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Session 1: Baptism as a profession

September is all about profession and today we’re talking about
professing through baptism. 1 Peter 3:15 New International Version
urges us to “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who
asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.” We should be
prepared at any time to share why we’ve chosen to be believers. The
first opportunity we have to do this is at the time of baptism.

Now, you may be wondering, “How could | profess my faith at the time
of my baptism? | was only a few months old. Aren’t most people in
our church baptized at a very young age?” Yes, it's true that the New
Apostolic Church baptizes infants as well as adults. When infants are
baptized, the parents must profess their faith in Jesus Christ and vow
to raise the baptized child in accordance with the gospel. Then, when
the time comes, that young Christian takes on the promise made at
baptism to renounce the Evil One and surrender to God. So, for some,
you accept Jesus Christ as your Savior at confirmation.

Just how important is baptism to God? Its importance is shown in the
earthly life of Jesus Christ. One day John the Baptist's prophecy of
the Messiah came to fruition when Jesus made His way to the Jordan
River and asked to be baptized. Luke tells the story in Luke 3:21-23:
When all the people were baptized, it came to pass that Jesus also
was baptized; and while He prayed, the heaven was opened. And the
Holy Spirit descended in bodily form like a dove upon Him, and a voice
came from heaven which said, “You are My beloved Son; in You | am
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well pleased.” Now Jesus Himself began His ministry at about thirty
years of age. God chose baptism as the way to launch Jesus into His
public ministry. Matthew’s account goes further in giving the impression
that baptism was a requirement that answers God’s righteousness as
Jesus insists that John baptize him: Matthew 3:13-15 - Then Jesus
came from Galilee to John at the Jordan to be baptized by him. And
John tried to prevent Him, saying, “I need to be baptized by You, and
are You coming to me?” But Jesus answered and said to him, “Permit
it to be so now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness.”

Fast forward to the completion of Jesus’ time on earth and we find
baptism playing a prominent role in the Great Commission. In Matthew
28:19-20, Jesus said “Go therefore and make disciples of all the
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of
the Holy Spirit.” At the beginning of Jesus’ ministry, baptism was used
to introduce Him to the world, and at the end of His ministry, it was the
task that Jesus left His disciples with. It's safe to conclude that baptism
is very important to our Heavenly Father.

Holy Baptism with water is the first and fundamental act of grace
bestowed on a human being who believes in Jesus Christ (Catechism
8.1). The prerequisite is the believer’s profession of faith in Jesus Christ
and His gospel (Catechism 8.1.5). In the book of Acts, when the people
believed, they were baptized. Following a profession of faith, Baptism
incorporates a believer into Christ’s activity of redemption.

In Baptism, a real and fundamental change occurs in a believer’s
relationship with God, thus changing their life, which can now proceed
in Christ. In Romans 3:21-24 it says that “But now the righteousness
of God apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and
the Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus
Christ, to all and on all who believe...” It goes on to say that all have
fallen short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by His grace.
The gift to mankind is grace. Jesus takes our sin and gives us His
righteousness. The impact of this on believers should be spectacular.
Without being slaves to sin, all are free to live intentionally for Him.
This makes the Baptism a visible expression that can be an incredible
witness for those that realize its occurrence.

Part of being a believer is sharing in the death of Christ and in the birth
of His new life through Baptism. Just as Christ died on the cross for
the sins of mankind, so the baptized are to be “dead indeed to sin” by
renouncing it (Catechism 8.1.6) In Romans 6:1-3 (NIV), Paul writes
the following: Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By
no means! We are those who have died to sin; how can we live in it
any longer? Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into
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NAC Catechism

3.4.8.2 Jesus Christ is without
sin. Nonetheless, He allowed
Himself to be baptized by John the
Baptist and to be counted among
the sinners (2 Corinthians 5: 21).
This act of baptism—which was
an expression of repentance—
makes it clear that Jesus Christ
abased Himself and subjected
Himself to the same act that must
be performed on every sinner.
Already here it is clear that Jesus
Christ, who is without sin, took
the sins of others upon Himself
and ultimately opened the way to
righteousness before God.

