Series I
Lesson 24 

Page 


[image: image1.jpg]IXPETER 3:18
GROW 1N GRACE AND
IN THE KNOWLEDGE

OF OUR

Lorp AND SAvVioR

Jesus CHRIST

To HiM B8 GLORY ROTH
NOW AND EVERMORE

AMEN



CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY
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SERIES I
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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES
Lesson 24  Commentary  Acts 13 – 15:35
Lesson 25  Questions        Acts 15:36 – 18:28

MISSIONARIES BARNABAS AND SAUL

Acts 13 – 15:35

I. INTRODUCTION


After returning from their famine relief mission to Jerusalem, Barnabas and Saul returned to Antioch, bringing with them Barnabas’ young cousin, John Mark. It is believed that this is the Mark who wrote the earliest Gospel.


The Antioch church began to have a prominent place in the spread of the Faith. Besides Barnabas and Saul, there were five “prophets and teachers.” It was from here that all Paul’s journeys began—it was his headquarters.  He returned to Antioch after his first two journeys.


After their return from Jerusalem, in a “liturgy of the Lord” the Holy Spirit directed them to send Barnabas and Saul to do “the work for which I have called them.” In this lesson we shall follow their first journey and return.  We also see the manner of life and prayer in the important center of Antioch, which ultimately became, with Jerusalem, and later, Alexandria in North Africa, and Constantinople, patriarchies in the church, whose bishops were the head of local bishops.  The Pope, bishop of Rome, was patriarch of the whole church.

II. ANTIOCH LEADERS (Acts 13:1-3)


A. The “Prophets” named here—Barnabas, Simeon the Black, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen, and Saul, had gifts from God which brought them leadership in the community.  These are not developed here, but they are listed in several places: they spoke in tongues, received messages from God for the community, led the liturgies, and prophesied. The “teachers” were filled with a knowledge of the Scripture and capable of instructing others. In 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, Paul lists gifts of the Spirit which God gave in abundance to the first Christians, and through history.  All of us have certain ones in differing degrees.  The authorities chosen by God to lead the Church have the accumulated wisdom and experience of the Church through twenty centuries to rely on and to turn to.


B. “The Liturgy of the Lord” (Acts 13:2). “On one occasion while they were engaged in the liturgy of the Lord and were fasting…” Perhaps we need to think about this description of an early Christian community’s worship and prayer.  “The Liturgy of the Lord” translation here is strongly suggestive of the Eucharist that Paul explains so well in I Corinthians 11:23-36, in which he writes for the first time in the New Testament (his letters were written before the Gospel accounts) of the institution of the Holy Eucharist.


As for “fasting,” it is mentioned several times in Acts as a practice of the early Christians, very likely a preparation for the “liturgy of the Lord”—the Mass.  Or perhaps as a common practice of self-control and penance.  Do we use it?

III. MISSIONS OF BARNABAS AND SAUL


A. The Island of Cyprus. This was Barnabas’ home so they had an advantage here.  His cousin Mark came along, so they had a ready-made welcome.


They crossed the island from Salamis on the east shore to Paphos in the west, proclaiming the word all along.  They met a fellow Jew who had become a magician and was a false prophet, who tried to stop them from speaking the word before the proconsul, Sergius Paulus. This leader had asked to hear the word of God.  The magician, Elymas (Bar Jesus in Hebrew) aroused Saul who, “filled with the Holy Spirit” denounced Elymas strongly: “You utter fraud, you impostor, you son of the devil, you enemy of all uprightness”; then Saul, “whose other name was Paul” declared blindness upon Elymas, who then needed help to find his way.  The proconsul was so impressed by Paul that he became a believer (Acts 13:6-12).


You will notice that for the first time, Luke writes “Paul” instead of “Saul”. It may have been because they were before a Roman magistrate, for Paul is the Latin equivalent for the Hebrew name, Saul.  But this first stop on their first missionary journey had also shown a strong quality in Paul: he was a forceful speaker, a man of great intelligence and filled with the Holy Spirit.  From now on, Barnabas seems to step aside and Paul takes the lead and becomes the great Apostle of the Gentiles.


Another change happened next: John Mark left them and went back to Jerusalem.  This has a result later on.  We know that Mark became, ultimately, Peter’s aide and follower in Rome.  Scholars believe that his Gospel is what Peter preached in Rome.


B. Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 13:13-51). This Antioch was in the center of Asia Minor, while the earliest Antioch, their headquarters, was on the coast of Syria, north of Galilee. To reach this second Antioch, they had to go through territory where fevers were common and where huge gorges in the Taurus mountains had to be crossed.



