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PREFACE THE HIDDEN TREASURE

St. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constantinople, presented a series of lectures on the Book
of the Acts of the Apostles, during the second or the third year of his ordainment. He started saying,

"I have taken this narrative for my subject, that I may draw to it such as do not know it, and not
let such a treasure as this remain hidden out of sight. For indeed it may profit us no less than even the
Gospels; so replete is it with Christian wisdom and sound doctrine, especially in what is said concerning
the Holy Ghost. Then let us not hastily pass by it, but examine it closely. Thus, the predictions which in
the Gospels Christ utters, here we may see these actually come to pass; and note in the very facts the
bright evidence of Truth which shines in them, and the mighty change which is taking place in the
disciples now that the Spirit has come upon them" g

If the gospels draw our hearts in longing, to encounter the crucified Christ - the spiritual King
(Matthew), the Minister to humanity (Mark), its Friend (Luke), and the Only-begotten Son, who alone
can tell us about God the Father, and reveal the divine secrets (John). The Book of the Acts of the
Apostles introduced to us His Holy Spirit, who led humanity in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the
end of the earth. We see Him kindling the hearts and drawing them to the Savior. He works in the
apostles, as well as in the nations, to shape the Church of Christ, that carries the icon of its heavenly
Groom, and to prepare it for the eternal wedding.

Our good God is capable of working with His fiery Spirit, to let the Book of Acts of the Apostles
remain open all the time, for the whole earth, to become for God and His Christ, and for everyone to
enjoy spacious hearts that would never stop testifying to the gospel of salvation, with the spirit of giving
love. Then, the Book would be consummated by the coming of the Lord Christ on the clouds, to bring
His Church into His eternal glory.

May the Holy Spirit of God open up the treasure of this Book, to make every soul rich with the
heavenly riches, and flood over all around it, for everyone to carry the exalted heavenly features.

" Commentary on the Acts. Homily 1.
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AN INTRODUCTION
TO THE BOOK OF Acts of the Apostles

This Book presents the story of the Church at the beginning of its setting forth, after the
ascension of the Lord Christ, and the dwelling of His Holy Spirit, along thirty years. St. Luke the
Evangelist, inspired by the Holy Spirit, presented it to reveal to us the Church in the apostolic era: The
secret of its birth, its growth, its worship, its testimony to the Lord Christ, and its strength through the
work of the Holy Spirit; And to reveal to us the realization of the Lord’s promise to His disciples: “I am
with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matt. 28.20); “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” (Acts 1.8).

The Book of Acts of the Apostles is the book of the Church of Christ in the era of the apostles
that received His gospel, and practiced it practically in her daily life, as well as in worship and
preaching.

It is the gospel of the Holy Spirit who granted the Church the grace of existence on the day of
Pentecost, and received the Church of Christ to lead her, and to draw to her the souls to enjoy the Savior,
granting her the persistent sanctity of life.

It is the book by which the Church opens itself to the world, to minister to it and to wash its feet.

It is the book of the church, poor and rich. She becomes poor with her Groom, and becomes rich
with Him.

It is the book of inner strength that would never weaken or get old.

It is the book of the Holy Church who would never stand evil, yet she is compassionate to the
sinners.

THE PRACTICAL GOSPEL

It starts by the words of the Evangelist St. Luke: ‘“The former account I made, O Theophilus,
of all that Jesus began both to do and to teach” (Acts 1.1): As though the four gospels are the ‘former
account’, pertaining to the works and teachings of the Lord; whereas, this book is a consummation of
that account. What the Lord began, as He was present in flesh on our land, He continues to do by His
Holy Spirit, and His secret presence in the middle of His Church. This book reveals an important
evangelic fact: that the Lord Christ, ascending to heaven, is alive, present, working, and speaking in His
Church, and will continue to be, until the day of His ultimate appearance, when His Church will be
consummated, and will enjoy the fellowship of His glory. The Book of acts is a living gospel that
testifies to the presence of Christ, working and speaking in His Church, through her, and to her account.
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¢ "And then, besides, there are doctrines to be found here, which we could not have known so surely as
we now do, if this Book had not existed, but the very crowning point of our salvation would be
hidden, alike for practice of life and for doctrine"".

(St. John Chrysostom).

THE BOOK OF ACTS OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

This book presents the acts of the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, promised by the Lord to His
disciples. We see Him behind the history of the Church, being the true Leader, the Guide, and the
Mentor, capable of drawing the souls, to experience the work of salvation of the Lord Christ. He shines
with His light over the Church, to fill it, amid the afflictions, with a divine, hidden, and attractive
splendor, to kindle the hearts with the divine fire of love. It is the divine river that flows from heaven, to
set on earth the city of God, a fruitful divine paradise, in place of the barren, spiritually dry wilderness.

¢ The gospels are the history of what the Lord Christ has done and said; whereas, the book of acts is an
account of what the other Comforter has done and said. Yet, this Spirit has equally done many things
that came in the other gospels; And Christ is still working as well in the book of acts, in mankind, as
He did in the gospels. There, the Spirit has worked in the temple; while now, He is working through
the apostles. There, He worked, as He came into the womb of the Virgin, as a temple; and now, He is
working in the souls of the apostles. There, He came in the form of a dove; while here, he comes in

the form of fire”.
(St. John Chrysostom).

THE BOOK OF THE REJOICING CHURCH OF THE CRUCIFIED CHRIST

This book reveals the nature of the Church of the crucified Christ, since its beginning, having
been formed by the Holy Spirit, amid the affliction and bemoaning, to bear the fellowship of passion and
crucifixion, together with her suffering Groom. Yet His presence in her midst transforms the bemoaning
into a glorified joy, and the affliction into heavenly comfort, to let her live praising God amid the
furnace of persecution.

¢ It is fitting for the Christian to become ‘Alleluia’, from head to toe.

¢ Let us rejoice and give thanks; not because we became Christians, but because
We became Christ. Do you realize that? Do you comprehend the magnitude of that great grace,
granted to us by God? Let us then stand in awe and joy; we have become Christ!

¢ “He who continually goes forth weeping, bearing seeds for sowing, shall doubtless come again
with rejoicing, bringing his sheaves with him” (Ps. 126.6).

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 1
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 1
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+¢ This psalm, that addresses the spirit of those who persist on going forth on their spiritual walk to God,
is very convenient to help us during the time of grief and depression. This world is undoubtedly the
valley of tears, where man sows while weeping. It supports you to go forth in your faith.

Anyhow, explaining what this book means by the seeds that we sow now, they are “the good
works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them” and has planned for us to
practice by the power of His Spirit, amid the troubles of this disturbed life (Eph. 2.10).

Whoever is taught to practice the work of God in this world- the valley of tears and troubles -
will rejoice like the diligent farmer who sows the seeds even during the death of winter. Can the cold
wind and the severe weather hinder them from working? Certainly no!

That is how it is fit for us to look at the troubles of this world: Distractions will be put along our
way by the evil one, in order to make us divert from the good works which God prepared beforehand
that we should walk in them.

The Psalmist says, “He who continually goes forth weeping.”” Although each of us may
actually find a reason for weeping; yet we should continue to go forth, practicing the good works of God
that we should walk on.

How miserable we could be, if we are called to work diligently, only to weep without looking
forward to some fruition of our work! How miserable we could be, if we find no one to wipe out our
tears! But we know that the Holy Spirit works, to make us go forth on sowing amid our tears, as the
Spirit promises us through the Psalmist that we shall come back amazed by joy. We shall bear the
fruition of our labor, as an offering to Him'.

(St. Augustine)

THE POSITION OF THIS BOOK IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

Until the end of the first century and the beginning of the second one, this book was considered
as a continuation of the gospel according to St. Luke, as the beginning of this book came in harmony
with the end of that gospel. Yet, after the gospel of St. John was written; the Church brought the four
gospels together; and this book came to form the connecting link that binds the four gospels and the
epistles of the apostles. As the epistles reveal the writings of the apostles, this book came to reveal their
acts by the Holy Spirit of God, or the works of Christ in them, by them, and to their account. We could
never have enjoyed the comprehension of those epistles as we should have; unless they are read through
the background of this book. This book helps as well, in a living way, to study the bond between the
teachings of the Lord Christ, and those of the apostlesz.

In some scripts, this book used to follow the epistles of the apostle St. Paul, since it presents the
events pertaining to the ministry of St. Paul mentioned in his epistles”.

! Homilies Ps. 2
2 Donald Guthrine. New Testament Introduction, 1975. P.136
3 CF. Adam Clarke. The Acts, Preface.
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The following is a comparison between this book and the holy gospels:

1- While the gospels present to us the Lord Christ, being the Saving Messiah; the book of acts
reveals that the Messiah is present in His Church who anticipates His coming.

2- While the gospels present to us what the Lord Christ began to do for our sake; the book of acts
proclaims that He is still, with His Holy Spirit, present in His Church.

3- While the holy gospels tell about the Savior, crucified and resurrected from the dead; the book
of acts presents Him ascending to heaven -the glorified Lord, and the Leader of the Church.

4- While in the holy gospels we hear the teachings of the Lord Christ, that bring us to salvation
by His blood; the book of acts lets us come in touch with His salvation work in His holy Church, to draw
the nations to gloryl.

THE AUTHOR OF THE BOOK

The identity of the author is not mentioned in the book, but the tradition of the church confirms
that its author is the Evangelist St. Luke. This view is supported by several testimonials within and
outside the book.

TESTIMONIALS WITHIN THE BOOK
1- The author proclaims that he is the companion of the apostle Paul in his trips up to the last one
to Rome (Acts 16.10-40, 20.5-6, 21.1-8, 27.1-28.16).
2- It is similar to the gospel according to St. Luke, as far as the person to whom it is addressed
(Luke 1.1-4; Acts 1.1) is concerned.
Theophilus: he is most probably a prominent personality from Alexandria. The two Books are also
similar in language and style.
3- The unity of thought between the two books, the following examples for which can be
mentioned:

¢ They share the principal goals: Caring for the historical and the geographical aspects; as well as
confirming the role of the Holy Spirit in the ministry of Christ (Luke); and the apostles (the Book of
Acts).

+»+ Interest in the salvation of the whole world (Luke 2.32; Acts 10.34).
+¢ Interest in the ministry to women (Luke 7.37-38; Acts 9.36).
+¢ Interest in prayer (Luke 11.13; Acts 1.24).

¢ Whereas the word ‘Grace’ was mentioned 9 times in the gospel according to Luke, and 7 times in the
Book of Acts; it was not mentioned in the two gospels according to Matthew or Mark.

! Henrietta Mears. What the Bible is All About. 1997. P. 439-440.
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+¢ Interest in the forgiveness of sins (Luke 38.2; Acts 5.31).

¢+ Both books are free of any tendency of prejudice toward foreign governments (Luke20.20-26; Acts
16.36-39).

¢+ The use of precise medical terms, beside an interest in caring for the sick and the miracles of healing,
as St. Luke has been a physician.

TESTIMONIALS OUTSIDE THE BOOK

1- An Anti-Marcionite document dating back to the year 160 AD, constituting an introduction to
the gospel according to St. Luke, states that St. Luke was the author of the Book of Acts.

2- The Moratorian law of the holy books (between the years 170 and 200 AD) puts the Book of
Acts of the Apostles among the canonical books (As St. Paul was the only apostle according to Marcion).

3- St. Irenaeus states that St. Luke “Paul’s companion” is the author of both his Gospel and the
Book of Acts'.

4- According to St. Clement of Alexandria (about 190 A. D.), Luke, in the Book of Acts,
testifies that Paul said to the men of Athens, “I perceive that in all things you are very religious”
(Acts 17.22)°.

35— Also according to St. Clement of Alexandria, it is known that Luke is the author of the Book
of Acts”.

6- According to the scholar Tertullian (about the year 200 A.D.), in his speech about the
dwelling of the Holy Spirit on the apostles in the upper room, while they were praying, that this fact
came in the ‘record of Luke4’, namely, in the Book of Acts.

7- According to Eusebius of Caesarea, Luke, a citizen of Antioch and a physician by profession,
took part with Paul and the rest of the apostles, yet in a lesser way; and left for us examples of the
healing of souls he saved in two inspired books: his Gospel, and the Book of Acts’.

8- Several fathers, since the first century, quoted from this book. Fr. Paul Feghali dedicated a
whole chapter to those quotations from the Book of Acts’, like those by St. Clement of Rome, the epistle
of Barnabas’, Didache®, the shepherd by Hermas’, St. Ignatius’ Epistle to the Magnesians, St. Polycarp
Bishop of Smyrnam, the martyrdom of Polycarp, the Epistle to Diognetus, the document of the

" Adv. Haer. 3.1.14

2 Stromata 5.12

3 PG 9: 732.

*De Jejunio 10 PL 2: 966.
° Eusebius: H. E. 3: 4.