8.1 Holy Baptism with water
is the first and fundamental
act of grace of the triune God
bestowed on a human being who
believes in Jesus Christ. Through
it, original sin is washed away
and the believer is led out of his
position of remoteness from God.
Nevertheless, his inclination to sin
(concupiscence) remains.

8.1.6 Through Holy Baptism with
water, a person who believes in
Jesus Christ and professes Him
is incorporated into the church of
Christ and thereby has fellowship
with Jesus Christ. Holy Baptism
with water performed in the name
of the Trinity is a binding element
among Christians.

Bible Reference

Galatians 3:26-29

For you are all sons of God
through faith in Christ Jesus. For
as many of you as were baptized
into Christ have put on Christ.
There is neither Jew nor Greek,
there is neither slave nor free,
there is neither male nor female;
for you are all one in Christ Jesus.
And if you are Christ's, then you
are Abraham’s seed, and heirs
according to the promise.

Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? Baptism is an act of God
that signifies the end of an old life of remoteness from God and the
beginning of a new life in Christ.

By believing in Jesus and being baptized, you take your place in the
great love story of salvation. God loves mankind, and He has a great
desire to be united with every person for all eternity, including you.
Likewise, Jesus professed this love for mankind when He took our
sins to the cross. Take a few minutes to reflect on your baptism or your
confirmation. Recall how you've professed your faith since then.

Discussion Questions:

1. When was the last time you shared why you have chosen to believe
in Jesus Christ? What would you share today if you were asked?

2. Describe the significance of renouncing the Devil and surrendering
your life to God. The definition of “renounce” is to give up or put
aside voluntarily. Do you see the influence of the Devil in your life?
How can you fight against and give him up?

3. What can be learned from the story of Jesus’ baptism? How does
knowing that Jesus was baptized effect your relationship with Him?

4. Why is baptism important to our Heavenly Father? Jesus’ baptism
sent a message. What message does our baptism send to our God
and to those who witness it?
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Going Deeper

Calvin defines the visible Church
as “the multitude of men diffused
through the world, who profess
to worship one God in Christ; are
initiated into this faith by baptism;
testify their unity in doctrine and
charity by participating in the
Supper; have consent in the Word
of God, and for the preaching of
that Word maintain the ministry
ordained of Christ.”

“We are baptized into the death of
Christ, and it is the remedy for the
Fall. Death is, in fact, what some
modern people call ‘ambivalent.’ It
is Satan’s great weapon and also
God’s great weapon: it is holy and
unholy; our supreme disgrace and
our only hope; the thing Christ
came to conquer and the means
by which He conquered.”

-C.S. Lewis

Facilitator Note

While  both  baptism  and
confirmation profess of our belief
in God, baptism is a sacrament
that also washes away original
sin and confirmation is a blessing,
confirming your belief in the
Triune God.

5. Have you ever thought of baptism as an outward symbol of an
inward change? Describe what the means to you. What change
took place at your baptism/confirmation? Can you describe it?

6.How do you live intentionally for Jesus? How can we as
a community support each other in living intentionally?

7. What part of your “old life” are you struggling to let go of? What do
you feel freed from?

8. As believer’s, we live in relationship with our Heavenly Father. He
is present each day of our lives and for that reason our expression
towards Him and our profession can continually be changing. Take
a few minutes to write down what your profession of Christ is today.
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Session 2: Peter’s profession

Welcome back. You might remember that last week we discussed bap-
tism as a way of professing our faith to others. Professing Jesus Christ
in words and actions is profoundly apostolic. If you doubt that state-
ment, ask yourself this question: What would the world know of Jesus
Christ today without the testimony of the first apostles and those who
came to believe in Christ because of their profession?

But when examining this statement, we often view it from our perspec-
tive 2,000 years later. We have the benefit of knowing how the story
ends as we look at the various episodes that made up a totally new
experience for the apostles.

