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Chapter 28: New Beginnings

Timeless Truth: He is risen—spread the news!

Teacher’s Background Notes
Acts tells the story of a unique time of transition. We see many changes and transitions: from Jesus’ earthly leadership to the Apostles’ leadership; from hiding to boldness; from no Spirit to indwelling Spirit; from national Israel to universal Church; from Jerusalem to the world; from Jew to Gentile; from Judaism to Christianity; from synagogues to churches; from Law to grace. 

What do not change are God’s character and His plan. He still deeply desires to reach the world with His message of reconciliation and redemption and will do it through the new community of faith, empowered by the Spirit. While Acts is not necessarily a model for all churches for all time, it teaches us about the sovereign progress of the Kingdom message in spite of struggles and persecution along the way. The Lower Story persecution only served to spread the Upper Story of redemption to other parts of the world! The new church was founded upon the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the universal indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Notice how many times the resurrection is mentioned in Acts. The resurrection changed everything! The risen Jesus spent forty days providing infallible proof that He was alive, and teaching the disciples things about the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3). Then He instructed them to wait for the power of the Holy Spirit who would embolden them to spread the redemption message throughout the whole world. 

This lesson plan provides two very different options. The first lesson focuses on discovering more about God the Holy Spirit. While it is not the intent of this lesson to provide a thoroughly inclusive study of the Holy Spirit, it will provide a broad, comprehensive survey of the Holy Spirit. 

The Trinity is rarely taught any more. Most of us assume that all Christians have a firm grasp on the unique Triune God that we worship and serve. However, few actually do. And why would they? This is one of the most crucial doctrines of the Christian faith, but it is rarely taught. Unless we as teachers make an effort to explicitly help learners understand the Trinity, we are neglecting our flocks. We have a responsibility to provide solid teaching that helps our learners know the God who has revealed Himself as three persons but one essence. Perhaps we shy away from doing so because of our own inability to put a concept so profoundly mysterious into language. We know our words will be inadequate. Yet it is the Trinitarian nature of God that sets Christianity apart from all other forms of religion. The Trinity is the target of heretical, pseudo-Christian cults. The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Watch Tower publication states, “…God’s Holy Spirit is not a God, not a member of a trinity, not coequal, and is not even a person…It is God’s active force…”
 The goal of lesson option one to focus on the Person of the Trinity that seems the most distant but is in fact the most near to us.

The second option looks at the new church leaders. This lesson is a hands-on learning activity that challenges learners to use both inductive Bible study skills and deductive skills to assimilate what they learn about a character into a comprehensive whole. The goal is to gain a better appreciation for the internal changes that take place within the first Apostles and converts of the church as well as their adaptability to all the external changes and challenges that they faced. From this study, students gain insight into those things that marked the new church and its leaders so that we might better live out those distinctives today. 

Lesson Plan 1: Who is the Holy Spirit?

Begin by asking your class to brainstorm what they learned about the Holy Spirit from our Story so far, specifically from this chapter. At this point, there are NO wrong answers because they are sharing what they have learned or perceived about the Holy Spirit. Make a brief list on the board of their answers. It is likely that some will provide answers from their study outside of the Story. So it would be wise to note that for those students who are just being introduced to Bible study for the first time. It should prove interesting to see the various perceptions of the Holy Spirit and His work. 

I. Who is the Holy Spirit?

A. Many Christians find the Holy Spirit to be confusing, elusive or even distant. We are much more comfortable with the familial terms of “Father” and “Son.” The term “Spirit” does not seem very personal, familiar, or uniquely identifiable. The Holy Spirit is mentioned infrequently in the Old Testament, is spoken of occasionally in the gospels, but takes center stage in Acts and this chapter of The Story. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit marks a revolutionary change in God’s historical plan of redemption. It is therefore crucial that we gain the best understanding possible of this change, diligently strive to know the Holy Spirit as He is revealed in the Scriptures and embrace Him as the One through whom we draw near to Jesus. 

B. The Holy Spirit is God. 

1. Our relationship with God is through the Holy Spirit. Therefore, how we perceive the Holy Spirit will directly impact how we relate to Him and how we understand our religious experiences. 

2. Our study of the Old Testament makes it very clear that no thing should be worshiped, for that is idolatry. God is jealous and He alone is to be worshiped. So to worship the Holy Spirit, if He is not God, would be idolatry. To fail to worship the Holy Spirit if He is God would rob Him of the adoration, love and surrender that He is rightly due.

