
 

 

 

 

 

Men’s Bible Fellowship                                                        Colton, CA                      

 

ACTS 
“THE EARLY CHURCH— 

PURIFIED, PERSECUTED, AND POWERFUL” 
LESSON 1 

One of the cruelest of adverbs is the word almost. From 1961 to 1998, ABC Sports produced a 
series called the Wide World of Sports, which promised to span the globe to bring viewers the 
“thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.” Voted one of the ten most memorable images was 
Julie Moss competing in the 1982 Hawaii Ironman. With a quarter of a mile to go, after nearly 
140 miles of competition, Moss held a nearly insurmountable ten-minute lead over second place. 
Moss collapsed and crawled toward the finish line only to be passed with less than thirty feet left 
in the race. She almost won the race. In our study of three different responses to the gospel in 
Acts 5, we will meet two groups that almost got it right, and a third group that stayed the course 
and did run the race of faith well.  
 
At the end of Acts 4, Barnabas had sold some property and laid the money at the feet of the 
apostles. Apparently seeking to win similar acclaim for their generosity, a couple named Ananias 
(Hebrew: “The Lord is gracious”) and Sapphira (Aramaic: “Beautiful”) sold property and gave a 
portion of the proceeds to the church. The problem was they “kept back” (J. Vernon McGee has 
it “embezzled”) part of the money for themselves. The word for their action is translated “theft” 
in Titus, and appears only once more in the Bible in Joshua 7:21 (same word in the Septuagint or 
Greek translation of the Old Testament). F.F. Bruce sees a parallel in these two accounts. “The 
story of Ananias and Sapphira is to the Book of Acts what the story of Achan is to the Book of 
Joshua. In both narratives an act of deceit interrupts the victorious progress of the people of 
God.”1 Their sin was not lying to man, but lying to God. The couple was more concerned about 
their status in the church than truly pleasing God. Eleanor Roosevelt said, “You wouldn’t worry 
so much about what others think of you if you realized how seldom they do.”2 They pursued 
happiness (the approval of man and accumulation of wealth) rather than pursuing holiness and 
almost had the church fooled, but not God.  
 
Our second near-miss goes to Gamaliel. He was a resident of Jerusalem and the preeminent rabbi 
of Israel (Gamaliel was the Apostle Paul’s instructor). Some commentators would praise 
Gamaliel for his wise counsel, “For twenty centuries the church has been grateful to Gamaliel for 
his advice. God use it to help the church continue its work of evangelism.”3 However, as a 
resident of Jerusalem, he must have been aware of Jesus’ ministry, crucifixion, and resurrection. 
(Recall Cleopas on the Emmaus Road speaking to Jesus: “Are you the only one in Jerusalem that 
didn’t know about Jesus?”)  



In addition he was presented with the gospel itself, with a special reference to fulfilled prophecy 
from the Old Testament. His problem was not lack of knowledge, but lack of belief and 
commitment. Unfortunately, his argument that if a movement prospers it is blessed by God, is 
based upon the teaching of the Pharisees, and not borne out by other Scripture or experience. The 
scale on their timeline for measuring success is too small. Based upon the criteria of growth, 
Muslims, Mormons, and Jehovah’s Witnesses believe they are blessed by God judged by their 
current expansion in the short term. As I was composing this passage, the doorbell rang and I 
was greeted by two sweet but mistaken ladies representing Jehovah’s Witnesses. Like Gamaliel, 
they argued that the rapid growth of their cult proved the correctness of their doctrine before 
God.  
 
Who got it right? If the fifth chapter of Acts was a high-stakes poker game, and you could say 
the apostles were “all in” for the gospel. Despite being warned by the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:18, 21) 
to stop preaching the gospel, the apostles openly shared the Good News and performed 
miraculous healings in public. After their arrest for giving the message of life, an angel released 
them from prison and commanded them to return to the temple and preach. Acts tells us they 
started preaching at daybreak in the temple courts. The bold type reflects the boldness of their 
actions. Once again they refused to obey man or disobey God. A modern- day equivalent would 
be Mariam Ibrahim, a young Sudanese mother destined to be hung for refusing to renounce 
Christianity and embrace Islam. She gave birth to her second child while chained to the floor of a 
prison in Sudan. She later shared that her faith was the only weapon she had or needed in her 
battle against her captors. Her confidence in God’s ability to rescue her, along with countless 
prayers, affected her release on July 24, 2014. Some would say her release from Sudan under 
sharia law was no less miraculous than the apostles’ angelic deliverance from prison.  
 