Over the next 3 weeks, let’s delve into the profession of Peter, Stephen
and Paul, but let’s try and see it through their eyes as they struggle to
obey the Great Commission and proclaim the Gospel after the res-
urrection and ascension of Jesus. Let's remember His last words to
them from Matthew 28: 16-20 — Then the eleven disciples went away
into Galilee, to the mountain which Jesus had appointed for them.
When they saw Him, they worshiped Him; but some doubted. And Je-
sus came and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to
Me in heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all
the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son
and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that | have
commanded you; and lo, | am with you always, even to the end of the
age.” Amen.

We have to pause and remember that while they had received this in-
credible commission from Jesus, they had no visible signs of authority.
Today we know what apostles are and do, and why they do what they
do. But at that moment, there were no witnesses of Christ’s directive,
nor of the authority that He left with them to lead His church. Therefore,
their profession of Him had to also contain a certain self-profession of
their role. To believe the apostles’ report of Christ’s life, death and res-
urrection, the credibility of the messenger had to be established.

Likewise, the apostles did not, at this moment, possess all the knowl-
edge that they would need to lead the church. Remember these words
that Jesus said to them at the Last Supper just prior to His death in
John 16: 12-13 — [ still have many things to say to you, but you cannot
bear them now. However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He
will guide you into all truth; for He will not speak on His own authority,
but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you things to
come.
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God continues to lead His church through the revelation of His Spirit.
Sometimes the apostles had to modify their profession as the spirit of
God led them further into all truth.

So here is a question to consider as we begin our exploration over the
next 3 sessions: Do you think our church is apostolic in the same way
as was the early church? Yes, we have living apostles whose primary
task is to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus, but are we making disciples
who confess His name? Are you and | professing the power of His
Gospel at work, school, and in our neighborhoods?

With that in mind, let’s take a closer look at the life of Peter and see
what we can learn about his unique history of profession. His first
testimony of Jesus as the Christ is in response to Jesus’ question:
“and who do you say that | am?” Peter professes within the circle
of disciples, “You are the Christ, the son of the living God.” Jesus
answers, “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you but my Father
in heaven.” | would like you to bookmark this passage so that we can
come back to it in two weeks when we are discussing the profession
of the apostle Paul. We can compare this to something very important
and similar that Paul professes regarding his knowledge of the Gospel
in the first chapter of Galatians.

Now let's move on and notice that Peter’s profession of Christ is further
tested outside the circle of believers during Christ’s passion and suf-
fering. But professing Christ is too difficult for him at this moment due
to his own fears and he denies knowing and following Christ.

However, His subsequent profession in Jerusalem to Jews on Pente-
cost as recorded in Acts indicates his growth. Here he has become
quite courageous. Filled with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit he is
willing to profess the life, death and resurrection of Jesus in a very pub-
lic setting before a multitude of devout Jews who have gathered for the
feast days. He compels them to action; to repent and be baptized in
the name of Jesus Christ and to receive the Holy Spirit. His profession
is persuasive and many believe his testimony and are baptized.

Likewise a short time later, Peter and John are arrested and brought
before the Sanhedrin for healing a lame man in the name of Jesus
Christ. The Sanhedrin forbid them to use the name of Jesus, but Peter
says, “We cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.” Here
again, Peter is fearless and connects the dots regarding the promise
of the Messiah and Jesus’ fulfillment of the promises of God. Notice
the similarity to Stephen’s profession recorded later in Acts that we will
study next week. Peter is known as a man from the outlying provinces
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Going Deeper

Holman Bible Commentary:
Peter’s Sermon (2:14-41)