3. The Holy Spirit is closely associated with both the Father and the Son. He is called the “Spirit of the Father” (Matthew 10:20). He is called the “Spirit of Christ” (1 Peter 1:11) and the “Spirit of Jesus” (Acts 16:7). He must be divine to be so closely associated to the Father and the Son. 

4. The Holy Spirit has divine attributes. He does what God does. He participated in creation (Genesis 1:2). He convicts the world of sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8-11). He is the one who reveals the word of God and inspires the Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:16, 2 Peter 1:20-21). 

C. The Holy Spirit is a distinct person, an equal person of the Godhead.

1. Yet the Spirit is distinct from the Father and the Son. However, you are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God dwells in you. But if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Him (Romans 8:9). He is the Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead (Romans 8:11), so He is distinctly not Jesus, and He dwells in believers. 

2. The Great Commission gives the instruction to baptize in “the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19). These three are associated with the divine Name. 

3. The Spirit knows the mind of God (1 Corinthians 2:10-14). He has intelligence that is His own. An it does not possess intelligence; a personal being does. 

II. Who is the Holy Spirit to the Church?

A. This chapter emphasizes the birth of the church and the role of the Holy Spirit. The two are intimately connected. 

B. The Holy Spirit reveals the mystery of the Church. Prior to Pentecost, Israel had been the primary community of faith through whom God worked to reach the world with His message of redemption. After Pentecost, the Holy Spirit marked both believing Israelites and Gentiles as “one new man” (Ephesians 2-3), Jews and Gentiles as one Body, the Church, with Christ as the head (Ephesians 5:23-32). 

C. The Holy Spirit works to form the community of faith. The Church is God’s idea and God’s work. As we see in this chapter of The Story, no man can conjure up the Spirit at will. God does all the work, even if He graciously allows the Apostles to participate in His work. 

D. The Holy Spirit indwells the community of the Church in a special way. Do you not know that you are a temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? (1 Corinthians 3:16). The Greek “you” here is plural. There is one body and one Spirit (Ephesians 4:4)

E. The Spirit turns the hearts of believers toward one another in love. The baby Church was marked by love, compassion, and generosity because of the work of the Spirit. The Church is called to “be diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). 

F. Although men and women received the gospel as individuals, Paul always wrote to the Church as a whole community. This community is an organic, vibrant and living Body (1 Corinthians 12-14). First Corinthians 12-14 was written to correct the Corinthian church because they were more concerned about outdoing one another than they were about preserving unity in the Body. The spiritual gifts that come from the Holy Spirit are for “the common good” (1 Corinthians 12:7, Ephesians 4:12). They are not meant for personal aggrandizement, but for the equipping of the saints for service. The good of the Church as a community should never be eclipsed by an individual’s expression or exercise of a gift. 

G. The Church is now the primary community through whom God works to reach the world with the message of redemption found in Christ Jesus. The Church is uniquely empowered through the Spirit to disciple the saved to maturity (Ephesians 4:1-16). 

III. Who is the Holy Spirit to me?
A. He is the Indwelling One. Many of us remember our lives before we came to Christ, before our spiritual births. When we were empty and found ourselves drawn to Christ, placed our faith in Him and experienced a new and fresh infusion of the Lord’s presence in our lives, it was the work of the Holy Spirit. The activities of the Spirit touch us directly. The indwelling Spirit is not to be confused with our own spirit, but nevertheless, He lives and works within us.

1. It is through the Spirit that we are born again (John 3:5). This chapter of The Story from the book of Acts shows the saving work of the Spirit on the various groups of people as they came to faith in Christ. 

2. Prior to Pentecost, the Spirit’s presence came upon believers temporarily. We studied young King David who was anointed with the Spirit. Judge Samson was anointed with the Spirit and then the Spirit left him; he didn’t even notice when the Spirit left! The Spirit was upon John the Baptist. The Spirit came and went rather than abiding with the believers. The Indwelling of the Spirit was a major transition in God’s program. 

3. The Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you (Romans 8:11). 

4. The anointing you receive from Christ abides in you and teaches you and is true (1 John 2:27). 

B. He is the Sanctifying One. While we are justified before God by faith in the finished work of Christ, the Spirit works to transform us. He convicts us of sin and helps us to be holy, which we can never be without Him. 
1. If by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body you will live (Romans 8:13).
2. The Spirit leads all who are sons of God (Romans 8:14). It is the Spirit through Whom we are adopted as sons (Romans 8:15). It is the Spirit Who assures us of our sonship (Romans 8:16). 
3. The Spirit is the one who transforms us from the inside out into the likeness of Christ. 
Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we, with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit. 

