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Dear pastors and apostolic
leaders, Praise the Lord!

W

ith renewed joy, we present to you the third volume of 12 lessons of consolidation for the Friendship Groups, which is entitled
“The 12 Characteristics of a Conqueror.”

All believers have learned from their own flesh that Christian living is a
battle, and is the entrance to a war against the powers of darkness.
From the moment a man or woman is brought from darkness to the admirable light of Christ, demons fight with an evil strategy to destroy Christians on their pilgrimage to the New Jerusalem.
Every new disciple should grow, leaving behind bad habits, patterns of
thinking and false values of the “old man.”
The sons and daughters of God, taking the hand of their Heavenly Father,
defeat their old selves, the accusations of the enemy and the criticism of the
critics, non-believers and false Christians by transforming themselves into
new champions of God. Romans 8:37 defines the plan of God for us: to be
more than conquerors.
In the following 12 lessons, you will find more than 40 principles extracted from the fights and victories of the Primitive Church’s conquerors. These
principles should be taught to new believers of our Friendship Groups with
love and patience.
We must be patient with them and give them our prayer support. The Lord
shed His blood for them, and is forging them into champions of the faith.
You will find the sequence in which we are using the seven-lesson evangelical manuals and 12 lessons of consolidation in the back of this book.
Bishop Ismael Martín del Campo

President, “Strategy of Jesus” Committee
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Stephen:
in the Face
of Death
Ice Breaker:
Why do you suppose most people are afraid to die?
Key Verse: Acts 7:54-60 (NKJV)

Introduction:
Beneath the rubble of uneven stones and callous judgment we find a true conqueror—Stephen, a man who became
the first martyr. Death may seem like the most unlikely place to
attain victory, but when your soul is anchored to Jesus Christ,
it makes perfect sense. As you’ll discover in this lesson, the real
victim in this story is not Stephen, but the coldhearted mob
that rejected the message. The crowd is the tragedy, and Stephen is triumphant.
Standing before the Sanhedrin (Acts 6:8-15), Stephen preached about Jewish history starting with Abraham. He blamed the council and their forefathers for re-
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jecting and killing the prophets—namely Jesus Christ.
His composed, yet spirited sermon caused the religious
council to boil with anger. In a frenzy of fury, the council
ganged up on Stephen and stoned him to death. Stephen
could have lashed out with righteous anger. Instead, he
knelt down and cried out, “Lord, do not charge them with
this sin.” What is more astonishing than the stoning, was
that instead of condemning his persecutors, Stephen forgave them. Perhaps he remembered what Jesus said when
he was crucified, “Father, forgive them, for they do not
know what they do” (Luke 23:34).
Jesus said, “..If they persecuted Me, they will also
persecute you…” (John 15:20). Stephen’s unpopular message exposed the flaws in the religious system. As you can
imagine, they weren’t about to let a new voice corner them
with accusations. So, they retaliated with persecution. They
wanted to vent their hatred
on everything Stephen stood
for. It was in essence a symbolic attempt to re-crucify
Jesus. Yet, Stephen remained
faithful to God.
You may not face the
degree of persecution that
Stephen faced (martyrdom),
but you will likely face some
type of rejection for your
faith. The question is, are
you willing to stand for Jesus, even if it means losing
some things you love?
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Four Lessons from Stephen’s Life:
1. His Message was Uncompromising
As a result of Stephen’s
sermon, the Sanhedrin “…
were cut to the heart…” In
other words, Stephen’s words
were so sharp and truthful
that his audience was emotionally sawn in half. What
followed was the furthest
thing from an altar call. Perhaps if Stephen would have
chosen a softer message and
delivered a diet version of
the Gospel, the crowd would
not have become so hostile.
If he would have toned down
the truth and avoided controversial issues, he could
have saved his own skin and even drawn a bigger audience.
However, he remained faithful to the truth and never compromised or watered down his message.
The apostle Paul said, “Yet when I preach the gospel, I
cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I
do not preach the gospel!” (1 Cor. 9:16). In a world that is
searching for a comfortable message, we have a responsibility
to preach the pure Word of God.
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Stephen: A Conqueror in the Face of Death

2. His Meekness was Uncommon
Was it easy for Stephen to forgive his persecutors? Most
certainly not. It probably felt like the most unnatural thing
to do. The human instinct is to fight back. If someone badmouths you, the human instinct is to react the same. If someone criticizes you, there’s a temptation to judge him or her.
Stephen was human just like you. He probably wanted to
pick up a stone and return the gesture. Yet Stephen knew the
people weren’t merely persecuting him, but Jesus Christ. He
displayed meekness. Contrary to what many believe, meekness is not weakness, but rather controlled strength. It is the
opposite of pride. Matthew
5:5 says, “Blessed are the
meek, For they shall inherit
the earth.” Stephen teaches us that we should have a
meek attitude to all others
regardless of our relationship
with them. In the competitive
world we live in, many people
struggle to tame their emotions. However, if you grow in
meekness, you will inherit the
promises of God.

3. His Mercy was Unthinkable
Ironically, the Law of Moses that the Jewish rulers defended had already ended at the Cross. In other words, they
stoned Stephen over an issue that was already finished. Before one stone was thrown, the angry mob of religious rulers
had already lost the battle. Stephen didn’t harbor bitterness,
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but willfully forgave his persecutors. Realize that those who
persecute, criticize or ridicule you usually act in ignorance.
That doesn’t dismiss their behavior, but it releases you from
vengeance. Stephen shows us that our job is not to settle the
score, but to put people in God’s hands. Matthew 5:7 says,
“Blessed are the merciful, For they shall obtain mercy.” Give
away the same mercy that God gave you.

4. God’s Majesty was Unsurpassed
Instead of focusing on what others are saying and doing
to us, we can focus on God’s glory and majesty. As Stephen’s
life literally hung in the balance, he “gazed into heaven and
saw the glory of God.” In a time when Stephen could have understandably been distracted, he looked up to God’s throne.
He saw a God who was greater than his persecutors, greater
than his dilemma. Don’t let the issues of life cloud your vision
of God’s majesty. The enemy wants you to get sidetracked
with problems so that you’ll take your focus off Jesus. What
do you think Stephen was looking for when he lifted up his
head? He was looking for Jesus. In his darkest hour, Stephen
looked for a beacon of light,
a ray of eternal hope. Notice
that the heaven didn’t open
up, until Stephen looked up.
If all we do is look down and
see the negative, we’ll never
experience the majesty and
glory of God. However, there
are times in life when you hit
bottom (emotionally, physically, or financially), and your
only option is to look up.
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Stephen: A Conqueror in the Face of Death

Conclusion:
As previously stated, death may seem like the most
unlikely place to attain victory, but thankfully Jesus already overcame the clutches of death. The angels said to
the women at the tomb, “Why seek ye the living among
the dead? He is not here, but is risen” (Luke 24:5-6). Maybe
you’re not facing physical death today, but perhaps the enemy is attacking your family, your finances or your dreams.
Maybe you’re facing persecution from a co-worker, a family
member or a classmate. No matter type of opposition you’re
up against, no matter the size of your problem, remember
Stephen’s example. Never compromise the truth and always
look up to God’s majesty over your situation.

Steps for Growth:
a) Of the four lessons from Stephen’s life, which one
leaves the biggest impression on you?
b) Have you ever faced persecution or callous rejection for your beliefs? How did you feel?
c) Rather than dwelling on his own problems, where
did Stephen look when circumstances got rough? What
can we learn from this?
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Saul:
in the Face of
Traditions
Ice Breaker:
Have you ever been confronted about a certain attitude, personality trait or habit? How did you feel?
Key Verse: Acts 9:1-7 (NKJV)

Introduction:
If an artist were to paint a portrait of the Apostle Paul’s life
before his unlikely conversion, not one of us would hang it in
our living room. Long before Paul dipped his pen in fresh ink
and wrote much of the New Testament, his hands were stained
with the fresh blood of new Christians.
Before he was the Apostle Paul, he was Saul of Tarsus,
a name that was synonymous with terror and horror—all
vainly done on behalf of God. It was Saul who stood among
the mob of persecutors and grinned as a young man named
Stephen was martyred in cold blood. It was Saul who violently barged into Christian homes, ripped families apart
and hauled innocent people to prison. Drunk with power
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and hatred for the name of
Jesus, Saul became a selfprofessed persecutor, the
ancient equivalent of a modern-day terrorist.
That’s the side of Saul
we need to see to fully realize the grace of God, and the
wonderful truths he penned.
Saul’s confrontation with
God happened while he was
on his way to Damascus.
Saul stepped onto the road,
relentless on finding and imprisoning Christians. With every
misguided step, he walked closer to a one-to-one encounter with the True God he thought he was serving. Without
warning, God literally knocked him off his horse, blinded
his eyes and interrogated him under the bright light of His
presence. This encounter with Jesus transformed Saul and
compelled him to dedicate his life to spreading the Gospel.
Let’s briefly review three important lessons that Saul
learned on the road to Damascus.