1. Synagogue on the Sabbath (Acts 13:14). The Hebrew liturgy in the synagogues, their meeting and worship places away from the Temple, included passages read from the Law (the Pentateuch) and the Prophets. At the end of these readings, Paul and Barnabas were invited to speak. It was Paul who raised his hand, stood up and began to speak.


Beginning with God’s choice of their ancestors, he spoke of Moses being sent to bring them out of slavery in Egypt, through the desert trek of so many years—a whole generation or two, through Saul, the first king, David, the greatest, and on to Jesus his descendant, whom the leaders did not recognize and had Him put to death by the Roman governor Pilate. Then the unusual, the miraculous news, came—the first resurrection from the dead in history of mankind, which His chosen disciples and many others witnessed many times, as He returned to them and taught them.


Apparently Paul did not mention his own call, but said that he and Barnabas had come to tell them the good news that all that was prophesied about a Messiah had come true. All their sins were forgiven and their justification was offered for believing the message.  They were invited back for the next Sabbath.



2. Persecution. When Gentiles poured in also to hear them the next Sabbath, “almost the whole town” believed and the word of the Lord “spread through the whole countryside”. Jealous, the leaders of the Jews stirred up a persecution and expelled Paul and Barnabas, who, however, “were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit” (Acts 13:51).


This kind of joy, this kind of awareness of the Holy Spirit, may at some point in our life, be ours.  A very special touch of God cannot be equaled by worldly entertainment and human joys.  If we live by faith, not human joys only, it can be ours.


The next thing we hear is that Paul and Barnabas go eagerly off to speak to the next town, Iconium.


C. Iconium Evangelized (Acts 14:1-7). With new fervor, the two of them (“they spoke”) moved a great many Jews and Greeks to become believers, and the Lord allowed signs and wonders to be done by them.  Again, some Jews put up a strong opposition and the city was divided, but plans to stone them were discovered and they went off to safety to the next town where a remarkable and strange response came to their preaching.


D. Lycaonia (Acts 14:6-23; 2 Corinthians 11:25)


1. A Miracle and Its Effects in Lystra (Acts 14:8-20). While Paul was preaching in Lystra, he suddenly became aware of a cripple listening to him who “had the faith to be saved.” Paul stopped and called to the man in a loud voice: “Stand up!” He jumped up and began to run around. The amazing event excited the crowd so that they concluded that their gods had come to town: Barnabas (who was tall) was called Zeus by the people and Paul, who was the speaker, was called Hermes.  Next, the priest of the temple of Zeus arrived with oxen and flowers to offer sacrifice to them.  Paul and Barnabas had to shout out, “We are only men, representatives of the living God,” and try to persuade them, when Jews from the already visited towns of Antioch and Iconium arrived irate and loud in denouncing the apostles as enemies of their gods. The people changed suddenly against Paul and began to stone him, dragged him out of the town and left him there for dead.  His disciples rushed there, formed a circle around him, and soon he “got up and went back into town” (Acts 14:20). It is an amazing story of Paul’s physical and moral courage for the love of his LORD. In a cathedral in Beauvais, France, is a beautiful tapestry of this event.



2. End of the First Mission (Acts 14:20b-28). In the next town, Derbe, they preached and won over numerous disciples, then returned by the way they had come, visiting each town they had evangelized, reassuring, encouraging, and instructing the disciples further.



3. Appointment of Presbyters (Acts 14:23). As they revisited the Christian communities, seeing the fidelity to the faith, the next stop the Apostles made was to appoint “elders”—the Greek word was “presbyters” from which “priest” comes. These officials are representatives of the bishops,—the successors of the Apostles, and are ordained by bishops, who confer some of their powers on local religious leaders for each community. Liturgical rites (see also James 5:14) especially the Eucharist, from then on are given by those presbyters who share the bishop’s powers.  We note sadly here, that such a thing as a bishop and his priests has died out in many Christian churches today, so their ministers do not have the power to consecrate the Eucharist.


The installation of the presbyters was also accompanied by “prayer and fasting” and commendation to the Lord.



4. Return to Antioch (Acts 14:27-28). Again in their headquarters, Antioch, they called that congregation together and told of all that God had “helped them accomplish.” This was the official inauguration and announcement of “the door of faith” being opened to the Gentiles, and earned for Paul the title which we still use: “The Apostle to the Gentiles.” Remember, this word “gentile” came from the Latin noun “gens” for people anywhere.

