God's Master Plan Bible Study

Lesson 27 – Grace – The First Miracle & Persecution
God's Master Plan #27 – The First Miracle & Persecution


Because the baptism of the Holy Spirit is the distinctive feature of the Era of Grace, we have taken several lessons to explore and study the various scriptures associated with the Day of Pentecost.  As our study continues through the book of Acts, we will note that the infilling of the Holy Spirit with the evidence of speaking in another language was not a one time occurrence, but was preached as the ultimate fulfillment of the Gospel of Christ.  The assurance that Simon Peter gave in his sermon on the Day of Pentecost that this experience was “for all who are far off” has been fulfilled even today as millions of people worldwide have received the baptism of the Spirit!  In our study, we now return to the growth of the early Apostolic Church.

The full name of the book of Acts is “the Acts of the Apostles.
”  The book of Acts actually focuses around the deeds of four prominent apostles:  Peter, James, John, and Paul -- with Peter and Paul being the primary characters.  Luke, the scholarly physician who wrote the Gospel of Luke, also wrote the book of Acts.  That Luke intended for the Book of Acts to be a continuation of the story found in his gospel is easy to see by reading the last chapter of Luke and then the first chapter of Acts; the Acts of the Apostles picks up exactly where the Gospel of Luke ends.  It is obvious from the level of personal details in the book of Acts that Luke was contemporary and even an eye witness of much of the events that he records.  

Many people have tried to discredit the Book of Acts by labeling it as a “historical book,” and it is a historical book in nature.  The theme of the Book of Acts is really not one person or apostle over another, but the common thread is the acts of the Holy Spirit working through ordinary believer’s lives.  As we study the book of Acts, remember that God desires to use the church of today and the believers within it, in the same manner as He used the people in the early Apostolic era!      

Acts 2:41-42 So then, those who had received his word were baptized; and that day there were added about three thousand souls. 42 They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 

The results of Simon Peter’s sermon on the Day of Pentecost were immediate and 3,000 souls “received his word” and were baptized
.  Verse 42 gives four areas that the new believers “were continually devoting themselves” to:  

1. The apostle’s teaching – learning and obeying all of the doctrines and principles instituted and believed by the apostles.

2. Fellowship – they regularly assembled together in services, prayer meetings, and dinners.

3. The breaking of bread – a reference to the Lord’s Supper, which is often called “communion.”  

4. Prayer – they made conversation with God a priority in their everyday lives.

If a newly baptized believer is to last in the Apostolic church of today, they must also “continually devote” themselves to these four areas, also!  

Acts 2:43-45 Everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles. 44 And all those who had believed were together and had all things in common; 45 and they began selling their property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. 

As the new believers continued in awe that God had filled them with His Spirit and forgiven their sins, many great miracles and wonders took place in their services.  The Apostolic church had grown so rapidly that there was not a building available in Jerusalem to permit them to come together at once, and so many people sold houses and possessions to help fund the church, and many others lent their land and houses as meeting places for the believers.  

Acts 2:46-47 Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, 47 praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved.

Daily meetings in the temple at Jerusalem
 and in fellow believer’s homes were joined with genuine gladness and sincere praise and thanksgiving, and the result was that every day someone was saved and added to the Apostolic church!  

Acts 3:1-2 Now Peter and John were going up to the temple at the ninth hour,  the hour of prayer. 2 And a man who had been lame from his mother's womb was being carried along, whom they used to set down every day at the gate of the temple which is called Beautiful, in order to beg alms of those who were entering the temple. 

Peter and John were going into the temple at what would be to us about three o’clock in the afternoon
, and as they walked past the gate “Beautiful,” they passed a beggar who was a familiar site to those who frequented the temple
.  The Pharisees wrongly taught that a physical handicap and poverty were signs of God’s judgment of sin in a person’s life and therefore such people as this lame man were not allowed actually in the temple itself.    

Acts 3:3-5 When he saw Peter and John about to go into the temple, he began asking to receive alms. 4 But Peter, along with John, fixed his gaze on him and said, "Look at us!" 5 And he began to give them his attention, expecting to receive something from them. 

When the lame man saw Peter and John, he asked for a gift of charity, but Peter commanded him to “look at us.”  The beggar complied, expecting probably to receive a slightly more generous donation than ordinary, but he was about to receive something much greater than money!  