–2 Corinthians 3:17-18). 
4. He is the one who teaches us (1 Corinthians 2:10-13, John 14:26). He illumines the Scriptures so that we can understand them. He reveals the deeper truths of God. He guides, speaks, testifies, and convicts. He tells what He hears. These are things that only a personal agent can do.
5. Submitting to the Spirit will prevent us from carrying out the desire of the flesh (Galatians 5:16-21). 
6. The Spirit produces fruit in the life of the believer (Galatians 5:22) so that we may exhibit Christ-like qualities and attributes. 
C. He is the Helper. On the eve of His crucifixion, in John 14:16, Jesus said, “I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever.” Jesus went on to say, “It is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you.” For those of us who wish we had experienced the earthly ministry of Jesus, we should take notice that Jesus said we actually have it better than those who experienced His ministry then. The Holy Spirit is a distinct advantage to us! 

1. The Greek words for “another comforter” are allos paracleton. Jesus is also a paracletos (1 John 2:1). The paraclete had various meanings to the Greeks. In its most literal sense, it means “one who comes alongside.” In the ancient world, it had a legal sense; a paraclete would plead a person’s case in a court of law. Some Bible versions use the word Advocate rather than Helper to convey this meaning. While the judge in a courtroom sits, the Advocate stands. Remember the stoning of Stephen? While the earthly Sanhedrin judged him and sentenced him to death, Jesus his Advocate stood at the right hand of God in heaven to plead his case. 

2. The Holy Spirit is our Advocate and Helper too. He helps us in our weaknesses to pray for us before the Father. 
Likewise the Spirit helps in our weaknesses. For we do not know what we should pray for as we ought, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with groanings which cannot be uttered. Now He who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He makes intercession for the saints according to the will of God. 
–Romans 8:26-27
3. He is our Helper and Advocate before the world. 
But when they arrest you and deliver you up, do not worry beforehand, or premeditate what you will speak. But whatever is given you at that hour, speak that; for it is not you who speaks, but the Holy Spirit.

–Mark 13:11
4. Another sense of the word paraclete is one of comfort. He is our Comforter. We take comfort knowing He is called alongside us through whatever trial we may face. Certainly the Holy Spirit provides tender mercy for God’s people in their times of grief and pain. His comfort consoles the brokenhearted.

5. The paraclete is the one who gives strength in times of battle. In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us (Romans 8:37). He is the One through Whom we receive great power (Acts 1:8)! Paul prayed for the church at Ephesus, “that He would grant you, according to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man” (Ephesians 3:16). 

IV. Applications and Implications:

A. God desires to be known as He revealed Himself through the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is therefore worthy of my worship, love, and obedience.

B. The Holy Spirit personally indwells me, empowering me to stand firm in battles against sin.

C. The Holy Spirit is to be obeyed. I am to walk in Him so that I bear fruit in my life.

D. The Holy Spirit transforms me from the inside out. It is His work, not my own. While I am totally dependent upon Him, I am to live as though holiness depends on me. (I am not to treat grace lightly.)

E. The Holy Spirit indwells the Church in unique ways. I am not to be disconnected from the community of faith. I am to be part of the living, vibrant Body called the Church. I will be missing a vital part of God’s best for me if I neglect the community of the Spirit.

F. I can rest knowing that the Spirit knows how to pray for me when I do not know how to pray.

G. The Holy Spirit will bring comfort and peace to me in a supernatural way when I am grieving and in pain.

H. It is through the Spirit that I have been reborn, renewed, and made holy. Praise Him!

I. Having the Spirit here is even better than having Jesus in the flesh. 

J. The Spirit assures me that I belong to God, that I have been adopted by Him. When I doubt, the Spirit gives assurance. 

Learning Activity: Create a Model of the Trinity 

Materials needed for each group:

· Paper or sketch pad

· Markers 

The concept of the Trinity—three persons, One God—is a central piece of the Christian faith. Rarely, however, is the Trinity the central topic of a sermon or a lesson. Usually we in leadership take it as an assumption and build our lessons assuming our learners are solidly grounded in the doctrine of the Triune God. But how do we really know? New believers must be taught this crucial concept. Because the Trinitarian God is Himself unique, it is difficult to teach because nothing really compares or captures who He is except, well, Him! But still we try. Many mature believers grasp the Trinity, but stumble as they try to articulate the concept. How do they know or gain proficiency unless we provide an opportunity for them to explore their thoughts and articulate them? 