Three Lessons on the Road to Damascus:
1. Saul had Religion, Not a Route
When God interrupted Saul on the road to Damascus,
he was zealous, but terribly misguided. He was absolutely
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committed to his way of life. He lived his life on his terms
and answered to no one but himself. He may have felt that
he had full control of his direction in life, but Saul was completely out of control. Saul was a prisoner of his own passions, a drone in the hand of Satan. Everything about Saul’s
route in life was changed on that unforgettable road. God
literally stopped him in his tracks, and saved him from his
own selfish ambitions. Maybe you’re not persecuting the
church like Saul, however it’s possible that your life could
be heading in a direction that spells trouble.

2. Saul had Religion, Not a Relationship
At one point, the Law of God had been Saul’s central
focus in life. He loved the law. He was passionate about the
law. Later on in his ministry, Paul humbly reminded the Philippians of his credentials and pedigree. “…If anyone else
thinks he may have confidence in the flesh, I more so:
circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the
tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew
of the Hebrews; concerning
the law, a Pharisee; concerning zeal, persecuting
the church; concerning the
righteousness which is in
the law, blameless” (Phil
3:4-6). Saul had religion, not
relationship. His desires were
thwarted by years of legalism
where your beliefs depended more on an extreme code
of conduct, rather than on
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a personal relationship with God. After Paul listed reasons
why He (if anyone) could have confidence in the flesh, he
said, “But what things were gain to me, these I have counted
loss for Christ” (Phil 3:7). It’s possible to be sincere, but sincerely wrong at the same time. Saul went from knowing the
law, to knowing the Lord of the law.

3. Saul had Religion, not Redemption
Saul was convinced that
his loyalty to the Jewish religious system would usher
him into Heaven when he
died. He would have been
shocked if you had told him
that he was actually headed
to Hell, not Heaven. But, when
Jesus confronted Saul on the
highway to Damascus, everything turned upside down.
Saul just didn’t just change
his theology or his intellectual position. He didn’t just find
a new religion, a new spiritual journey, or a new system for
living a healthy life. Saul found redemption in Jesus Christ.
Religion could not save him. “Good works” could not grant
him access to eternal life. Saul, like all of us, needed to be
saved by the grace of God. Like us, Saul needed his sins to
be washed by the Blood of Jesus. Living a decent life, being
kind to people, and abiding by the laws isn’t going to get
us into Heaven. John 3:16 declares, “For God so loved the
world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”
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Conclusion:
Besides Saul of Tarsus, it would be difficult to find a
more improbable person to convert to Christianity, let
alone to champion the furtherance of the Gospel. His conversion, however, was anything but a celebrated event. The
man who once defended long-standing traditions, was now
becoming the very person he scorned. His conversion was a
blow to religious officials who were in a tug-of-war with the
rapid spread of Christianity. The Jewish leaders, who cared
more about power and rules, found themselves among
a shrinking minority. Committing your life to Jesus Christ
probably won’t be the most popular decision you will ever
make. However, it will be—and is, the most important decision you can ever make.
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Steps for Growth:
a) Has God ever used a friend or situation to stop
you from doing something that would have cost you or
caused more problems?
b) In your opinion, what do you think the difference
is between having religion, and having a relationship with
Jesus Christ?
c) God had to confront Saul and initiate salvation in
his life. Why do you think God might initiate contact with
us first, before we reach out to him?
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Philip:
in the Face of the
Desert
Ice Breaker: In your opinion, what is the most common reason
or fear for not telling other about Jesus?
Key Verse: Acts 8:26-38 (NKJV)

Introduction:
Despite pressure that the early church received from
religious rulers, the Gospel continued to spread at an unprecedented rate. During this period, one evangelist named
Philip became an instrumental witness of Jesus Christ. On
one particular occasion, an angel instructed Philip to, “Arise
and go toward the south along the road which goes down
from Jerusalem to Gaza.” God knew that a eunuch would
be traveling down from Jerusalem at that same moment.
This eunuch was a high-profiled dignitary in the Ethiopian
government—a man who reported directly to the queen. In
fact, he was the queen’s personal administrator.
The eunuch came to Jerusalem with one mission in
mind, he wanted to worship. And although the old religious
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system in Jerusalem couldn’t
respond, God did. The last
place you’ll find God is in lifeless rituals. Because what He
desires from us is more than a
religious affiliation, but a personal relationship. Once the
eunuch received the Gospel
of Jesus Christ, he noticed a
pool of water and requested
to be baptized. Although his
baptism was about his eternal salvation, there is something else to consider: Jesus
is the only oasis in the dry
deserts of life.
The Ethiopian eunuch would have never experienced
the refreshing joy of salvation or the perpetual spring of life
without Philip—God’s humble ambassador. Philip wasn’t
always an evangelist in high demand. Nor was he an overnight success. Before Philip ever preached or led an evangelistic crusade, he started off as a deacon whose main responsibility was to deliver food to the widows. In these early
days he learned how to identify and provide for physical
hunger, before spiritual hunger. By the time he preached
his first crusade, he had a deep well of experience and sensitivity to people’s needs.
Philip’s passion was to win as many souls as possible
for Christ. His approach to sharing the Gospel and leading
people to Jesus provides a simple, yet effective strategy for
us to follow.
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Three Pointers for Sharing Christ with
Others:
1. Start Simple
Philip opened up the conversation by saying, “Do you
understand what you are reading?” In our passion to save
someone, we sometimes try too hard, and may say things
that don’t have much value to an unchurched person. For
instance, telling someone how powerful your worship services are may not get you very far. Keep things simple by choosing practical ways of introducing Christ. Philip focused on
something the eunuch was already interested in.
• Conquering the Fear of
Rejection – Most people don’t
witness because they fear being rejected. But remember,
they are declining the offer,
not you personally.
Also,
just
because
they’re not interested right
now, doesn’t mean they
won’t be later.

2. Move Slow
Philip had realistic expectations. He didn’t think that
just by showing up, the man would immediately give his life
to Christ. Rather, he started where the eunuch was reading
(Isaiah 53:7-8) and took his time to explain the scriptures. It
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could be that you’re rushing
things. Give people time to
consider what you’ve said,
and also give them space to
respond when they’re ready.
Let your words and friendship saturate their hearts.
Leading people to Christ requires patience.
• Conquering the Fear of
Not Knowing what to Say –
Some are scared that when
they talk, they won’t have
the right words. Remember,
you don’t need be to perfect or rehearsed—just be yourself.
You don’t have to explain the whole Bible, only the parts
that are relevant.

3. Be Sensitive
When the eunuch noticed some water and asked
about baptism, Philip seized the opportunity. Philip was paying close attention, listening to and watching for signs. Oftentimes people will tell you what they’re thinking or desiring without them ever opening their mouth. However you
won’t be able to recognize someone’s need unless you’re
watching closely. The moment you see an opportunity to
lead them closer to Jesus, seize it!
• Conquering the Fear of Embarrassing Others – Some
fear that they will embarrass or make the other person feel
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uncomfortable. Remember, it’s all in your approach. Be clever
about when and where you bring up the subject of Jesus. You
don’t need to be ashamed to say His Name, just speak it at the
appropriate time.

