
Phil Smith 

I live in Newberg, Oregon, with my wife, Karen. We have two 
twenty-something sons who have “left the nest.” 

Because I am a professor at George Fox University, my schedule is 
dominated from August through April by classes, meetings, budgets, 
conferences, student papers, and a seemingly infinite number of 
emails. It's delightful work, but I often feel like the character in 
Alice in Wonderland: I run as fast as I can to stay in one place. 

But then comes June and July: a chance to watch baseball, take a 
vacation with Karen, and write. Writing down devotional thoughts 
helps me get clearer about what God has been saying. The process 
is good for me—and I hope the writings are helpful to you. 
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Sunday 
February 26 

The Acts of God in  
Christ: Commissioning 

BIBLE READING: Acts 1:1-9 
Many people have noted that the book called “The Acts of the 
Apostles” might be better titled “The Acts of Jesus Christ” or 
“The Continuing Good News.” In the first verse the author 
refers to an “earlier book” in which he described “all that 
Jesus began to do and teach,” implying that we should read 
Luke’s second volume as the continuing story of Jesus. If we 
read Acts with this thought in mind, we can learn about God 
and God’s ways of working in people. 

In today’s reading we see Jesus commissioning his fol-
lowers. The passage conveys a simple but profound notion: 
God works through people. 

Imagine the questions that might have troubled early 
Christian converts. The message about Jesus and the good 
news preached in his name are not merely words or a fantasy 
coming out of Judea. Jesus himself commissioned the disci-
ples to bear witness to the entire world. The commissioning of 
the disciples provided assurance to the early believers, scat-
tered around the empire and beyond its borders, even in the 
first generation: the gospel we believe has come to us by Jesus’ 
own plan. 

As the story continues, we begin to understand that the 
commissioning is not limited to the men and women of the 
“upper room” (vv. 13-14). Throughout Acts and all of history 
to our own time, God continues to work through people. 
When we respond to God’s commission, we experience an 
amazing assurance on a personal level: God has made me for 
this purpose. 

SONG: O Zion, Haste 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, thank you for  

sending disciples into the world—to me! Thank you  
for your commission, your call, in my life.  

—Phil Smith 
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Monday 
February 27 God Acts: Giving the Spirit 

BIBLE READING: Acts 2:14-21 
It is perhaps the most familiar scene in Acts: the Holy Spirit 
falls on the small group of Jesus’ disciples and amazing things 
happen. Jews and “God-fearers” from all around the Roman 
world heard Galileans preaching—and they could understand 
them! What’s going on here? Some wag, “Ah, they’re just 
drunk.” 

But Peter says that something important is happening. 
He seizes the attention of the crowd, interpreting the morn-
ing’s event by the words of Joel. It’s an old promise, a promise 
that God would act through people. 

Notice which people! All people—sons and daughters, 
young men and old men, men and women. God pours out the 
Spirit on all these people with amazing results. Ordinary 
people speak God’s word, and something marvelous happens: 
“everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” 
Peter could assume his listeners understood the meaning of 
“salvation;” Luke’s readers will find out in later scenes of the 
book. 

Stop and take note of this action. After twenty centuries 
we can easily take this notion of salvation for granted. We 
shouldn’t. According to Acts, God has chosen to work salva-
tion on earth through ordinary people. Luke’s first century or 
twenty-first century reader understood this to mean, “God 
chooses to work through people like me.” 

Let us be open to the Spirit. By the Spirit, God works in 
people. 

SONG: Lord, Speak to Me 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, in Jesus you are 

giving me life and hope in Jesus. I pray that through me Jesus’ 
life will touch people I know.  

—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
February 28 

God Acts: Convicting 
Hearts through Preaching 

BIBLE READING: Acts 2:29-39 
Imagine a speaker at the United States’ Republican or Democ-
ratic convention telling the delegates their policies led to the 
killing of thousands of innocent people in Afghanistan or in 
abortion clinics. What would be the reaction of the audience? 
And yet, isn’t Peter’s speech comparable? Talk about “in your 
face!” Peter told the Jerusalem crowd, “God has made this 
Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (v. 36). 

Let’s be careful here in our comparison. Peter’s sermon 
is not a model for preaching success, as if Christian evangel-
ists need to learn how to condemn audiences in strong lan-
guage. Naturally we should pay attention to Peter’s words, but 
we should also pay attention to what God did through Peter’s 
words. In other chapters Luke records occasions in which the 
message was faithfully delivered, but audiences responded 
with rejection, jealousy, sarcasm, or violence. In this instance, 
though, the people were “cut to the heart” (v. 37). The Holy 
Spirit enabled many of Peter’s listeners to take in the truth of 
his sermon, leading to their conviction, “Brothers, what shall 
we do?” (v. 37).  