SdkeY) i e A lalgl) sl B Juadll (21994 g eiland (DB (Jalas (Jull Jlael 1 il (g g8l xaly©
7 Barnabas 19:8.
8 Didache, 4: 8.
® The Shrpherd, vision 4: 2: 4.
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Constitutions of the twelve Patriarchs, Justin martyrl, the works of Paul (about the year 160 A.D.), a
letter from South Ghal in the year 177 A.D., that came in Eusebius’.

THE DIFFERENT NAMES OF THE BOOK
This book had several names of which we mention the following’:
1- The Book of Acts, as it came in ‘Gestae Res’, and in the copy of ‘Codex Bezae’.
2- The Book of the holy Apostles; as it came in the Alexandrian copy ‘Codex
Alexandrinus’, and other copies, as well as in the writings of several Greek and Latin fathers.
3- “The fifth gospel’ by some; and ‘The gospel of The Holy Spirit’ by Oecumenius.
4- ‘The Book’ and ‘The proof of Resurrection’ by St. John Chrysostom.

The DATE OF ITS WRITING

Some believe that this book was written in Alexandria; whereas, the majority of scholars believe
that it was written in Rome, while the apostle Paul was in prison, after St. Luke arrived to it together
with St. Paul (Acts 2816) *.

Many scholars believe that the Book of Acts was written about the year 63 A.D., when horrible
acts of persecution were waged against the Christians, a little while after which, St. Luke might have
been martyred. As Rome was burnt, and the Christians faced slaying and burning, the appearance of the
gospel according to St. Luke, and the Book of Acts (as one book), was delayed, and did not happen until
the seventy-year war came to an end (burning the temple by Titus), when the situation became better,
and the Church started to regain some freedom.

Some scholars justify the opinion that the book was written before the year 63 A.D. as follows’:

1- St. Luke appears more interested in Jerusalem than the Evangelists Matthew and Mark. He
was called the ‘travels narrator’ (Luke 9.51, 16.15), having concentrated on the Lord Jesus’ moves
toward Jerusalem. His interest in the holy city is demonstrated in his narration of the events concerning
the resurrection, concentrating on Jerusalem. If he has written the book after the events of the
devastation of Jerusalem in the year 70 A.D., he would have mentioned that particular episode.

2- St. Luke recorded the troubles that faced the early Church, so he would not have disregarded
the persecution by Nero in the year 64 A.D., when a huge number of Christians were martyred,
including the two saints: Peter and Paul. This book must have been written before the devastating riot by
Nero, Having mentioned the episodes of the martyrdom of both James, son of Zebedee, and of Stephen,
why should he disregard those of St. Peter and St. Paul?

! Apology 1: 50; 1: 1: 10.

? Eusebius: H. E. 5: 1.

* CF. Adam Clerke. Acts, Preface.
* CF. Adam Clerke. Acts, Preface.
> Guthrite. P.340 etc.
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3- The book presents the nature of Christian Theology in a primitive way, as to be expected in
the time of the apostles. The Theological language reveals to a certain extent the time of its writing. For
example, calling the Christians ‘disciples’; and referring to ‘Sunday’ as the first day of the week; beside
the fact that the description of several incidents reveal that the author was an eye witness, having a close
relationship with the apostles, and one who lived in the atmosphere of the Church in the era of the
apostles.

4- The tendency of the State toward the Church: In this book it is to be noticed that the Roman
rulers and leaders did not persecute the Church; And in the few incidents it happened, it was provoked
by the Jews. In some situations, the rulers even took the side of certain apostles, as that of St. Paul for
example, whose life they saved from the plots planned by the Jews to kill him. That tendency was
prevailing before the persecution of the Church by Nero in the year 64 A.D.

5- The Book of Acts did not mention the epistles of St. Paul and of other apostles; therefore, it
must have been written before all those epistles.

THE GOAL OF THE BOOK

1- The Evangelist gave us the goal of his gospel, which is an account of what Jesus has done and
preached until the day of His ascension (Luke 1.1-4). Then, the Book of Acts carried the same goal,
from the time of His ascension, all along the period of about thirty years, to cover the work of the Lord
Christ through His Church following His ascension, as a record of the works of Christ, by His Holy
Spirit in His Church who testifies to Him, being the One working in her and who sent her His Holy
Spirit.

% “The Acts of the Apostles seem to relate a mere unvarnished narrative descriptive of the infancy of
the newly born church; but when once we realize that their author is Luke the physician whose praise
is in the gospel, we shall see that all his words are medicine for the sick soul”".

2- The realization of the divine promise concerning the spreading of Christianity in
Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the end of the earth (Acts 1.8): opening the gate of faith before all
nations. This is counted by the Lord as the miracle of miracles, done by the Lord Jesus, by His Holy
Spirit, through His disciples and apostles. The main factor in spreading the faith is the dwelling of the
Holy Spirit, who granted the disciples the gift of talking in tongues, to draw the Gentiles, and to shut
down the mouths of the fanatic Jews, beside supporting the disciples with the capability of doing
miracles and wonders in the name of Jesus Christ, and guiding them and drawing the souls to the word.

For a long time, it was not easy for the Jews to accept the call to the Gentiles to faith, especially,
if they did enter into it without converting them first to Judaism. That is what we feel in some of the
writings and debates of the fathers with the Jews; as for example, those by the scholar Tertullianz, who

' St. Jerome. Letter to Paulinus of Nola. 53.9
2 Tertullian. An Answer fo the Jews.
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quoted the prophecies of the Old Testament about receiving the Gentiles, like what came in the
Psalm:”You are my Son; Today I have begotten You. Ask of Me, and I will give You the nations
for Your Inheritance” (Ps. 2.7-8); and, ‘““Their line has gone out through all the earth; and their
words to the end of the world” (Ps. 19.4).

Moreover, the heavenly hosts have taken part in the work; the angelic ministry appears mightily,
to the account of the spreading of the kingdom of God through the Church. The Lord proclaimed to the
disciples that they would be brought before governors and kings, and would be tried before Synagogues,
for His sake (Matt. 10.18); yet, that did not hinder the preaching in the whole world (Matt. 24.14).

3- It is a book of history and theology that brings to us the theological thinking through
historical events, simply proclaiming that the Lord Christ is the Center of history, and that the history of
salvation is an integral part of the general history.

Although this book recorded for us the works of certain apostles, like Peter, John, Paul, and
others; Yet, it concentrated on the work of the Holy Spirit in them, as a Leader and Organizer of the life
of the early Church, and His work to spread the preaching to the end of the world. That is why, once St.
Paul arrived to Rome and testified to the Lord Christ in the capital of the Roman Empire that ruled the
world, the book came to an end, with no reference to the martyrdom of St. Paul in the days of Nero. The
goal of the book was that the preaching of salvation has gallantly reached even to the palace of the
Roman Emperor.

This book reveals the continuity of God’s goal by history. Even if the events that took place by
Jesus Christ the Savior of the world have entered history as historical events, that exalted divine work
remains as ‘“being delivered by the determined counsel and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2.23). So
also are the events of preaching by the apostles, written in the Book of Acts, Although they are historical
and temporal events, they testify to the continuation of the execution of God’s plan in the world, until
the whole Church of Christ is realized, to be worthy of the eternal inheritance and the fellowship of
glory.

Its events are realization of prophecies that came in the Old Testaments, realized by the Holy
Spirit Himself along the ages, up to the day of the ultimate coming of the Lord.

4- The Gospel of the Spirit: As this book often refers to the Holy Spirit, it is apparent that its goal
is not to tell about the troubles that the Church faced at the beginning of her setting forth, but to confirm
that God by His Holy Spirit is the guide of every movement in her history. The growth of the Church
was not realized through the personal efforts of the apostles, and the troubles they encountered; as,
according to the human thought it was impossible for the world to accept the faith. But it is the fruit of
the move of God Himself, the Lover of mankind, who works in the life of the apostles, as well as of the
people. The Holy Spirit grants the Shepherds the strength to preach, and the talents to shepherd. He is
the gift of God to His children in Baptism, granting them spiritual wisdom, and a word in the time of
affliction (6.10). His talents are not acquired by money, namely, by Simonism (Acts 9). The power of
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the Holy Spirit is apparent in confronting the opponent Jews and giving the apostles power to stand
before the rulers and kings. He is the stronghold surrounding the Church, and the secret of her strength
and glory. And as it came in the book of Zechariah, “For I, says the Lord, will be a wall of fire all
around her, and I will be the glory in her midst” (2.5).

5- A defense for the apostleship of St. Paul, the apostle for the Gentiles: His personality has been
subjected to harsh criticism. He was accused of being an opponent to Moses “the Law”, and his
apostleship was even denied by some. It is a defense document that harmonizes between the thoughts of
Peter and Paul: between the wish to gain the Gentiles, and the commitment to the law.

The two apostles were similar': both of them healed the handicaps (Acts 3, 14), the sick (Acts 5,
18), were counted as sorcerers (Acts 8, 13), raised someone from the dead (Acts 9, 20), got out of prison
through miracles (Acts 12, 16), and went for three preaching trips. This similarity between both
personalities has been magnificently and excitingly introduced, to confirm that St. Paul was an apostle
on an equal level to St. Peter. Moreover, the book demonstrates certain situations of St. Peter,
ministering to the Gentiles, and of St. Paul, keen on keeping the law (Acts 16, 18).

6- A theological and didactic document: It includes 18 essays or speeches, constituting 25 % of
the book, introducing in most of them a living portrait of the teachings and Theological thought of the
early Church. We can say that the Book of Acts of the Apostles has introduced the seeds of the Christian
creed, especially that of the salvation work of God, and recognizing God the Father, the Son Jesus
Christ, and the Holy Spirit, and their work in the life of the Church, as well as in the life of every
believer, as a living member in the Church. Yet, we can not say that what came in the book is the
complete program of all the teachings of the Church. Despite the harmony between what came in the
book and what came in the epistles of the apostles, the epistles introduced in some detail the dogmas, the
Christian teachings, and the behavior fitting for the believer, in his personal life, in his home, in the
Church, and in the society in which he/she lives.

7- A guide for the Church: This book presents the main lines for the Church of the Lord Christ,
as a Guide for her along the generations, in order to grow with no diversion, in the midst of affliction.

8- The Evangelist St. Luke was not preoccupied by writing a record of the history of the early
Church, or parading a history of the apostles and their glorious woks; but his goal was a preaching one.
The book is a preaching work that proclaims salvation for everyone, wherever his location is, and
whatever his circumstances may be. The Lord Christ Himself presents by His Holy Spirit the salvation
for all with no racial discrimination. He presents His gospel to the Jew, as well as to the Greek or
Roman... to the man, as well as to the woman; ... to the rulers, governors, and leaders, as well as to the
mob; ... to the rich, as well as to the poor.

" Donald Guthrie. P.339.
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FEATURES OF THE BOOK

1- A historical accuracy, together with some detailed living narrations.

2- A high literary Greek eloquence.

3- An objective book that introduces the exalted work of God, through actual events, not
disregarding the human weakness, even among the leaderships of the Church (Acts 15.39).

4- The heart and soul of this book is “You shall be witnesses to Me”’. The word “witness” or
“testify” came more than 30 times. What the Church testifies is that, by His name alone, salvation will
be realized to the world (Acts 4.21). This testimony should come from the heart, as ‘“Out of the
abundance of the heart, the mouth speaks” (Matt. 12.34). Thus, it was not possible to realize this
testimony without the dwelling of the Holy Spirit in the Church, for the believer to carry Him in his
heart, and to enjoy what He tells him about the Lord Christ, through His new risen life. The true witness
is the Holy Spirit, who dwells in the heart, and who works in, and by it. The Spirit likewise, works in the
hearts of the listeners, to draw them, not to the speaking believer, but to God the Savior, dwelling in
him.

5- This book is the “Book of Power”: “You shall receive power” (Acts 1.8) that will challenge
the forces of darkness, the corruption of the world, and the evil plans, to proclaim the light in the life of
the believers.

PREACHING IN THE WORLD

In the gospel of John, the Lord Christ promises, “He who believes in Me, the works that I do
he will do also, and greater works than these he will do” (John 12.14). The secret of their greatness is
that they are done in His name after His ascension, realizing the goal of His coming. The amazing
spreading of preaching among the Gentiles did not occur during the ministry of the Lord on earth. The
book of acts proclaimed the realization of this divine promise, not as a history recorded by the
Evangelist St. Luke, through an inspiration by the Holy Spirit, but as a living setting forth, to open the
gate of hope before the Church to work along the generations, leaning upon that promise, until the earth
and its fullness become for the Lord and His Christ.