Acts 3:6-7 But Peter said, "I do not possess silver and gold, but what I do have I give to you: In the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene — walk!" 7 And seizing him by the right hand, he raised him up; and immediately his feet and his ankles were strengthened. 

Peter said, “what I do have I give to you: in the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene – walk!”  And when Peter grabbed his right hand and began helping the lame man to his feet, immediately his feet and ankles were healed!  The people were used to seeing the lame walk, but they were also used to seeing the physical form of Jesus performing the miracle.  This miracle startlingly revealed to the crowds and the believers that Jesus was still walking among them, but in spirit form inside of His disciples.  When we receive the Holy Spirit inside of us today, we also have the Spirit of Jesus that desires to work through us just as He did Peter and John!  

The reasons that Peter and John were able to be used mightily for the miraculous will also be the reasons that God is able to use us for the miraculous:

1. Peter and John were faithful in prayer.

2. They were willing to confront the sufferings of others and not just ignore it.

3. They were willing to focus on genuine need of the individual and not just what the person identified as the need.

4. They realized that having Jesus inside of them in Spirit form equipped and empowered them to believe for things that were beyond their normal power.  

5. They realized that the power was not in their own ability at all, but rather “in the name of Jesus.”  

6. Peter was willing to act in faith first, even before the beggar responded.

7. They gave God the glory for the miracle!

If we will fulfill these same principles, then we too can see the supernatural works of God flow from us!  God desires to move mightily through the Spirit-filled believers of today!  

Acts 3:8-10 With a leap he stood upright and began to walk; and he entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God. 9 And all the people saw him walking and praising God; 10 and they were taking note of him as being the one who used to sit at the Beautiful Gate of the temple to beg alms, and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him. 

When the lame man was healed, he ran into the temple leaping and praising God to the top of his lungs!  The crowds gathered together for prayer were astonished when – at the disturbance – they looked up to see the man who for years had been lame outside the gate running around the porches!  

It is worth noting that the lame man’s response also gives us the very principles for those who would receive a miracle from God to follow:

1. The man obeyed the instructions of the Apostolic preachers.

2. The man was willing to follow the minister’s faith with faith of his own.

3. The man was willing to believe God for something in which he had been passed over in the past
.

4. The man immediately praised God for the miracle.

5. The man allowed the supernatural work of God to take him closer to God and into the temple
.

6. The man immediately used the miraculous work to get beyond his spiritual limitations
.

7. He used the miracle to draw attention to Jesus Christ and His power!

Acts 3:11-12 While he was clinging to Peter and John, all the people ran together to them at the so-called portico of Solomon, full of amazement. 12 But when Peter saw this, he replied to the people, "Men of Israel, why are you amazed at this, or why do you gaze at us, as if by our own power or piety we had made him walk? 

Seeing the lame man interacting with Peter and John, the people realized that the two apostles had been involved in the miraculous and a crowd quickly formed gazing in amazement at the spectacle of a healed man rejoicing with two Galilean disciples of Jesus!  Realizing that he had the crowd’s attention, Peter began to address them and draw their attention back to Jesus Christ
.  

Acts 3:13-15 "The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified His servant Jesus, the one whom you delivered and disowned in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release Him. 14 "But you disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, 15 but put to death the Prince of life, the one whom God raised from the dead, a fact to which we are witnesses. 

This message – the second of Simon Peter’s new ministry – was very similar to the message of the Day of Pentecost.  Peter first used the supernatural to draw attention back to Jesus and then returned to the theme of the cross and the hearers guilt.

Acts 3:16-18 "And on the basis of faith in His name, it is the name of Jesus which has strengthened this man whom you see and know; and the faith which comes through Him has given him this perfect health in the presence of you all. 17 "And now, brethren, I know that you acted in ignorance, just as your rulers did also. 18 "But the things which God announced beforehand by the mouth of all the prophets, that His Christ would suffer, He has thus fulfilled. 