1F.F. Bruce Acts–Tyndale New Testament Commentaries Tyndale Publishing London 1942 page 260 
2http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/26110-you-wouldn-t-worry-so-much-about-what-others-think-of 
3 Ajith Fernando NIV Application Commentary–Acts page 217 Zondervan Publishing Grand Rapids MI 1973  
 

 

Memory Verse 
“Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he 
who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption, but he who sows to the Spirit will of the 
Spirit reap everlasting life.” Galatians 6:7–8 (NKJV) 
 
 

Prayer  
 
Start by praying over the passage and asking the Holy Spirit to give you fresh insights and 
wisdom in understanding it. Then read through the entire passage two or three times.  
 
Day 1 – Lying to the Holy Spirit – Acts 5:1–11  
Ananias and Sapphira weren’t accused of lying to Peter or the church (which they did) but of 
lying to God. Ultimately all sin is against our holy God (see David’s confession in 2 Samuel 
12:13). The darkness of their transgression stood in marked contrast to the holiness of the early 
church. If God were to purify His church today, J. Vernon McGee comments that we would be 
holding a lot of funeral services.  
 

 



1. Some would claim that the couple was judged because they didn’t give everything to God. 
Was this what God required? What was their actual sin? What was the source of that sin?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. They are charged with lying to God (verse 3) and testing the Spirit (verse 9). What inference 
can you make from these parallel charges?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. How did Peter give Sapphira a chance to repent prior to judgment? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

4. What was the effect of seeing God’s judgment on the couple upon the members of the church? 
(Note this verse is the first use of the word ekklesia, which means church.)  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

5. Paul writes to the Corinthian church concerning God’s judgment on sin within the fellowship. 
What can we learn from 1 Corinthians 5:5–8 and 11:27–32?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

6. What do Mark 12:41–44 and Proverbs 15:8 teach about gifts given with wrong motives? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Day 2 – Continuing Power in the Church – Acts 5:12–16  
 
1. What can we learn of the early church from this passage? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Using the map at the end of this study as a reference, what is the importance of the apostles 
choosing Solomon’s Porch as their meeting location?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. What do you think was the purpose of the signs, wonders, and healings mentioned in this 
passage?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. We have a seeming oxymoron in verses 13 and 14 (“none of the rest dared join 
them...believers were increasingly added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women”). How 
can you explain this seeming contradiction?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
5. An ABC News/Belief Net Poll conducted on July 18, 2014, said that 83% of Americans 
identify themselves as Christians. How likely are those numbers in light of what we have learned 
in this passage plus Luke 14:25–33 and Matthew 7:21–23?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Day 3 – Imprisoned Apostles Freed – Acts 5:17–21  
The Sadducees were wealthy and well connected politically. They weren’t particularly religious 
when compared to the Pharisees. They denied God’s involvement in man’s daily affairs, denied 



life after death, denied a spiritual realm (angels and demons), and they denied a resurrection. 
They used only the first five books of the Old Testament as their authority. The majority of seats 
in the Sanhedrin belonged to the Sadducees, as did the position of High Priest.  
 
1. What was the source of indignation for the Sadducees (see John 11:48)? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
2. An (indefinite article) angel of the Lord brought about the apostles’ release. How does this 
differ from the angel of the Lord frequently referred to in the Old Testament (Exodus 3:2)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. What are the marching orders given the apostles by an angel upon their release? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. How eagerly did the apostles follow their orders? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
5. These guys denied Jesus and went into hiding fearing these authorities after the crucifixion, 
and now they are willing (make that eager) to defy the same group. What explains the 
transformation?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Day 4 – Apostles on Trial (Again) – Acts 5:22–32  
The apostles are now once again on trial before the entire Sanhedrin (think Supreme Count of 
Judaism). It consisted of a mixture of 70 leaders composed of both Pharisees (held in higher 
esteem by the public) and Sadducees (the aristocrats). They met within temple itself.  