¢ "Now all this, how it came to pass exactly as it was said, may be seen in this Book, and more besides,
which He told them while yet with them. Here again you will see the Apostles themselves, speeding
their way as on wings over land and sea; and those same men, once so timorous and void of
understanding, on the sudden become quite other than they were; men despising wealth, and raised
above glory and passion and concupiscence, and in short all such affections: moreover, what
unanimity there is among them now; nowhere any envying as there was before, nor any of the old
hankering after the preeminence, but all virtue brought in them to its last finish, and shining through
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all, with surpassing luster, that charity, concerning which the Lord had given so many charges saying,
“By this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another”” (John 13.35) .
(St. John Chrysostom)

PENTECOSTING ALL THE AGES

In every Liturgy of the Catechumens on every Sunday, or on any day of the week, the Church is
committed to read a chapter of the Book of Acts of the Apostles “the Praxis”, not just to remind us of the
setting forth of the Church on the day of the Pentecost, and of establishing the early congregations of the
Church, of their thought and life in the Lord; but because it represents a practical portrait of the early
Church, that reveals the concepts of the Church in the events of the Pentecost in order to practice the
Pentecost along all the ages.

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND THE TRUST OF PREACHING"

The Book of the Acts of the Apostles reveals the joyful trust of preaching that was received by
the apostles, and committed to them, together with the bishops, the priests, the deacons, and even to the
people, who find inner pleasure and exalted joy to hand this trust over, amid the affliction of the enemy,
and his persecution against the Name and Church of Jesus Christ. Thus, the Church feels that her
foremost mission is to provoke the nations to enjoy the joy of the salvation of God, so that they, in turn
would become witnesses to Him, until the preaching reach the end of the earth. This joyful commitment
is realized by the Church, on the level of the holy congregations, as well as of every one of its members
personally.

JESUS CHRIST IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

1- The Name of Jesus Christ

St. Basil the Great says that the name ‘Jesus Christ’ is the summary of the whole faith. It is a
recognition of Him as the Son to God the Father, and that He is anointed by the Holy Spirit. Therefore,
the name embraces the Father and the Holy Spirit, and proclaims the Deity of the Lord. It embraces in it
the names of the three Persons of the Trinity.

¢ “As then the point on which Christ himself most insisted was, to have it known that He was come
from the Father, so is it this writer's principal object to declare, that Christ was risen from the dead,
and was received up into Heaven, and that He went to God, and came from God™.

2- Jesus Christ is present in His Church

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 1.
? Biblical Studies (10) Priest Paulus El-Ghafali. The Book of the Acts of the Apostles, Pentecost of all Ages. Beirut, 1995.
3 St. John Chrysostom. Hom. Acts. Hom. 1.
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The Book of Acts began by the ascension of the Lord Christ to heaven, and the disciples standing
in awe before that scene, having been unable to cross over together with Him, with their bodies, to
where He ascended. Two glorified angels appeared to them to give them the good news that, as He
ascended from the east to carry their hearts to His heavens, He will also come to carry them, together
with all the believers of the Old and New Testaments to the bosom of God the Father, to share with the
Groom His eternal glory. And the Book ended with the apostle Paul, the captive in Rome, testifying in
the capital of the Roman Empire to Jesus Christ the Savior of the world. In between the first and the last
chapter, the leader of the procession of the Church on earth is the Holy Spirit, who proclaims the
presence of Christ in the Church that partakes of His passion, and experiences the down payment of His
glory. It is as though the Lord, who ascended to heaven in flesh, is present in His Church that
consummates His passion, until the whole world enjoys salvation through the preaching of the Church of
her Groom, and her acceptance of the persecution with the pleasure of heart.

3- Jesus, the Lord, and the Christ

The goal of the dwelling of the Holy Spirit is the enjoyment of the work of the Holy Trinity.
After His dwelling, St. Peter proclaims that God has proved by miracles and wonders; that Jesus who
was executed by the Jews is the Christ about whom David prophesied that He is risen from the dead, and
sitting at the right hand of His glory in heavens (Acts 2.22-35). He concluded his sermon saying, ‘“God
has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2.36).

Therefore, the Holy Spirit confirms that crucifying Christ on a tree was not out of divine wrath
on him, but a proclamation of His Deity in that He abolishes death from us, and reigns on the hearts as a
Lord and heavenly King. The preaching of the apostles in the temple and houses is the preaching of
Jesus Christ (Acts 5.42), as though the goal of the persecuted apostles was bringing forth the spirit of joy
for the coming of Christ, whom the fathers and prophets had so long desired to see and to encounter.

The title ‘Christ’ came, not as a political national title, but a heavenly one that concerns the
salvation of the whole world (Acts 3.21). In Samaria, Philip was preaching Christ (Acts 8.5-8). In
Thessalonica, the apostle Paul reasoned with the Jews that “This Jesus whom I preach to you is the
Christ” (Acts 17.3). At Corinth, the apostle Paul testified to the Jews that Jesus is the Christ (Acts 18.5);
and so did he in Achaia (Acts 18.28), and in Caesarea (Acts 26.23).

4- Jesus, the Holy and the Just (Acts 3.14-15)

The name Jesus was connected to the Holy and the Just: “Nor will you allow Your Holy One to
see corruption” (Acts 2: 27); “They Kkilled those who foretold the coming of the Just One, of whom
you now have become the betrayers and murderers” (Acts 7.52).

The Jews intended to get rid of Him by delivering him to the Gentiles and murdering Him, the
Holy and the Just One, whoever carries will carry His Holiness and Justification. As the apostle Paul
says, “He became for us justification and holiness”, by which He presented to us a new concept of the
holiness and justification, which the law with its literality could not realize.
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5- Jesus the Servant and the Minister

“The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified His Servant
Jesus, whom you delivered up and denied; ... you denied the Holy One and the Just ... and killed
the Prince of life”” (Acts 3.13-15).

“God, having raised up His Servant Jesus, sent Him to bless you, in turning away every one
of you from your iniquities” (Acts 3.26).

In the prayer of the Church after the release of St. Peter and St. John from prison, they asked
“... that signs and wonders may be done in the name of Your holy Servant Jesus” (Acts 4.30).

The prophet Isaiah had previously presented many of the praises of the suffering Servant (Isa.
53). He 1is the true Servant, anointed by God the Father to proclaim the divine love, the giving and the
practical, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in
Him should not perish but have everlasting life’” (John 3.16).

6- Christ and the call for repentance

The whole book was a call to repentance (metania) (Acts 2.37-40); as in Christ alone, it was
possible, by His Holy Spirit, to change the internal tendency, and to renew the nature; so as to let the
believer give the face to God his Father; and to be able to give the back to evil, whatever its attractions
may be.

7-The name Jesus Christ and the Baptism

In this book, repentance is accompanied by getting Baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, in
whom we gain the new birth, and the fellowship in the body of Christ, to carry His image, and be
capable, by the Holy Spirit dwelling in us, of renewing the covenant, that was enjoyed by Moses in
Sinai. He, whom they have killed, is the God of Sinai, whom they, for so long, have treasured. He was
raised, not for any need on His part, but for us to be buried in Baptism and be raised together with Him,
and to experience the power of His resurrection in our daily life. This is a practical testimonial to His
resurrection, “And we are His witnesses to these things, and so also is the Holy Spirit whom God
has given to those who obey Him” (Acts 5.32).

In short, preaching the crucified and the resurrected Christ is not a subject of philosophical
controversy or debate, but is an experience of the resurrection, and the transformation to persons, living
as members in His body, raised from the dead, the one body, in order to live by one spirit and one soul.
Thus, our life would be transformed into a Passover life, into an incessant feast, and a permanent joy in
Christ, our true Passover.

THE HOLY SPIRIT IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

The Book of Acts is called ‘The Book of the Holy Spirit’, having begun by the promise of
Christ to His disciples, to send them the Holy Spirit, to grant them the power to testify to Him in
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Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the end of the earth. The whole book proclaimed the leadership of the
Holy Spirit of the Church in every way to realize that divine promise.

If we look at the Holy Book as a whole, we see the Holy Spirit persistently working since the
beginning of creation, up to the ultimate coming of the Lord Christ, to provide man with every
capability, and to prepare him to enter into the eternal glories. We can reveal His divine work along the
following four historical stages:

1- The work of the Holy Spirit before the creation of Adam and Eve.

2- The work of the Holy Spirit after the fall (the stage of preparation for the first coming of
Christ).

3- The work of the Holy Spirit in the days of Christ.

4- The work of the Holy Spirit in the early days of the Church of the New Testament.

The Evangelist St. Luke kept on revealing the incessant work of the Holy Spirit through the last
three stages.

a- The work of the Holy Spirit before the creation of Adam and Eve: The Book of Genesis
starts by mentioning that the Holy Spirit was hovering over the face of waters; when the earth was void,
without form, beauty, or benefit, to make out of that earth a magnificent and beautiful world,
representing a royal palace, for Adam and Eve to live in like a king and a queen, where nature with all
its capabilities and beauty works for their happiness. This same Spirit keeps on working all along all
ages, to make out of every believer a beautiful world, and a holy bride, prepared for the unique and
joyful heavenly wedding.

b- The work of the Holy Spirit after the fall of man:

The apostles, in their speeches mentioned in this book, concentrated on the role of the Holy
Spirit to prepare the people of God for receiving the salvation work of the Lord Christ. In the first
speech by St. Peter after the Ascension, he says, “... This Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the
Holy Spirit spoke before by the mouth of David” (Acts 1.16). The Holy Spirit was leading the men of
God to prophesy about the events of salvation, to let the whole world enjoy the new life. The period
between the fall of man and the coming of the Lord Christ was a preparation period for mankind to
receive the Lord, especially through prophecies. We should not marvel to hear the prophet Moses saying
to his disciple Joshua, “Oh, that all the Lord’s people were prophets, and that the Lord would put
His Spirit upon them” (Num. 11.29), when Joshua became angry, as the two elders Eldad and Medad
prophesied in the camp, and not in the tabernacle; whereas the prophet Moses desired that the Holy
Spirit would work in the life of the leading elders, as well as in the people, with no place limitation.

c- The work of the Holy Spirit in the days of Christ:

The Holy Spirit, who kept working, especially in the prophets, to prepare the people to receive the
Savior, also worked in the days of the Lord Christ. St. Luke mentioned how the Holy Spirit set St. John
the Baptist to precede the Lord Christ: “He will be filled with the Holy Spirit, even from his mother’s
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womb... to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1.15, 17). He also revealed the role of
the Holy Spirit in the incarnation of the Savior, the Word: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and
the power of the Highest will overshadow you; therefore also, that Holy One who is to be born will
be called the Son of God” (Luke 1.35).

d- The work of the Holy Spirit in the early days of the Church:

The book of acts profusely revealed the realization of the divine promise: ‘“But when the Helper
comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the
Father, He will testify of Me” (John 15.26).

Since the Pentecost, the Holy Spirit kept on leading the Church through the priests, as well as
through the people, to give every member a living role in testifying to the Lord Christ. He set forth with
the Church dedicating the testimony to the Lord Christ, in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, then to the
Gentiles, until it was even brought up to the Imperial palace in Rome, the capital of the world at that
time.

¢+ The Holy Spirit working in Jerusalem: The Holy Spirit came upon the disciples in the upper room
(Acts 2), He, who granted the apostles, the teachers, and the prophets, and every one his role; it is the
Spirit that works in the whole Church. This is what has been realized according to the prophecy of the
prophet Joel: It shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit
on all flesh; Your sons and your daughters shall prophesy. Your young men shall see visions,
Your old men shall dream dreams, And on My menservants, and on My maidservants, I will
pour out My Spirit in those days, and they shall prophesy..., and it shall come to pass that
whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2.17-21).

So, the Holy Spirit came over the Church to transform every heart into a prophet, to behold the
coming glories through the experience of their down payment, working in men and women, in the young
and the old, bringing salvation to every one calling on the name of the Lord, whether he is a Jew, or
Barbarian. The Holy Spirit set prophets in Jerusalem, like Agabus, who prophesied about the great
famine to come throughout the whole world (Acts 11.27-28).

¢ The Holy Spirit working in Samaria: The Holy Spirit was not confined to Jerusalem or in the
temple of Solomon, as the Jews expected. As Samaria received the word of God, the Church sent St.
Peter and St. John, who “laid hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit” (Acts 8.17).
Moreover, the Holy Spirit led St. Philip to proceed to accompany the chariot of the man from
Ethiopia, a eunuch of great authority under Candace the queen of the Ethiopians (Acts 8.29). We even
see Him catching Philip away and bringing him over to Azotus (Acts 8.39-40).