Conclusion:
The world is a desert of hopelessness and empty promises. What many think are the secrets to happiness are nothing
more than a mirage, an illusion of pleasure that leaves the heart
dry and thirsty. Jesus is the water that brings life to the soul. Just
as the physical body needs water to continue living, so does
the spirit. Jesus told a thirsty woman, “Whoever drinks of this
water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water that I
shall give him will never thirst. But the water that I shall give
him will become in him a fountain of water springing up into
everlasting life” (John 4:13-14). We can quench our spiritual
thirst with Jesus, the Living Water, by seeking Him each day. Beyond that, we can also share the Living Water with others by
leading them to Jesus Christ.
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Steps for Growth:
a) Why do you think the eunuch in this story was
able to get God’s attention?
b) Based on Philip’s evangelism pointers, which one
would you say is the most overlooked or underestimated?
c) Describe a time when you shared your faith and
witnessed to someone. How did they respond? What
would you do different?
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Ananias:
in the Face of
Danger
Ice Breaker:
After I read this quote, explain what you think it means. “Instead
of seeing a difficulty in every opportunity, we should see an opportunity in every difficulty.”
Key Verse: Acts 9:8-17

Introduction:
If anyone knew what it was like to do something he
didn’t want to do, something that was unpopular and difficult—it was Ananias. The Lord spoke to his disciple, Ananias, and instructed him to visit a house he had never been
to before, owned by a man he didn’t know. Inside the house,
Ananias would find a man who as visibly shaken and completely blind. This man he would encounter wasn’t a disciple
or apostle, but rather Saul of Tarsus.
This assignment was anything but comfortable, and far
from what any disciple would volunteer for. In fact, when you
consider who it was that Ananias was supposed to reach, it’s
enough to make even the strongest believers shudder. Saul
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was an atrocious enemy of the church; a religious extremist
was who hell-bent on wiping Christians off the face of the
earth. It was Saul who led the savage mob of persecutors
that murdered Stephen.
Ananias’ personal fears immediately surfaced when the
Lord commanded him to visit the notorious tyrant. Ananias
was likely intimidated by a couple of factors that we can
identify with in our lives.

Two Excuses for Resisting the Mission:
1. He was Distracted
Ananias responded to God’s command by saying, “I have
heard many reports about this man”. His initial reluctance is
not only a statement of fact, but it also reveals how Ananias
views the opposition. He was
quick to remind God of the
enemy’s reputation, without
first considering God’s reputation. Oftentimes when faced
with unsettling circumstances, we tend to focus more on
the odds, then on God’s supremacy. It wasn’t like Ananias was sharing new information. God already knew Saul’s
reputation. This was Ananias’
way of avoiding conflict, by
essentially pointing out how
bad Saul was.
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2. He was Discouraged
Ananias continued to
mention, “all the harm he has
done”. In all fairness, Ananias had no guarantee that
Saul would be totally transformed. There was a certain
amount of uncertainty and
risk to God’s plan. Ananias
had reasonable fears. Sometimes, we feel some pressure
to quickly dispel our fears, or
simply pretend that we have
none. However, some initial
fears are warranted, depending on what we’re up against. The key is to keep talking with
God and allowing his will to shape your heart. God soothed
his worries with sneak peek into his plans, “This man is my
chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles
and their kings and before the people of Israel.” As you
trust God more and more, you will see His plan unfold.
Let’s discuss why God would recruit Ananias, and similarly, why he calls upon us for certain assignments.

Three Types of People that God Uses:
1. Ordinary People
God could have spoke to another disciple such as Peter, a well-known leader in the church. Peter was known
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for being spontaneous and daring, so why didn’t God
chose him instead? Jesus called upon Ananias—a virtually
unknown disciple with no prestige to boast of. Even today,
God still chooses men and women who don’t necessarily
fit the mold. But, this is exactly how God likes it. He specializes in taking unlikely, unqualified people and sculpting them into powerful vessels. Like Ananias, many of us
may easily feel overwhelmed and possible unprepared for
what we are called to do.

2. Open-minded People
God knew that someone like Peter might have been too
stubborn to reach out to Saul of Tarsus. And even if he did,
it would be like using a hatchet where you need a scalpel.
God chose a man who had a flexible heart and compassionate spirit. Even though Ananias resisted at first, God knew his
ability to connect with the
most despised and feared
individuals. It takes an open
mind and heart to call Saul
of Tarsus, “Brother Saul”.
This may not seem like such
a big deal to us. But, this
was a huge mental hurdle
for Ananias to overcome.
He basically welcomed Saul
into the family of God.
Like Ananias, we must have
an open mind about min-
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istry. If not, we may interfere
with God’s divine purpose.

3. Obedient People
Risking negative exposure and possible flak from
his contemporaries, Ananias
had a willing spirit. His debate with God was cut short
by his obedience. Putting all
personal desires aside, he
embarked towards the house
of Judas, where Saul of Tarsus
was praying. The moment he
stepped out of his house, his
comfort zone, he committed
himself all the way. There was no turning back. Sometimes
it’s tempting to complain about our circumstances or about
the assignment that God has given us (i.e. Jonah). Obeying
God deepens the roots of your faith, and opens the door to
the miraculous. Because Ananias obeyed God and followed
his command, he witnessed the scales supernaturally fall
from Saul’s eyes.

Conclusion:
As the scales fell from Saul’s eyes, Ananias’ own eyes were
opened to the awesome power of God. Because Ananias swallowed his pride and made himself vulnerable to God’s will, an
epic transformation happened in Saul’s life. Perhaps Ananias
can be seen as one of the forgotten conquerors of the faith.
Although in the shadows of other great stories in the Bible, his
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actions clearly display the sovereign grace of God. It was that
same grace that Saul of Tarsus—now the Apostle Paul—would
humbly identify with. For Ananias, the dangers and risks were
real. He had no tangible proof that everything would work
out. Perhaps you’re faced with some circumstances that appear hopeless or uncertain. Perhaps God has called you to do
something that seems unusual or even scary. Whatever the
case may be, you can place your confidence in God, and step
out into uncharted territory.

Steps for Growth:
a) Pretend you were Ananias for a moment. What
would be the most challenging part about accepting this
assignment?
b) Of the three types of people that God uses, which
in your opinion is the most important, and why?
c) Have you ever been asked to do something you
were afraid to do? Talk about how you felt, and why or
why you didn’t follow through.
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Cornelius:
in the Face of
Criticism
Ice Breaker:
Have you ever reached out to someone who was outside of
your comfort zone? How did you feel afterwards?
Key Verse: Acts 10:1-8

Introduction:
God arranged the meeting of two men, Peter (a forefront leader in the church) and Cornelius (a centurion in the
Roman military). This divine meeting began with two separate, but equally important visions. Cornelius’ vision involved
an angel of the Lord who instructed him to summon Peter
for spiritual guidance. The next day, as Peter climbed up to
his rooftop to pray, he also had a vision, where God showed
him that the Gospel wasn’t limited to the Jews. Right at that
moment, Cornelius’ servants arrived at his house.
When Peter arrived at Cornelius’ house, he preached
the Gospel to his entire household, and the Holy Ghost fell
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upon all of them. As a result, Cornelius and his household
were baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. However, not every one was happy about this. Cornelius faced some tough
critics; some from his own Roman community, and others
from the religious group.

1. Roman Criticism
Cornelius was a centurion
who managed a regiment of
one hundred soldiers. In addition, he worked with people who worshipped pagan
gods. Those in the military
were particularly obsessed
about their gods. Since Cornelius’ faith was public, he
likely faced pressure and resistance from his contemporaries. Risking his own reputation, Cornelius bucked the system he was apart of and
embraced the one true God.

2. Religious Criticism
The conversion of Cornelius also drew some harsh criticism from the apostles and brethren. When Peter returned to
Jerusalem, they got on his case, saying, “You went in to uncircumcised men and ate with them!” In that time, many newly
converted Jews still had an exclusive view about the Gospel.
This mindset, along with political and social unrest, segregated Jews and non-Jews (Gentiles). However, Cornelius’ testimony remained intact when Peter defended his actions
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Cornelius had four attributes that pleased God and also
caused him to rise above his critics. Let’s briefly review them.

Cornelius’ Four Crowning Attributes:
1. He was Devout
The bible says that Cornelius was a “devout” man. This
implies a holy awe or reverence that shows itself in action.
In other words, Cornelius’ faith was not just confined to the
heart, it was demonstrated in deeds. His faith was contagious. So much so, that even his entire household honored
God. Cornelius’ household included family, hired servants
and military officers. He was able to influence their lives by
his example. Think about the people you come into contact with everyday—your family, your co-workers, and your
neighbors. Is your faith evident at work, in your conversations, and in your behavior? Whether you realize it or not,
your character will rub off on others.
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2. He Feared God
The bible says that Cornelius was “one who feared God”.
Although he didn’t know the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, he at
least had a respect for divine
authority and sincerely wanted to please God. Every day,
Cornelius bowed his heart to
God and genuinely desired a
relationship with Him. Walking in the fear of the Lord is
not a popular concept today.
Most people prefer to hear about God’s love and mercy. Fearing God is a lifestyle of worship and obedience to His word. It
is to acknowledge God’s active presence in our lives by involving Him in everything we say and do. The Apostle Paul wrote,
“…work out your own salvation with fear and trembling”
(Philippians 2:12). In other words, live a life that is completely
in awe of God, being careful not to offend Him in any way.