Peter's Pentecost sermon is the
first of the major Acts “speeches.”
It is built around a number of Old
Testament texts, through which
Peter interpreted the significance
of the Pentecost miracle to the
Jewish crowd. He probably spoke
in western Aramaic, the language of
Palestine in that day. Peter’s sermon
falls into three parts. 1. Scriptural
Proof Concerning the Pentecost
Experience (2:14-21). Peter began
his sermon by quoting Joel 2:28-32,
a prophecy which spoke of God's
outpouring of the Spirit on all His
people. Joel depicted this as a sign
of the last days, when God would
visit His people in a special way.
Peter declared that Joel's prophecy
was fulfilled in the Spirit’s descent at
Pentecost. The days of the Messiah
had arrived. 2. Scriptural Proof
Concerning Christ's Messiahship
(2:22-36). Peter now needed
to convince the Jewish crowd
that Jesus was God's promised
Messiah. This he sought to do by
proving that the Messiah must die
and rise again, that the resurrection
was a sign of the Messiah. He
began by introducing them to
Jesus, with emphasis on His death
and resurrection. Then he quoted
Psalm 16:8-11 to prove that the
Messiah, a descendant of David,
would conquer death, just as Jesus
had done in His resurrection. Finally,
he quoted Psalm 110:1 as an Old
Testament text that also points
to the resurrection and exaltation
of the Messiah. 3. Invitation and
Response (2:37-41). Having set
forth Jesus as their Messiah, Peter
now called on his Jewish audience
to repent and be baptized, and
they would receive the same Spirit
that they had just witnessed so
powerfully. The response was also
miraculous. Three thousand were
added to the Christian community
that day.

with minimal standing before the council, yet through the Holy Spirit he
professes with authority the power of Jesus’ name to heal.

Peter similarly professes to Cornelius’ household, but in order to do so,
he first must change his current understanding of God'’s will regarding
the gentiles. God’s spirit reveals a new understanding of the Gospel
and then prompts him to profess it; firstly to Cornelius and his house-
hold and then to the congregation back in Jerusalem. This is another
work of an apostle; to proclaim the will of God as revealed by the Holy
Spirit as our understanding continues to evolve. Credibility and belief
in the authority of the messenger are required here, too.

Let’s conclude our session by understanding that many early Jewish
converts to Christianity were driven out of Jerusalem by persecution.
We will investigate this further in the next 2 sessions by examining the
courage of Deacon Stephen and the conversion of Saul to the Apostle
Paul. Both were exemplary in their own way in professing Christ.

Discussion Questions:
1. What would the world know of Jesus Christ today without the

testimony of the first apostles and those who came to believe in
Christ because of their profession?

2. What credibility do you have as a messenger/disciple of Christ?
What can you do to gain credibility?

3. Do you think our church is apostolic in the same way as was the
early church? Yes, we have living apostles whose primary task
is to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus, but are we making disciples
who confess His name? Are you and | professing the power of His
Gospel at work, school, and in our neighborhoods?
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NAC Catechism

7.6.3 The self-conception of the
Apostles

The Apostles have received
their ministry and commission
from Jesus Christ. They work
in accordance with the will of
their Sender and are completely
dependent upon  Him. In
accordance with the example of
Jesus, the Apostles are servants
of all (John 13: 15). They do not
have dominion over the faith of
the congregations, but are fellow
workers for their joy (2 Corinthians
1: 24). This means that, through
the activity of the Apostles,
believers are to develop a thankful
and joyful fundamental attitude
toward God. When necessary,
admonitions and orders also
serve this purpose (James 1: 21).
The Apostles feel themselves
obliged to serve as examples
to the church and lead them in
following Christ (1 Corinthians 11:

1).

7.6.5 The Apostles in the church
of Jesus Christ

The objective of the Apostles’
work is to edify the Lord’s work
of redemption and lead it to its
completion. The fellowship of
the Apostles with the believers
is characterized by warm care
and loving understanding. The
apostolate has been given for the
entire church of Christ. Its task is
to offer salvation in Jesus Christ
to human beings (Acts 13: 47).
Salvation is only possible through
the Son of God (Acts 4: 12). Until
the return of Christ, salvation is
imparted through the Apostles in
word and sacrament, that is to
say through the preaching of the
gospel, the proclamation of the
forgiveness of sins, baptism with
water and Holy Spirit, and through
Holy Communion.

4. Have you considered that it is your responsibility to make disciples,
as a Christian? Have you ever done this before? What first steps
could you take in making disciples?

5. Canyourelate to Peterwhen he was afraid to profess Christduring His
crucifixion? Share a time when you were afraid to profess your faith.