Peter was saying, “Not only is the Jesus whom you crucified both Lord and Christ, but He is alive today, and not only is He alive, but it is faith in His name that has done the miracle that you see today!”  Peter then showed them how that Jesus Christ’s death fulfilled Old Testament prophecy and then finally again instructed the crowd what they could do about their guilt and sinfulness:

Acts 3:19-20 "Therefore repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord; 20 and that He may send Jesus, the Christ appointed for you, 

Simon Peter did not change his message at all from the Day of Pentecost, but merely reworded it.  These verses correspond perfectly with Acts 2: 38-39 of Peter’s first message as a contrast shows:

	Acts 2:38-39
	Acts 3:19-20

	Repent
	Repent and return

	Be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins
	That your sins may be wiped away

	You will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit
	In order that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord; and that He may send Jesus, the Christ


Simon Peter’s words of “times of refreshing” is an allusion from the prophet Isaiah’s foreshadowing of the baptism of the Holy Spirit in Isaiah 28:11-12.  Peter was commanding the people to obey the same message as the original commandments given on the Day of Pentecost.  

Acts 4:1-3 As they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to them, 2 being greatly disturbed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3 And they laid hands on them and put them in jail until the next day, for it was already evening. 

The remainder of the third chapter of Acts is the continuation of Simon Peter’s sermon but before he could finish his oration, the Jewish religious leaders realized that people were rejoicing because they were believing that Jesus had been raised from the dead and, seizing Peter and John, they cast them into jail.   

Acts 4:4 But many of those who had heard the message believed; and the number of the men came to be about five thousand. 

Despite the interruption of his message, the number of those who believed the message of Simon Peter and obeyed His preaching was about 5,000 men!
  

Acts 4:5-6 On the next day, their rulers and elders and scribes were gathered together in Jerusalem; 6 and Annas the high priest was there, and Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all who were of high-priestly descent. 

Peter’s sermon caused quite a stir among the Jewish religious leaders.  They had thought that Calvary had taken care of the “Jesus problem” but now His disciples were beginning to do the same miraculous works!  Therefore all of the authorities that had been involved in Jesus’ Jewish trials again assembled to deal with this new “uprising.”
  

Acts 4:7-8 When they had placed them in the center, they began to inquire, "By what power, or in what name, have you done this?" 8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, " Rulers and elders of the people, 

Placing the two disciples in the middle of their court, they asked, “by what power or in what name have you done this great miracle?”  And again Peter spoke up and addressed the very powers that had crucified His Lord” but this time Peter was “filled with the Holy Spirit” and in holy boldness was not afraid
.  

Acts 4:9-10 if we are on trial today for a benefit done to a sick man, as to how this man has been made well, 10 let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead —  by this name this man stands here before you in good health. 

Peter did not mince words, but quickly declared that Jesus had healed the man and that Jesus had been “raised from the dead!”  

Acts 4:11-12 "He is the STONE WHICH WAS REJECTED by you, THE BUILDERS, but WHICH BECAME THE CHIEF CORNER stone. 12 "And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved." 

Quoting Old Testament prophecies of which the Jewish religious leaders were extremely familiar
, Peter continued preaching Jesus as the risen Christ and then boldly declared that “there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved!”
  Peter was preaching that the revealed name of Jesus was greater than even the name of “Jehovah” given to Moses, because it represented a greater revelation of who God is!  

Acts 4:13-14 Now as they observed the confidence of Peter and John and understood that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were amazed, and began to recognize them as having been with Jesus. 14 And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they had nothing to say in reply. 

It was obvious that Peter and John had been with Jesus because the same anointing and same boldness rested upon them!  And Peter’s preaching and spirit combined with the witness of the lame man standing with them left the Jewish religious leaders speechless!
  

Acts 4:15-17 But when they had ordered them to leave the Council, they began to confer with one another, 16 saying, " What shall we do with these men? For the fact that a noteworthy miracle has taken place through them is apparent to all who live in Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 "But so that it will not spread any further among the people, let us warn them to speak no longer to any man in this name." 

The healing of the lame man had traveled throughout Jerusalem so fast that the Jewish Council knew it was pointless to deny it!  The empty spot at the gate called Beautiful was an everyday reminder to those traveling to the temple that Jesus was still alive and at work among them!  

Acts 4:18-20 And when they had summoned them, they commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter and John answered and said to them, " Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; 20 for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard." 

When the Jewish religious leaders commanded Peter and John to stop preaching in the name of Jesus, the disciples boldly responded with “we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard.”  God’s authority was higher than their authority and so despite the threats, the disciples were going to obey God
.  