3. He Gave Generously
According to the bible, Cornelius “…gave alms generously to the people”. Cornelius was a generous man
who gave to the poor. Then when the angel spoke to him,
he said, “Your alms have come up for a memorial before
God.” The reason giving builds a memorial is because God
receives your offering as though you were giving to him
directly. Every time you reach into your wallet or purse to
bless someone, God accepts the offering as a gift to Him.
As you continue to give, he will remember you and reward
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you. He is faithful to bless those who bless others. When you
give to the church, don’t see it merely as blessing the work
of men, but rather blessing the work of God. When you give
to someone in need, don’t see it as just handout, but rather
touching the heart of God. Jesus said, “…whatever you did
for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me”
(Matthew 25:40). How we treat others is literally how we’re
treating our Savior.

4. He Prayed Always
The bible says he, “prayed to God always”. This is incredible, because even though Cornelius was not a Jew, he
prayed to God daily. What is more incredible is that God actually heard his prayers! When the angel appeared to him,
he said, “Your prayers…have come up for a memorial before
God.” Every time Cornelius prayed, another block was added
to his memorial. A memorial is something created to preserve
the memory of a person or event, such as a monument or
holiday. That’s exactly what
your prayers do in Heaven.
God keeps a fresh register of
every small request or large
petition you make. As a result of Cornelius’ prayers, God
orchestrated the events so
that he could hear the Gospel
and be saved. When you pray
faithfully, you never know the
divine opportunities that God
could be devising for you.
Not only you, but your entire
household will be blessed.
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Conclusion:
The salvation of Cornelius was monumental because it
broke new ground for the Gospel to reach all nationalities and
cultures. Cornelius, who was a non-Jew, set the precedence for
New Testament salvation and broke traditions that would have
otherwise excluded us today. However, if we could travel back
in time to when Cornelius heard the Gospel, we would see that
this event endured criticism. Cornelius just wasn’t someone
who says he believed; rather he applied his faith by influencing
his household, giving to the poor in his community, and praying to God regularly. Cornelius touched the heart of God, the
heart of his family, and the heart of his community.

Steps for Growth:
a) Why was the salvation of Cornelius so important
to us today? What significance does it have?
b) Cornelius was a man who “feared God”. What do
you think it means to “fear God”?
c) Cornelius gave so generously that God’s heart was
touched. What are some of the biggest reasons why we
fail to give? And, how can we become more generous?
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Peter:
in the Face of Old
Religion
Ice Breaker:
In your own words, how would describe what a religion is?
Key Verse: Acts 11:1-18

Introduction:
The beginning of Acts chapter 11 tells the story of
how Peter defended his decision to preach the Gospel to
the gentiles—Cornelius and his household. Some church
leaders were not too thrilled about Peter’s actions. Instead
of being padded on the back for taking the Gospel to an
unreached group of people, he came under heavy criticism
from his own friends. Considering how controversial his actions were, Peter probably figured that his reception would
be less than warm. Anytime you break traditions, you’re likely to face some resistance. Peter must have known that his
decision to reach out to the Gentiles would draw criticism
and questions from his colleagues.
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When the apostles heard
what happened, their anger rose quickly and immediately they pointed their
finger at Peter. It’s amazing
how instead of rejoicing over
the salvation of the Gentiles,
they focused only on what
appeared wrong. As a result
of Peter’s actions, the apostles’ partiality was exposed.
Rather than celebrating the
repentance and salvation of
Cornelius, they were angry
that Peter “fellowshipped”
with Gentiles. Early church
fathers initially thought that salvation came exclusively to
Israel. However, Paul said, “I am not ashamed of the gospel,
because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile”
(Romans 1:16).
Religion is pursuing righteousness though performance, works for God, whereas the Gospel is about receiving righteousness through Jesus Christ. Let’s take a look at
the differences between religion and the Gospel.
RELIGION: I obey—therefore I’m accepted.
THE GOSPEL: I’m accepted—therefore I obey.
RELIGION: Key motivators are fear and insecurity.
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THE GOSPEL: Key motivators are gratefulness and joy.
RELIGION: My devotional life consists largely of petition and it
only intensifies when I am in need. My main purpose in prayer
is control of the environment.
THE GOSPEL: My devotional life consists of heartfelt praise and
adoration. My main purpose in prayer is fellowship with God.
Peter didn’t back down in the face of sharp criticism. He
didn’t avoid the apostles or play a game of cat and mouse.
Confident that he obeyed God’s call, the gritty apostle faced
off with his associates and defended his actions. The Jewish
believers thought they had an exclusive position in God’s
plan. But their view of God was in a box. Peter’s experience
with Cornelius changed the Jewish believer’s thinking. Let’s
discuss three truths about change.

Three Truths about Change:
1. Change is a Grace
Process
Peter demonstrated relentless grace when he accepted God’s command to
visit some Gentiles and share
the Gospel. Putting his own
reputation on the line, Peter
openly embraced Cornelius
and his entire household. Remember, religion is exclusive,
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whereas the Kingdom of God
is inclusive. Grace is the key
factor. Without God’s grace,
nobody—no matter how
good, kind or religious—is
worthy enough for salvation. Grace alone has paved
the way to eternal life. Ephesians 2:8-9 says, “For it is by
grace you have been saved,
through faith—and this not
from yourselves, it is the gift
of God—not by works, so
that no one can boast.”

2. Change is a Guided Process
It’s important to understand that Peter’s actions do
not give us a license to toss all traditions or to rationalize
an unbiblical desire. Peter was not a rogue minister or liberal activist, but an Apostle, a man whose relationship with
God was seasoned. God gave Peter a genuine vision that
went through three rounds of intense prayer, and was also
confirmed by Cornelius’ servants. Peter was led by the Holy
Spirit. He did not depend on his own intelligence to reach
Cornelius, or to convince the apostles.
Romans 8:14 says, “those who are led by the Spirit of
God are the sons of God.” Not all of our ideas about change
come from God. But real change from God can be verified.
In Peter’s case, there was a vision, a messenger, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
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3. Change is a Gradual Process
Although Peter heard God’s voice, and had a vision for
what needed to be done, that didn’t mean that change would
come overnight. Peter took his time to relate the whole story,
confirming that it was an assignment from God. Acts 11:4 says,
“Peter began and explained everything to them precisely as
it had happened”. This was the same brash Peter who had once
cut off the ear of Malchus and cursed around the fire. But now,
he learned self-control and patience—two necessary virtues
in order to bring about change. It’s easy to grow impatient for
things to work out, but change is gradual.

Conclusion:
Peter never diverted
from the core message of the
Gospel. Through his encounter with Cornelius and his
discussion with the apostles,
he didn’t lose sight of Christ’s
mission. Staying focused on
the Gospel will guard us from
adopting a religious mindset
about Christianity. Jesus Christ
commissioned his disciples to
“go and make disciples of all
nations…” (Matthew 28:19).
The Gospel is supposed to be preached to all nationalities, all
cultures and all regions of the world. Jesus didn’t come just to
save the Jews, but everyone. The apostle John wrote, “He is the
atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also
for the sins of the whole world” (1 John 2:2).
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Steps for Growth:
a) In your opinion, what is the greatest difference
between religion and the Gospel?
b) What does the apostles’ reaction to Peter’s experience reveal about how most people feel about change?
c) Of the three truths about change, which one do
you think is the most important?
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The New Gentile Christians:

in the Face of
Legalism
Ice Breaker:
What do you think God cares more about, our faith or our
works?
Key Verse: Acts 15:1-2, 18-19, Galatians 2:16