IV. THE FIRST CHURCH COUNCIL


Here Luke inserts an important development. Chapter 15 divides Acts from the Church’s development up to Peter and the twelve Apostles who followed Jesus in His ministry, and the Church evangelized by Paul, the “Apostle of the Gentiles.”


A second importance of this council comes from this gathering of the Apostles and other leaders to decide about a difficulty in being both a Jewish church and a Gentile Church.  What was to be done about the long-held and God-given Law of Moses? From this meeting came decisions that have affected the Church ever since in its authority and leaders.


A. Circumcision or not?


1. Antioch (Acts 15:1-3). “And some coming down from Judea, taught the brethren...” (Acts 15:1). The “some” were Christian Jews who could not believe that they were not a unique race anymore, in spite of God’s instructions through Peter in the case of Cornelius and his family and friends.  These Christians were really taking on authority not given to them by the Lord.  They simply announced, “Unless you are circumcised as Moses commanded, you cannot be saved” (Acts 1.1).


Paul and Barnabas resisted them and quite a dispute began.  Then the needed solution was decided upon: Take the issue to the Apostles “and elders” in Jerusalem (Acts 15:2). Those chosen by the community—Paul and Barnabas and some others, began the journey and took the opportunity to visit the places on the way where Christians were.  Paul and Barnabas related their own first journey in Gentile areas, preaching only to Jews first, and all rejoiced at the growth of the Faith.


B. The Jerusalem Meeting (Acts 15:4-29)



1.  The Circumcision Problem (Acts 15:4-6). At the meeting there, the Apostles and elders also had a long discussion. Next we have a precedent based on the Lord’s own decision: “You are Peter (a “rock”) and I will build my church on you (Matthew 16:18).



2.  The Decision of Peter (Acts 15:7-13a). Peter arose and reminded all that “God himself made his choice when he sent me to Cornelius.  The Gentiles were to learn the good news from me and so become believers” (Acts 10:34-35). Then he added: “God made no distinction between them and us and purified their hearts by faith.”


The next we read is a wonderful light on God’s plan of authority and leadership in the Church: “The entire assembly became silent.”  Peter had spoken. The Gentiles were not to be circumcised.


Luke in writing the first chapters of Acts has indicated quite clearly the recognition of Peter’s role in action in the early Church. It is an important addition to the gospels to see the Church begin and spread to the nations in Acts.



3.  James Speaks (Acts 15:13-21). After the assembly had listened to Paul and Barnabas tell of the wonders God had worked among the Gentiles converted in their first journey, James, the leader of the Church in Jerusalem and thought to be the relative of Jesus, gently requested that the Gentiles be considerate of the Jewish members’ shock at some lack of dietary laws long held sacred from the days of Moses. Gentile Christians when eating with them, were indifferent to these feelings. All agreed with this. As the Gentile world became Christian and historical conditions changed, there were no Jews to speak of in the Faith, so this concession was not necessary and died.


C. The Apostolic Letter (Acts 15:22-29). Delegates from the Council, Barsabbas, also named Judas, and Silas, leading men in the Church there, were appointed to go with Paul and Barnabas to Antioch with a letter about the decision. It mentioned that “some among us, without any authority from ourselves,” caused the problem, and that the Church was sending delegates with Paul and Barnabas with the letter from the Council, for “It has been decided by the Holy Spirit and by ourselves.” This is the Church’s teaching ever since, on the authoritative decisions of the Church founded by Christ. This was the first General Council of the Church.


It is clear that from the beginning, there was authority in the Church which made decisions for the whole church.

V. THE APOSTLES AFTER THE COUNCIL


From this chapter on, Acts features Paul and his journeys.  What were the Apostles doing after the Council? It is believed that they dispersed throughout the world. a number of places today claim an apostle for bringing the church to them. We know of Peter’s early travels outside Jerusalem and that he ended in Rome, establishing the papacy there and dying as a martyr there.  John also remained in the Roman Empire, exiled at Patmos by Nero, and spent his last year at Ephesus at the age, it is believed, of 90 or so years.


Of the others, tradition says this:

	Andrew:
	Scythia; Achaia; martyred there.

	Philip:
	Phrygia; died at Hieropolis, buried with his daughters

	Bartholomew:
	Armenia; “flayed alive.”

	Thomas:
	India; there are Christians there who call themselves “St.  Thomas’ Christians”

	Matthew:
	preached to his fellow Jews, martyred in Persia.

	James the Less:
	Son of Alphaeus; some hold that he was the bishop in Jerusalem named in Acts; he remained in Jerusalem, was thrown down from the temple and stoned to death.

