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IMPACTS 
TRACKING THE SPIRIT’S STEPS THROUGH  

THE BOOK OF ACTS 
 

SESSION SIX – JESUS CONTINUED 
The Uncanny Resemblance of the Jesus People  

to Jesus (Acts 3, 4, 7, a) 
 
Open – What’s Next? 
 
Succession plans matter in our world.  What happens to a corporation when the CEO 
retires?  How will a championship team do when the coach moves on?  Will an impactful 
non-profit organization survive the death of its founder and driving force? 
 
To be honest, Jesus had a suspect succession plan:  us.  I don’t mean you and me 
specifically.  I mean His disciples and their disciples through the ages.  Jesus decided to carry 
on in the world through the church – a rag-tag collection of people who sometimes have 
nothing in common but Him.   
 
Against all odds, Jesus’ succession plan worked.  Here we are.  And, despite all the mistakes 
Christians have made through the centuries; despite the bad press churches get these days 
(remember Christopher Hitchens’ book entitled, “God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons 
Everything?”); despite the recent downswing in American church attendance – in spite of all 
that, around 2 billion Christians walk the planet in 2014.  And that number is growing. 
 
So how did Jesus pull it off?  How did he start with twelve nobodies as followers and end up 
with 2 billion souls two millennia later?  That question has fascinated and flummoxed 
historians across time.  The best place to begin answering it is in very book we’ve been 
rewinding in IMPActs. So let’s read on! 
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The Mystery of the Absent Presence 
 
Ask any new leader if she hopes her predecessor will stay around after retirement, and 
you’ll get a polite clearing of the throat. Whether the star has left or died, the task of 
“moving on” is crucial to the success of a group. How will the new CEO lead if the old one 
continues to cast a shadow? Will his presence loom over the organization?  Transitions are 
complex.   
 
Churches often call interim ministers to avoid confusion during a transition.  Corporations 
handle the transfer of power differently than that.  But common wisdom has it that it’s best 
to clear the stage, so a new leader can move the group forward.  Best not to dwell in the 
past. A new leader must capitalize on the former leader’s accomplishments and momentum 
but capture the attention and loyalties of her people to move forward. 
 
That wasn’t the early church’s plan.  They did not say, “Well Jesus did things his way, but 
now we’re in charge.” In fact, the name “Jesus” turns up no fewer than 73 times in the Book 
of Acts.  So, is all this attention to the founder anything like Apple people quoting Steve 
Jobs?  Or a Green Bay Packers coach quoting Vince Lombardi?  Or South Africa’s leadership 
evoking Mandela’s memory?  Or is it something else? 
 
Our first clue comes in the very first verse of the book, Acts 1.1, as our narrator summarizes 
the Gospel of Luke, which is a sort of prequel to Acts.  The Gospel of Luke tells the whole 
story of Jesus in twenty-four packed chapters.  But when Luke takes up pen to write his 
sequel, he begins, 
 

“In my first book, O Theophilus, I wrote to you all that Jesus began to do and 
to teach before he was taken up to heaven…” (New International Version)   

 
Now that’s peculiar!  “All that Jesus BEGAN to do…”?  That is how Luke summarizes a 
Gospel that tells… 
 

• the anticipation of Jesus,  
• His birth,  
• a moment in His boyhood,  
• His baptism by John the Baptist,  
• His gathering of disciples,  
• His ministry of teaching,  
• His healings and powerful works,  



IMPActs Bible Study  Project Bible at Pinnacle 
24-25 OCTOBER  ©Allen Hilton 
 

• His work leading and forming the disciples,  
• His confrontations with the religious powers of his day,  
• His last supper with the disciples,  
• Judas’ betrayal and Peter’s denial  
• His trial before Jewish and Roman officials,  
• His death, 
• His resurrection,  
• His post-resurrection appearances to His disciples, 
• and the moment He was taken up into heaven.   

 
That should finish the “Acts of Jesus” portion of the program, right?  But it doesn’t. 
 
The Book of Acts opens with a great mystery: how in the world could this long list of 
achievements merely “Jesus getting started?”  The book will teach us. 
 
“The Acts of Jesus” – Part Deux 
 
The “Acts of Jesus” mystery unfolds subtly.   
 