¢ The Holy Spirit working in the whole earth: It would have been impossible except for the Holy
Spirit to force His way through the Gentile world, to move the hearts, to draw them to believe in the
Crucified, to grant them the new birth in Baptism, and to renew incessantly their thoughts, to become

57



the icon of the heavenly Groom. It was impossible for any apostle to dare to baptize a Gentile, before
converting him first to Judaism. That is why, the Holy Spirit started by dwelling upon Cornelius and
his household, beside all those present from the Gentiles, before St. Peter finishes his speech to them
(Acts 10.44). Only then, could St. Peter say, “Can anyone forbid water, that these should not be
baptized who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” (Acts 10.47). In every city, as St.
Paul laid his hands on believers, the Holy Spirit came upon them (Acts 19.6).

The Holy Spirit is the One who sets the ministers to work in that vineyard. ‘“Now, separate to
Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them” (Acts 13.2). As to saying, ‘for
Me’, it reveals how the Holy Spirit was keen on referring that work to Himself. He chooses the
ministers, and keeps working in, and by them, until He realizes His divine work through the Church He
sanctifies. The book of acts keeps on confirming this fact, as we shall see in our study of this book.

The Holy Spirit used to reveal to St. Paul even what tribulations he would face during his
ministry: ‘... except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations
await me” (Acts 20.23). In his speech to the priests of Ephesus, St. Paul says, ‘“Take heed to
yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd
the Church of God, which He purchased with His own blood” (Acts 20.28).

Finally, as the captive Paul reached Rome, he entered it with a rejoicing spirit, because the Holy
Spirit has realized what He inspired the prophet Isaiah to say: ‘““The Holy Spirit spoke rightly through
Isaiah the prophet to saying: ‘Go to this people and say: ... Therefore, let it be known to you that
the salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will hear it” (Acts 28.25-28).

THE PROOF OF RESURRECTION IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

Preaching is a call to believe in the Lord Christ, the crucified, and the raised from the dead, for
the believer to experience the down payment of resurrection in his daily life. And as believing in
resurrection from the dead was almost impossible at that time, God granted the apostles and disciples
unusual signs and miracles, in the name of the Lord Christ, as it is mentioned in this book, to confirm
that fact.

% The apostolic miracles are the proof of resurrection; and this book is its school .
(St. John Chrysostom)

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND THE CHURCH LIFE

Wherever the believer set forth, for one reason or another, what preoccupied him was the
formation of a holy congregation, a holy body of Christ, with its own features and capabilities to
establish the kingdom of God. Even though with a small number, or with modest material capabilities,
the Holy Spirit enriched the Church, and led her by His divine powers.

"Hom. Cur in Pentec. Acta Legentur, T. 3, P.89.
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The most important features of the early Church are:

1- A Church of joy: It was a joyous church, in all the sides of her life, in worshipping and
preaching, as well as in the midst of tribulations in her daily life, when the believers comprehended that
the prophesies and the salvation work have been realized, anticipating the ultimate coming of the
Messiah and the resurrection from the dead.

2- The new spiritual Israel: It was far from the material bigoted thought, as the kingdom of
Christ has been realized through the work of His Holy Spirit.

3- A Church open to the Gentiles: In order to open the hearts of the Jews to the Gentiles, God
used every way to uproot the spirit of bigotry from them, like sending an angel to Philip, to preach the
Ethiopian (Acts 8); the appearance of the Lord Christ Himself to Saul of Tarsus (Acts 9); and the
commitment of Peter to go to the Gentile Cornelius (Acts 10).

4- A Church of friendship working in God: In this Book, we see the friendship between the
apostles Peter and John (Acts 3, 4, 8), between the apostles Barnabas and Paul (Acts 11, 13, 15),
between the apostles Barnabas and Mark (Acts 16), between the apostles Paul and Silas, between Paul
and Luke the Evangelist, between Paul and Timothy, and also between him and Aquila and Priscilla, etc.

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND WORSHIP'

In few words, the Evangelist Luke expressed the Church life, saying, “And they continued
steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrines and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers”
(Acts 2.42). The Church life has been an apostolic faith thought, with a practical fellowship of love, and
incessant collective and private prayers. The whole book confirmed that the holy congregation is a
perpetual Church of prayers. When St. Paul the apostle spoke before King Agrippa, he presented the
early fathers as “serving God night and day” (Acts 26.7). So, the Church of the New Testament came
to continue the same path: “incessant prayers”. Even though this book is a proclamation of the testimony
to the Lord Christ, until it reaches the end of the earth; this would not be realized except by the spirit of
prayer, according to the call of the Lord Christ: “Ask the God of the harvest to send workers for His
harvest”.

The early Church, as portrayed to us by the Evangelist Luke, was a perpetual congregation of
prayer; in prayer, she found her fellowship with her God, her practicing of the angelic life of praise, her
support in preaching, and her help in times of affliction. She prayed wherever she assembled; and every
one of her members prayed wherever he went, and under any circumstances; as Prayer is not limited by
place or time.

1- She continued to pray with one accord in the temple (Acts 2.46). Whenever an apostle or a
believer of a Jewish origin came to Jerusalem, he used to go to the temple to pray (Acts 21.26, 22.17).
The Christians used to have their prayers in their homes, as there was no church building yet (Acts
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2.46); there they celebrated the sacrament of the Eucharist, and the liturgical prayers, etc. They used to
pray in their secret place, as Saul did (Acts 9.11), or on the housetop, as St. Peter did (Acts 10.9).

The believer never stopped praising and praying, even in the inner prison, as Paul and Silas did
(Acts 16.25). And when bidding an apostle farewell, the whole church used to assemble even on the
beach, where everyone knelt and prayed (Acts 21.5, 20.26).

2- The Church used to assemble on the first day of the week (Acts 20.7-10). In Teruas, the
disciples assembled from the eve of the Sabbath, when the week starts; and the apostle Paul kept on
talking until midnight. Then the assembly ended by celebrating the sacrament of the Eucharist, or
breaking of bread.

3- The believers were committed to keep the prayers of the hours; a devoted Jew used to pray
three times a day; as did the prophets David and Daniel; and as did St. Peter when he ascended to the
rooftop, at the sixth hour to pray (Acts 10.9).

4- Prayer is the secret by which holy ministers were chosen for the Lord: For instance, choosing
the twelfth disciple, Matthias (Acts 1.15-26); dedicating Paul and Barnabas to preach among the
Gentiles (Acts 13.2); and for ordaining priests, the whole church used to pray (Acts 14.23).

5- Prayer is the support of the ministers for their work: St. Peter prayed to raise “Tabitha’ from
the dead (Acts 9.40). So did St. Paul when he healed ‘Publius’ (Acts 28.8).

6- Prayer is even for the sake of opponents and persecutors: as St. Stephen knelt and prayed for
the sake of those who were about to stone him (Acts 7.6).

7- As to the goal of praying, it is for every human soul to enjoy the sweetness of the new life; So
no wonder to hear St. Paul saying before the assembly: “I would pray to God that not only you, but
also all who hear me today, might become both almost and altogether such as I am, except for
these chains” (Acts 26.19).

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND THE SPIRIT OF LOVE AND UNITY

The book of acts reveals both the diversity and unity among the members of the Church, and
even among the apostles. Although each of them had his own independent personality, talents, and
capabilities, he felt his need for the others, to think together, and to work with the spirit of love and
unity.

1- The Jerusalem (Christian) Council (Acts 15) might have been the best example of this, where
no one was preoccupied by who would lead the Council or who would be its head; but every one tried to
push the other to the first place. Those who worked together with the apostles in the Council had also
shared this spirit of love and unity.

2- The Church of Jerusalem’s support for the ministers in other regions: They sent St. Peter and
St. John to support St. Philip in Samaria (Acts 8.14). It is as though the whole Church worked together
for the salvation of every soul without anybody seeking the position of leadership, on the level of
individuals or even the local churches.
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3- Barnabas sought Saul to serve together with him for a whole year in Antioch (Acts 11.25) in
order that it would become the center of the ministry to the Gentiles in several nations. St. Barnabas did
not monopolize the ministry there but found pleasure in benefiting from the talents of St. Paul, without
thinking about to whom the ministry of the Gentiles would be referred.

4- The Holy Spirit has separated Barnabas and Saul for preaching (Acts 13.2): The Spirit of God
Himself has taken over the choosing of ministers and the distribution of work, where the Church was
assembled together with the spirit of love and unity.

5- Although St. Peter was given the responsibility to minister to the circumcised, in order not to
feel a stranger to the Church of the Gentiles, he was chosen to preach to the first fruit of the Gentiles,
namely, the Centurion Cornelius (Acts 10). Likewise, St. Paul, the minister chosen for the Gentiles,
started his ministry among the Jews. Thus, the gap between the Jews and the Gentiles, who received the
faith in the Lord Christ, would become narrower; and all would enjoy the spirit of love and unity.

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND THE FREEDOM FROM THE
MOVEMENT OF JUDAISM

The coming of the Magi to Judea to seek the Savior of the world reveals the commitment of the
Gentiles to seek Him in the books of the Old Testament. Yet, they should not be enslaved to the letter of
the law. With mutual respect for the holy ones in both groups, it is imperative to set oneself free from
the political factors.

THE BOOK OF ACTS AND THE FULLNESS OF TIME'

Since Adam and Eve got the promise of the coming of the Savior, to get them back to a
paradisiacal, victorious, and glorified life, they kept on looking forward to the realization of that divine
promise; as though it would be realized without waiting for the fullness of time. Their children inherited
this flaring wish; Every time a new prophet appeared, the people would wonder if he was the anticipated
Messiah, or should they wait for another. Once it was the fullness of time, and Christ came, they
expected Him to reign temporally on earth, and were not able to wait for the fullness of time of His
ultimate coming. That is why, when He promised the coming of His Holy Spirit, His disciples asked
Him, “Will You at this time restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1.6)?

St. Luke, through a proclamation of the Holy Spirit, transferred his listeners to the events of
salvation, from crucifixion, to death, to resurrection, then to ascension to heaven, and ended the book by
saying, “And He led them out as far as Bethany, and He lifted up His hand and blessed them. Now
it came to pass, while He blessed them, that He was parted from them and carried up into heaven.
And they worshipped Him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy, and were continually in the
temple praising and blessing God, Amen” (Luke 24.50-53). Thus, St. Luke annexed the heavenly
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dimension to our salvation history. He presented a movement of correction to the Jewish thought that,
for every work, there is a fullness of time.

Thousands of years had passed, while Adam and his children anticipated the coming of the
Messiah King. Then He came in the fullness of time, not to reign on earth, but to ascend to heaven and
to lift them up together with Him. He presented heavenly touches for the human life. The Non-temporal
came and submitted to time in order to carry us to what is beyond time. This correction was partial; as
even the disciples and the apostles thought that, once the seen presence of Christ on earth comes to an
end, He would promptly come to carry His believers by His Holy Spirit, to the unseen world.

St. Luke was committed to write down the Book of Acts, to confirm the two following facts:

1- The coming of the Lord Christ and His ascension to heaven did not abolish His presence in us.
And we, in our turn, submit to time, until He brings humanity, together with us, as far as the end of the
earth, to rise together with us up to the eternal (eschatological) life. The Church, as the body of Christ,
proclaims His unseen presence, until He carries all the nations to His glory.

2- With our anticipation of His ultimate eschatological coming, we actually submit to time, while
our hearts are lifted up above time. His coming has the fullness of time until the Church realizes her
mission, amid the external persecution, and the internal tribulations. The Church, confronting and
challenging the world by the Holy Spirit, embraces every day those who are saved, those whose
heavenly stature is apparent even now, while crossing over the history, whether long or short, until they
get to encounter the Lord Christ in His ultimate coming, face to face.

The book of acts is a call to experience the eschatological life in the present life of the people of
God, or in the history of His Church, realizing that Christ will ultimately definitely come, yet, in the
fullness of time. That is why, St. Luke wrote in the first chapter of the book, the words of the Lord
Christ before His ascension: It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in
His own authority” (Acts 1.7).

THE SIGNS, MIRACLES, AND VISIONS IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

The book of Acts is characterized by demonstrating a living portrait of the Church at the time of
the apostles, giving us a lot of instances of the signs, miracles, and visions, that were enjoyed by the
Church, not to parade her possibilities, but in order to minister to the souls, and to draw the hearts to
enjoy the work of God in her.

The most important of those works are:

1- The coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of the Pentecost (Acts 2), as a realization of the
divine promise (John 2.28-32), with the goal of enjoying the strength of testifying to the Lord Christ.