Acts 4:21-22 When they had threatened them further, they let them go (finding no basis on which to punish them) on account of the people, because they were all glorifying God for what had happened; 22 for the man was more than forty years old on whom this miracle of healing had been performed. 

The lame man was forty years old and had been lame from his birth and was such a powerful testimony to the glory of God that they Jewish religious leaders could only threaten the disciples and could take no further action against them because the crowds were rejoicing and praising God for what had happened.  

Acts 4:23-24 When they had been released, they went to their own companions and reported all that the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 24 And when they heard this, they lifted their voices to God with one accord and said, "O Lord, it is You who MADE THE HEAVEN AND THE EARTH AND THE SEA, AND ALL THAT IS IN THEM, 

When Peter and John had been released, they returned to the church and reported all that had been threatened to them.  When the church heard of the threats and the commandment to stop preaching and teaching in the name of Jesus, they began to pray to God for boldness to continue doing what was right despite their enemy’s words.  They concluded their prayer with these words:

Acts 4:29-31 "And now, Lord, take note of their threats, and grant that Your bond-servants may speak Your word with all confidence, 30 while You extend Your hand to heal, and signs and wonders take place through the name of Your holy servant Jesus." 31 And when they had prayed, the place where they had gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word of God with boldness. 

The place was shaken and they were again filled with the Holy Spirit!  It was not that they had lost the Spirit of God that they had received initially at the Day of Pentecost but rather that they had the same experience renew their faith to meet these threats.  Jude, the brother of Jesus, spoke of this need for a renewal in his book:

Jude 20-21 But you, beloved, building yourselves up on your most holy faith, praying in the Holy Spirit, 21 keep yourselves in the love of God, waiting anxiously for the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ to eternal life. 

Even today, we will have times that we need to build up “on our most holy faith” by “praying in the Holy Spirit” again and again!  This constant renewing helps us to boldly face the attacks of the enemies of God that would try to discourage us from believing and acting in the name of Jesus!  

The healing of the lame man was the first miracle recorded
 in the newly-founded apostolic church and it subsequently brought about the first recorded persecution.  Rather than allow the threat of persecution and opposition deter them from their purpose and newly found life in God, the church of the book of Acts prayed for their will and desires to be submitted to God’s desires and allowed their faith to be strengthened again by the Holy Spirit and continued obeying what God had decreed!  Such should also be our response to criticism and persecution today.  Even if the persecution comes from family members or friends whom we love dearly, we must not allow others to sway us from serving God with everything within us.  Just as God helped the early church at the beginning of the Era of Grace, so will He strengthen and help us who have believed and receives His Spirit at the ending of the Era of Grace.  If we will be faithful to Him, then He will perform the miraculous through us just as He did through Peter and John!    

� That is, this is the name given to the book in the second century.  The text of the books of the New Testament themselves largely have no titles.  


� An inclusive term that refers to both water baptism and Spirit baptism.  


� Jewish time was reckoned from approximate sunrise time of what would roughly translate to us as 6 a.m.  Therefore the third hour of the day would be 9 a.m., the sixth hour would be noon, and on and on.  The eleventh hour would be 5 p.m. and as the sun usually set at 6 p.m., would be considered the last hour before the day’s work ended.  


� This gate being a very common entrance to the temple, leaves no doubt that Jesus had passed this man many a time and never healed him.  But even though it had not happened at first, the man was willing to receive the miracle in God’s timing!


� Many people cry out to God when they have a need, but as soon as the need is met, they cease serving Him or communing with Him.  Not so with the lame man, because he allowed his miracle to take him into the house of God – not further away!


� His lameness was what kept him out of the temple, both in the physical sense and in the spiritual.  Furthermore, he had been taught all of his life that he was a sinner beyond hope because of his condition and yet with the miracle, he immediately claimed his full right to go worship God in the temple!  


� It is no surprise that Peter would be the one to speak up, because he has done that for all of his life, but notice that now the Holy Spirit is in control, Peter speaks up for the right things at the right times!  What was a major fault of Simon’s has been transformed by God to become a primary strength! 


� Sometimes, the attack of Satan backfires and actually helps validate the message of truth to unbelievers.  They may say, “if the enemy is so upset about what these men are preaching, then there must be some truth to it!”  


� Remember that Annas was really the “former high priest” and again had no real reason to be at this trial. 