	Jude Thaddeus:
	wrote the Epistle in the Bible, some think; preached in Persia with the Apostle Simon; known as the powerful intercessor today.



The first apostle martyred is named in Acts; James, the brother of John, called James the “Greater”, martyred by Herod (Acts 12:2).

VI. COUNCILS OF THE CHURCH SINCE THE APOSTLES


In the twenty centuries since the Jerusalem Council there have been several types of councils, which is a group of church officials, scholars, hierarchy, or clergy, called together in assembly to discuss, deliberate, or study doctrinal or disciplinary matters pertaining to the Church. A council may be diocesan (synod), national, or ecumenical, one calling all the bishops of the Church gathered with the Pope or ratified by him. This is binding upon all Catholics.  There have been twenty-one of these major councils.  There are also plenary councils—the hierarchy of a nation; and provincial councils—bishops of a province headed by an archbishop.


We are responsible for knowing the teaching of an ecumenical council in relation to our lives. Its decrees are available in print in our book stores, and taught by the bishops and priests.


In the early Church, after Emperor Constantine ended persecution of Christians, freedom of worship and open debate brought conflicting beliefs. One by one, the bishops discussed and decided upon the doctrines to be held true.


An early one of these was on the “consubstantial union” of the Father and the Son. This was the first council (325 A.D.) of world-wide bishops coming to an agreement on the faith as it had come down to them. At the end of that century (300’s) they declared the Holy Spirit consubstantial with Father and Son.  This complete declaration is called the Nicene Creed, said through the centuries in every Catholic Church on Sundays and great feasts, and named after the city where it was held—Nicaea in Asia Minor.


The early Church also had heresies to bear with, doctrines and teachings that differed from the earlier faith. Councils were called together on major issues, such as Arianism (from a priest, Arius, who taught that Jesus was not equal to or of the same nature as God).  In the Nicene Creed, “Mary, Mother of God” was added to the Creed at this time to teach that Jesus was man and God.  Mary was the mother of His manhood. “Nothing is impossible to God,” said the angel to Mary (Luke 1:37).


A third phase of the ecumenical councils was concentrating on correcting abuses and schisms (breaking away not in belief but in disobeying). Two of the greatest ecumenical councils were Trent in 1544-63 and Vatican II 1962-63.  Both enacted reforms, dealt with divisions, faced a rapidly changing society and pointed out needed changes or held to disputed points.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 25

Acts 15:36 - 18:28

Day 1

Read the Notes.


a.
What new understandings came to you?

b.
What helped your faith or your relationship with God?
Day 2


a.
Read Acts 15:36-41. What is Paul’s new missionary plan? Locate the area on the map.

b.
Read Acts 16:1-5. Give two events of this account.  What importance do you see for the event in verse 4?

c.
Read Acts 16:6-15.  Locate Philippi on the map.  Are these people Jews or Gentiles?

d.
Who is the “we” in verse 11?
Day 3


a.
Read Acts 16:16-24. Who are the people persecuting Paul and Silas?

b.
Read Acts 16:25-34.  How did Paul and Silas respond to this treatment? What effect does their response have on you?

c.
What opportunity did God’s intervention give to Paul and Silas? What can we learn from this?

d.
Read Acts 16:35-40 and Philippians 1:1-5.  How well did this small group of Christians develop their faith?
Day 4


a.
Read Acts 17:1-4, 1 Thessalonians 1:1-8. Locate Amphipolis, Appolonia, and Thessalonica on the map if you have one. Where did Paul go first? Who else came to hear him? What was the result?

b.
Read Acts 17:5-9, Luke 23:1-2.  What was the charge against Jason and the brothers? What is Jesus’ “kingdom”?

c.
Read Acts 17:10-15, John 5:39.  Do you do as they did in verse 11? (personal question) Who composed the Church in Beroea? What is significant about this?

Day 5


a.
Read Acts 17:16-21.  To whom did Paul speak at Athens? What was the result?

b.
Read Paul’s speech, Acts 17:22-31. Quote a verse or two that inspires you.

c.
Read Acts 17:32-34.  What truth about Christ could they not accept? Read 1 Corinthians 15:16-17.  How important is this truth to our faith?
Day 6


a.
Read Acts 18:1-4.  Locate Corinth on the map.  Where did Paul live and work while there? To whom did he preach and where?

b.
Read Acts 18:5-17.  What were the results?

c.
What is coming clear to us about the Jews of Paul’s time whom God had once chosen for His own people?

d.
Read Acts 18:18-28.  Who were early Christian Jews, on the other hand, who helped Paul spread the faith?

e.
Where is Paul at the end of chapter 18?
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