Leader’s Guide

Acts 9

Icebreaker: what did you like about the sermon?  What stood out to you and why?

Please take out your homework.  What did you think of the homework?  How did it go for you?

Section 1: Acts 7:54-8:3

Matthew 26:62-65: Why was Jesus’ blasphemy such a problem for the Jews?  According to Mosaic law, what was the punishment for blasphemy?

Blasphemy involved reviling the name of God or any affront to his majesty or authority.  Jesus’ claim to be the Messiah and to have majesty and authority belonging only to God was regarded as blasphemy, for which the Mosaic law prescribed death by stoning (Leviticus 24:16).  

Exodus 33:18-23: Why was this such a problem?  Can you think of any Old Testament examples of people who saw God's face and lived? Let’s read John 1:18.  Does that verse clarify or confuse the situation?

To see God's face was believed to bring death.  If Jesus was God, how could people look at him and live?  Examples of those who saw God face to face and lived: Genesis 16:13 (Hagar), Exodus 32:30 (Jacob) and Exodus 24:9-11 (Moses, Aaron and 70 elders).  

Note on John 1:18 - Since no human being can see God as he really is, those who saw God saw him in a form he took on himself temporarily for the occasion.  Now, however, Christ “has made him [God] known.”

Matthew 12:9-14: Why was Jesus such a problem for the Jews?  

The rabbis prohibited healing on the Sabbath, unless it was feared the victim would die before the next day.  Jesus challenged their legalistic interpretation of the Sabbath, arguing that they had missed what it really meant to be God's chosen people.  Notice Mark's account of this story in Mark 3:1-6.  Ironically, the Pharisees were “working” on the Sabbath too, plotting to kill Jesus.

Section 2: Acts 9:1-2 and Acts 9:19b-30

Galatians 1:13-14: What do we know about Paul pre-conversion? 

‘Advancing’ (v14) is from the Greek prokopto, which literally means to chop ahead (like blazing a trail through a forest).  Acts 26:11 details just how far Paul went to advance Judaism.

‘Traditions of my fathers’ (v14) refers to the body of oral teachings about the Old Testament law that came to have equal authority with the law.  Commonly known as the Halakah, this collection of Torah interpretations was a mammoth accumulation of complex religious, moral, legal and ceremonial regulations that was virtually impossible to follow.
Philippians 3:4-6:

Benjamin was one of the most prominent tribes in Israel.  A Hebrew of Hebrews is a declaration that as he grew up, Paul strictly maintained his family’s traditional Jewish heritage.  Rather than succumbing to Roman influence, he remained firmly committed to the language, orthodox traditions and customs of his ancestors. To become a Pharisee was to reach the highest level in devout, legalistic Judaism.  Pharisees were a highly respected group of men who lived to know, interpret, guard and obey the law. By outside appearances, Paul was faultless to the people who knew him – a model Jew who lived by Jewish law.

Can you think of any lesser desired qualities/traits that stayed with Paul throughout his life?  

Among other things, it can be argued that Paul was divisive, confrontational, polarizing (e.g. Acts 15:39) and overly competitive (e.g. 1 Cor 9:24). Ironically, these same qualities made Paul one of the greatest Christian leaders ever.

Section 3: Acts 9:16

In Judaism, suffering was commonly attributed to sinful behavior and disobeying God's commands, resulting in punishment/discipline/judgment from God (Deuteronomy 28:1-2, 15).

This is a prevailing theological theme in Judaism despite the OT book of Job's powerful message that those who suffered were not always at fault.

How can suffering be a blessing?  

The Beatitudes in Christ's Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:1-12) are a great example of how suffering can be a blessing. 

1 Peter 4:13-14: What was your takeaway from 1 Peter 4:13-14?

To the degree that believers in Jesus Christ suffer unjustly, they should, as Jesus did, keep on rejoicing (Matthew 5:10-12). Those who share in his sufferings will also share his glory (1 Peter 5:1; Matthew 20:20-23).  Our suffering for righteousness proves us, refines us and earns for us “an eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 4:17) so that the greater our suffering the stronger our hope, and the richer our joy (2 Corinthians 4:16-18; James 1:2). 
Luke 6:22-23: Knowing a little about Paul’s background and personality, do you think he was motivated by the promise of a future reward in heaven?
The reason why Paul is bragging in 2 Corinthians 11:23-30 is found in 2 Corinthians 12:7-10.

Section 4: Acts 6:8-7:60; Acts 9
Of the parallels between Paul and Stephen, what stood out to you the most?  Did you see any irony when contrasting the two men?
Section 5: Application
What is one thing we studied/learned today that you are going to apply to your life?  

The notes above come from two primary sources: the study notes section of the Zondervan NIV Study Bible and The MacArthur New Testament Commentary series.