First, with the foresight of a corporate leader uneiling a franchise strategy, Jesus sends his 
disciples out to tell people about him with the very specific charge: 
 

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you, and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. (Acts 1.8) 

 
Geographically, Jerusalem is the epicenter.  But then the circle widens to the nearest 
countryside (Judea), to the territory and culture to the north (Samaria), and then 
everywhere else.  That last category is pretty audacious.  After all, just three years ago these 
guys were fishermen, IRS agents, radical college students.  Now they are being enlisted to 
take Jesus to the whole world.   
 
I don’t know about you, but if I were Peter or Matthew or Bartholomew, I’d have my 
doubts.  What must have helped them fathom it is that first part of Jesus’ commission:  
“you will receive power.”  One or two of them may even remember way back in Galilee, 
when Jesus pictures pressure situations to come: “the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very 
hour what you ought to say.” (Luke 6.12) But, even if they don’t remember that, Jesus here 
promises power, and they know Jesus has a pretty good track record for keeping promises. 
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As you and I have seen in our IMPActs study ‘til now, gainst the odds, Acts 1.8 will actually 
come true.  We’ve coursed backward through this book, with stops along the way: 
 

• The City of Rome (Session One – Acts 28) 
• The Cities of Athens (Session Two – Acts 17) and Antioch (Session Three – Acts 15) 
• The Villages of Samaria and Judaea (Session Four – Acts 8) 
• The City of Jerusalem (Session Five – Acts 4) 

 
How does this expansion happen among a rag-tag group that has never been technically 
trained in movement-building strategy?   
 
That question takes us back to Jesus.  Consider how often the name, power, and even 
agency of Jesus appears in the verses below. 
 

• “In my first book I told you, Theophilus, about everything Jesus began to do and 
teach until the day he was taken up to heaven after giving his chosen apostles 
further instructions through the Holy Spirit. (Acts 1.1) 

• ‘You that are Israelites, listen to what I have to say: Jesus of Nazareth, a man 
attested to you by God with deeds of power, wonders, and signs that God did 
through him among you, as you yourselves know— this man, handed over to you 
according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by 
the hands of those outside the law. But God raised him up, having freed him from 
death, because it was impossible for him to be held in its power.” (Acts 2.22-24) 

• “Now when the people of Jerusalem heard this, they were cut to the heart and said 
to Peter and to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ Peter said to 
them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ so that 
your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 2.37-
38) 

• [Stopping to talk to a lame man on the Temple steps] Peter said, ‘I have no silver or 
gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, stand up 
and walk.’ 7And he took him by the right hand and raised him up; and immediately 
his feet and ankles were made strong. Jumping up, he stood and began to walk, and 
he entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God. (Acts 3.6-8) 

• Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, so that times 
of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the 
Messiah appointed for you, that is, Jesus… (Acts 3.19-20) 
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• Now when [the Jewish Council that put Peter and John on trial] saw the boldness of 
Peter and John and realized that they were uneducated and ordinary men, they 
were amazed and recognized them as companions of Jesus. (Acts 4.13) 

• [As Stephen, the first Christian martyr, was dying,] he said, ‘Look…I see the heavens 
opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!’ But they covered 
their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. Then they dragged 
him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the 
feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord 
Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do 
not hold this sin against them.’ When he had said this, he died. (Acts 7.56-60).  

 
Are you getting the picture?  Jesus’ name, deeds, and power are the focus of all that this 
very first church in Jerusalem says and does.   
 
The final clue in the mystery is astonishing. “The Conversion of Saul/The Apostle Paul” is an 
oft-painted, oft-preached, oft-taught part of the Book of Acts.  This “Pharisee of Pharisees” 
has so much zeal for God that he is trying to stamp out this misled new Jesus group. One 
day he is “interrupted” – tossed to the ground, really – by a bright light and then a booming 
voice from the heavens,  “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?”  Saul is confused.  “Who 
are you?!”  Jesus’ answer is our clinching clue.   “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.” 
 
“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting.”  And yet the Jesus the Jerusalem apostles followed 
around Galilee left the earthly scene eight chapters back, when “as they were watching, he 
was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.” (Acts 1.9) So, how can these be the 
words of Jesus? Well, these words are spoken by the otherworldly voice of Jesus – the one 
who has already ascended and left the scene.  So how in the world could Saul lay a finger on 
Him?  Hmmm.  
 
Saul is persecuting the “followers of the Way” of Jesus who meet in houses in Jerusalem, 
Damascus, and destinations between.  He is not persecuting Jesus.  He’s persecuting the 
church, right? Mysterious! 
 