2- Speaking with tongues (Acts 2), aiming at bringing the Gentiles back to the divine bosom:;
every man heard the gospel of salvation in his own language.
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3- Death of Ananias and Sapphira because they lied to the Holy Spirit (Acts 5.1-11), to root the
spirit of fear together with the exalted divine love, so that the hand of the believer would not be stretched
to corrupt the sanctities of God, or take His love for granted.

4- The gates of prison open up before the apostles (Acts 5.19-20): The world with all its energies
can not suppress the word of God.

5- The vision of St. Stephen of the open heavens while he was being stoned (Acts 7.55)
proclaims the support of the Lord Christ Himself to His honest witnesses.

6- The appearance of the Lord Christ to Saul of Tarsus on his way to Damascus (Acts 9.1-2) to
let him testify to Him before the Gentiles and to have pleasure in the fellowship of suffering together
with his Savior, in order to enjoy the power of His resurrection.

7- The restoration of vision to Saul (Acts 9.15-22) to realize and to treasure his enjoyment of
insight.

8- The vision of Cornelius (Acts 10.1-8) to let him become a witness of God’s love for all
nations with no discrimination.

9- The vision of the apostle Peter (Acts 10.9-48) to set him free of the literality of the law, that
stands like a solid wall before the ministry to the Gentiles.

10- Agabus’ prophecy about a future famine (Acts 11.28) to let the believers partake by practical
love in supporting their needy brothers.

11- The apostle setting forth to minister directly after being stoned (Acts 14.19-20): there is no
power that can hinder the testimony to the Resurrected from the dead.

12- The vision of the apostle Paul about a man pleading with him to come over to Macedonia to
help them (Acts 16.9) to let the gospel cross over to the European continent.

13- The earthquake, the opening of the gates, and the loosening of the chains in the jail at
Philippi (Acts 16.5-31) to proclaim the response of heaven to the praising tongues, and the conversion of
the jailer and his household to faith.

14- The falling of the seven sons of Sceva in shame and disgrace, when they intended to drive
out the evil spirits in the name of Jesus whom Paul preached (Acts 19.13-16) to proclaim that the name
of Jesus should not be abused, as it only works through those who honestly believe in Him.

15- The prophecy of Agabus (Acts 21.10-14) about what would befall the apostle Paul in
Jerusalem, by which God reveals how the apostle Paul submitted his life, and his readiness to die for the
sake of Christ. It also reveals the extent of the mutual love between the ministers and the rest of the
congregation in Jesus Christ.

16- Paul was not harmed by the sting of the viper (Acts 28.3-5) to let the inhabitants of the island
believe in the Lord Christ who protects His servants.

17- God’s support for His ministers by signs is only meant to testify to the salvation work of the
Lord Christ.
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Through the apostle Peter, a lame was healed (Acts 3); and by his shadow, many sick were cured
(Acts 5.15-16). He also healed the paralyzed Aeneas (Acts 9.33-34), and raised Tabitha from the dead
(Acts 9.36-40).

St. Stephen made signs and miracles (Acts 8.6-7, 13). So did St. Paul and St.

Barnabas (Acts 14.3).

Moreover, St. Paul struck Elymus the sorcerer with blindness, for his opposition to the word of
God (Acts 13.11). He healed the cripple from his mother’s womb in Lystra (Acts 14.10), and drove out
an evil spirit from a handmaid possessed with a spirit of divination in Philippi (Acts 16.18). In Ephesus,
“God worked unusual miracles by the hands of Paul” (Acts 19.11-12). In Troas, he raised the young
man Eutichus from the dead (Acts 20.10-12). And in the island of Malta, he laid his hands on the father
of Publius, a leading citizen of the island, and healed him of his sickness (Acts 28.8-9).

SECTIONS OF THE BOOK
1- Preparation to set the Church (Acts 1 to 2)
2- Testifying in Jerusalem (Acts 3to 7)

3- Testifying in Judea and Samaria (Acts 8 to 9)
4- Preaching to the end of the earth (Acts 10 to 28).

1- The preaching trips of St. Paul
1- The first preaching trip of St. Paul (1400 miles) (Acts 13 to 15)
2- The second preaching trip of St. Paul (2800 miles) (Acts 16 to 18)
3- The third preaching trip of St. Paul (2800 miles) (Acts 18.24-21.16)

2- Arresting St. Paul
4- In Jerusalem (Acts 21.17-23.35)
5- In Caesarea (Acts 24-26)
6- In Rome (Acts 27-28).

THE SERMONS AND SPEECHES THAT CAME IN THIS BOOK

By the apostle St. Peter (Acts 1.2, 3.4), by the two apostles Peter and James (Acts 15), By
Gamaliel (Acts 5), By the Deacon Stephen (Acts 7), by the apostle Paul (Acts 13, 14, 17, 20, 22, 24, 26,
28), by the city clerk of Ephesus (Acts 19), and By Tertullus (Acts 24).

The broad lines of those speeches are:

1- The Lord Christ as the center of prophecies, who will set the fallen tent (kingdom) of David.

2- The crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension, as the secret of salvation of the world.

3- A call to repentance and a return to Christ whom they crucified.

THE MAIN SERMONS IN THE BOOK
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in rome

1 | Peter on the day of | 2.14-40 His interpretation of the
the pentecost concept of the pentecost
2 | Peter in the temple 3.12-26 A call to the jews, who
crucified jesus, to repent
3 | Peter in the | 4.5-12 A testimony to jesus, healer
sanhedrin' of the lame
4 | Stephen in the | 7.2-53 Accusing the jews of
sanhedrin rejecting the messiah
5 | Peter to the gentiles 10.28-47 | The call is both to the jews
and to the gentiles
6 | Peter in the church | 11.4-18 | His experience in joppa and
of jerusalem his ministry to the gentiles
7 | Paulin the concil of | 13.16-41 | Jesus is the messiah
antioch according to the prophesies
8 | Peter in the council | 15.7-11 | Salvation is for all by grace
of jerusalem
9 | Peter in the council | 15.13-21 | No need for the gentiles to
of jerusalem get circumcised
10 | Paul to the elders of | 20.17-35 | Keeping the faith despite
ephesus the false preachers and the
affliction
11 | Paul to the | 22.1-21 | His conversion to faith and
multitudes in the call to him to work
jerusalem among the gentiles
12 | Paul in the | 23.1-6 His defense, proclaiming
sanhedrin that he is a pharisee, and a
roman citizen
13 | Paul to king agrippa | 26.2-23 | His conversion and his zeal
for the gospel
14 | Paul to the elite jews | 28.17-20 | A parade of his jewish

heritage

"I used the word ‘Sanhedrin’ instead of ‘sanhedrim’ because it is thus identical with its Greek equivalent.
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An Inspiration from the Book of Acts

You Have Turned the Earth for us into Heaven.

+¢ Grant me to join the ranks of Your apostles and disciples,
To enjoy, together with them, meeting You, O Risen from the dead,
To listen to Your sweet voice speaking to them about the kingdom,
That my depths would kindle, longing for heaven.
Then, I see You inside me, setting Your joyful kingdom.

% May I get in touch with the work of Your Holy Spirit in the whole world,
To convert our earth into heaven;
And humanity into angels.

*¢ When You ascended to heaven You carried our hearts up with You.
You sent to us Your fiery Spirit, to set of us ministers flaring with fire,
To give us a tongue and word, that draws hearts to know You.

Yes, keep Your fiery Spirit hovering over the face of the whole earth,
To set of humanity a holy bride, a living icon for You, O Groom of all.

¢ Let Your Spirit carry me to Jerusalem, to testify to You there.
The city that killed You produced believers who testify to You.
The city that drove You out of the camp, to be crucified on the Golgotha;
For it, You open Your Father’s bosom, for its inhabitants to enjoy the divine love.

¢ Let Your Holy Spirit carry me to Samaria, together with Philip,
To rejoice in his work among the strangers, turning them into the household of God,
And to see the apostle of circumcision, preaching to the first Gentile in Caesarea,
To see how Your Spirit dwelt on Cornelius and his household.
Indeed, Your work is limitless.

+¢* The Jews, Your own race, hated You, and persecuted Your Church.
Saul of Tarsus thought that he was capable of wiping out
Your name utterly from the face of the earth.
You appeared to him shining O the sun of righteousness.
Your amazing splendor caused him temporal blindness,
For his insight to be opened to see the splendor of eternal glory.
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He became a chosen vessel to do nothing but to testify to You everywhere.

+* You turned him into almost an angel.
He was surrounded by tribulations on all sides,
So His soul rejoiced as though what befell him befell the body of somebody else.
He became like a bird, setting forth from one country to another,
Having no place to lay his head,
To let You, his Savior, lay Your head in every heart.

+¢ His life was transformed into a series of amazing preaching trips.
It was not possible for many of the apostles to realize what he has done.
He preached on land and sea, among philosophers, kings, and rulers.
Wherever he went, You got a new congregation, by Your words on his tongue.

+* No one could describe Your apostle Paul:
Did he become an angel, who possesses nothing, although he possesses everything?
Was he so holy, that the rags on his body became holy,
To heal the sick, and drive away the evil spirits?
While he, himself remained suffering his own sickness.
Your amazing Spirit sanctified his whole being,
His heart, his mind, his soul, his body,
His words, his sermons, his pen, and his writings,
His time and his talents.
He became like a spirit as though with no body.

“* Would You send, in every generation, preachers,

+¢ To work through them in many?
Would You set, out of Saul, the persecutor, the blasphemer, and the aggressive,
An apostle, a preacher, and a witness for You?
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“And the Lord added to the church, daily,
those who were being saved”

(Acts 2.47).

“You shall receive power when the Holy
Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be
witnesses to Me, in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the end of the earth”

(Acts 1.8).
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THE FIRST SECTION

PREPARATIONS FOR SETTING THE
CHURCH

(Chapters 1 and 2)
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CHAPTER 1
PREPARATION
FOR THE BIRTH OF THE CHURCH

Now, after the price has been completely paid, the Lord Christ was risen from the dead,
confirming the acceptance of God the Father of the sacrifice of the Cross, and that humanity then had the
right to enjoy entrance into the heavenly places through the righteousness of Christ risen from the dead.
This chapter clarifies the practical preparation of the birth of the Church of Christ on the day of the
Pentecost, as a Church led by the Holy Spirit Himself.

1- Drawing the disciples toward the Kingdom 1-3
2- The promise of a divine leader 4-- 8
3- The ascension of the Head to heaven 9-14
4- The consummation of the number of disciples 15- 26

1- DRAWING THE DISCIPLES TOWARD THE KINGDOM OF GOD:

After presenting the book to Theophilus, St. Luke the Evangelist clarified the work of the Lord
Christ with His disciples during the forty days between His resurrection and His ascension: drawing
their hearts to the Kingdom of God, and flaring them to reach it. His resurrection altered their view of
Him, as He was no longer living among them day and night, practicing the daily human life, but he
encountered them in apparitions, as His natural place after resurrection is heaven. With every apparition,
their longed more and more to the new resurrected life in order to taste the advance payment of the
heavenly matters, until the day comes to encounter Him on the clouds, to receive the fellowship of
eternal glory.

“The former account I made, O Theophilus, of all that Jesus began both to do and
teach’(Acts 1.1).

The introduction to the gospel (Luke 1.1-4) serves the two books as though they are one book in
two volumes. Whereas the introduction to the book of Acts (Acts 1.1-2), binds the two books together.

In his first account, he presented a parade of the sayings and works of the Lord Christ. It was not
possible for any book to register the details of all the sayings, miracles, and salvation works (John
21.25), but it registered the essence of all of them.

¢ "“He does not say "all," but "of all," as much as to say, "in a summary way, and in the gross"; and "of
all that is mainly and pressingly important" "
(St. John Chrysostom)

"Hom. on Acts. Hom. 1.
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St. John Chrysostom comments on the words of St. Luke: “Of all that Jesus began both to do

and teach” (Acts 1.1), that, By letting the work precedes the words, he showed himself as an example of
the true teacher.

X/

X/
L X4

¢ “But consider how Christ accredited his words by His deeds. Thus He says, “Learn from Me, for I

am gentle and lowly in heart” (Matt. 11.29). He taught men to be poor, and exhibited this by His
actions: ‘“‘as the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Matt. 8.20). Again, He charged men to
love their enemies; and He taught the same lesson on the Cross, when He prayed for those who were
crucifying Him. He said, “If anyone wants to sue you and take away your tunic, let him have
your cloak also” (Matt. 5.40). Now He not only gave His garments, but even His blood. In this way
He bade others teach.