Introduction:
Biblical faith is not merely about living by a moral code.
That’s religion. Biblical faith is first and foremost about living in close fellowship with Jesus Christ. And anytime you
exalt a code or system of beliefs above relationship, unnecessary weights are added to the Gospel. The key scriptures
we read provide a perfect example of how a system of beliefs can grow into a lifestyle that is policed by strenuous
and oftentimes man-inspired rules. This is typically referred
to as legalism. In general, legalism means strict or excessive
conformity to a legal code or set of rules.
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The apostle Paul addressed the issue of legalism in his
letter to the Colossians. “Therefore, if you died with Christ
from the basic principles of the world, why, as though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations—
“Do not touch, do not taste, do not handle,” which all concern things which perish with the using—according to the
commandments and doctrines of men? These things indeed
have an appearance of wisdom in self-imposed religion,
false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of no value
against the indulgence of the flesh” (Col. 2:18, 20-23).
In Acts chapter 15, the apostles and elders defied efforts to impose legalism as necessary requirements for salvation. They affirmed that salvation is by grace through faith in
Christ alone. Let’s explore and discuss several principles that
guided them to making this assertion. As you’ll see, these
are principles that the Apostolic church lives by everyday.
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Four Guiding Principles that Disarm
Legalism:
1. We are Justified by Faith, not Laws
During this meeting, Peter contended
that Gentile Christians
were not required to
obey all Jewish laws,
because God had already given them the
Holy Spirit based on
their faith. The apostle
Paul also taught that
we are justified by faith,
not by adherence to
the Law of Moses. In his
letter to the Romans,
he stated, “But now a
righteousness
from
God, apart from law,
has been made known,
to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who
believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall
short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace
through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus… For we
maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law” (Romans 3:21-24, 28). The word “justify” implies
that one is legalized, acquitted or approved. In other words,
Paul is saying that our faith legitimizes our salvation and relationship with God.
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2. We are Saved by Grace, not Works
Nothing we do, no matter how noble or righteous
has the power to earn us
eternal life. Mankind has
been doomed since the fall
of Adam, and has never been
able to resolve his sin problem. The apostle Paul wrote,
“For by grace you have been
saved through faith, and that
not of yourselves; it is the
gift of God, not of works, lest
anyone should boast” (Eph.
2:8-9). Salvation is purely a
gift of God—a fruit of grace,
which cannot be merited by
any means of traditionalism or rule keeping. We are saved
and sustained by grace alone. You may serve, give, perform
acts of kindness, and have excellent character. But don’t be
mistaken. None of those works can save you! God’s grace
means that you and I come with nothing to offer. We come
to God both helpless and empty. Your salvation is a gift of
grace that doesn’t depend on what you do.

3. We are God-Reliant, not Self-Reliant
In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul wrote “He
has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—
not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but
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the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6). Legalism teaches salvation
by man’s works instead of God’s grace. In short, it is not a
Christ-centered Gospel. The legalist will depend on his own
efforts instead of the power of the Spirit.
Not only can this lead to pride, but it can also lead to
dissatisfaction, lack of assurance, fear or despair once the
legalist fails to maintain his rules. Trying to legislate spirituality with do’s and don’ts actually prevents people from
experiencing real transformation through the Holy Spirit.

4. We Grow in Holiness from the InsideOut, not the Outside-In
Legalism is a man-made invention that cannot produce
inward holiness. By its very nature, legalism places all value
on the outward display of holiness, while neglecting the value of inward holiness. Consequently, legalists become more
concerned about looking holy to others, instead of God. Even
Jesus spoke out about this kind of hypocrisy. “Woe to you,
teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are
like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean. In the same way, on the outside you appear to people as righteous but on the inside you are full of
hypocrisy and wickedness” (Matt. 23:27-28).

In order to reach a dying world, we need genuine Christians who are willing to live their faith from the inside out.
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Conclusion:
Legalism is a real issue that actually attempts to substitute true holiness with false holiness, true salvation with
false salvation, true spirituality with false spirituality. While
legalism has no place in the church, we must also reject improper alternatives. To label all principles of holiness and
obedience as conformity or legalism would be a mistake. A
church does not have to be legalistic to emphasize holiness.
Nor does a church have to go to the extreme of worldliness
in order to grow. Romans 12:2 says, “Do not conform any
longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by
the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and
approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect
will.” This means we can live and interact with all people, but
not to adopt or conform to a secular lifestyle. God desires for
us to be holy and distinct, not legalistic.

Steps for Growth:
a) Of the four guiding principle to avoiding legalism, which one do you think is most important and why?
b) Why is it important to remember that holiness
grows from the inside-out, instead of the outside-in?
c) In your own words, what is the difference between
holiness and legalism?
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The Philippian Jailer:

in the Face of
Disaster
Ice Breaker:
Have you ever felt a strong earthquake? If so, briefly describe
that moment.
Key Verse: Acts 16:16-34

Introduction:
“What must I do to be saved?” It was a prison officer
who first asked this question nearly two thousand years
ago. Frightened by an earthquake and the possible escape
of all his prisoners, he was at the brink of suicide. He knew
that once word got out, and reports reached his superiors,
his life was over. Rather then become a public disgrace; the
jailer figured he would spare his family the shame and just
cut his own throat. It was right at this moment that an assuring voice echoed from the darkest dungeon…“Don’t harm
yourself! We are all here!” This voice came from the apostle
Paul, his most heavily guarded inmate.

12 Characteristic Conqueror line.indd 47

7/8/09 10:25:43 PM

48

The Philippian Jailer: A Conqueror in the Face of Disaster

Earthquakes are considered the most catastrophic of
all natural disasters. They are caused by a sudden and deep
underground shift. The most powerful earthquakes can destroy even the best-built structures. Perhaps the worst part
about an earthquake is that they come suddenly and without warning. The truth is, we all experience the earthquakes
of life from time to time. Sometimes we experience such
deep emotional or financial tremors that it shakes up the
very foundation of our faith.
It’s interesting to note that for Paul and Silas, the earthquake meant something positive. But for the Philippian jailer,
the earthquake meant something negative. For Paul and Silas,
the earthquake revealed God’s sovereign control. For the jailer,
it revealed a deadly fate. It was the same earthquake—with
two responses, the same disaster—with two perspectives. It’s
ironic that Paul and Silas were imprisoned; yet they were free
to pray and sing to God. The jailer was free, yet he was imprisoned with fear. What was the difference? Paul and Silas were
chained on the outside, but
free on the inside. The jailer
was free on the outside, but
chained on the inside. Two
had hope. One didn’t.
Because he gained salvation, it is the jailer who wins
the biggest prize. However,
without Paul and Silas’ disaster
recovery plan, he would have
never received Jesus Christ. A
disaster recovery plan is the
process of preparing for recovery after a natural disaster.
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God’s Disaster Recovery Plan:
1. Keep Praying
1 Thessalonians 5:16-18 says, “Be joyful always; pray
continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s
will for you in Christ Jesus.”
This incident came just
after Paul had prayed for a
young slave girl who was demon-possessed. This girl was
a fortune-teller who made a
lot of money for her masters.
Needless to say, her master
weren’t too thrilled about her
deliverance. Then, the slave
girl’s masters seized Paul and
Silas and falsely accused them
of causing trouble in their
city. Before they had time to
defend themselves, they were
taken into custody, stripped of
their clothes, viciously beaten
and thrown into the deepest dungeon. If Paul and Silas ever
had a reason to complain, it was now. Yet, they began to pray.
At a time when God seemed silent and aloof, they called upon
His name in faith. Even with shackles on their feet and open
wounds on their backs, they kept on talking to God.
Point to Remember – Prayer is a conversation, an intimate dialogue between you and Jesus. Although there will
be days when you don’t necessarily “feel” like praying, pray
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anyways. It’s possible you may walk away from that prayer a
different person.