6. How can you respond to people who don’t want to hear about Jesus?

CHALLENGE: Tell someone in church on Sunday about Jesus and
what He means to you.
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Hello again. Last week we discussed courage as an aspect of profes-
sion in regards to the Apostle Peter. This week we're going to look at
another courageous figure in Acts: Stephen.

Stephen was named among the managers of food distribution in the
early church. Social ostracism existed long before violent persecution
broke out against Christians. Jews who accepted Jesus as the Mes-
siah were usually cut off from their families. As a result, the believers
depended on each other for support. The sharing of resources was
both a practical and a necessary mark of the early church. Eventually,
the number of believers made it necessary to organize the sharing.
But people were being overlooked, and there were complaints. The
congregation wanted the apostles to take care of administrative and
soul care tasks. However, the apostles’ calling was to preach the Word
of God, so others had to take on the responsibility. Those chosen to
help manage were chosen for their integrity, wisdom, and sensitivity
to God. These issues that arose have interesting parallels to today.
Whether it's an apostle, the rector, or another minister, sometimes our
expectations as members are too high. Each ministry has a certain
purpose to fulfill, and each person has been given gifts by God to fulfill
their calling. How can we avoid overwhelming expectations in our con-
gregations? What is God asking you to contribute to the church?

Once you've realized your calling, it might seem too much to bear.
Deacon Stephen was given great responsibility in the church, but he
never shied away from it because he had courage. As it says in Acts
6:3-5, Stephen was “a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit.” His faith
in Christ and his courage to stand up for God contributed to his solid
character.

Even when adversity came from the Synagogue of the Freedmen, who
disagreed with Stephen, they weren’t able to resist the wisdom and
the Spirit by which he spoke. (Acts 6:8-10 NKJV). People listened to
Stephen because he allowed the Holy Spirit to transform his character.

If we want to be courageous in our lives we need to start on the inside,
with our character. There are many things in our lives that we can’t
choose or change, but we can change our character. How do you re-
act to difficult situations? Your character is formed by the choices you
make. How can you choose to let the Holy Spirit lead your actions?

Let’s take for example Stephen’s actions when false witnesses bring

him to trial. Instead of defending himself, Stephen tells his accusers
the history of the Israelites; of God’s promises and faithfulness to them,
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and their rejection of God and His messengers. Again, he has courage
to speak, and courage is revealed in conviction.

In these moments, when he knew his life was on the line, Stephen
didn’t try to hide his faith. He didn’t try to make excuses. Instead he
professed what he believed about God and His Son, regardless of the
outcome. Often in life when we face injustice we say, “It's not fair. Why
me?” We can become overwhelmed by our self-pity. Even during these
times, God calls us to profess Him through our words and actions. In
the middle of unjust adversity, Stephen spoke of God’s promises and
presence with conviction. He spoke the truth of the Scripture. In ad-
verse circumstances, do we turn to the Scripture to remember God’s
faithfulness and promises to us?

Stephen also provides us with an example of how courage reflects
Christ. When the crowd hears what Stephen says, they gnash at him
with their teeth, but Stephen simply gazes into heaven, sees Jesus at
the right hand of God and says, “Look! | see the heavens opened and
the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!” Then they stone
him. But even as he is being stoned, he calls on God and says, “Lord
Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he pleads with God to “not charge them
with this sin.” (Acts 7:54-60 NKJV)

Even in his last moments, Stephen’s words and actions point to his de-
sire to live like Christ. He uses similar words that Christ used from the
cross. Think about your reaction the last time things got tough or you
faced a challenge. Were you a reflection of Christ? Did your actions
profess His teachings?

Professing Christ in our words and actions is not easy, but it can have
great effects. Stephen’s profession and death had a far-reaching ripple
effect on the development of Christianity. How do we pick our moments
of greatest impact? How do we know when to rise to the occasion?
What could your profession lead to? Turn to your guides for more
questions to discuss.

