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CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY

Catholic Scripture Study Notes written by Sister Marie Therese, are provided for the personal use of students during their active participation and must not be loaned or given to others.

SERIES I
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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 22  Commentary  Acts 6 - 9

Lesson 23  Questions       Acts 10 - 12

CHRISTIANS GROW IN NUMBER

Acts 6 - 9

I. INTRODUCTION


In the last lesson we left the Apostles, after a beating ordered by the Sanhedrin, glad over the honor of, “ceaselessly teaching and proclaiming the good news of Christ Jesus, both in the temple and in private houses”(Acts 5.41-42). Notice the title “Christ” has been added to Jesus’ given name. “Christ” means Messiah, the Anointed One, king descended from David, who will rule the people justly in a restored kingdom. “Jesus” means “Yeshua,” Hebrew for “Yahweh (God) Saves”, given to Jesus at the angel’s announcement to Mary. Luke now shows the Apostles’ teaching and belief.


In this lesson we see the first change in the Church as an institution left by Christ, one that occurred through growth.  The Apostles heard complaints from new Christians, Jews, not of Judea, but Hellenists, those who spoke Greek and were from the empire as colonists. They were in Jerusalem either as pilgrims for the Passover, or had returned and were not believers in Jesus. The Apostles instituted a new office in the leadership of the Church: deacons, or helpers, assistants.  Their duty was to help distribute the common meal sufficiently to the Hellenists’ widows, believed neglected somehow.  These widows were either single women, or true widows.


It is two of these deacons that will stand out in the three chapters of this lesson.  You will notice that the serving of the widows is not mentioned again; instead these two, Stephen and Philip, worked “great signs among the people” (Acts 6:8).

II THE EARLIEST MISSIONS (Acts 6-8)


A. The Role of the Apostles (Acts 6:3-5). In this situation of the Hellenists’ widows and their complaints, it is important to notice how Peter described the work of the Apostles; “We shall appoint .... we shall devote ourselves to prayer... and to the ministry of the Word” (Acts 6:3-4). We can also notice and learn from the response of the Church to an Apostle: “The proposal was acceptable to the whole community.” (Acts 6:5) Notice that Peter acted as the leader.


B. Seven Deacons. The Twelve called a “full meeting” of the disciples (Acts 6:8). We see unity among the Apostles as they addressed a problem of the whole people of the Church.  Right here begins a development that has been part of the church ever since. Successors of an Apostle, bishops, are in charge of the local church for which they were appointed.  We also see that the church organization changed with time, as it has often had to do throughout the centuries.  Many other Christians do not realize or recognize this in history or in our Church today.  Yet the history of this is in the Bible, both from the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. It is also helpful to know that bishops are chosen and “ordained” by recommendation of the local priests and people, and can be ordained only by another bishop or bishops.


The seven men ordained as deacons were selected by the Hellenists themselves for their qualities of “good reputation and filled with the Spirit and with wisdom.” It strikes us strange that to distribute food needed these qualities! Yet we shall soon notice that their work in the church was much more.


The list of the names of the deacons shows them all to be Greek-speaking (and the last one was not a Hebrew, but a Greek) telling us that from the start, the Church was not only for the land nor the people of Israel. God was preparing for the coming rejection of the Church by the Jerusalem leaders, as they had rejected His Son.  Yet even then, “a large group of priests made their submission to the faith” (Acts 6:7).


C. Stephen, the First Martyr of the Church (Acts 6:8 - 60)


1. Arrest (Acts 6:8-15). Gifts given to Stephen made him an outstanding Christian, for “grace and power and miracles and great signs among the people” came from his ordination.  The result was that other Greek-speaking Jews engaged him in debate. Not succeeding in the face of his wisdom, they, as did the Jews  against Jesus, paid some men to accuse him of blasphemous language against Moses and God, the Temple, and the Law.  Judaism is confronted with Christianity. It is the last Jerusalem crisis—a persecution that drives the Word of God to Samaria, Judea, Galilee, and Syria, all neighboring areas.



2. Stephen’s Defense (Acts 7:1-53). In the longest speech in Acts, Stephen does not answer the charges laid against him, but in the end he is stoned for “blasphemy” even though the Jews did not have authority to sentence a man to death. His speech began with Abraham through Moses, to the desert trek and Israel’s idolatry there. He ends with a stinging rebuke of Jerusalem’s leaders, using texts found in Exodus. He shows that they are imitating the Israelites of the past: rejecting the challenge of the promise, denying their own history and inheritance.