Wherefore Paul also said, *“Join in following my example’ (Phil. 3.17). For nothing is more frigid
than a teacher who shows his philosophy only in words: this is to act the part not of a teacher, but of a
hypocrite. Therefore the Apostles first taught by their conduct, and then by their words; nay rather
they had no need of words, when their deeds spoke so loud. Nor is it wrong to speak of Christ's
Passion as action, for in suffering all He performed that great and wonderful act, by which He
destroyed death, and effected all else that He did for us'”

(St. John Chrysostom)

“For teaching is put to the blush when a man's conscience rebukes him; and it is in vain that his
tongue preaches poverty or teaches alms-giving if he is rolling in the riches of Croesus and if, in spite
of his threadbare cloak, he has silken robes at home to save from the moth?”.

(St. Jerome)

And so keeping up that diligence in reading, which I see that you have, endeavor with all eagerness to
gain in the first place a thorough grasp of practical, i.e., ethical knowledge. For without this that
theoretical purity of which we have spoken cannot be obtained, which those only, -who are perfected
not by the words of others who teach them, but by the excellence of their own actions, can after much
expenditure of effort and toil attain as a reward for it. For as they gain their knowledge not from
meditation on the law but from the fruit of their labor, they sing with the Psalmist: “Through Your
precepts, I get understanding” (Ps. 119.104), and having overcome all their passions, they say with
confidence: “To You, O Lord, I will sing praises. I will behave wisely in a perfect way” (Ps.
101.1-2). For he who is striving in an undefiled way in the course of a pure heart, as he sings the
Psalm, understands the words which are chanted®".

" Hom. on Acts. Hom. 1.
2 Letter 127 to Principia, 4.
3 John Cassian. Conferences. 14.9.

43



(Abbot Nesteros)

“Until the day in which He was taken up, after He, through the Holy Spirit had given
commandments to the apostles whom He had chosen” (Acts 1.2).

In His valedictory speech, He clearly promised them the gift of the Holy Spirit, the comforter,
who will provide them with the whole truth, open up their minds to the knowledge of the Holy Books,
and draw the world to know Him, rebuke on sin, on righteousness and on judgment. He also breathed on
the faces of His disciples, and granted them the breath of the Spirit, so that if they forgave the sins of
any, they would be forgiven them, and if they retained the sins of any, they would be retained. But after
His resurrection, He “commanded them by the Holy Spirit”. He probably concentrated most of His
talks on the Holy Spirit, so their hearts flared with love toward the heavenly matters. They probably
wondered, openly or secretly: How could we ever be able to walk in fellowship with the One resurrected
from the dead? The Lord Christ’s response to this was: “By the Holy Spirit!”

The Evangelist St. Luke has not mentioned the talks of the Lord concerning the Holy Spirit, but
he let the events that came in the book reveal the things promised by the Lord to them, and what they
enjoyed through the dwelling of the Holy Spirit in them and in the newly born Church.

s “After He, through the Holy Spirit, had given commandments to the apostles”: i.c. they were
spiritual words that He spoke to them, nothing human; either this is the meaning, or, that it was by the
Spirit that He gave them commandments. Do you observe in what low terms he still speaks of Christ,
as in fact Christ had spoken of Himself? “If I cast out demons by the Spirit of God” (Matt. 12.28),
for indeed the Holy Ghost wrought in that Temple. Well, what did He command? ”’Go therefore and
make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have commanded you” (Matt. 28.19-20).

A high encomium this for the Apostles, to have such a charge entrusted to them, I mean, the
salvation of the world, words full of the Spirit! ... It appears then that He also taught the Disciples after
His resurrection, but of this space of time no one has related to us the whole in detail. ... However, we
have learnt these things through the Apostles, for what they heard'”.

(St. John Chrysostom).

“To whom He has presented Himself alive after His suffering by many infallible proofs, being
seen by them during forty days and speaking of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God” (Acts
1.3).

The Evangelist St. Luke Presented to us the ministry of the Lord to His disciples by appearing to
them several times during the forty days, confirming that He is living by many proofs, and speaking to
them of the things pertaining to the kingdom of God. His ministry in this period was totally different
from His ministry during the past three years. He no more healed the sick or raised from the dead,

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
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delivered sermons to the multitudes, or talked with them. He proclaimed by every means the nature of
His Person, that He is the Conqueror of the evil world, of death, and of the devil. Whoever acquires
Him, will acquire the victory and conquest, and will enjoy the new resurrected life that is a crossing-over
to the down payment of heaven, and an enjoyment of the inner heavenly glory.

The Greek expression of the two words “many ... proofs” means “committing signs”,
“indisputable signs”, or “infallible proofs”. If resurrection is the backbone of faith and salvation, without
which the cross looses its role, the Lord Christ introduced many proofs to confirm it. These indisputable
proofs or signs are:

1- His appearances to various persons, and at different times (1Cor. 15), during a period of
forty days, were proclamations that could not carry any sort of deceit, but have attracted all those He has
met. The Lord connected His appearances to His suffering and crucifixion, having revealed the glory of
the cross by confirming His resurrection. Therefore, the disciples were proud to say, “after His
suffering”, as they could not enjoy the glory of those divine appearances, and the realization of the truth
of the nature of the Person of the Lord Christ and His mission, if He did not pass through this passion. It
is the way of His glory, namely, the way of the realization of His mission as our Savior. By and with
Him, We pass through the suffering to cross over to the glories. “If indeed we suffer with Him, that
we may also be glorified together” (Rom. 8.17). “Searching what, or what manner of time the
Spirit of Christ who was in them (the prophets) was indicating when He testified beforehand the
sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow” (1 Pet. 1.11). So, pain became the path to the
true glory, as the apostle says, “But rejoice to the extent that you partake of Christ’s sufferings, that
when His glory is revealed, you may also be glad with exceeding joy” (1 Pet. 4.13)". Here, we realize
the secret behind the pride of the Church in the expression “Your life-giving passion”, and repeating it
daily in the prayers of the hours, and in the liturgies, as a secret of our salvation and our eternal glory.

2- His resurrection was unexpected (Luke 24.19-24; John 20.25). This confirms that His
apparitions were not products of fantasies or imaginations that were beforehand in their minds.

+ “He spent forty days with them after His resurrection, going in and out, and eating and drinking: not
indeed that He had any experience of hunger and thirst, but even by such evidences confirmed the
reality of His flesh, which no longer needed, but still possessed the power, to eat and to drink. ...but
He was no longer with them in the fellowship of human infirmity>”

(St. Augustine)
3- He appeared to them as a friend and companion, but on a new and exalted level. He ate
and drank with them, but not as normal daily life activities, as He used to do before His resurrection.
4- His encounter with His disciples in Galilee as He instructed them. They saw the One with
whom they very closely lived for about three years.

"'To know about showing Himself to the disciples, see: Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty. On the Gospel of John. 2002.
2In Joan. Tr. 64.1.
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5- Submitting His body to touch: to let everyone of them cry out in his depths, together with
the apostle Thomas, saying, “My Lord and my God.”

6- His apparitions to them were always accompanied with His talk about the kingdom of God,
which they began to comprehend with a new concept, after enjoying the One risen from the dead, and
His debates with them.

The Kingdom of God: What the Lord Christ presented to His disciples through that period was
a living deposit for their preaching, the revelation of His cross and the enjoyment of the power of His
resurrection. He presented Himself to them as the Crucified and the Risen from the dead. Thus, the
kingdom of God became seen, heard, and touched, through the Christ raised from the dead; and the
disciples sang, *“... which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked
upon, and our hands have handled concerning the Word of life”” (1 John 1.1). The practical
testimonial to His resurrection from the dead is the practical aspect of the experience of the kingdom of
God in us; In other words, the kingdom of God, in its essence, is a union with Christ, the crucified, the
risen from the dead, and the ascending to heaven.

Before the Lord’s resurrection, the disciples were unable to comprehend His secrets. That is why
He says to them, “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now” (John
16.12). But once the resurrection had become a perceptible actuality, He no longer said to them, “Do
you not yet understand? ... How is it you do not understand” (Matt. 15.9, 11)? But, ‘“He opened
their understanding that they might comprehend the Scriptures” (Luke 24.45).

+ "He was not always with them now, as He was before the Resurrection. For the writer does not say
"forty days," but, '""during forty days." He came, and again disappeared; by this leading them on to
higher conceptions, and no longer permitting them to stand affected towards Him in the same way as
before, but taking effectual measures to secure both these objects, that the fact of His Resurrection
should be believed, and that He Himself should be ever after apprehended to be greater than man. At
the same time, these were two opposite things; for in order to the belief in His Resurrection, much
was to be done of a human character, and for the other object, just the reverse. Nevertheless, both
results have been affected, each when the fitting time arrived ™

(St. John Chrysostom)
St. Augustine believes that our life on earth is represented by the figure 40: We are committed to
keep the ten commandments, in order to reach the perfection of blessings, And to practice them in all the

4 corners of the universe (East, West, North, and South), namely, wherever we are (10x4 = 40).

+% ”"Now this number (forty) signifies the life wherein we labor in this world®”.
(St. Augustine)

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
2 Sermons. Sermon 1.32.
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Some may ask why the Lord did not appear openly to everyone, as He did when He was
crucified, instead of appearing only to the disciples, the apostles, and to certain groups of people.

1- It was imperative, in order to proclaim His love for humanity, to be crucified publicly, being
the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. Whereas the resurrection is a gift, only given to
those longing for it and to those honestly seeking to recognize the Person of Christ, the resurrected from
the dead.

2- St. John Chrysostom believes that if the Lord appeared publicly to all, all would probably
assume that it is merely an apparition of His person, and not a true resurrection from the dead. The
disciples themselves, although they heard several times about His resurrection before He was crucified,
were greatly confused by His appearance to them, touching Him, and sharing a meal with Him, as it was
not easy to accept that anybody could be raised from the dead. That is why, the lord intended by every
possible means to confirm to them His resurrection, in order that they would be witnesses to it in their
future preaching to the whole world'.

Even after His resurrection and His continuous appearances to them, as they were still confused,
feeling the heavy responsibility, and the apparent impossibility to realize the mission allotted to them,
He talked to them about the things pertaining to the kingdom of God, but, not like His talks prior to His
resurrection, but practically, by revealing His Person to them, to comprehend that the kingdom of God is
in recognizing Him, enjoying His love, and the fellowship with Him; The kingdom is a practical living
encounter with Him. He revealed to them as well, that He is sending them the Holy Spirit, who will
dwell in them and give them the strength to testify to Him, that the kingdom of God would be realized in
the hearts of many in the whole world.

¢+ “since the disciples both had been distressed and troubled at the things which already had taken place,
and were about to go forth to encounter great difficulties, He recovered them by His discourses
concerning the future®”

“3”

+¢ He does not speak at great length with them after the Resurrection®””.
(St. John Chrysostom)

2- A PROMISE OF A DIVINE LEADER

“And being assembled together with them, He commanded them not to depart from
Jerusalem, but to wait for the promise of the Father, ‘which’, He said, ‘you have heard from
Me”(Acts 1.4).

Some believe that in place of the Greek word for ‘assembled with them’ that came in several
documents, it was translated as ‘eating salt with them’ in the Herculean Syrian version, or ‘eating bread

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
2 Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
* Hom. On Acts. Homily 2.
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with them’, in the Beshita Syrian version. According to St. John Chrysostom, it came as ‘While He was
with them at the dinner table’. That is why the disciples were proud that they ate and drank with Him
after His resurrection, as a confirmation of the fact of resurrection (Luke 24.42; Acts 10.40-41).

Like Abraham, who received the divine promise from God, during a meal, with two angels
around Him (Gen. 18.1-8), the children of Abraham, likewise, received the promise of the Holy Spirit,
who sets from the stones children to Abraham from all nations, during a meal with the Lord.

“The promise of the Father” has been promised through the prophets in the Old Testament (Isa.
32.15, 44.3, Joel 2.28-32). The Lord Christ has also promised that the Father would send it, or that the
Lord Christ would send it from the Father, five times in the gospel of John 14-16.

Why did not the Holy Spirit come upon the disciples while the Lord Christ was on earth, or
directly after His ascension?

St. John Chrysostom believes that the disciples were committed to stay in Jerusalem, until the
Holy Spirit dwelt on them, for the following reasons:

1- They were like an army of God, who could not enter the spiritual battle, without carrying
weapons, to get ready for the fight; or, they were like the stallion that could not go to war, without being
mounted by a horseman or a charioteer.

2- It was imperative for several of the inhabitants of Jerusalem to receive faith, so that the
disciples would not preach the Crucified and the resurrected from the dead, to strangers, But, if some of
those who crucified the Lord believed, their faith would be a strong testimonial to the resurrection of the
Lord, in the same city where He was crucified and buried, and the disciples would mute the mouths of
the opponents. By the faith of some of those who crucified Him, the apostles would confirm more
strongly the fact of His crucifixion, and also of His resurrection.