2. Keep Praising
David said, “I will bless the LORD at all times; His praise
shall continually be in my mouth” (Psalm 34:1). This particular psalm is a tall order, especially when you’re in a painful
or discouraging situation. It’s fairly easy to praise God when
you’re at the peak of your success or when everything appears
to be fine. However, true praise is not motivated by emotions
or the euphoria of an answered prayer. On the contrary, true
praise is motivated by a knowledge that God is in control, and
a faith that refuses to buckle under pressure.
Paul and Silas had every logical reason to blame God
and complain about their situation. Yet, they dug deep in
their soul and mustered up a sincere song of praise and worship to God. 1 Peter 1:7-8 says, “Though you have not seen
him, you love him; and even
though you do not see him
now, you believe in him and
are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy.”
Point to Remember – Praise elevates us into God’s presence.
Psalm 22:3 declares, “God inhabits the praises of His people”. In other words, He dwells
in the atmosphere of praise.
And wherever His presence is,
His power is also.
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3. Keep Proclaiming
This earthquake literally brought the jailer to his
knees. At that point he recognized that he was a lost
sinner who needed God.
When he asked how he could
be saved, Paul answered,
“Believe on the Lord Jesus
Christ, and you will be saved,
you and your household.”
Then the bible says, “And immediately he and all his family were baptized.” The jailer
and his household were
saved that very night. Imagine how different this story would have been if Paul didn’t
keep preaching, proclaiming and sharing the Gospel of Jesus Christ. What if Paul and Silas escaped and left the jailer
to die? But because they had such a passion for the Gospel,
they took the time to witness.
The Gospel has the power to save, and we have the
power to proclaim it—no matter what kind of circumstances we face.
Point to Remember – Proclaim the truth, no matter
how unpopular or inconvenient it may seem. Perhaps Paul
had this prison experience in mind when he charged Timothy with these words, “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season…” (2 Timothy 4:2). In other words, be
consistent, relentless about proclaiming the truth.

12 Characteristic Conqueror line.indd 51

7/8/09 10:25:44 PM

52

The Philippian Jailer: A Conqueror in the Face of Disaster

Conclusion:
Although the jailer becomes a conqueror in the face of
disaster, he’s not the hero in this story. He was simply a recipient of God’s grace. If Paul and Silas had not prayed, praised,
and proclaimed, the Philippian jailer would have lost not only
his life, but more importantly, his eternal life. God’s disaster
recovery plan is very simple, yet it can be difficult to do when
you are in the midst of a painful situation. In this story God arranged an earthquake in order to touch the heart of just one
man—a man who was responsible for detaining two of God’s
dearest servants. This jailer could not have been a less likely
candidate for God’s love. But truthfully, we’re all unlikely candidates for that love. Let’s give thanks to God that His grace
and love comes to us anyway.

Steps for Growth:
a) Why do you think Paul and Silas were able to pray
and sing at such a dark hour in their lives?
b) When the earthquake hit and the jailer saw everything he worked for fall apart, what did he want to do?
And, how does that relate with unbelievers today?
c) Rather than focusing on their circumstances, Paul
and Silas focused on God. What kind of impression do you
think their attitude made on their fellow prisoners? And
also, how can we apply this to our lives?
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Dionysius and Damaris:

in the Face of Human
Philosophies
Ice Breaker:
Most religions in the world are centered on a philosophy. How
might Christianity be different or similar?
Key Verse: Acts 17:22-34

Introduction:
When we spread the gospel in our city and community, it’s awesome to see God’s Word transcend the culture—
including false religions—to transform lives. It’s ironic, however, that a society that boasts tolerance and acceptance of
nearly all lifestyles and philosophies, has become increasingly agitated and repulsed by the message of Jesus Christ.
Still, men of God like the apostle Paul faced far worse opposition and challenges in his day. He was up against a complete anti-Christian culture with slim to zero tolerance for
the gospel. Aside from physical hostility he encountered for
preaching the truth, he also faced hostility from intellectuals and philosophers—particularly those in Athens.
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Athens has always been
the capital of Greece. It was
the center of Greek culture,
and home to some of the
most infamous philosophers,
such as Epicurus and Zeno.
Let’s briefly define these two
culture-shaping ideas that
Paul had to dismantle. Perhaps we will see some similarities in today’s culture.

1. The Philosophy of Indulgence
Epicurus (Epicureanism)
Taught that the chief goal in life pleasure. Epicureans
believed that man was just another animal that lives and
dies. They didn’t believe in life after death, and so basically
every man should just eat, drink and be merry. Don’t worry
about eternity, just live in the “here and now”. Do what feels
good in the moment. Satisfy yourself to no end.

2. The Philosophy of Indifference
Zeno (Stoicism)
Taught that the chief goal in life was simply not to
care or react to your surroundings. Stoics believed that one
should be dead to feelings and emotions, even if you have
a death in the family, a severe illness or a catastrophe. Live
your life detached from pain. Stay neutral on all matters. Accept your conditions and tolerate your annoyances.
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Athens was also home to nearly every man-made god
in existence. In fact, it was the rampant idolatry that drove
Paul to Athens. After preaching in the synagogues and marketplaces, some listeners led him to Mars Hill (Aeropagus) to
address the most astute philosophers. Although they brought
Paul for amusement only, he spoke fervently about gospel of
Jesus Christ. This audience was clearly indifferent and arrogant. Among those in the crowd were Dionysius and a woman named Damaris. We can safely assume that they both felt
strongly about their beliefs and were both quite intelligent.
Let’s review and discuss what Paul presented to them, which
changed their lives forever.
The Premise: The apostle Paul began his sermon by referring to an altar in Athens with the inscription: TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. It wasn’t that this altar was unknowingly dedicated to Jesus Christ. Paul simply used this altar as an object
lesson, a way to speak their language and hook their interests.

Getting to Know the Unknown God:
1. God is the God
of Creation
Paul began to proclaim,
“The God who made the
world and everything in it is
the Lord of heaven and earth
and does not live in temples
built by hands. And he is not
served by human hands, as
if he needed anything, be-
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cause he himself gives all
men life and breath and everything else” (Acts 17:2425). This truth blindsided the
two groups of philosophers.
The Epicureans believed that
matter was eternal and had
no creator. The Stoics were
Pantheists who believed that
God was in everything…
trees, rocks, the ocean, the
river and so on. Unlike every
other god in Athens, God was
not created, sculpted, carved,
engineered or manufactured.
God is the Creator, and the
legal Ruler of His creation. And if He is the Creator and Ruler,
He doesn’t abide in what man has made.

2. God is the God of Relationship
The passionate apostle said, “God did this so that men
would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him,
though he is not far from each one of us” (Acts 17:27).
The God that Paul described to these scholars was totally unlike anything they had ever heard. In their idolatrous
culture, deities were impersonal, distant and had little to
do with mankind. In fact, man was an inconvenience, not a
friend. But, Jesus Christ is not a God who is easily angered
or who enjoys punishing His people. Our Creator didn’t
just create us, and then turn His back on us. He wants to be
sought after, discovered, and known on an intimate level.
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3. God is the God of Repentance
The apostle Paul continued to say, “In the past God
overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). What these philosophers needed to understand is that repentance is a necessary
part of salvation. The most common misconception about
repentance is that it means to apologize, feel sorry or feel
remorse after doing something wrong. However, that’s not
entirely true. The Biblical meaning of repentance is a change
of mind. Repentance requires a change of mind about Jesus
Christ and His kingdom. This would be a great challenge for
those prestigious philosophers, who would have to humble
themselves and admit the error of their ways. The same challenge exists in today’s culture.

Conclusion:
After Paul had finished
preaching, there were three
responses: (1) Some laughed
at Paul. Acts 17:32 says,
“When they heard about
the resurrection of the dead,
some of them sneered.” Even
today, many will sneer at the
gospel and find it foolish. (2)
Some were interested, but
procrastinated. Acts 17:32
says, “…We want to hear you
again on this subject.” Many
people feel like they have all
the time in the world to give
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their lives to Christ. However, tomorrow is not guaranteed. (3)
Some believed the gospel. Acts 17:34 says, “A few men became followers of Paul and believed. Among them was Dionysius, a member of the Areopagus, also a woman named
Damaris, and a number of others.” It was a leap of faith for
Dionysius and Damaris to accept the gospel. Such actions
would have disbarred them from the league of philosophers
they belonged to. However, just like those who make this decision today, the reward far outweighs the ridicule.

