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1 And Saul approved of his execution. And there arose on that day a great 
persecution against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered 
throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. 2 Devout 
men buried Stephen and made great lamentation over him. 3 But Saul was 
ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men 
and women and committed them to prison. 4 Now those who were scattered 
went about preaching the word.

THE STORY: ACTS 8:1-4 [ESV}

THE BIG IDEA

3

Witnesses are those who have been personally touched by 
Jesus, and who continue to preach his message, in life and 
in death, turning disappointments to divine appointments.

     We hate change, yet we cannot live without it. We are designed in such a way that our bodies and 
brains require an amount of stress to keep us growing, and adapting. Without something to inspire 
creativity and to challenge our survival instincts, our muscles and brains would waste away and be 
of no benefit to us. It has been rightly said before, that the only constant in our world is change. The 
tension created between disturbance in our lives and our desperate need to restore balance pushes us 
to grow stronger and wiser. But sometimes the kind of change we experience in our lives is so drastic, it 
demands a complete overhaul of our worldview, and a dramatic shift in our perspective.

     In the early 1960’s, Thomas Kugn gave this drastic change of perspective a name. We now call it a 
“paradigm shift.” This occurs when a scientist or researcher cannot make sense of data using 
conventional perspectives. When scientists finally tire of stretching the old models to fit the new 
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    ¹Charles R. Swindoll, Swindolls living insights New Testament commentary (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 
2016).
    ²Tony Merida, Exalting Jesus in Acts, ed. David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-centered exposition (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Publishing Group, 2017).

shape of information, a new way of thinking is born, and a new perspective arises, causing humanity to 
take a leap forward.¹  

     But, like most significant changes, paradigm shifts can be painful. Innovators, and those who are 
early adopters often experience inner turmoil and painful self-doubt: “Am I crazy for thinking this way?” 
They frequently endure the hurtful rejection of peers as they take their tentative first steps toward a new 
frontier of thought. Theirs is a world of  misunderstanding until others become receptive and a newer 
generation begins to embrace the new paradigm. 

     The book of Acts documents the dramatic changes the first Christians faced. This particular section, 
though short, represents some of the most difficult and painful changes of all. The martyrdom of 
Stephen became a watershed moment in the life of the church–and in the progression of God’s plan. 
The statement “Saul approved of his execution” (8:1) is a pivotal sentence. It forms a hinge between the 
story of the church’s expansion in Jerusalem and the witness of the church to the rest of the world. But 
this expansion doesn’t come through clever marketing or the latest church growth strategies, it comes 
in a way that no one would have predicted: persecution.

     The persecution causes many in the church to scatter, preaching the good news wherever they went 
(v. 4). In the Old Testament, to be a scattered people was a sign of judgment (Gen. 11:9). In this instance 
the church’s scattering was actually a sign of judgment on the enemies of the gospel. The message that 
Saul, and the rest of the persecutors were attempting to contain and muzzle was spreading like wildfire 
on a windy day. How wonderful is God’s providence and sovereignty!? The enemies of the church tried 
to kill the message and messengers of Jesus, but God used their evil for good, for the salvation of many. 
Before his ascension, the Lord Jesus said to his disciples, 

You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come on you, and you 
will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
end of the earth. (Acts 1:8)

     This command is fulfilled as the persecuted Christians flee from Jerusalem and share the gospel 
with everyone they meet! And notice that “ordinary” Christians are spreading the gospel. It wasn’t the 
apostles who preached the gospel first in Samaria;  it was “those who were scattered” (v. 4) who did the 
preaching. Remember, every Christian is not only a disciple but an evangelist and a missionary of the 
gospel.² But we do not have to go alone. Jesus has given us POWER to be his witnesses wherever we go!

     The early church went about preaching the Word wherever believing men and women went. Have 
you considered that even in your promotions, your demotions, and your setbacks, God could be 
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sovereignly ordaining and allowing twists and turns in your life to give you opportunity to preach the 
gospel to your neighbors and acquaintances to advance his mission? 

     Perhaps there are circumstances that you consider to be disappointments in your life right now that 
God wants to turn into divine appointments for you to share Jesus in word and exemplify that message 
in deed to your new friends and colleagues. So, if you are wrestling with a job loss of have even had 
to flee a location because of real physical 
persecution, it’s time to reflect on how God in 
his mysterious sovereignty has permitted our 
pain. Consider how he might use it as a way 
for you to teach and testify about Jesus’s grace. 
God is on a big mission, and we’re part of it! 
He’s redeeming the world through his Son in 
the power of the Holy Spirit at work through 
ordinary people like us. This is how the gospel 
spread so effectively in the first century, and 
it’s why the gospel continues to spread so 
effectively in the 21st . 