3. Stephen’s Martyrdom (Acts 7:54-60). Luke tells us that after Stephen’s speech, the listening Jews “ground their teeth at him” while he looked up and saw Jesus in glory standing at the right hand of God.  “I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:58). The leaders then drove him out of the city and stoned him.  One of the on-lookers was a young man who must have been watching the whole trial: Saul, who after Stephen’s burial, went back to the city and “tried to destroy the church” (Acts 8:3). Those who had stoned Stephen had laid their cloaks at Saul’s feet.  We are here given a good introduction to a story of Jesus’ power and mercy, that can change an enemy in an instant to a great apostle.

III. THE WORD SPREADS THROUGH PHILIP (Acts 8:4-39)


As throughout the history of the Church, this persecution spreads the Church; in the exodus of Christians under danger, they migrate to peace and freedom, yet taking along their precious faith and planting it there.


Philip, the other deacon who is brought into our knowledge, went to Samaria and proclaimed Christ there.  Perhaps the women at the well heard his preaching and again listened to Jesus.  Philip also was given the power of miracles and drove out devils and healed cripples, “filling the city with joy.”


A. Simon the Magician (Acts 8:9-25). Even the once highly-acclaimed magician Simon was won over by the marvels that Philip did in the name of Jesus.  As the people turned to the Lord and were baptized, Simon believed and was baptized also, astounded at the “mighty deeds” of Philip.


And here we have the Church as set up by Jesus, in the persons of Peter and John, coming with their special power. We noticed that the Samaritans and Simon were baptized by Philip.  Through the centuries that is the practice of the Church also.  Baptism is not reserved now for the successors of the Apostles, as it was not then, but Confirmation is, (except today, the priest in an area where there is no bishop has been authorized to do this). But Simon, as a magician, made the mistake of offering to buy their power from Peter and John. Peter was outraged and gave a strong scolding to the mistaken Simon and told him to repent, which he did, begging for prayers! It is a good story.


The word “simony”, the buying of indulgences, came from Simon’s name, a sin some wealthy people in medieval history tried (and actually paid for to unworthy priests).  This left a scandal which the Church has been reproached for even today. The disobedient and the sinful somehow are judged to be the Church’s fault.


B. The Ethiopian (Acts 8:26-38). God, through an angel, directed Philip next to go down the road from Jerusalem to Gaza, where he saw a chariot approaching.  Then the Holy Spirit “said to Philip, ‘Go join that chariot.’” As he came along, he heard a man reading the prophet Isaiah, the prophecy of Jesus’ dying like a lamb led to the slaughter. The result was that Philip explained the whole wonderful truth about Jesus saving mankind, and since they saw some water, both got out of the chariot and Philip baptized the eunuch there and then.  We see again and again in Acts the importance put upon Baptism and that Jesus taught it to the Apostles.  Then the Spirit, says the miraculous story, “snatched Philip away,” and he went about proclaiming the good news to all the towns until he reached Caesarea.


Philip had become an evangelizer along with the Apostles.  The “godspel”, the middle English word for the “good news,” was spreading across the land that is today Israel and Syria.

IV. THE CONVERSION OF PAUL (Acts 9:1-30)


A.  Paul meets Jesus. The onlooker Saul was moved to join the persecutors.  He set out for Damascus with papers from the chief priests to bring all Jews there who had become Christians, to Jerusalem for trial.  Here is shown the majesty, the power, the mercy of Jesus.  Paul suddenly is knocked to the ground by a powerful light in which stood Jesus, who simply asked the question: “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4). The very question reveals to us who we are, who all Christians are. Jesus considers each of us as Himself; what is done to us is done to Him.  From this truth comes another one: what we do to others is done to Him.  Reflecting on this is a great help to bear with others, to love others.


Imagine Saul’s shock when the glorious figure said, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting.” All Saul had known up to that moment was that a man named Jesus had claimed to be God and was being worshipped and followed by other Jews. Now this radiant apparition was a personal experience which immediately left Saul forever changed. He was ready when Jesus gave a clear command: “Get up and go into the city and you will be told what to do.” A proof of the vision remained with him. He was blinded by the light of Jesus.  Spiritually he had been blind, unable to recognize who Jesus was.  There are many like this today.  Knowing one of us has, as we know, brought others to Christ, sometimes just by inviting them to this Scripture Study.