3- “The Apostles should say, How shall it be possible for us to live among wicked and bloody
men, they so many in number, we so few and contemptible, observe how He drives away their fear and
distress, by these words, “But to wait for the promise of the Father, ‘which’, He said, ‘you have
heard from Me” (Acts 1.4). You will say, When had they heard this? When He said, “It is to your
advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you’ (John 16.7). And
again, “And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may abide with
you forever” (John 14.16). """

(St. John Chrysostom)

4- St. John Chrysostom says that the disciples were in need of a period of preparation to receive
the Holy Spirit. If Daniel fell down on his face when he saw an angel (Dan. 8.17), how would be the
condition of the disciples when they receive such a great gift?

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
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5- In the presence of the Lord Christ, the disciples did not feel the need for another Helper, and
their hearts did not yearn to receive the Holy Spirit, but after His departure in the flesh, they felt the need
for another Helper, and waited with great longing for the dwelling of the Holy Spirit.

6- “It was fit that they should first be brought to have a longing desire for that event, and so
receive the grace. For this reason Christ Himself departed, and then the Spirit descended. For had He
Himself been there, they would not have expected the Spirit so earnestly as they did. ... It is the same
with us also; for our desires towards God are then most raised, when we stand in need!”

(St. John Chrysostom)

7- As the work of the Holy Spirit is to prepare the bride to bear the icon of her Groom, the Holy
Spirit came upon the disciples after Christ’s ascension to heaven, in order that they would bear His
heavenly features, and would long for the union with Him, not to stay with Him here on earth, but in
heaven.

8- “It was fit that our nature should be seen in heaven, and that the reconciliation should be
perfected, and then the Spirit should come, and the joy should be unalloyed. For, if the Spirit being
already come, Christ had then departed, and the Spirit remained; the consolation would not have been so
great as it was>™

(St. John Chrysostom)

“For John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many
days from now” (Acts 1.5).

This, which was already proclaimed by St. John the Baptist (Matt. 3.11), was realized on the day
of Pentecost, and during the preaching of the apostles (Acts 11.15-17, 19.1-6). The Baptism of St. John
was for repentance, as a preparation for approaching the kingdom of God.

¢ "But now He says plainly, “John truly baptized with water, but you shall be baptized with the
Holy Spirit”. And he no longer uses the testimony, but merely adverts to the person of John,
reminding the disciples of what he had said, and shows them that they are now become greater than
John; seeing they too are to baptize with the Spirit. Again, He did not say, I baptize you with the Holy
Ghost, but "You shall be baptized' teaching us humility. For this was plain enough from the
testimony of John, that it was Christ Himself Who should baptize: ‘“He will baptize you with the

Holy Spirit, and with fire” (Luke 3.16)>"
(St. John Chrysostom).16

% "But why does Christ say, '"You shall be baptized," when in fact there was no water in the upper
room? Because the more essential part of Baptism is the Spirit, through Whom indeed the water has

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
2 Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
* Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
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its operation; in the same manner our Lord also is said to be anointed, not that He had ever been
anointed with oil, but because He had received the Spirit. Besides, we do in fact find them receiving a
baptism with water [and a baptism with the Spirit] and these at different moments. ... For in the
beginning they were baptized by J ohn'™

(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ "And the Layer (font) of Baptism helps not a whir to procure for us a milder punishment. And
consider: a man has gotten grievous sins by committing murder or adultery or some other crime:
these were remitted through Baptism. For there is no sin, no impiety, which does not yield and give
place to this gift; for the Grace is Divine. ... “For the gifts and callings of God are irrevocable”
(Rom. 11.29). But for those committed after Baptism he suffers a punishment as great as he would if
both the former sins were brought up again, and many worse than these. For the guilt is no longer
simply equal, but doubled and tripled. Look: in proof that the penalty of these sins is greater, hear
what St. Paul says: “Anyone who has rejected Moses’ law dies without mercy on the testimony of
two or three witnesses. Of how much punishment, do you suppose, will he thought worthy who
has trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was
sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace” (Heb. 10.28-29)?*"

(St. John Chrysostom)

+¢+ "Jesus therefore went up into heaven, and fulfilled the promise. For He said to them, I will pray the
Father, and He will give you another Helper” (John 14.16). So they were sitting, looking for the
coming of the Holy Ghost; and when the day of Pentecost was fully come, here, in this city of
Jerusalem, ... the Comforter came down from heaven, the Guardian and Sanctifier of the Church, the
Ruler of souls, the Pilot of the tempest-tossed, who leads the wanderers to the light, and presides over
the combatants, and crowns the victors.

+* But He came down to clothe the Apostles with power, and to baptize them; for the Lord says, “You
shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now” (Acts 1.5).

This grace was not in part, but His power was in full perfection; for as he who plunges into the
waters and is baptized is encompassed on all sides by the waters, so were they also baptized completely
by the Holy Ghost. And wherefore do you wonder? Take an example from matter; poor indeed and
common, yet useful for the simpler sort. If the fire passing in through the mass of the iron makes the
whole of it fire, so that what was cold becomes burning and what was black is made bright, -if fire
which is a body thus penetrates and works without hindrance in iron which is also a body, why wonder
that the Holy Ghost enters into the very inmost recesses of the soul?>"

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
2 Hom. On Acts. Homily 1.
3 CATECHETICAL LECTURES. Lecture 17.13-14.
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(St. Cyril of Jerusalem)

“Therefore, when they had come together, they asked Him, saying, ‘Lord, will you at this time
restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1.6).

This verse is considered as an extension of verse 3. It was greatly difficult for the disciples to get
rid of what has stuck to their minds about the kingdom of God, through the literal Jewish thought,
according to which the people sought the Messiah as an earthly king (John 6.15), and looked at the
people of God as a political kingdom with temporal authority. All along the 40 days between the
resurrection of the Lord and His ascension, He was drawing the minds of the disciples from the human
earthly concepts to the heavenly divine thought.

Every hope in setting Jesus a king has been destroyed. Has His resurrection restored into
them the hope that He would occupy that same position with that same concept?

The question of the disciples to the Lord reveals the magnitude of the danger of those erroneous
thoughts with their roots running deep in their minds. Despite the long time the disciples lived during the
ministry of the Lord, His resurrection, and His talks to them about the heavenly kingdom, for 40 days,
their old deep-rooted thoughts still lingered in them. They were thus in need of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit
of Christ, to occupy their depths, to renew their thoughts, and to set them free of their old erroneous
thoughts.

Their question reveals their confusion, As in their minds, the Messianic era was closely
connected to the appearance of the glorious kingdom of Israel, and its victory over the nations and
peoples. As the Holy Spirit had not yet dwelt on them, it was not possible for them to recognize the
‘kingdom of Christ’ as it really is.

Will Jesus occupy the chair of Moses, in place of the high priests and the Pharisees?

Will Jesus, the risen from the dead, sit on the throne, to grant Israel the conquest over the
nations?

Is it then the time to expel the Romans, and to realize the independence of Israel? The expression
“to restore” meant to bring the situation back to how it should be'.

“And He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in
His own authority” (Acts 1.7).

This last talk of the Lord Christ to the disciples before His ascension was when their hearts were
not yet lifted up with Christ, to seek the heavenly kingdom. While the Lord presented to them the
promise of the Holy Spirit, to bring them up, as though with the wings of a dove, to heaven, their hearts
were still attached to temporal and earthly glories. They were still harboring in their hearts a strong
longing for the earthly kingdom of Israel.

"'CF. Adam Clerke. Acts, Preface
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Having been about to ascend to heaven, His last commandment to them was not to preoccupy
themselves with times and seasons, but to have their hearts open to eternity, and their thoughts soaring
above the limits of time.

The Lord Christ intended for them not to know the times and the seasons, to spare them from
falling into pride because of this knowledge; He wished that they be modest. And as St. Augustine says,

“You wish that I should manifest the kingdom now; let me first gather what I may manifest; you
love elevation, and you shall obtain elevation, but follow me through humility'

What does He mean by the ‘times and seasons’? By the times, He means knowing the time of
the setting of the messianic kingdom. Instead of seeking the kingdom of God, and enjoying its
potentialities, man preoccupies himself with temporal reckoning, something that has preoccupied many
believers along the centuries. As for the seasons, it means thinking about the coming events, what will
happen until the ultimate coming of the Lord Christ.

In our present time, feeling the closeness of the end, many scholars got preoccupied with times
and seasons, as for example:

¢ When will the world come to an end?
¢ What will become of Israel?

¢ Will they accept the faith in Christ?
% Will they reign over the whole world?

¢ How can we interpret the events of September the eleventh, 2001 in the light of the book of
revelation, and the prophetic books in the Old Testament?

+¢ Should we expect a devastating world war?
“* Who would take part in this war?

¢ How would be the coalitions in this war?

Many have turned from studying the Holy Book with its two testaments, into thinking about the
times and seasons, against which the Lord Christ has warned in His final words to His disciples, just
before His ascension.

During the 40 days between His resurrection and His ascension, they realized exalted things that
they had not so far realized, like the following:

++ That He is the Son of God, equal to the Father in dignity (John 5.17-20).
+¢ There will be resurrection from the dead (Matt. 17.9).

"'In Joan. Tr. 25.3.
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¢ He who ascends will sit on the right hand of the Father (Luke 22.69).
% He is worshipped by the angels, and He will come again (Mark 16.19).

+ What will happen on the Day of Judgment (Matt. 16.27), when they would sit to judge the twelve
tribes of Israel (Luke 21.27).

¢ The Jews will be driven out, to be replaced by the Gentiles (Matt. 19.28).

Then, all the Lord’s sayings before His crucifixion began to be clear before them through His
miraculous apparitions. However, they had not yet completely get rid of the materialistic Jewish
thoughts since they did not yet have the Holy Spirit who carries them to the heavenly matters to
experience the new resurrected life.

St. Jerome discerns between what we have known and what we are in no need to seek. As an
example, the Psalmist prays saying, “Lord, make me to know my end” (Ps. 39.4), as an important
issue to know what God has planned for us. On the other hand, as far as the origin of the human soul and
its beginning is concerned, this is not our concern. Is it born from the parents, like the body, or not? This
should not concern us. The excellent example for this discernment is what the apostle St. Paul has seen
and heard when he was taken up to the third heaven, But whether he went there with his body or outside
it, that was not his concern, nor did he inquire about it from God'.

¢ "So eager were they for that day. Indeed, to me it appears that they had not any clear notion of the
nature of that kingdom; for the Spirit had not yet instructed them. ... For there they were still affected
towards sensible objects, seeing they were not yet become better than those who were before them,;
here they have henceforth high conceptions concerning Christ. Since then their minds are elevated,
He also speaks to them in a higher strain. For He no longer tells them, “Of that day and hour no
one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father” (Mark 13.32) But he
says, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority”
(Acts 1.7). You ask things greater than your capacity, He would say. And yet even now they learned
things that were much greater than this. And that you may see that this is strictly the case, look how

many things I shall enumerate"
(St. John Chrysostom)

X/

s "“Of that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the
Father” (Mark 13.32). The Son is ignorant, then, of nothing which the Father knows, nor does it
follow because the Father alone knows, that the Son does not know. Father and Son abide in unity of
nature, and the ignorance of the Son belongs to the divine Plan of silence seeing that in Him are
hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. This, the Lord Himself testified, when He

'Cf. Letter 144, to Alypius and Augustine. 8.
2 Hom. On Acts. Homily 2.
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answered the question of the Apostles concerning the times, It is not yours to know times or
moments, which the Father has set within His own authority (Acts 1.7). The knowledge is denied
them, and not only that, but the anxiety to learn is forbidden, because it is not theirs to know these
times'"

(St. Hilary, Bishop of Poitier)

% ““The day of the Lord,” Says the apostle, “so comes as a thief in the night” (1 Thess. 5.2).
Therefore watch by night that you be not surprised by the thief. For the sleep of death-(if you will it
or not)-it will come>™

(St. Augustine)

¢ "The things then which are seen shall pass away, and there shall come the things which are looked
for, things fairer than the present; but as to the time let no one be curious. For it is not for you, He
says, to know times or seasons, which the Father has put in His own power (Acts 1.7). And do not
venture to declare when these things shall be, nor on the other hand supinely slumber. For he says,
“Watch therefore for you do not know what hour your Lord is coming, ... Be ready, for the Son
of Man is coming at an hour when you do not expect Him” (Matt. 24.42, 44). But since it was
needful for us to know the signs of the end, and since we are looking for Christ, therefore, that we
may not die deceived and be led astray by that false Antichrist, the Apostles, moved by the divine
will, address themselves by a providential arrangement to the True Teacher, and say, ‘“Tell us, when
will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age” (Matt.
24.3)? We look for you to come again, but Satan transforms himself into an Angel of light; put us
therefore on our guard, that we may not worship another instead of you. And He, opening His divine
and blessed mouth, says, “Be careful, do not be deceived by anyone”, And this word exhorts you
all to give heed to what is spoken; for it is not a history of things gone by, but a prophecy of things
future, and which will surely come. Not that we prophesy, for we are unworthy; but that the things
which are written will be set before you, and the signs declared. Observe, which of them have already
come to pass, and which yet remain; and make yourself safe™

(St. Cyril of Jerusalem)

“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”(Acts 1.8).

