
John Ryser 

I am often intrigued by what I read in the book of Acts compared to 
what I encounter in today’s church twenty centuries later. Many 
arguments, reasons, and even theological systems allow us to ex-
cuse ourselves from what took place in the early church and what is 
experienced today. Somehow I find myself wanting more from God’s 
church and I find it in the pages of Acts. Admittedly they were not 
perfect, but I sense God’s power moving through lives of the people 
in the first century church which we will explore this week. 

Phyllis and I are now in our seventh year of ministry at Damascus 
Friends Church in the twenty-first century. I hope that these devo-
tional thoughts will serve as a bridge between the early church and 
the church today. 
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Sunday 
July 15 

Lessons in Acts: 
Everyone Everywhere 

BIBLE READING: Acts 1:8 
Inequities abound in the world. Some of us have refrigerators 
and cupboards full of food while others have none. I own 
several pairs of shoes; a man I met in Brazil last year had one 
pair—and those had holes in the toes. The economic inequi-
ties in our world glare at us, and many people attempt to live 
simply in order that others may simply live. 

From the church’s standpoint, one of the greatest inequi-
ties remains having access to the gospel of Jesus. Phyllis and I 
have the privilege of serving a vibrant and growing congrega-
tion. But truth be told, our church could close and the major-
ity of people would find a home in another church that 
preaches and teaches the good news of Jesus. We live in a part 
of the world where many churches faithfully share the hope 
we have in Jesus. It must break God’s heart to look at our 
world and know that there are people who have no access to a 
church that can introduce and nurture them in the ways of 
Jesus Christ. In my mind this stands as the greatest inequity 
faced by followers of Jesus. 

Today’s Scripture gives us God’s plan for how we cor-
rect this inequity. We start in our Jerusalem (our own local 
church) and reach to the ends of the earth. Both here and 
there matter to God. Wouldn’t it be amazing if we gave as 
much there (so people can hear the gospel) as we do here in 
our local ministry? Wow, I want to be a part of a church like 
that. 

SONG: Christ for the World We Sing 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Like Isaiah, here I am, Lord—

send me. Either send me or let me help send others. Amen. 
—John Ryser 
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Monday 
July 16 

Lessons in Acts: 
Prayer, Hope, and Fellowship 

BIBLE READING: Acts 1:12-14 
Every Saturday morning at seven o’clock, several men from 
our church (as many as twelve and as few as three) gather to 
pray at the altar. For the first ten or fifteen minutes, we share 
our praises and requests; for the remainder of the hour, we 
pray. This time has not only helped me grow closer in my 
walk with Jesus, but I believe it has had a direct connection to 
God’s blessing on our church. This ministry has been going on 
for more than 20 years—over 1,000 Saturday mornings. 

The Bible tells us that after Jesus ascended to the Father, 
the disciples gathered in an upper room. For ten days they 
“joined together constantly in prayer” (Acts 1:14). Jesus had 
risen, their orders had been given, and soon they would em-
bark on a mission that would change the course of history. But 
for now, they would pray. 

Every Saturday morning when I leave the altar with my 
brothers, I sense two things deeply. (1) God’s hope for our 
world. We pray about all kinds of issues, but mostly we em-
phasize the need for people to know Christ both here and to 
the ends of the earth (world missions). (2) Harmony in spirit 
with those who have gathered to pray. The personality 
makeup of those who gather for prayer contrast significantly. 
Some are extroverted and some are introverted. Some have 
church background. At least one is an ex-convict. Some are 
sophisticated professionals managing millions of dollars and 
some manage a welder at the local shop. When we pray, the 
ground is leveled quickly and we experience a powerful bond. 

Hope and fellowship were inextricably linked to the 
prayers of those in that upper room. May it be so for us. 

SONG: Sweet Hour of Prayer 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help us discipline our 

lives to honor the importance of corporate prayer. 
—John Ryser 
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Tuesday 
July 17 

Lessons in Acts: 
Prayer Precedes God’s Power 

BIBLE READING: Acts 2:1-11 
After ten days of intense, focused prayer in the upper room, 
Pentecost opened with the demonstrative power of the Holy 
Spirit falling upon the apostles. The wind blew violently, and 
tongues of fire “came to rest on each of them. All of them were 
filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues 
(or languages) as the Spirit enabled them” (Acts 2:3-4). 

Some in the Christian community would believe and 
even argue that the miracle of that day was a miracle of speak-
ing other languages. That’s probably true to a degree, but I 
believe the greater miracle is one of hearing. “We HEAR them 
(the apostles) declaring the wonders of God in our own 
tongues (languages)” (Acts 2:11, emphasis added). 

Throughout  the years of my life, I have been privileged 
to talk with many people about knowing Jesus in a personal 
way. There have been times that I have attempted—in my own 
ability or power—to persuade them to live for Christ. I have 
failed miserably. In those instances I am reminded of the 
apostle Paul’s words, “My message and my preaching were 
not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration 
of the Spirit’s power” (1 Corinthians 2:4). 

When I have spent hours—indeed days—asking God to 
allow me to speak the language of people whom I want to 
experience God’s love, God often has performed his work in 
their hearts. Just as in Acts, prayer precedes God’s power and 
enables us to speak the “languages” of those to whom we 
speak. 

SONG: Open My Eyes (“Open my mouth and let it bear 
gladly the warm truth everywhere.”) 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to speak your 
truth and love in ways that others hear it from you. 