Discussion Questions:
1. Each ministry has a certain purpose to fulfill, and each person has
been given gifts by God to fulfill their calling. How can we avoid

overwhelming expectations in our congregations? What is God
asking you to contribute to the church?
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NAC Catechism

3.4.6.3 Son of Man

In Daniel 7: 13-14, the term “Son of
Man” is used to denote a heavenly
being who is not part of the human
race. At the time of Jesus, devout
Jews awaited the coming of the
“Son of Man”, to whom God was
to commit dominion over the world.
According to John 3:13, the Lord
revealed Himself as the Son of Man:
“No one has ascended to heaven
but He who came down from
heaven, that is, the Son of Man.” As
such, He has the authority to forgive
sins (Matthew 9: 6), is Lord of the
Sabbath (Matthew 12: 8), and has
come “to seek and save that which
was lost” (Luke 19: 10)

Finally, the Lord announced
the suffering (Matthew 17: 12),
sacrificial death (Matthew 12: 40;
20: 28), and resurrection of the Son
of Man (Matthew 17: 9). Whenever
Jesus spoke about the Son of Man,
He was referring to Himself.

Stephen also attested to the divinity
of the Son of Man: “l see the
heavens opened and the Son of
Man standing at the right hand of
God!” (Acts 7: 56). Jesus Christ, the
Son of Man, is now back in the place
from which He came (John 16: 28).

Bible References

Acts 6:3 - 8:2

Acts 11:19

Acts 22:20

Matthew 5:11

Psalm 31:5 (a reference to what

he said when he was being
stoned)

2.Have you ever felt overwhelmed by what God calls you to do?
Where can you find courage to persist?

3. There are many things in our lives that we can’t choose or change,
but we can change our character. How do you react to difficult
situations? Your character is formed by the choices you make. How
can you choose to let the Holy Spirit lead your actions?

4. In adverse circumstances, do we turn to the Scripture to remember
God’s faithfulness and promises to us?

5. How can you increase your knowledge of Scripture? Why is it so
hard to commit to studying scripture? How can you overcome these
barriers?

6. Think about your reaction the last time things got tough or you
faced a challenge. Were you a reflection of Christ? Did your actions
profess His teachings?
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Going Deeper

NKJV Life Application
Study Bible

Stephen was a powerful speaker.
When confronted in the temple
by various antagonistic groups,
Stephen’s logic in responding
was convincing. This is clear from
the defense he made before the
council. He presented a summary
of the Jews’ own history and made
powerful applications that stung
his listeners. During his defense
Stephen must have known he
was speaking his own death
sentence. Members of the council
could not stand to have their evil
motives exposed. They stoned
him to death while he prayed for
their forgiveness. His final words
show how much like Jesus he
had become in a short time. His
death had a lasting impact on
young Saul (Paul) of Tarsus, who
would move from being a violent
persecutor of Christians to being
one of the greatest champions of
the Gospel the church has known.
Lessons from life:  Striving
for  excelence in  small
assignments ~ prepares  one
for  greater  responsibiliies;
real understanding of God
always leads to practical and
compassionate actions towards
people

7. How do we pick our moments of greatest impact? How do we know
when to rise to the occasion? What could your profession lead to?

8. How have you been courageous in your profession of Jesus?

Session 4: Paul’s profession

Continuing our discussion of the first apostolic professors of the
Gospel, let’'s talk about Paul. He was considered to be the greatest
missionary of the first church, but his profession was largely directed
to the gentiles.

A few facts about Paul: he planted numerous congregations in Asia
Minor; his writings provide us with some of the clearest substantiation
and understanding of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in scripture; and he
had a gift to make it understandable to people of all backgrounds and
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nationalities. Paul was a Roman citizen giving him access to people
and places throughout the region, and the persuasiveness of his
profession is amplified by his extreme personal conversion. His life
was changed in a very big way. His actions supported his words and
what he said is critically relevant for us today.

To understand the power of his conversion, we need to understand his
personal history. He was born into a devout Judaic family, from the
tribe of Benjamin and a Pharisee. He knew the law and shunned all
things not Jewish. His future association with and love for gentiles is
so unlikely, to say the least. He studied the scriptures under Gamaliel,
a renowned rabbi in Jerusalem at the time of Christ. He knew the Old
Testament prophesies of the Messiah; and for him, the concept of the
promised Messiah being humiliated and crucified was an absurdity.
Paul viewed the early Christian movement as blasphemy and worked
zealously to eradicate it. His standing and education gave him political
influence and he was given authority to prosecute. In his zeal, Paul
committed horrible atrocities against innocent Christian believers.

