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4. The First Church Leaders (3Q 2018—The Book of Acts) 

 

Biblical material: Acts 6, Acts 7:48, Heb. 5:11–14, Micah 6:1–16, Acts 7, Acts 8:4–25. 

 

Quotes 

• While Peter is prominent in the first part of Acts, Paul clearly dominates the latter 

portion of the book. Peter is to Paul in Acts what John the Baptist is to Jesus in 

the Gospels. As John the Baptist said, “He must increase, but I must decrease” 

(John 3:30). Bob Deffinbaugh 

• Yes, a person may postulate friction, competition or hostility between Paul and 

the other apostles, but the Scriptures don’t have to be read that way. Paul’s own 

comments that James, Peter and John “were apostles before me,” and “seemed to 

be pillars” in the group (Galatians 1:17; 2:9), do not need to be considered 

sarcastic asides as some scholars suggest. They can be taken as reflecting a 

genuine appreciation of the way in which Jesus Christ had established His church. 

Paul’s other references to James are set in a clearly positive framework, showing 

that Paul thought of him and the other apostles as examples to be followed (1 

Corinthians 9:5; 15:7–9). Peter Nathan 

 

Questions 

 Would we want to be back in the early church era—with the many blessings but 

also persecution? What of the early church leaders and their experience—what do we 

learn from them? How does problem-solving in the early church show us useful 

methods? In what ways does the cosmic conflict come into view here in the early church? 

 

Bible summary 

  Acts 6 reveals some of the major issues facing the early church. The Greek-

speaking believers felt they were being discriminated against by those who spoke 

Aramaic. The apostles met and the plan to delegate responsibilities to deacons was born. 

One of them, Stephen, went way beyond the job description and became an effective 

evangelist—which led to his martyrdom (see Acts 7). The death of Stephen is also the 

beginning of the persecution under Saul that scatters the church. This however results in 

increased evangelism, with Philip in Samaria and later his conversation with the 

Ethiopian eunuch. Heb. 5:11–14 emphasizes how we need to grow up, no longer 

dependent on milk but taking solid food. Micah 6:1–16 shows that God does not look for 

formal sacrifices but a deep personal relationship.  

 

Comment 

 While we may admire the spirit of the early church—the happiness, the sharing, 

the togetherness—we must not forget the price they paid. James and Stephen are killed. 

Peter is imprisoned. Philip and many others have to flee Jerusalem. Yet despite the 

problems, many are drawn to the church, including the priests (Acts 6:7). That they too 

should come to accept Jesus shows that God does not give up on us, and that he continues 

to work with us. 

The account of Philip’s work in Samaria (Acts 8) is significant. The reason he’s 

there is because of persecution in Jerusalem—showing that good things can come out of 
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apparently bad events. Clearly Philip is ready to share the good news of God wherever he 

goes, and the fact that these people are “foreigners” doesn’t matter—they need to hear the 

good news too! There is a fresh enthusiasm, both on the part of Philip and his hearers—

an excitement at the truth and its demonstration. How exciting it is to be able to tell 

people that God is not as they have previously imagined him, that the lies of the Devil are 

all wrong, and that God wants to save and heal all who trust in him. This, like Philip, is 

our privilege! 

 The reaction of the people reflects an openness to the truth, and much delight in 

realizing what this means. In so many ways these people who are despised by the Jewish 

leadership are more teachable than Jesus’ own—who received him not. They have the 

same kind of reaction as those in the Samaritan village who responded so enthusiastically 

to the message from the woman at the well. In fact the reason they responded as they did 

reflects their previous experience—they were prepared for Philip’s preaching by the work 

of the woman at the well, and the teaching Jesus had given them during the time he 

stayed with them.  

 And then there’s Simon the sorcerer who tries to buy the Holy Spirit so he can 

continue to have prominence as a quasi-religious leader in the place. The clear rejection 

of such a perverse and foolish request also shows that the disciples had now a much 

clearer understanding of God, and of his methods. They were on a mission, and they were 

not to be dissuaded by money, politics, or favouritism etc.  

 So how do we share our message beyond the borders of our own faith 

community? What lessons can we learn here? To what degree is an insistence on creeds 

and formulas important?  

 We have a challenge to re-formulate the glorious good news about God in terms 

that will be understood by our contemporaries. That is why we are all called to be 

witnesses to angels and human beings, of what we know about God and his healing, 

transforming love. The creativity God has given to each of us means that we all can do 

this in our own unique way, and so be God’s witnesses as he calls his defence since he is 

placed on trial. Each of us has this incredible opportunity to say in our own way what we 

understand about the grace of God in the universe-wide conflict that rages around us. Just 

like Philip confronted with a whole new situation, we should not see the secular spirit of 

our times in defeatist terms, but rather as an opportunity. What a privilege to talk about 

God, to tell others what we have discovered for ourselves, and to convincingly speak of 

the God who is answering the charges in the great controversy through us!  

 

Ellen White Comments  

Judas might have become a doer of the word, as were eventually Peter and James 

and John and the other disciples. Jesus gave precious lessons of instruction, so that those 

who were associated with him might have been converted, and have no need of clinging 

to the defects that marred their characters.  {RH, September 5, 1893 par. 2}   

Those who are working for Christ today may reveal the same distinguishing 

excellencies revealed by those who in the apostolic age proclaimed the gospel. God is 

just as ready to give power to His servants today as He was to give power to Paul and 

Apollos, to Silas and Timothy, to Peter, James, and John.  {AA 278}   
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