Various models of the Trinity have been put forth as analogies. In this learning activity, learners will offer up their own analogies to help explain the difficult concept of the Trinity. First, share a couple of Trinity analogies with your class to give them an idea of what you are asking of them. For example, an egg has three distinct parts, but is also a whole egg. Water can simultaneously exist in three phases of steam, liquid water, and ice. Then give your students the opportunity to create a new model of the Trinity within small groups. This activity presses learners to take their knowledge and understanding, and then synthesize it into a concise whole. We all know that teaching something is the best way to learn it. So have your tables share their new models with the class. You may even suggest targeting a specific demographic group, i.e. kindergarten children, senior citizens, teens.

Lesson Plan 2: The “Face” of the New Church Leaders

This lesson is designed to challenge learners to consider the humanity of the early church leaders—their very real experiences, challenges, obstacles, and victories. It is also designed to familiarize adult students with Bible study tools and study methods that may be new to them. Ultimately, learners gain valuable inductive Bible study skills while analyzing and synthesizing the material into a contemporary and user-friendly format. These are student-learning centered, higher-level learning objectives based on Bloom’s Taxonomy. Most teachers are teacher-centered rather than learner-centered and therefore prepare only lecture-style lessons. Lectures are most effective with analytical learners. But the majority of adult learners learn best through student-centered, non-lecture methods. This lesson plan is also a great way to engage all four learner types: innovative, dynamic, common-sense, and analytical learners. And because it is student-centered learning instead of teacher-centered learning, your preparation is easy! Just gather the necessary materials and let them do the rest!

Materials needed for each group:

· Bible Concordance

· Bible

· Poster board

· Markers

· Old magazines

· Scissors

· Glue sticks

Instructions: 

Assign each table a specific church leader from this chapter of The Story. (Another option would be to assign all groups Peter and compare how each group perceives him.) These characters could include Peter, Steven, Cornelius, Barnabas, and Saul. Then have each group create a “Facebook” profile page for that character. Many of your students will be familiar with the Facebook social networking website and will know exactly what you mean. For those who are not familiar with Facebook, some additional instructions will be needed. Your learners should include factual information that they discovered from this chapter about the character, but they could also use a concordance to discover more about the character by looking up additional Scriptures. From what they learn, they may deduce additional Facebook information based on culture, family, friends, and personality. If you have a Facebook page, you could consider showing it to the class using the AV equipment, wireless internet and your personal laptop to give them a better idea of what they will be doing. Give learners ample time to construct their mock Facebook profile page using their study skills and the creative materials you provide. But, leave enough time for each table to share with the class what they included in their profile page, and why. 

Typical things to include on a Facebook profile page:

· An “info” section with basic info: what is this character’s hometown, relationship status (married/single), political and religious views, current city

· Personal information: what might be his interests, favorite pastimes/hobbies, his favorite quotes (perhaps from Jesus), favorite music, an “about me” short biography

· Education and work: what was his occupation, education, groups he may belong to, role in the new church

· A wall for messages: What might appear on his wall and from whom? Peter’s wall might have a message from his wife, and from the household praying for him, or from John; Saul’s wall might have a message from Ananias or Barnabas.

· A “Friends” list: who would this character have as social networking friends?

· Photo albums: what pictures would this person post to his Facebook photo page?

Applications and Implications:

· The resurrection changed the disciples from cowardly to courageous. 

· I can appreciate the real-life experiences that the disciples had and follow their example by being emboldened by the truth of the resurrection.

· Church leaders have to overcome challenges and obstacles.

· The church cannot be stopped because it is of God. 

· The Holy Spirit’s power is available to all believers, even if we do not all experience Him in exactly the same way.

· Church leaders had to change their thinking from Israel-centric to inclusive. I should strive to heal the painful wounds of racism, sexism, and socio-economic bias that can still exist between believers. 

· Following Jesus requires personal sacrifices of time, energy, and comfort. 

· Following Jesus could result in radical life changes.

· Being obedient to God can result in prison, punishment, or persecution. I will be obedient to Him anyway and will be willing to accept the consequences of my choice. 

· Some of these leaders’ character qualities—such as courage, integrity, encouragement, and determination—are worth emulating. 

	� The Watch Tower, July 15, 1957, 432-433, cited by Walter R. Martin, The Kingdom of the Cults �                 (rev. ed., Minneapolis: Bethany, 1997) 102.
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