A mysterious human-divine interaction happens here. 
God takes on the weak and halting words of human beings, 
using them to convince and convict. In a sense God incarnates 
himself in our words and our actions. 

We need to speak truth as well as we can; we should be 
as winsome as we can. Above all we should remember that 
the persuasive power of our words lies in the Spirit’s witness 
to the human heart.  

SONG: Brethren, We Have Met to Worship 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father in heaven, help me to 

live and speak in truth and love.  
—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
February 29 

God Acts: In the 
Fellowship of Believers 

BIBLE READING: Acts 2:42-47 
Remember, Luke presents his story as the continuing acts of 
Jesus. “The fellowship” is just as much a miracle, just as 
much God’s action people, as speaking unlearned languages 
or preaching. Jesus said the world would know we are his 
disciples by our love for each other (John 13:35). According to 
Luke, Jerusalem experienced this revelation as their reality: 
the love and fellowship of Christians won the “favor of all the 
people” (v. 47). 

If we are honest, we will admit that Christians have also 
proven the reverse of Jesus’ words to be true in many times 
and many places. That is, when Christians fail to love each 
other and the church’s life is marked by traits other than “the 
fellowship,” people quickly conclude that we’re not really 
Jesus’ disciples. Even worse, they say we are Jesus’ disciples, 
and for that reason they don’t want to be disciples. 

Genuine Christian fellowship is an act of God; we  
cannot create it. But there are two things we can do. Un-
friendliness, bitterness, unforgiveness, gossip, and other such 
evils—these sins destroy love and prevent fellowship. Our 
first task is to repent of these things. 

Second, we can ask the Spirit to live in us, not just in 
me or in you, but in us—in our midst. When we ask, we know 
we are praying for God’s will to be done. In praying this way, 
we will come to see the church (that is, the people gathered) 
as God’s house. 

SONG: We Are God’s People 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Help me, Father! I want  

to pray, “Forgive me my sins…,” and I know the cost,  
“…as I forgive those who sin against me.” 

—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
March 1 God Acts: By Healing 

BIBLE READING: Acts 3:1-10 
“Oh, come on! You don’t really believe in healing, do you? If 
healing is possible, why are Christians dying of cancer? You 
consult doctors, don’t you? Isn’t that inconsistent with a belief 
in healing? Believing in miracles is just primitive thinking.” It 
would take many pages to sort out the confusions that secular 
people have about healing. The same is true of Christians. In 
this limited space I suggest only a few clarifying ideas. 

1. God does not heal everybody. The man healed by 
Peter had been begging at the Beautiful gate during the en-
tirety of Jesus’ ministry, yet Jesus didn’t heal him. We all can 
name cases when we prayed for healing and it didn’t happen. 

2. God sometimes heals through ordinary means: doc-
tors, nurses, and medicine. If God can use Paul to preach, he 
can use Luke to heal (Paul calls him “our friend Luke, the 
doctor” in Colossians 4:14). 

3. God sometimes heals through extraordinary means, 
more commonly known as miracles. This sort of healing often 
comes when people forgive each other. It’s very hard to re-
ceive God’s grace of healing when I am not willing to extend 
the grace of forgiveness. 

4. Sometimes a healing should be publicized. In this 
case Peter took advantage of the public situation to preach the 
gospel.  

5. Healings do not always occur as an occasion for 
preaching; primarily they are gifts of love. God heals us be-
cause he loves us. When God does not heal, he still loves us; 
he has something better for us. 

SONG: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, right now I am thinking 

of __________. Please bring healing to that situation. 
—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
March 2 

God Acts: Through the 
Disciples’ Courage 

BIBLE READING: Acts 4:5-14 
It should be remembered that Peter, the apostle known for his 
courage, disowned Jesus on the night of his trial. A servant 
girl recognized Peter as one of the people who had been with 
Jesus, but Peter denied it (Luke 22:56-57). Peter wasn’t natu-
rally brave—impetuous maybe, but not brave. 

What a difference crucifixion and resurrection make! 
Peter and John witnessed Jesus’ death and the worst that 
followed, and they witnessed Jesus’ magnificent triumph over 
death. Now they have been prepared to face down the “rulers 
and elders of the people” (v. 8). 

The group was composed of the wealthiest, the best 
educated, the most politically well-connected, and the most 
respected men in Israel. As these men saw things, they had 
the task of maintaining Israel’s national and religious identity; 
they had to hold out against the encroaching pagan culture 
while simultaneously resisting Zealot calls for violent revolu-
tion against Rome, which could only lead to disaster. 