� What a difference the Holy Spirit makes in a believer’s life!  The very one cowering in fear in the courtyard only months before and cursing Jesus is now boldly standing on trial proclaiming faith in Jesus!  


� He is quoting Psalms 118:22.


� That is, the first miracle other than the great miracles of salvation which were taking place.  Let us never forget that the conversion of a sinner into someone who is right with God is the greatest miracle that could ever happen!





Endnotes





� It is interesting to note that the early Apostolic believers were all Jewish or Jewish proselytes and – having been taught from the Old Testament by Christ as to the fulfillment work of Calvary – viewed themselves as a part and product of Judaism.  It was therefore natural for them to spend much time in the temple, only when they saw a blood sacrifice, it reminded them now of the real “Lamb of God” and they praised Jesus for Calvary.  As we move on in our studies, we will see a gradual realization both on the part of the Christian church and the Jews that Judaism and Christianity could not worship peacefully side by side.  This would be the fault of the Pharisees’ added rituals more than anything else, but the final result was that the Christians would eventually be forced to not meet at the temple or attend synagogue meetings anymore.  In this study (#27) it is still early enough that we find evidence that the temple in Jerusalem was still very much a part of the disciples’ everyday life.  





� The word “alms” does not denote a specific coin or currency but rather is a general Hebrew word meaning “a gift of charity.”  For someone to “beg alms” meant that they asked for whatever someone would give them and that they depended upon the resources and mercy of others for their living.  This beggar was about to receive a “gift of charity” that would forever change his life! 





� We are saved only “through the name of the Lord Jesus.”  Paul summed this up beautifully in the book of Romans:





Rom 10:8-13 But what does it say? "THE WORD IS NEAR YOU, IN YOUR MOUTH AND IN YOUR HEART" — that is, the word of faith which we are preaching, 9 that if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved; 10 for with the heart a person believes, resulting in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, "WHOEVER BELIEVES IN HIM WILL NOT BE DISAPPOINTED." 12 For there is no distinction between Jew and Greek; for the same Lord is Lord of all, abounding in riches for all who call on Him; 13 for "WHOEVER WILL CALL ON THE NAME OF THE LORD WILL BE SAVED." 





Calling upon the name of Jesus is still the only way that a person can be saved!  There is no contradiction between this teaching and that of Simon Peter’s sermons in the book of Acts.  When a person repents they must call upon Jesus Christ to forgive their sins.  When a person is baptized, they must be baptized in the “name of the Lord Jesus.”  When a person receives the baptism of the Holy Ghost with the evidence of speaking in tongues, they do so by calling upon Jesus, for it is Jesus whom they are receiving into their hearts!  When a person sins after the initial process of salvation, they do not have to be rebaptized but must repent and call upon the name of Jesus (I John 1:9).  Peter and Paul were not giving any other formula of salvation  than the one preached upon the Day of Pentecost but were simply condensing the gospel message to it’s simplest form because of their audience.  Peter knew that the Pharisees and Sadducees would never consent to repentance, being baptized in Jesus’ name, or receiving Jesus into their life (infilling of the Holy Spirit) until they realized and accepted who Jesus Christ was.  In Romans chapter 10, Paul was likewise writing about the nation of Israel’s rejection of Jesus Christ as the Messiah and stating that they only way that they would ever be saved would be to first accept the fact that Jesus Christ was really who He said He was:  Almighty God in flesh!  Paul did not need to go into the process of calling upon the name of Jesus under Grace (Repentance, Water Baptism, Spirit Baptism) to the Roman Church because they had already followed the plan of salvation according to the Day of Pentecost and done these things.  As we continue through the Book of Acts, we will see that what Peter preached upon the Day of Pentecost was the only method that Peter or Paul ever taught as the plan of salvation.





� Notice that the “lame man stood with them” even though the trial was on the next day.  It is very likely that the lame man was arrested along with Peter and John and kept until the next day also.  If so, then Peter’s boldness served two purposes:  not only was he witnessing to the very ones who had crucified Jesus, but was being a strong example of faith and having confidence in God to the newly believing former beggar!  We must never forget that people that we do not even realize are watching to see how we handle adversity.    





� This is a perfect example of how that we are to obey the laws of the government unless those laws contradict or counter the commandments of God, and then we are to obey God no matter what the cost.  
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