—John Ryser 
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Wednesday 
July 18 

Lessons in Acts: 
Yearly, Monthly, Weekly, or Daily 

BIBLE READING: Acts 2:42-47 
We count the things that matter. Most of us count money 
carefully because it matters. Show me a church that is not 
careful in counting their money ,and I will show you people 
in conflict and an organization on the verge of bankruptcy. In 
fact most churches have weekly updates, monthly reports, and 
yearly statements regarding finances. We do this because 
money is important to us. 

People are far more important than money. During our 
times of corporate worship, I often wonder if we are as careful 
in counting people as we are in counting the money. Proper 
counting remains critical to us, not to reduce people to a 
number, but rather as an indication of how we are extending 
God’s kingdom through the ministries of our local church. 

Further, we should have some idea of how many people 
have come to faith in Jesus. Does your church count people 
who have recently come to faith? Do you have a yearly count? 
Monthly? Weekly? Daily? Does it matter to you whether or not 
anyone new has come to faith? In today’s Scripture reading, 
we find that the church in Jerusalem prayed long, preached 
passionately, lived generously, and loved graciously. As a 
result, people were added (coming to Christ) on a daily basis 
(Acts 2:47). 

I desire to see this more in today’s world. I want to allow 
this to permeate the life of our church and the ministries we 
offer. 

SONG: Pass It On 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Renew within us how much 

people matter to you. Free us to share your love and truth 
with them. 

—John Ryser 
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Thursday 
July 19 

Lessons in Acts: 
God Can and I Will 

BIBLE READING: Acts 3:1-10 
The Scripture passage today gives an interesting contrast 
between God’s way in the Spirit and our understanding in the 
flesh. The man at the gate had been crippled since birth and 
had become dependent upon the financial donations of others 
to sustain his life. He even thought that Peter and John would 
contribute generously to his need. Peter commanded him, “In 
the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk” (Acts 3:6). God 
willed, and this man did. 

In our church family, we anoint people with oil as out-
lined in James 5:14-16, and we have witnessed God’s miracu-
lous touch on people’s lives. One such instance of this was 
four and a half years ago when a great grandmother from our 
church called to ask if I would anoint Luke (18 months old) 
with oil. Luke had cancer in his eyes, and it looked as though 
it would spread to the brain. She confided in me that the 
family wasn’t much into God—but they were desperate. 

On a midwinter Saturday morning, they—along with 25 
family members—brought Luke to our church’s altar. I 
anointed him with oil, and we prayed; when we were done, 
we cried and trusted God. The next week the surgeons re-
moved Luke’s cancerous eye, but they felt the right eye was 
healthier than it had initially appeared. Weeks turned into 
months, the cancer subsided, and Luke was free. 

And now on most Sundays, the first three rows in the 
center section of our sanctuary are taken up by more than 25 
people from young Luke’s family who believe God can and 
who, like the cripple, say, “I believe.” 

SONG: Only Trust Him 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Remind us, God, that you can 

do anything. 
—John Ryser 
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Friday 
July 20 

Lessons in Acts: 
The Power of His Presence 

BIBLE READING: Acts 4:13 
In my former position as area superintendent of EFC-ER, I 
would regularly meet with church search committees in need 
of a pastor. Sometimes they expected someone with superhu-
man qualities: sensitive to people, yet tough on sin, with a 
heart for home visitation—a dynamic preacher, strong leader, 
patient listener, great visionary, and at least a master’s degree 
from an accredited seminary or graduate school. 

Today’s Scripture often has given me great comfort 
when the search committee’s list far exceeded the abilities of 
the available candidates. Peter and John had a powerful im-
pact in extending God’s kingdom. They preached powerfully 
the good news of Jesus and led the people with passion, pur-
pose, and courage. These qualities stood out so distinctly that 
the people who witnessed them were astonished because 
Peter and John “were unschooled, ordinary men.” 

What was it that set these men apart? “These men had 
been with Jesus.” Don’t get me wrong—I believe a formal 
education can be powerfully used by God to refine gifts and 
abilities that God gives his servants. However, we should 
never allow our academic qualifications to exceed time spent 
with Jesus and the gifts that he alone can give to equip us for 
ministry. 

SONG: May the Mind of Christ, My Savior 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Oh God, fill us so that we will 

rejoice in your presence. 
—John Ryser 
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Saturday 
July 21 

Lessons in Acts: 
The Importance of Integrity 

BIBLE READING: Acts 5:1-11 
Someone once said, “Our reputation is what others think of 
us; our integrity is what God sees in us”. 

The account of Ananias and Sapphira gives us a power-
ful illustration of ways that our integrity (how God sees us) 
trumps our reputation (how others see us). For a period of 
time in the Jerusalem church, many of the believers sold 
property and brought the proceeds from the sale to the apos-
tles. Evidently Ananias saw people doing this and thought 
that he would do the same in order to impress others. With 
the full knowledge of his wife, he withheld some of the 
money and lied to Peter, claiming that the amount was the full 
price for the property. The issues here are not that he with-
held the money for himself but that he lied and attempted to 
mislead the apostles into thinking that this was the full 
amount. The consequences of this behavior were high as it 
cost both Ananias and Sapphira their lives. 

Are you ever tempted to “stretch the truth” in order to 
make a better impression on others? Do you have to swear on 
a stack of Bibles to make people believe you are telling the 
truth? Do your words match the way things really are so that  
others know your words must be true because this is always 
the case for you? We are much further ahead when we live to 
please God who is full of truth than to score a fleeting favor-
able impression from others through the use of deception. 

The story of Ananias and Sapphira indicates to us the 
standard that God desires for his people even today. He wants 
us to be people who are honest to the core, both in how we 
talk and how we live. 

SONG: Search Me, O God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: May my lips always speak truth 

and glorify God. 
—John Ryser 