In order to protect the nation (see John 11:48-50) and 
their own privileges, these men engineered Jesus’ death. And 
now Peter and John defiantly stand before them. Galilean 
fishermen—poor, uneducated, and unknown provincials—
refuse to be silenced. They “have been with Jesus,” and they 
have seen Jesus alive. 

Remember! The emphasis of Luke’s writings is not on 
natural human courage but on God’s work in people. Luke 
says it plainly: Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit (v. 8). If 
we stand for the truth we have experienced in Christ, God 
will speak through us. 

SONG: A Shelter in the Time of Storm 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Word of God, you died 

and rose again. Remind me of this when I am tempted by fear.  
—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
March 3 God Acts: Through Generosity 

BIBLE READING: Acts 4:32-37 
Everybody knows that it is right for people of means to give to 
the poor, or they ought to. Three hundred years before the 
events in Acts, the philosopher Aristotle observed that any 
society with the institution of private property will hold a 
proper virtue of generosity. In societies with private property 
some people will gain wealth, and others won’t. Both classes 
will have children. So, some people through no merit of their 
own will be rich, while others through no fault of their own 
will be poor. In justice the undeserving rich ought to help the 
undeserving poor. 

That’s all theoretical. In reality rich people tend to think 
they deserve their possessions. And they fuss a lot about how 
much to give. 

What a different picture we see in the early church! The 
root of the believers’ generosity does not stem from some 
philosophical argument. Luke says they “were one in heart 
and mind” (v. 32). They loved each other. The believers con-
cerned themselves more about the wellbeing of their sisters 
and brothers in Christ than about their personal wealth. 

Through the centuries Christians have given in to self-
ishness and greed as much as any other sin. Far too often we 
have minimized giving, especially to the poor, and tolerated 
grave injustices, even slavery, in pursuit of wealth. Luke’s 
account of Christian generosity reminds us of the way things 
ought to be. Let us love each other enough to write checks. 

SONG: God, Whose Giving Knows No Ending  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, be the master of my 

finances. Help me to give generously.  
—Phil Smith 



Acts: The Gospel Spreads is part of  
the ILLUMINATE Friends Bible Study series. 

$3.45  
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God Acts: Through  
Complaints Wisely Answered 

Sunday 
March 4 

BIBLE READING: Acts 6:1-7 
The description of Christian generosity in Acts 4 is not the 
whole story. In Acts 5, Luke gives us the strange story of 
Ananias and Sapphira, people who wanted a reputation for 
generosity rather than a truly generous nature. And in Acts 6, 
Luke reveals a story of garden variety complaining that was 
wisely managed, leading to wonderful things. 

The situation is this: Christians are giving money to the 
church to help their poor. By this time the movement in-
cluded believers who spoke only Greek and believers who 
spoke only Aramaic. Imagine the circumstances: money is 
being distributed, and you don’t understand the language of 
the fellow making the distribution. It’s very easy to doubt the 
fairness of the split. 

The complaint came from the Greek-speaking “side.” 
This gritty side of church life shows the early Christians to be 
subject to disputes and jealousies, just as we are. How easily it 
could have become a “faction”! 

Basically, the apostles said: We don’t want to deal with 
this conflict; appoint a committee. They could have been 
congressmen or Quakers! But notice the list of names ap-
pointed. All of the men listed have Greek names, and one of 
them, Nicholas, didn’t even come from a Jewish background. 
The Greek-speaking believers could be confident of fair treat-
ment from these men; their concern was answered wisely. 

I don’t take this example to be an infallible rule for 
nominating committees (though management books do talk 
about the importance of involving unrepresented “stake-
holders”). Wisdom was lived out, and God used it. 

SONG: ’Tis a Gift to Be Simple 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: It’s your church, Lord. Help us 

to listen to each other, and help us to hear you in each other.  
—Phil Smith 



80 

Monday 
March 5 

God Acts: Through  
Apologetic Argument 

BIBLE READING: Acts 6:8-15 
Events took a surprising turn after the church appointed the 
“committee of seven.” One of the seven, Stephen, soon began 
preaching the good news to Jews from outside Judea (v. 9) and 
engaging in debate with some of them. In turn, these Jews 
stirred up accusations against Stephen’s preaching. Stephen, 
they claimed, spoke “words of blasphemy” against Moses and 
God (v. 11), and his message about Jesus undermined the 
temple and the customs based on Torah (v. 14). 