Discussion Questions:
a) Take another look at the two philosophies that
Paul encountered in Athens. Do these philosophies still
exist today? If so, what are some examples?
b) Idolatry was rampant at the time Paul preached
in Athens. What are some examples of idolatry that exist
in our culture today?
c) Of the three responses to Paul’s message, which
one do you feel is most common today?
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Ephesian Believers:

in the Face of
Sorcery
Ice Breaker:
What is the difference between knowing someone, and knowing about someone?
Key Verse: Acts 19:11-20

Introduction:
While stationed in Ephesus, the apostle Paul encountered a culture that was deeply rooted in paganism and
sorcery. These false beliefs were intergraded into the society at nearly all levels. Ephesus had a profane reputation
throughout the Roman Empire and was considered to be
the capital of magic and witchcraft. As you can imagine, the
gospel of Jesus Christ met some opposition. Not only was
there a clash of viewpoints, but a head-on collision in the
spiritual realm. Despite a frayed public image, open ridicule
and spiritual resistance, Paul continued to preach Jesus for
two years without a vacation.
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Finally, Ephesus had a
breakthrough. It all began
when seven sons of Sceva (a
Jewish priest) attempted to
deliver a man who was demon-possessed. Things went
terribly wrong. Instead of casting the demon out, the possessed man overpowered all
seven priests—leaving them
badly wounded and naked.
The evil spirit answered their
powerless commands by saying, “Jesus I know, and Paul I
know; but who are you?” This
event dismissed the idea that
the Name of Jesus was simply
a magic formula. It also validated Paul’s preaching about authority in the kingdom of God. Not only were these pretentious men exposed, but a newfound reverence for the Name
of Jesus emerged in the most unlikely place.
This wasn’t just a seasonal experience for the Ephesians, but a life-changing commitment. Not only did they
confess the error in their ways, but they responded by burning their sacred books. These books contained secret magical spells. Burning them proved that their repentance was
authentic. It was a sign that the Ephesians made a choice
between an impostor, and the real thing.
Let’s see what lessons we can learn from the seven
priests and the Ephesian people.
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Three Valuable Lessons from the
Ephesian Believers:
1. The Power of Connection (v. 13-17)
The biggest problem in this whole story, whether it’s the
seven priests or the Ephesians all together, was that none of
them knew Jesus Christ. The seven priests knew of Jesus, but they
didn’t know Him personally. They heard of Jesus, but they never
heard from Jesus. They spoke of Jesus, but they never spoke to
Jesus. When there’s no personal relationship with Jesus Christ,
there’s no power—even if we use His Name. Jesus Christ cannot
be known vicariously, through someone else. Rather, He desires
a close relationship with you. Do you want to be a friend of Jesus or just a casual acquaintance? Do you want to know about
Him or would you like to really know Him? If you want to experience closeness with God, you must connect with Him through
prayer, fasting, and interacting with the Word of God. You must
cultivate your relationship with Christ just like you would a relationship with any other friend. Becoming a close friend of God
doesn’t happen by accident—
it takes effort, but it will be the
most valuable investment you
will ever make.

2. The Power of
Confession (v. 18)
We all need to be open
and honest with God about
who we are. The old but still
relevant word for this is “con-

12 Characteristic Conqueror line.indd 61

7/8/09 10:25:45 PM

62

Ephesian Believers: Conquerors in the Face of Sorcery

fession”. When the Ephesians began to honor the Name of
Jesus, the scripture says, “Many of those who believed now
came and openly confessed their evil deeds”. Confession
helps move us from the point
of knowing about Jesus to
actually knowing Him. God
already sees our sins, failures
and imperfections. He knows
when we have failed to love
others, to serve others, and
to give to others.
Confession doesn’t reveal to God what He doesn’t
already know. It’s not telling God our secrets—what
we’ve done or where we’ve
been, just so He’s informed.
It is about coming to terms
with our absolute need for
His grace. Confession allows
us to admit our sins so we can be freed of guilt and cultivate
a relationship with God. 1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our
sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and
purify us from all unrighteousness.”

3. The Power of Change (v. 19)
Someone once said, “don’t burn your bridges”. In
other words, don’t mistreat people because someday you
may need them again. However, there are some bridges in
life that must be burned, because they lead back to a destructive place. Unless you burn certain things in your life,
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you’re only taking time off. It might be gone for a season,
but someday it will reappear. By burning their books, the
Ephesians eliminated the avenue to return back. They made
a complete change in their lives. These books also had great
financial value. In fact, the total amount of all the burned
books soared at around 50,000 pieces of silver. In today’s
terms, that would be equivalent to several million dollars.
When your heart turns to God, you’ll get rid of things that
the world holds dear. This is the cost of genuine change.

Conclusion:
When the Ephesians turned from their evil ways and
worshiped God, something powerful happened. The bible
says, “So the word of the Lord grew mightily and prevailed.”
Once they burned their old books, a new book opened up.
Suddenly, the word of God
flourished in their hearts. It
spread extensively and had
a powerful effect on the
whole city. Notice that the
word of God didn’t prevail
until they surrendered and
destroyed the other books.
God’s word won’t grow and
prevail in your life either,
until all your old books are
burned. When your old mentality, ways or sins are put on
the altar, God’s word takes
root in your life and causes
great things to happen.
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Steps for Growth:
1. The seven sons of Sceva used the name of Jesus
to pray for a demon-possessed man, but they were overpowered. Discuss some of the reasons why these men
failed, and how we can prevail in spiritual warfare today.
2. Why was it important for the Ephesians to confess
their sins? What dangers are present when you don’t confess your sins and repent?
3. The Ephesians burned their pagan books. In your
opinion, what was the significance of this act, and how
can we apply it today?
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Paul:
in the Face of
the Storm
Ice Breaker:
Have you ever been in the middle of a severe storm? What
was it like?
Key Verse: Acts 27:13-20

Introduction:
No one would argue that a storm can be frightening—
especially in the open sea where you are totally at the mercy
of nature. If anyone in the early church knew about storms,
it was the apostle Paul. He simply knew that no matter what
kind of disaster or tragic situation you face, God is absolute
and never looses control. He has all knowledge and power at
His disposal. Furthermore, only God can take a tragic event
and create an opportunity to show His glory. And sometimes
there’s no better opportunity then a storm in life.
One night on a beaten ship in the Mediterranean, the
apostle Paul faced a storm that nearly ended his life. He
had been persecuted and imprisoned, and was on his way
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to see Caesar for judgment.
During the trip, a horrific
storm arose. The hurricanelike storm was so dreadful
that the shipmates thought
they were going to die. The
sun or stars had not come
out for days. Despite this crisis, Paul was able to stand up
and say to the crew, “I urge
you to take heart, for there
will be no loss of life among
you, but only of the ship. For
there stood by me this night
an angel of the God to whom
I belong and whom I serve,
saying, ‘Do not be afraid,
Paul; you must be brought before Caesar; and indeed God
has granted you all those who sail with you.’ Therefore
take heart, men, for I believe God that it will be just as it
was told me” (Acts 27:22-25).
Although Paul was caught in the eye of the storm, he
didn’t panic—as anybody would in that situation. Somehow, he remained calm and assured about his destiny.
We too have our storms in life, and we wonder how
we’re going to survive. And sometimes it seems that no
matter how much cargo we throw overbroad, no matter
how hard we try to save ourselves, we can’t stop sinking.
But, Paul’s faith didn’t sink. He didn’t lose heart or accept a
negative outcome. Let’s see what secrets we can learn from
Paul’s example.
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Paul’s Secrets for Surviving Life’s Storms:
1. Recognize God’s Presence
Paul told the frightened crew, “For there stood by me this
night an angel of the God to whom I belong”. You can remain
strong in the face of uncertainty because of your awareness
of God’s presence. When your heart is flooded with worry,
and everything seems to be falling apart, remember that God
is with you. You are never alone. Of course, that doesn’t mean
life will be easy and smooth sailing. But we can bank on this
fact: God is with us through the storms.
Just like God stood by
Paul’s side, He is also with us
in our storms. If we pay close
attention, we can hear His
still, small voice. The angel
said to Paul “Do not be afraid”.
When God is with you, there
is no logical reason to fear.
Our heavenly Father will not
abandon His children. He’s
with us through the thick
and thin. The psalmist David
said, “I was young and now I
am old, yet I have never seen
the righteous forsaken or
their children begging bread”
(Psalm 37:25).
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2. Recognize God’s Purpose
The apostle Paul hit some tough times, as he was on his
way to appeal to Caesar. He did what is often most difficult to
do in the midst of a storm—he recognized and accepted the
will of God. Paul knew that God had shown him what to do,
and he would let nothing derail his course. The angel said to
Paul, “you must be brought before Caesar”. Usually, we immediately want God to airlift us out of our problems and carry
us to safety. While that maybe God’s final intent, there is ultimately a greater purpose, a lesson that He wants us to learn.
Staying focused on your purpose will keep your heart
above the tide of uncertainty. The apostle Paul harnessed
the power of God’s purpose for his life and was able to see
past his current situation. When you view the storms of life
through the lenses of God’s purpose, it brings a sense of
relief to a situation that may feel hopeless. The angel said,
“you must be brought before Caesar”. Other in words, what
you’re going through is temporary, because God is bringing
you to a better place.