Consider Michael Green’s words:

“As early as Acts 8 we find that it is not the apostles but the “amateur” missionaries, the men and 
women exiled from Jerusalem as a result of the persecution which followed Stephen’s martyrdom, 
who took the gospel with them wherever they went. It was they who traveled along the coastal 
plain to Phoenicia, over the sea to Cyprus, or struck up north to Antioch. They were evangelists, just 
as much as any apostle was. Indeed, it was they who took the two revolutionary steps of preaching 
to Greeks who had no connection with Judaism, and then with launching the Gentile mission from 
Antioch. It was an unselfconscious effort. They were scattered from their base in Jerusalem and 
they went everywhere spreading the good news which had brought joy, release and a new life to 
themselves. This must often have been not formal preaching, but normal chattering to friends and 
chance acquaintances, in homes and wine shops, on walks, and around market stalls. They went  
everywhere gossiping the gospel; they did it naturally, enthusiastically, and with the conviction of 
those who are not paid to say that sort of thing. Consequently, they were taken seriously, and the 
movement spread, notably among the lower classes.”  (Evangelism in the Early Church, 243)¹

     Luke’s summary passage (8:1-4) reassures the reader that young Saul’s campaign had failed. Instead 
of wiping out the church, he was used by God to facilitate a strategic shift in the plan of God. Stage one 
of God’s plan saw the arrival of the Holy Spirit and the evangelization of Jerusalem as believers had 
become His witnesses (2:1-7:60). The persecution became the catalyst for stage two: Judea & Samaria”

God has a way 
of turning our 
disappointments into 

divine 
appointments.

    ¹Tony Merida, Exalting Jesus in Acts, ed. David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-centered exposition (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Publishing Group, 2017).
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“

     After his conversion, young Saul would later become Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles. And the same 
Spirit-empowered witness that he would see first hand in the life and death of Stephen, Paul would 
learn to demonstrate in his own life, and train other Christ followers to do the same.  Note his words of 
encouragement to young Timothy, one of his apostolic delegates. 

1 You then, my child, be strengthened 
by the grace that is in Christ Jesus, 2 
and what you have heard from me in 
the presence of many witnesses entrust 
to faithful men who will be able to 
teach others also. 3 Share in suffering 
as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. 4 
No soldier gets entangled in civilian 
pursuits, since his aim is to please the 
one who enlisted him. 5 An athlete is 

2 Timothy 2:1-13

not crowned unless he competes according to the rules. 6 It is the hard-working 
farmer who ought to have the first share of the crops. 7 Think over what I say, for 
the Lord will give you understanding in everything. 8 Remember Jesus Christ, risen 
from the dead, the offspring of David, as preached in my gospel, 9 for which I am 
suffering, bound with chains as a criminal. But the word of God is not bound! 10 
Therefore I endure everything for the sake of the elect, that they also may obtain 
the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory. 11 The saying is trustworthy, 
for: If we have died with him, we will also live with him; 12 if we endure, we will 
also reign with him; if we deny him, he also will deny us; 13 if we are faithless, he 
remains faithful--for he cannot deny himself.

      Just as Saul had witnessed a Christlike example of how to suffer, here he offers Timothy God’s 
blueprint on how to be an effective witness. What he tells him by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, is 
exactly what the same Spirit is telling us today, “my child, be strengthened by the grace that is in Christ 
Jesus.” This is the specific way we are told to be strong. This is not a natural strength or some abstract 
sense of resolve, but total dependence like a small child has with a parent. There is nothing that can 
makes us as strong as saying, “I am a child of God in Christ Jesus. 



What is the worst pain you’ve ever experienced? What helped you 
endure that pain?

Have you ever had to endure physical or emotional pain because of your 
faith in Christ?

Have there been any recent changes in your life that could create new 
opportunities for you to share the gospel?

Drawing from Paul’s 2 Timothy 2 model, our lives should have a “Paul”, a 
“Timothy”, “faithful men or women” and “others also.” Can you identify 
those who currently play these roles in your life?

“The Church exists for nothing 
else but to draw men into Christ, to 
make them little Christs. If they are 
not doing that, all the cathedrals, 
clergy, missions, sermons, even the 
Bible itself, are simply a waste of 
time. God became Man for no other 
purpose”. 
                       
     C. S. Lewis

REFLECT & DISCUSS

In his mercy, our Father equips us with grace for every twist and turn of the mission. While there will 
be plenty of opportunities in this lifetime to become distracted or lose focus of our calling, we are 
encouraged and admonished to not only suffer well, but to further the advancement of the gospel by 
being effective witnesses to faithful men (or women), and to others also. 

Who are the people in your life that God has entrusted to you to share the hope of the gospel? These 
are people in your circle of influence that you should take every opportunity to pour into. And as your 
life becomes a faithful witness before them, the gospel is spread by them doing the same with others. 
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