 

1. How is their defense similar, and how does it differ from their first trial (Acts 4:8–12)? 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Despite the widespread signs, miracles, healings and miraculous release, the authorities 
seemed set in their course. Einstein once said, “If the facts don’t fit the theory, change the facts.” 
The Sadducees might have countered with, “If the facts don’t fit the theory, just ignore the 
facts.” What can you glean from this passage as to their motivation in rejecting the “message of 
this life” (verse 20)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Peter knew that Jesus died upon a cross. What special meaning would it have had to this group 
to refer to his murder as “hanging on a tree” (see Deuteronomy 21:23)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. We learn from other scriptural references (such as Romans 13:1–2) that all authority is 
ordained by God. From the Old Testament, we have examples of Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and 
Abednego (see Daniel 3 and 6) defying authority with God’s blessing. Some have used Peter’s 
willful disobedience of the Sanhedrin’s order to condone civil disobedience (including bombing 
of abortion clinics). What guidelines can we glean from this passage to correctly apply this 
passage in our own life?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Day 5 – Gamaliel’s Advice – Acts 5:33–42  
Gamaliel was the grandson of Hilliel, the founder of Israel’s greatest school of theology. Saul, 
later known as Paul, was one of his students. Josephus said upon the death of Gamaliel that 
reverence for God’s Word ceased in Israel. A man named Judas, referred to by Gamaliel, was an 
insurrectionist against Roman rule that led to the revolt by a group called Zealots (Simon the 
Zealot was an apostle).  
 



1. Give an outline of Gamaliel’s argument. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. What course of action did Gamaliel advocate with respect to the apostles, and what additional 
action did the Sanhedrin take to make their point?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Some commentators feel that Gamaliel may have been a believer, others nearly a believer, 
while still others are convinced he was guilty of rejection of the gospel. Based upon what you 
read, which viewpoint do you hold?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
4. If in fact he was nearly converted (as we shall see with King Agrippa in Acts 26), what is the 
danger in procrastination (see 2 Corinthians 6:2)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Day 6 – Take Away / Summary  
If one of your friends at work or a neighbor were to ask you what you did on Tuesday, you 
would tell them you went to a Bible study. The next question would likely be, “What did you 
learn?” We often summarize an entire athletic contest or a movie in a few brief sentences and 
easily convey the essence of the event. Now apply these same skills to give a summary of the 
passage in a sentence or two. Then, in an additional sentence or two, describe what impact this 
passage will have on how you live. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________  
 



 

Memory Verse 
“Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also reap. For he 
who sows to his flesh will of the flesh reap corruption, but he who sows to the Spirit will of the 
Spirit reap everlasting life.” Galatians 6:7–8 (NKJV) 

 
Key Words/Phrases  
Write out the definition of these key words. You can use a regular dictionary or go to one of the 
Greek sources listed in the Tool Box at the end of the study. You may also use a concordance to 
see where else and how the word is used in the Bible. How would these phrases instruct or 
encourage us today?  
 
People Esteemed Them Highly (Acts 5:13) 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Counted Worthy to Suffer Shame for His Name (Acts 5:41) 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Tool Box  
Step 1: The Bible. Read the passage in a couple of different versions. If you are having trouble 
understanding a passage, choose a more dynamic version such as New Living Translation or The 
Message). To focus in on the exact meaning of a verse, choose a more literal translation such as 
New American Standard Bible or New King James Version.  
Step 2: Study Tools. Use these to help you dig deeper. Background Information: 1) Unger’s 
Bible Dictionary 2) Bible Dictionaries online at biblestudytools.com and blueletterbible.com. 
Word Studies: 1) Zodhiates’ The Complete Word Study New Testament 2) Vine’s Complete 
Expository Dictionary 3) Strong’s Dictionary of Bible Words 4) The two websites listed above  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Herod’s Temple During the Early Church  
The crippled beggar mentioned in Acts 3 was sitting at the Beautiful Gate. The Apostles taught 
in the Portico of Solomon or in the Court of the Gentiles. The Sanhedrin met within a chamber in 
the Sanctuary of the temple itself.  
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Notes 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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