Yet we know that Paul was converted through an encounter with the
resurrected Jesus on the road to Damascus where he was blinded.
He was healed and baptized by Ananias according to the instructions
of Jesus and immediately began preaching publicly of Jesus Christ as
the Messiah, the resurrected Son of God, the source of salvation and
hope for life eternal. He does so with remarkable clarity.

This causes us to pause and ask the question: Where did Paul get
his profound understanding of the Gospel? Well, we could reason
that it started with his understanding of the scriptural references to the
Messiah in the Old Testament. Or possibly, the testimony of the early
martyrs whom he interrogated contributed to his knowledge.

But in Galatians 1, we can read Paul’s account of his conversion.
He claims that what he preaches is not from man, but through the
revelation from Jesus Christ. He describes his former life as well as
the years that follow his conversion when he decides not to return to
Jerusalem and confer with the other apostles, but to continue on to
Arabia and Damascus preaching the Gospel to the gentiles. Only after
3 years does he travel to meet briefly with Peter, who he refers to
as Cephas, and James, the brother of Jesus. Please take a moment
to read Galatians chapter 1, verses 15 through 21, and discuss this
mystery of God’s calling of Paul, who was not an original disciple of
Jesus, to become His apostle. Notice how despite this, He equips him
through His spirit to reveal the Gospel so compellingly. Let’s also now
turn back and compare this to the passage we bookmarked 2 weeks
ago in our discussion of apostle Peter’s initial profession of Christ
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where Jesus declares “Flesh and blood has not revealed this to you
but my Father in heaven.” What conclusions can you draw?

So exactly how did Paul profess? In Antioch, Paul was invited to speak
“a word of exhortation for the people.” He accepted the invitation and
walked with both Jews and Gentiles, proclaiming that God’s promise
had been fulfilled through the raising up of Jesus. (Acts 13)

After being arrested in Jerusalem, Paul addressed the people by
telling them his story of conversion (Acts 22). A part of our profession
is sharing our faith story with others.

When Paul was brought before King Agrippa to defend himself, Paul
didn’t shy away from his testimony just because of the authority of who
he was defending himself to. No, Paul preached the Gospel and even
King Agrippa confessed he was almost persuaded by Paul’s profession
(Acts 26).

After this meeting, Paul was shipped off to Rome to stand before
Caesar. During that trip, the ship and its crew were challenged by a
storm and a shipwreck. Paul, being a prisoner on the ship, held little
authority, yet he professed his faith and trust in God to the crew that
was keeping him captive. From this experience, Paul teaches us that
we must profess our faith even during times of struggle.

Paul’s life of profession inspired not only believers, but new disciples
who also professed Christ. He preached that the things that happened
to him turned out for the furtherance of the gospel and he emboldened
believers to speak the word without fear.

One of these believers was Timothy. Notice the humility that Paul
professes in his letter to Timothy regarding his ministry as an apostle.
He says even though he was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor,
he—the chief among sinners—was shown mercy and entrusted by
Jesus with authority in His church.

In conclusion, we can take special note of how the profession of Peter,
Stephen and Paul are linked together within the early moments of the
church. They are not separate random occurrences but interconnected
in a wonderful way by the direction of the Holy Spirit that Jesus foretold.
Let me read you two last verses from Acts. In Acts 1:6-9 we read
another account of the last words that Jesus left with the apostles.
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Acts 1:6-9 Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him,
saying, “Lord, will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?” And
He said to them, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the
Father has put in His own authority. But you shall receive power when
the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me
in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the
earth.” Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, He
was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight.

Now let me read an account that takes place right after the stoning of
Stephen found in the 8th chapter.

Acts 8:1-3 At that time a great persecution arose against the church
which was at Jerusalem; and they were all scattered throughout the
regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles. And devout
men carried Stephen to his burial, and made great lamentation over
him. As for Saul, he made havoc of the church, entering every house,
and dragging off men and women, committing them to prison.