So, what do Christians teach about Moses, God, and the 
temple? Stephen’s speech, as recorded in Acts 7:1-53, re-
sponds to these charges. Luke certainly intended that his 
readers study the speech in detail, noting: 

1. Christians believe in the “God of glory” who appeared 
to Abraham (7:2). Stephen flatly denies any charge of blas-
phemy against God. 

2. Christians honor Moses, used by God to deliver Israel 
from bondage (7:20-37). Stephen emphasizes that Moses said 
God would send “a prophet like me,” alluding to Jesus. 

3. People made the tabernacle and the temple to worship 
God, but God does not live in buildings (7:44-50)! 

4. By rejecting Jesus, current leaders of Israel act just as 
previous generations did when they rejected Moses (7:51-53)! 

Stephen’s speech serves as our first example of Christian 
apologetics. Accusations against Christian teaching change 
over time, so Christian apologists have presented new argu-
ments for Christian beliefs. From Justin Martyr in the second 
century to C.S. Lewis in the twentieth century, God acts 
through the work of thoughtful defenders of Christian belief. 

SONG: Be Thou My Wisdom 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, help me to love much, 

think well, and speak clearly.  
—Phil Smith 
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Tuesday 
March 6 

God Acts:  
In Persecution 

BIBLE READING: Acts 7:59–8:8 
“The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church,” wrote 
Tertullian in 197 A.D. He was reflecting on a surprising fact of 
Christian experience: persecution often resulted in growth for 
the Christian movement. Today’s passage in Acts serves as an 
example. The persecution that arose after Stephen’s death 
drove many believers out of Jerusalem, and “they preached 
the word wherever they went” (v. 4). As a result, the church 
crossed an important social barrier as Samaritans were added 
to the fellowship. 

Persecution or martyrdom shouldn’t be romanticized. 
After all, Tertullian’s famous sentence comes from his treatise 
Apologeticus in which he argues that the Roman government 
ought to stop its persecution of Christians and give Christian-
ity legal status (Tertullian was a lawyer). Persecution means 
suffering, sometimes death. At times in Christian history 
persecution destroyed or greatly reduced a branch of the 
church. As for the persecutor, he sins against God and other 
people in this unmitigated evil, deceived into thinking he is 
doing right. 

Nevertheless, Luke wants his readers to know that God 
can use even persecution for his purposes. How? First, we 
must be sure that we suffer for doing good, not evil. Second, 
we bear witness in a personal sense: we speak of our own 
experience with God. Third, when we give answer for our 
reasons for believing, we should do so with respect and gen-
tleness (see 1 Peter 3:9-17). 

SONG: The Saints of God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, today I pray for  

my sisters and brothers in Nepal, India, and other places 
where official and unofficial persecution harms the church. 
Grant them courage and comfort.  

—Phil Smith 
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Wednesday 
March 7 

God Acts: Through 
Angels and Visions 

BIBLE READING: Acts 10:9-16 
Today’s passage, familiar to many Bible readers, comes in the 
middle section of a longer story. The situation begins with a 
Roman soldier, Cornelius, who sees an angel. The angel tells 
him to send for Peter. While Cornelius’s servants are on the 
way, Peter has a vision which throws his Jewish dietary be-
liefs into turmoil. Later, Peter realizes that the vision was 
really about something far more important than food (see Acts 
10:34-35). 

Acts 10 and 11 provide crucial information for one of 
the main themes of Acts. The episode of Cornelius and Peter 
leads to a momentous conclusion (11:18): Gentiles can be 
Christians—all Gentiles, not just those who had earlier be-
come proselytes to Judaism. 

At this point the voice of our skeptical twenty-first 
century neighbor asks, do you really believe this? Sometimes I 
find the voice of skepticism speaking in my own thoughts! 
Isn’t this all just the magical thinking of a primitive world? 
Have you ever seen an angel or vision? 

What should I say in response? First, I should point out 
hat the skeptic is not really open to evidence. If I said, “Yes, I 
have seen an angel,” he would immediately say that I simply 
imagined it. Second, speaking out of my life, I would say that 
I have heard God speak to me, and obedience to that voice has 
led to much unexpected good. 

Third, we can question, why not? God may or may not 
give us visions or visitations from angels. The point is that 
God can, and, in Peter’s case, God did. 

SONG: Breathe on Me, Breath of God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, speak to me  

however you choose.  
—Phil Smith 
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Thursday 
March 8 

God Acts: 
Outside of Judaism 

BIBLE READING: Acts 11:9-18 
Today’s reading completes the story of Cornelius and Peter. 
Notice how Peter’s words reiterate the theme we have been 
following through Acts: “…Who was I to think I could oppose 
God?” (v. 17). Luke’s first century readers needed to know that 
God was at work in the Cornelius episode. When we consider 
the enormous long-range impact of this story, it’s important 
for us, too. 