B. Saul’s Baptism (Acts 9:10-19). Ananias, a Damascus Christian, also had a vision of Jesus, who called him by name.  His answer has been made into a modern hymn: “Here I am, Lord.” As Jesus explained his mission to Ananias, he protested about going to Saul staying on Straight Street (which is still in Damascus).  “He is there praying”, replied Jesus, “He is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before Gentiles ... and I will show him what he will have to suffer for my name.” Saul’s response in Damascus was waiting, praying.  As we think about this, remember that we also have times of simply waiting for the Lord’s word, His action.  Do we spend it praying?


As Ananias laid his hands on Saul, he asked that Saul regain his sight and “be filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 9:17). Scales fell from Saul’s eyes and then he was baptized. This interesting account and special case has an ordinary Christian, not an Apostle, bringing to Saul the sacrament of receiving the Holy Spirit and then being baptized.  Healed and fortified, Paul began to preach Jesus. Soon he was being threatened by the Jews. At night, his disciples lowered him over the wall and took him off to Jerusalem, where all  feared him except Barnabas, who took him to the Apostles. We can imagine their surprise as he recounted his call and conversion.  He again preached Jesus and again had to be taken away “on his way to Tarsus,” his home town.  We will be with him for the rest of Acts.


C. Peter’s Ministry (Acts 9:31-43). By now, the Church had spread over all the Jewish areas.  Samaria, where the Lord had walked, was also now His Church.  “It was being built up and walked in the fear of the Lord” (Acts 9:31a). The new Christians were living the faith fully.  Their walk with the Lord had grown and they were given joy and strength by the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:16). They steadily grew in numbers.


Peter “passed through every region” working miracles as his Master had done.  At Lydda he saw a man paralyzed for eight years.  At Peter’s words, “Jesus Christ heals you. Rise and walk,” the astonished people saw him do so. Many were  “turned to the Lord.”  In Joppa, a much loved Christian woman had died.  At Peter’s prayer and command, she arose.  Peter sent for her friends and relatives and he remained in Joppa for a year (Acts 9:36-43).

APPLICATION


There are lessons for us in these passages.  We have seen the authority of the Apostles in the Church.  Now we see the importance of prayer as part of our life, our role.  Families need personal and family prayer daily, as we do food.  Honoring God and praising, worshipping, calling on Him is the greatest power we have to exert on our ordinary lives.


Another lesson is to spread the Word, part of every Christian’s call: personal evangelizing, “telling the Good News”.  This cannot be left to the bishop only, as a successor to an apostle, nor to his ordained representatives, the priests.  Their two Christ-centered roles can never be changed, although negative and harmful historical developments in feudal days caused unworthy men to be ordained bishops and priests, and brought on protest (Protestantism) with its changes in doctrine and practice.


In South America,  the spread of the Faith by Spanish missionaries who accompanied Spanish explorers to the new World made South America and Mexico Catholic today, too often in name only, for the population is far too large for priests and bishops to do all the evangelizing, though for centuries nuns and Sisters have devoted their lives to this. What is missing, sadly, is evangelism by every good Christian—tell the good news to the unchurched, to those who have turned from God and Church, lost in materialism and this present life. A member of NET (National Evangelization Teams), a Catholic evangelistic youth ministry (we need to bring them to our areas) puts it well:


“Our main ministry is not going around and saying they’ve got to give their lives over to Christ.  We don’t tell them what they have to do.  We just share ... what God has done for us and what he can do for them.”


This is our role as Catholics.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 23

Acts 10-12

Day 1

Read the Notes.  What new understanding or knowledge did you learn?
Day 2

Read Acts 10:1-8.


a.
What were the virtues of Cornelius?

b.
What do we learn in Acts 10:4 about our kind and charitable acts?

c.
Read Acts 10:9-16.  What do we learn about Peter?
Day 3

Read Acts 10:17-43.


a.
Give a reaction of yours to this event.

b.
In Acts 10:35, what 2 conditions does Peter give for people everywhere to be “acceptable to God”?

c.
Read Acts 10:44-49.  How do verses 44-45 affect you?
Day 4

Read Acts 11:1-26


a.
What happens here for the first time?

b.
Why do you think that the church in Jerusalem sent Barnabas to Antioch?

c.
Give another first that happened at Antioch.  Why was it begun?’
Day 5

Read Acts 11:27-30


a.
How did the Christians at Antioch show the true understanding of the message of Christ to us?

b.
What other “first” did Barnabas bring about, and give its result.

c.
Read Acts 12:1-5.  What distinction does James, brother of John, have in Christian history?
Day 6

Read Acts 12:6-19.


a.
Share an effect on you of this account.

b.
Read Acts 12:20-24.  What do you learn from this event?
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