So in the first set of verses we see a continuation of the Great
Commission and a great encouragement from Jesus that when the
disciples receive the Holy Spirit, they will be his witnesses in all Judea
and Samaria. For a few guys travelling on foot that would have been an
overwhelming task considering how much work stood before them in
Jerusalem itself. But as we flip to Acts 8 we see something remarkable.
Because of the profession of these first apostles, from Pentecost to the
time of the death of Stephen, they have brought up believers in Jesus
Christ who now due to the persecution of Saul, were forced to the
lands that Jesus foretold the Gospel would be delivered to.

Peter’s profession, led to Stephen’s proclamation of the Gospel, which
led to the great persecution, which opened the door to the words of
Jesus becoming reality for the disciples. The hand of God seems so
clearly at work in leading the church when we look back from today’s
perspective. It's awesome to witness how God put all of these pieces
together so that His message would reach the world. But for these
early apostles and Christians, it may have felt quite different in real
time. Their profession may have seemed like a failure as the resulting
persecution decimates the church in Jerusalem. Only with time can
they see the larger scope of God’s plan and results of their testimony
and faith in the Gospel. What lessons can we learn from this? Does
God have a bigger plan in the works when we see only short term
disappointments?

While we ponder that question, let's continue to give God the glory
for being saved and profess our faith in the Gospel with courage
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Going Deeper

From the Holman Bible
Dictionary:

More importantly, Paul was born
a Roman citizen. Many speculate
that Paul's father or grandfather
was honored with citizenship
because of some special service
rendered to a military proconsul.
However, early Christian tradition
preserved by Jerome and Photius
stated that Paul's parents had
been carried as prisoners of war
from Gischala to Tarsus, enslaved
to a Roman citizen, then freed and
granted citizenship. Regardless of
how Paul's parents received their
citizenship, the book of Acts states
three times (Acts 16, Acts 22, Acts
23) that he possessed it, and his
citizenship was accompanied
by important rights that would
benefit him in his missionary
labors. The Roman citizen had
the right of appeal after a trial,
exemption from imperial service,
right to choose between a local or
Roman frial, and protection from
degrading forms of punishment
like scourging. Paul might
have carried a wax tablet that
functioned as a birth certificate
of citizenship in order to prove
his Roman citizenship. However,
most people who claimed
citizenship were trusted since
the penalty for impersonating a
Roman citizen was death.

and conviction as seen in the examples of Peter, Stephen, and Paul.
Regardless of our past, it's never too late to make a change in our life
and become a living testimony of Jesus Christ.

Discussion Questions:

1. Do you think it's possible to be close to Jesus and not have that
relationship change your life? Why?

2. What can we learn from Paul and Stephen in regards to professing
during our struggles? How can you apply this to your next difficult
situation? Find a Bible verse to carry with you in these struggles.

3. Only with time can they see the larger scope of God’s plan and
results of their testimony and faith in the Gospel. What lessons
can we learn from this? Does God have a bigger plan in the works
when we see only short term disappointments?

4. s your faith story interconnected with others’ faith stories? How
does this point to God’s bigger plan for His children?
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5. PROFESS, pro-fes’, PROFESSION, pro-fesh'un:
a. to own before
b. to put before
c. to speak or say together in common
d. to confess publicly

Look at these four definitions. How did Peter, Stephen and Paul
profess in these ways? What does your life profess based on
these definitions?

6. Read James 2:20-24. James is teaching that an empty profession
without the spiritual life to back it up is absolutely worthless in God’s
eyes (2:20). He goes on to illustrate that point by citing Abraham and
his offering up of Isaac as an illustration of genuine faith (2:21-24). A
man may profess piety, but have no faith or submission in his heart,
even as Judas demonstrated (Matt. 10:4; 26:14; Mark 3:19; 14:10)

Consider your profession being more than your words. Look back
on today — did your actions profess Christ, as well as your words?

CHALLENGE: Tell someone that doesn’t go to your church about
Jesus and what He means to you.
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