3. Recognize God’s Power
Paul told the anxious crew, “Therefore take heart,
men, for I believe God”. In a time where doubt could have
easily capsized his faith, Paul remained confident that God
would see him through. It’s a wonderful thing when we can
utter those words, “I believe God”. If storms rage against our
families, our finances, our marriages, our businesses or our
churches, we can depend on God’s grace and power. Regardless of how unsure the times may be, we serve a God
who knows the end from the beginning.
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Our faith is not founded
on the stock market, politics or secular philosophies.
Hebrews 11:1 says, “Now
faith is being sure of what
we hope for and certain of
what we do not see.” Paul
couldn’t see dry land, nor
could offer any visible proof
to the sailors. But when your
faith is rooted in Christ and
His power to defy natural
laws, it’s all the evidence
you need. Don’t rely on your
intuition, your wits or your
knowledge, but completely
trust God. Proverbs 3:5-6
says, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and lean not on
your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge him,
and he will make your paths straight.”

Conclusion:
Jesus Christ is our timeless hope when times are hopeless. His love is a life preserver when life begins to sink. While
the world around us is frantic, troubled and cynical about
the economic downturn and credit squeeze, the saints of
God can weather the storm. When we suffer through seasons of pain and endure hardship, we discover God’s unwavering power. The apostle Paul said, “But he said to me,
“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly
about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on
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me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weaknesses,
in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For
when I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:9-10). Rather
than be riddled with worry and doubt by the storms of life,
recognize God’s presence, purpose and power. It won’t be
long before the storm passes.

Steps for Growth:
1. What invaluable lessons do you think Paul learned
from surviving the storm and the shipwreck?
2. Sometimes it seems that no matter how much
cargo we throw overbroad, no matter how hard we try to
save ourselves, we can’t stop sinking. Why do you think
trying to save yourself only makes matters worse?
3. Of Paul’s secrets for surviving life’s storms, which
one do you feel is most important, and why?

12 Characteristic Conqueror line.indd 70

7/8/09 10:25:46 PM

Lesson 12

Apostolic Assembly of the Faith in Christ Jesus

71

29:
Who are Writing
the Final
Chapter
Ice Breaker: As a trick, have the group open their Bibles to Acts
29 (which of course doesn’t exist).
Key Verse: Acts 2:42-47

Introduction:
If you look for Acts chapter 29, good luck…cause you
won’t find it. There are only 28 chapters in book of Acts.
However, the author of the 29th chapter of Acts is you. It
is our shared task to finish writing this incredible book. The
book of Acts is the ongoing manuscript of the New Testament church. We must continue the work that the apostles
started. The exploits of the church are not over with Acts
chapter 28, but continue until Jesus Christ returns.
The book of Acts provides a pattern of how to continue
the Apostolic heritage. Jesus Christ filled us with His Spirit, and gave us a roadmap to reach the world. The Gospel
is just as powerful today, as it was over 2000 years ago. If
you’re helping to write the last chapter of Acts, make sure
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that your pen is filled with ink. A polished pen without ink
is useless. Ink is a permanent liquid used to write. Your ink is
the Holy Ghost. As long as your life is filled with ink, nothing
you do for God can be erased. Let’s briefly discuss three
ways we can continue to write, and live out Acts 29.

Five Ways to Live Out the Book of Acts:
(Acts 2:42-47)

1. Encourage Unity (v. 42, 44, 46)
The first way we can continue writing the book of Acts is
by cultivating unity. True unity is not conformity, but fellowship and commonality. You can relate with others without
sharing similar experiences. Unity requires an investment
of time and energy. When the Bible talks about believers
in the book of Acts, it says, “All the believers were together
and had everything in common”. This doesn’t suggest that
all of their lives were similar
or identical. Finding similarities doesn’t take much effort
or cultivation. You can meet
someone in a grocery store
and coincidentally share a lot
of similarities (age, ethnicity,
hobbies). That doesn’t require effort. Finding commonality, however, is intentional. It
doesn’t happen on accident.
The more united we are as a
church, a body of believers,
the more we can accomplish
in the kingdom of God.
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2. Expect the Miraculous (v. 43)
Contrary to what some
Christian scholars propose,
the Spirit of God is still moving today. Miracles, signs
and wonders are not antiquated. Should it surprise
a believer in God that He is
working miracles today? According to the Bible, “Jesus
Christ is the same, yesterday,
today and forever” (Hebrews
13:8). If Jesus was ever a miracle worker, He is today. Our
goal should not be to elevate
miracles above the Gospel of
Jesus Christ. Jesus is the supreme miracle, and we should never use miracles to validate our work in the kingdom of God. Christ alone is all the
validation we need. However, we have been given, through
the power of the Holy Spirit, the authority to lay hands on
the sick and pray for the miraculous. James 5:14-15 says, “Is
any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to
pray over him and anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord.
And the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well;
the Lord will raise him up…”

3. Extend a Helping Hand (v. 45)
When needs arose in the early church, they gave of their
own money and strength. Acts 2:45 says, “Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need.”
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This scripture contains three biblical principles that we must
unpack and apply today. First, don’t fall in love with your
possessions. In order for these believers to voluntarily and
cheerfully sell their goods, they had to separate themselves
from greed and materialism. Their focus wasn’t on obtaining
more things in this short life, but obtaining Christ in their
hearts. The second principle is this: everything belongs to
God. In fact, these believers recognized that everything they
had wasn’t actually theirs, but God’s property. When you understand that principle, it allows giving to be a cheerful act
of worship. Thirdly, think of others before yourself. People
can be inherently self-centered and forget about the needs
of those around them. As we write Acts chapter 29, let’s
break the spirit of selfishness that plagues our society. Let’s
look for practical ways we can demonstrate God’s love.

4. Exalt Jesus Christ (v. 47)
Genuine praise flows
from a heart that is in awe of
God. When you truly catch
a glimpse of who He is and
His glory, you can’t help but
praise Him. Unfortunately,
modern praise in some churches has become more about
style, than substance. Not
even fancy words impress
God. He’s not looking at the
content, but the intent. If our
hearts are aligned with God’s
heart, and our lives validate our song, God is pleased
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with our praise. Psalm 22:3
reminds us that God inhabits the praises of His people.
As we genuinely exalt Jesus
Christ, we enthrone Him in
our hearts and abandon all
self-sufficiency. In addition,
praise makes us aware of
God’s presence, and helps
us place our focus on Him.
Psalm 29:2 says, “Ascribe to
the LORD the glory due his
name; worship the LORD in
the splendor of his holiness.”
If we are to be the final authors in the book of Acts, we must continue to exalt the
Name of Jesus in our church, our groups and our homes.

5. Evangelize your Community (v.47)
The purpose of the gospel and the intent of the Spirit
are not solely for the benefit of the church, but so that can
save others. Jesus commissioned us all, “Therefore go and
make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”. Sometimes
we expect non-believers to simply come to our churches
and receive the Gospel without any effort on our part. Notice how Jesus said, “Go”, and not “wait”. Think of yourself like
a missionary…sent to your own community and city. Just
a as missionary immerses himself in the culture, learns the
language and evangelizes the community—we too must
view our community as a mission field. Our lives need to be
missional, so that we not only speak the gospel, but embo-
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dy the gospel. Those who belong to Jesus Christ, and who
are writing the final chapter of Acts, are called to be agents
in His kingdom.

Conclusion:
You are the most important character in the book of
Acts. Why? Because nobody else can be you—but you. There are no substitutes for your special and unique place in
the kingdom of God. You play a key role. There’s always a
tendency or temptation to recline on yesterday’s accomplishments. Some people believe that the church, or the move
of God, will never exceed the past. Others are comfortable
with just memories. However, God wants to do something
new in this generation. And He’s going to use people like
you, who desire more than mediocrity.

Steps for Growth:
1. One of the ways to live out the book of Acts is to
encourage unity. What types of barriers exists that make
it challenging to unite?
2. People can be inherently self-centered and forget
about the needs of those around them. What can we do
to ensure that we are sensitive to the needs of others?
3. What do you think the difference is between preaching the gospel, and embodying the gospel?
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