Has your “aha” moment happened yet?  Perhaps you’ve heard later parts of the Bible 
where Paul will call the church “the body of Christ” (1 Corinthians 12) or “the Temple where 
God lives.” (Ephesians 2) While the Book of Acts has the alternate title, “The Acts of the 
Apostles,” that title is misleading.  I favor the one that heads this section of our notebook: 
“The Acts of Jesus – Part Deux.”  In his life, death, and resurrection, Jesus was only getting 
started.  But now he does His work, not directly, but through the church that meets 
together and serves the world in His name.  The church is Jesus continued. 
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Why is Jesus so prominent in the Book of Acts?  Because he hasn’t left the scene at all.  
Rather, through the Holy Spirit he inhabits and empowers His church.  This is why the great 
medieval saint, Teresa of Avila (1515-82), wrote those immortal words to Christians in her 
time and all times: 
 

Christ has no body but yours, 
No hands, no feet on earth but yours, 
Yours are the eyes with which he looks 
Compassion on this world… 
Christ has no body now on earth but yours. 

  
Do you feel inhabited and empowered by Jesus?   
 
 
Does your church seem to be inhabited and empowered by Jesus?   
 
 
If these questions and images don’t make sense for you, how would you describe the way 
God continues to act in and through people of faith? And what role does Jesus 
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What is a disciple?  And what is an apostle? And why do some people have both names? 
 
It’s one of the most commonly-asked questions about the Gospels and Acts.  The answer 
is simple. 
 
The English word “disciple” translates the Greek word mathetes.  It is the noun formed 
from a Greek verb (manthanein) that means “to learn.”  A disciple is a student who 
devotes her or himself to a specific teacher.  Socrates had disciples.  Rabbis had disciples.  
Jesus obviously had disciples.  In the Gospels the term refers people who devote 
themselves to “learning” from Jesus.  Makes sense, right? 
 
The English word “apostle” translates and sounds like the Greek word “apostolos.”   That 
word comes from “apostellein” a verb that means “to send out with a purpose.”  The 
“disciple” becomes an “apostle” once she or he moves from student to emissary.   
 
All this makes sense of Luke 6.12-16: 
 
Now during those days he went out to the mountain to pray; and he spent the night in 
prayer to God. And when day came, he called his disciples and chose twelve of them, 
whom he also named apostles: Simon, whom he named Peter, and his brother Andrew, 
and James, and John, and Philip, and Bartholomew, and Matthew, and Thomas, and 
James son of Alphaeus, and Simon, who was called the Zealot, and Judas son of James, 
and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. 
 
In the Book of Acts, we will continue to hear of “disciples” – people who decide to follow 
the Jesus Way – and the group of “apostles” will expand by one.  (In Acts 1.26, the 
church replaces Judas with Matthias and he becomes an apostle.  Surprisingly, even 
though Jesus calls Paul directly in Acts 9, he isn’t called an “apostle” in Acts – nor are his 
mission partners, Barnabas and Silas.  But Paul understands things differently. In his 
letters he introduces himself as “Paulos, apostolos tou Iesou Christou” – Paul, an apostle 
of Jesus the Messiah. 
 
Are you a disciple?  Or an apostle?  Or neither? Or both?  
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Going to Practice 
 
You and I often use the term “church” to describe a location.  “Going to church” means 
physically traveling on a Sunday morning to a building at the corner of North Pima and 
Happy Valley Roads. 
 
In the Book of Acts and the rest of the New Testament, though, the term “church”  does not 
refer to a building.  In fact, for the first three hundred years after Jesus’ death and 
resurrection, our ancient Christian brothers and sisters met in houses.  Building or 
designating a space as a Christian gathering would have been like wearing targets in the 
Roman Empire.  Christianity wasn’t always or even often illegal.  But Christians were 
persecuted.  Why would they want to make it easier?  The first designated buildings came 
after Constantine became Emperor and endorsed Christianity, quelling persecutions. Makes 
sense, right? 
 
