciples were called 

Christians first at Antioch.’ (Acts 11:25,26)

‘Follow God’s example, therefore, as dearly 
loved children and live a life of love, just as 

Christ loved us and gave himself up for us as a 

fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.’ 
(Ephesians 5:1,2)
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Out in the world                                             
       (Read Philippians 2:12-16, Gal 6:8-10, Romans 10:14-15, Acts 11:19-30)

Paul continues the theme of journeying in his 
letter to the Philippians. Discipleship is a day 
by day working out of what God is wanting to 
do with our new life, alongside the struggles 

to fully rid ourselves of the old. ‘Let us not 

be weary in doing good,’ Paul says to the 

Galatians, ‘for at the proper time we will reap a 
harvest.’

Jesus’ disciples were commanded to take the 

message to the world and make disciples of 

all nations (Matthew 29:19). Now Paul tells 
the believers in Rome that the baton is passed 
on to them and all believers because how can 

anyone in the world, Jew or Gentile, have the 
opportunity to know Jesus and accept him as 

Saviour if no one has shared with them the 

Good News? Mission should be a vital part 
of every church’s agenda, both doing and 

supporting those called to this work.

‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring 
good news.’ 

There are many passages describing the 

mission work of the early churches but Acts 

11:19-30 seems to give such a good insight into 
the spread of the gospel, particularly around 

Antioch. This was the first time that the gospel 
was deliberately preached to the Gentiles. 

Prior to this moment in time Paul had 
preached to the Samaritans (who were half 

Jewish and therefore formed a bridge between 

the Jewish and Gentile world), and Peter had 
accepted the God-fearing Cornelius. Now it 
was the beginning of a world-wide mission, 

and interestingly we don’t know the names of 
those who made the first move (Acts 11:20).

How can the call to make disciples filter 
down to the ordinary person in the pew, 

and their daily life?

We reap what we sow, says Paul. How does 

that work out even within the Church?

Discussion   
6 

 

7

Through good times and bad                                     
       (Read Ephesians 4:1-6, 1 Cor 1:10-12, Acts 15:36-40, 2 Cor 11:24-28)

In an ideal world the growth of the early 

Church would have progressed steadily 

and without troubles. However, as we read 

through Acts and the letters and epistles 
within the New Testament, we discover that 
life for Christians was at times anything but 
smooth. There were times of great joy, but also 
disagreements, disunity and no small amount 

of persecution.

In writing to the Ephesians, Paul urges them 
to adopt a spirit of humility and gentleness in 

their dealings with one another, imitating the 

unity of Father, Son and Spirit in the Godhead. 
But in his letter to the Corinthian Church we 
see the beginnings of disunity which he is keen 

to stamp out.  Acts 15 has Paul himself falling 
out and parting company with Barnabas after a 
disagreement.

Persecution was evident from the earliest 
days, as we see with the graphic description 
of Stephen’s treatment and death. Paul, who 

witnessed that episode found much opposition 
to his own uncompromising message as an 

evangelist. In the passage from 2 Corinthians 
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he graphically describes his own suffering, the 
constant moving in order to evade capture and the 

long sleepless nights he endured in his work. And 

yet he can still go on to describe the wonders he has 
seen, the miracles of God, and knows from where his 
strength comes to persevere. 

There are several major Christian 
denominations in the world. Are differences 
about the way we worship, or views about 

baptism, communion, spiritual gifts, 
contemporary music, saints etc damaging 

for the Church as a whole, or opportunities 
for people outside to find a home they feel 
comfortable within?

How important is unity within both the local 

and worldwide Church?

After 2000+ years, how well is the Church 
doing?

Discussion    
8 
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10

Quote  
‘My family, frankly, they weren’t folks 

who went to church every week. My 

mother was one of the most spiritual 

people I knew but she didn’t raise 

me in the church, so I came to my 

Christian faith later in life and it was 
because the precepts of Jesus Christ 

spoke to me in terms of the kind of 

life that I would want to lead.  

(Barack Obama)

Thought for Prayer                                        

Pray for those who are struggling to find a church that they feel comfortable and ‘at home’ within.
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