How is it that a religious movement composed entirely 
of Jews came to include outsiders on an equal basis? Given the 
cultural, religious and political tensions between Jews and 
Gentiles in the first century, the Jesus followers’ decision to 
include Gentiles as full members of the movement without 
obeying Torah is amazing. These same tensions would cause 
the Jews to rise in revolt against Rome, not once, but twice 
within ninety years, only to be crushed both times by Roman 
armies. 

So, how did a gospel to the Gentiles happen? According 
to Luke, God intended this outreach all along. First, Aramaic-
speaking Jews welcome Greek speakers (Acts 6); then Samari-
tans, culturally “half-Jews,” came in (8:5-6); next, a foreign 
born Jew joined the leadership (8:26-39); and finally, in Cor-
nelius and his family, Gentile “God-fearers” become believers 
without becoming Jews at all (Acts 10 & 11). 

God is working in and through the followers of Jesus, 
creating a new people defined by their faith in Jesus. Open to 
anyone, this community transcends culture, class, and nation. 

SONG: We’ve a Story to Tell to the Nations 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Holy God, for  

calling me into the community of Christ. May your will  
be done in the church and in me!  

—Phil Smith 
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Friday 
March 9 

God Acts:  
Through Encouragement 

BIBLE READING: Acts 11:19-26 
Peter was important, true; but lest we get the idea that the 
opening to the Gentiles fell on Peter alone, Luke quickly tells 
us about other Christians who told “Greeks” (people of Greek 
origin, culture, and language) the “good news about the Lord 
Jesus” (v. 20). Remember, God is the One who acts through 
people. 

Now, what should Jerusalem do about this church in 
Antioch where the good news has jumped over lines of eth-
nicity and culture? The Jerusalem church sends Barnabas. “He 
was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith” (v. 24). 
What a wonderful epitaph to have! 

Barnabas was known as a preacher and teacher, but 
Luke records almost nothing of his preaching or teaching 
compared to Peter or Paul. Instead, Luke tells us how 
Barnabas helped others. After Saul’s conversion, Christians 
still feared their former persecutor, but Barnabas trusted him 
(9:27). In today’s reading Barnabas encourages the Antioch 
church to continue on its path of multi-ethnic religion (v. 23), 
and he searched out Saul (Paul) to come and teach in Antioch 
(vv. 25-26).  

Barnabas was an encourager: he saw the best in people 
and helped them to reach it. He continued to trust John Mark, 
even after Paul lost faith in the young man (15:37), although 
in the end, Paul seems to have come around to Barnabas’s 
view of Mark (2 Timothy 4:11). 

In Luke’s book God acts through healings, visions, ser-
mons, martyrdoms, among other things. But sometimes God 
acts through people who simply encourage and help. 

SONG: Servant Song  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Gentle Spirit, help me to notice 

someone I ought to encourage today.  
—Phil Smith 
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Saturday 
March 10 

God Acts: Through  
Intentional Mission 

BIBLE READING: Acts 13:1-3 
In Acts 1 Luke told us that a new label came into use in the 
church in Antioch, a church that mixed Gentile and Jews. 
Believers in Jesus were called “Christians.” And now, in the 
Antioch church, a new idea (a new vision, really) enters the 
Christian mind. Somehow the thought had occurred to 
Barnabas or Saul or both of them: let’s go and preach the 
gospel to people who haven’t heard. 

This isn’t persecuted believers sharing the good news 
wherever they go. It isn’t the unplanned witness of neighbor 
to neighbor or preaching to a crowd after a healing. It isn’t the 
witness of apostles called to account by the powers that be. 
Luke’s readers learn about this deliberate, organized, church-
sponsored missionary work. As a group the Antioch church 
sends off Barnabas and Saul (Paul). But of course, lest we get 
the wrong idea, Luke says explicitly: “The Holy Spirit said, 
‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul’” (v. 2). Yes, this great 
idea came out of the Antioch church, but God brought it into 
being. 

Dear reader, two weeks of exploring Acts have passed, 
yet we’ve not reached halfway through the book. Luke’s 
theme—the things Jesus continues to do—extends through the 
whole work. I think he wants his readers to know that God 
continues to act through people by the Spirit. This story  
doesn’t end in chapter 28; rather, it continues as it includes 
you and me. 

SONG: The Summons  
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, thank you for Luke’s 

story of the church, a story that includes me. Help me to say 
yes to your call. 

—Phil Smith 