There were advantages to this. Our word “church” translates the Greek word “ekklesia”, 
which means “assembly.”  It means not the place, but the group of people who gather 
there.  That’s why we hear about “great persecution against the church in Jerusalem.” (Acts 
8.1) It’s also why, later, Paul will write to the Romans greeting “Prisca and Aquila…and the 
church (ekklesia) in their house.” (Romans 16.3,5) 
 
The church in the New Testament is a group of people who have been baptized into Christ 
and into the family of believers. These people focus their lives on following Jesus’ Way, 
gather together to worship and enjoy one another, and open themselves together to God’s 
transformation of their lives in Christ.  In Acts 2, Luke gives us a glimpse of how this worked: 
 

Those who welcomed Peter’s message were baptized, and that day about 
three thousand persons were added. They devoted themselves to the 
apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
 
 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being 
done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as they spent much time 
together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with 
glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the 
people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were 
being saved. (Acts 2.41-47) 
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This close-knit experience of life as church must have impacted people greatly – must have 
made it clear to them that they were “one body” and made them “rejoice when others 
rejoice, weep when others weep.” (1 Corinthians 12) 
 
Make a list below of the things that Luke tells us Jesus people practiced together in 
Jerusalem.   
 
 
 
Does your church practice these things?  If not, which ones? 
 
 
 
How many of them do you practice?   
 
 
 
How does being in a group called “church” matter to you as you live out Christ’s life in your 
own?  
 
 
 
 
 
Close – Jesus Continues… 
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IMPActs 
Retracing the Spirit’s Power 

Through Acts and Luke 
 

"We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be  
to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time." 

T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding 
 
Sept 19   Acts Unending – Paul’s Ministry in Rome (Acts 28) 
  

The magisterial 52 chapters we call Luke-Acts culminate by describing the ministry 
of Paul in Rome as “unfettered”. In this session, we read this open-ended closing 
as a signal that this author and his Author intend for us to see this story of Jesus 
and the earliest churches as a launching pad rather than an end point Question: 
Are we the 57th chapter of Acts? 

 
Sept 26 All Things to All People – Paul’s Gospel among Jews and Gentiles (Acts 17 and 21) 
 

Early Christianity grew up in a complex ethnic and cultural world that required 
good communicators to speak the language of many peoples. In this session we’ll 
see that Acts is a book about a multilingual church who find ways to communicate 
good news to a wide variety of people and communities.  Question: What 
‘languages’ do we need to learn? 
 

Oct 3  Talking It Out – How the Early Church Made Its Decisions (Acts 15) 
 

The early Christians faced huge decisions as they moved into the world – issues 
that went to the very identity of Jesus’ movement. The Book of Acts gives us a 
window to how they discerned their way forward. They developed an instinct to 
come toward one another and hash things out together. Question: How should 
our Chrisitian conversations go? 

 
Oct 10  Pushed Out of the Nest – What Sent the Church into the World (Acts 8—15) 
 

Just before Jesus left the company of his disciples, he sent them “to Jerusalem, 
Judaea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1.8) But seven chapters and 
many moons into the story, they were still snug in Jerusalem, with no sign that 
they knew the rest of the world exists. In this session we’ll ask why that was…and 
how it changed. Question: What will get us out of our nest? 
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Oct 17  Standing Up – Risky Faith in the Face of Danger (Acts 4—7) 
 
After Jesus, their inspiration, leader, protector, and friend had been cruelly 
executed, the previously cowardly disciples became suddenly brave apostles. In 
this session, we’ll watch that newfound courage at work and drill down to find its 
source – for them and for us. Question: Why would we need to be bold in our 
day? 

 
 
Oct 24  “Jesus Continued” – The Resemblance of the Jesus People to Jesus (Acts 3, 4, 7, a) 
 

As far as we know, Peter, John, James, Matthew, Bartholomew, and the lot never 
wore “WWJD” tee shirts, but in Acts they look a lot like “J”. In this session, we’ll 
take a look at that likeness as it plays out in the daily life of the earliest church. 
Question: How can we become more like Jesus? 

 
Oct 31  Halloween Hiatus 
 
Nov 7  The Dividends of Difference – Early Christian Variety in the Hands of God (Acts 2) 
 

The brilliant, multi-colored, multi-cultured, and multi-lingual raw material of the 
first church had gathered in Jerusalem for a feast. God chose this moment to 
move newly into the world. In this session we’ll ask what this means about God 
and the church. Question: What are the dividends of our differences? 
 

Nov 14  Explosion – The Purpose and Power of Pentecost (Acts 1 and 2) 
 

At the beginning of Acts, bewildered apostles spilled out from a crowded, smelly 
upper room on to the streets of Jerusalem. What happened next changed the 
world. In this session, we’ll watch God use unqualified, aimless men and women 
to light up their city and then their Empire with the news that God had come to 
the earth in Jesus of Nazareth. Question: What is the purpose and where is the 
power in our lives? 
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