By saying “But”, the Lord Christ corrects the way of thinking of the disciples, Instead of their
flaring wish to know the times and seasons which are in the authority of the Father, He directs them to

" On the Trinity. 9.75.
2 Sermons on the Mount. 43.8.
3 Catechetical lectures. 15.4.
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recognize their own mission, having been called to have the power to testify on the level of the whole
world, through the WORK of the Holy Spirit that will come upon them.

When they were still looking forward to the kingdom of Christ in a material way, hoping soon to
see the day when He will be enthroned a King of Israel to reign over the whole world, He talked about
enthroning Him a King over the hearts of the whole world. This would not be realized except by the
authority of the Father, by which He draws the hearts to His crucified Son through the work of His Holy
Spirit. They inquired about the day; whereas, He diverted their thoughts to the authority that they will
have from the Father for preaching. They inquired about Israel; while, He told them about the new Israel
that will embrace Jerusalem, all Judea, Samaria, and to the end of the earth. This is what the prophet
David has prophesied (Ps. 2.8), and also the prophet Ezekiel (Ezek. 21.27).

Because what the disciples sought to know, concerning the day, would not benefit them in the
least, He diverted their vision to what is for their edification. St. John Chrysostom likens this situation to
a kid who cries out asking to have something that would not benefit him, to which we respond by hiding
it, and showing our hands empty, as though we do not have it, then we give him instead what would be
useful to him. Thus, when the disciples inquired about the day, He told them that that knowledge is in
the authority of the Father, as though He is empty-handed of that authority. Then, He presented to them
what is of more importance to them; that is, having the power and authority for the serious work ahead
of them to set that kingdom.

St. John Chrysostom says that He is the Teacher who provides His students, not with what they
choose, but with what is of benefit to them, and what they should learn and know.

“Power”’: They will have a divine power, that does not stop at performing signs and miracles in
the name of the crucified Jesus, but they will have the power to draw the soul with all its energies to
believe in the Lord Christ, and to enjoy the experience of the new life, the resurrected from the dead. It
is only the Holy Spirit who can penetrate the heart and thought, and work in the soul, declaring war
against sin (Acts 2.37), and shining in it with the splendor of the Holy Trinity, to receive joyfully the
work of God.
<> l“And that they might not be frozen with fear, they burned with the fire of charity” (the Holy Spirit)

(St. Augustine)

“And you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, in all Judea, and Samaria, and to the end of
the earth” (Acts 1.8). The book of Acts proclaims the realization of that divine promise: In the first
seven chapters, the testimony was confined to Jerusalem; with the beginning of the eighth chapter, it
started in Judea and Samaria; and with the eleventh chapter (Acts 11.19), the ministry set forth outside

"The City of God. 18.50.
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those frontiers, until it reached to the capital of the Roman empire, that reined over the world at that
time. Here, the Lord Christ refers to all mankind at that time:

1- The Jews, who hold fast to the Mosaic Law and the worship in the temple with all its rites in
stiff literality.

2- The Proselytes, who, although converted to Judaism, yet in their depths, they do not care for
the circumcision according to the flesh, for the literality of the law, or for the temple with its huge
building.

3- The Samaritans, who used to mix between worshipping the living God and the worship of
idols.

4- The Gentiles with their worship of idols, and practicing various rites according to the customs
of each nation.

The testimony started in Jerusalem, as, according to St. John Chrysostom, the world accepts
faith when it sees some of those who crucified the Lord, believe in His resurrection. It would be a sure
proof of the resurrection of the Lord, when it comes from His opposing enemies who became believers
in Him. In the Book of Isaiah, it is written: “Out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the
Lord from Jerusalem” (2.3). In Jerusalem, about 3000 men believed after hearing one sermon (Acts 2).

+¢ Because the Lord loved Jerusalem and had compassion on it, He commanded to start preaching in it.
No wonder, as by this, He wipes the hatred away from its roots , as in Jerusalem the murderers of
Christ live'.
(St. Augustine)
Having been about to leave them in the flesh, He presented to them what would bring joy to their
hearts, support them in the realization of their mission, and comfort them amid their sufferings.

¢ “In truth, they were yet weak. But to inspire them with confidence, He raised up their souls, and
concealed what was grievous. Since he was about to leave them very shortly, therefore in this
discourse He says nothing painful®”

¢ The Lord Christ sent His apostles, as the sun sends forth its rays, as the flower spreads its sweet
aroma, and as the fire emits sparks. The power of Christ is being known through their virtues, as the
sun twinkles in its rays, as the flower proclaims its fragrance, and as the fire emits its sparks. Who

would not praise the teacher when he sees the students well educated®?
(St. John Chrysostom)

"'In Joan. Tr. 2.3.
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¢ The gospel came to you as it did to the whole world, and had fruits. The Son of God Himself said,
“You shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, in all Judea, Samaria, and to the end of the earth”'

(St. Augustine)

Giving the good news of the birth of the incarnated Word of God, the angel Gabriel presented the
promise: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you , and the power of the highest will overshadow you,
therefore also, that Holy One who is to be born will be called the Son of God” (Luke 1.35). St. Mary
brought forth the incarnated Son of God, and enjoyed that unique motherhood to Him, together with her
perpetual virginity. Now, the incarnated divine Word, Jesus Christ, presents a promise of the birth of His
bride, the holy Church, the virgin mother, by the power of the Holy Spirit, who would come upon
mankind: “You shall receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you shall be
witnesses to Me” (Acts 1.8).

The first Newborn is the Holy incarnated Son of God, born by the Holy Spirit, by a power from
the highest; and the second Newborn is His bride, the Holy Church, likewise born by the Holy Spirit by
a power from the highest.

The first birth was realized from the Virgin St. Mary after sanctifying her, and the second, from
the apostles and disciples, also after sanctifying them.

In the first birth, the Heavenly became human to dwell among us, and in the second, the earthly
creatures bear the features of the Heavenly, and in His divine bosom they enjoy the heavenly blessings.

The first newborn became for our sake a fetus, then a child, and “the child grew and became
strong in spirit, filled with wisdom, and the grace of God was upon him” (Luke 2.40). The second
newborn, his bride, the church, ’had peace, were edified. And walking in the fear of the Lord, and in
the comfort of the Holy Spirit, they were multiplied” (Acts 9.31).

The first newborn led many to praise God, like St. Mary, Elizabeth, Simon the Elder, etc., and
the second newborn turned humanity into a praising congregation (Acts 2.47).

3- THE ASCENSION OF THE HEAD TO HEAVEN

“Now when He had spoken these things, while they watched, He was taken up, and a cloud
received Him out of their sight” (Acts 1.9).

St. Luke confirms, ”When He had spoken this ...while they watched”. In His resurrection, He
was not seen by anyone. Yet nature testified to Him, together with the empty tomb, and the claim of the
guards that His body was stolen while they were asleep, something although ridiculous, yet it confirmed
His resurrection, Then the apparitions of the Lord to many, and at various times, speaking and debating
with them, so as not to think that what they were seeing was no more than a beautiful dream, or a
fantasy. They would not have believed the fact of His ascension, had not they seen it by their own eyes.

" Letters. 185.1-5.

57



They had to watch His ascension, and speak with the two angels, to realize that the kingdom of
Christ is not a temporary earthly kingdom, but an eternal heavenly one, and to realize that His mission
on earth is finished (John 17.4, 19.30), and that it was fitting for Him to return to His glory that is His
with the Father (John 17.4-5; Phil. 2.6, 9-10).

When the Lord consummated His mission on earth, He ascended to send the Holy Spirit to guide
His Church in the whole world.

He ascended to the Father, to prepare for us our glory through His atoning intercession to the
Father, for the forgiveness of our sins, and our justification in Him, being the Highest Priest (Heb. 9.7-8,
11-12, 25), and to proclaim the opening, for the first time, of the gates of heaven, before the One bearing
the human nature, which gives us the right to ascend together with Him.

The Evangelist Luke gave us this actual impressive and amazing scene of the ascension of the
Lord Christ to heaven, when a cloud received Him out of their sight. The Psalmist says, “Who makes
the clouds His chariots, Who walks on the wings of the wind” (Ps. 104.3), and the prophet Daniel
says, “I was watching in the night visions, And behold, One like the Son of Man, coming with the
clouds of heaven! He came to the Ancient of Days, And they brought Him near before Him” (Dan.
7.13). The clouds refer to the exaltness and the divine splendor (Deut 4.11; 2 Sam. 22.12; Ps. 97.2). It
also refers to the ‘Shekinah’, as a glory that represents the divine presence (Exod. 33.7-11, 40.34; Mark
9.7).

“He was taken up”: As the body of the Lord became glorified by His resurrection from the
dead, the gravity had no more authority over the body risen from the dead. It became natural for it to be
taken up, and to lift up with Him everyone who became attached to Him or became a member in Him,
“And I, if I am lifted up from the earth will draw all peoples to Myself”’ (John 12.32).

After His resurrection, His body became clothed with glory and light. But for our sake, He hid
that from the eyes, in order that His disciples and all those around them would come in touch with Him,
and come to be convinced of His resurrection. He granted a special grace to His disciples to see Him
being taken up, He who, when appeared to ‘Saul’ of Tarsus, on his way to Damascus, Saul trembled
with confusion, “Suddenly a light shone around him from heaven, then he fell to the ground” (Acts
9.3-4).

He hid His glory from the eyes of those who encountered Him, until He was taken up in a cloud
before their eyes, then the veil was lifted up from His glory, and it became impossible for the human eye
to see Him, except when He grants us the resurrection of our bodies, to come to be like His glorified
body, “Then they will see the Son of Man coming in the clouds with great power and glory” (Mark
13.26).

¢ We were granted this because of “the body” presented by the Lord. He presented to the Father the
‘Firstborn of our nature”. And because of the dignity of the ‘Presenter’, and the perfection of the
‘Receiver’, the Father found the Gift acceptable, received It by His hand, and embraced It, saying to
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the incarnated Lord, “Sit on My right hand” (Luke 20.42). Has not ‘the humanity united with the
Deity” ascended to what is beyond heavens!

Is this not a non-measurable dignity!

Our nature was lifted up in the Person of the incarnated God, beyond the heavens, exalted above
the arch-angels and the Cherubim, soared above the Seraphim, higher than all heavenly hosts, and found
comfort in the divine throne alone ...

In the past, the behavior of our race has been so evil, to the extent that all human race became in
danger of being wiped out from the face of the earth. But now, we, who were counted before as
unworthy of remaining on earth, are now being lifted up to heaven.

We, who were before unworthy of the earthly glory, are lifted up now to the heavenly kingdom,
and enter heaven to take our place before the divine throne.

Our nature, against which the Cherubim once guarded the gates of paradise, is now lifted up over
the Cherubim!

How can we pass over such a great event (the feast of ascension), so swiftly!

Having offended such great mercies, that we became unworthy of the earth itself, and fell down
from every authority and dignity, how could we be worthy of being lifted up to such exalted dignity!

How did the struggle come to an end!

Why did God’s wrath come to an end!

It is really amazing: Peace has come, not through the work of those who have aroused the wrath
of God. ... But He, who has been reasonably angry on us, is Himself calling us to peace, the apostle
says, “Therefore we are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were pleading through us” (1 Cor.
5.20). What does this mean? Despite our offense against Him, It is He, who seeks us and calls us to
peace. It is really amazing, It is God, the loving God Who calls us'!

+¢+ This too was a sure sign that He went up to Heaven. Not fire, as in the case of Elijah, nor fiery chariot
but ““a cloud received Him” which was a symbol of Heaven, as the Prophet says; ‘“He makes the
clouds His chariot” (Ps. 104.3). it is of the Father Himself that this is said. Therefore he says, '"on a
cloud;" in the symbol, he would say, of the Divine power, for no other Power is seen to appear on a
cloud. For hear again what another Prophet says: “Behold, the Lord rides on a swift cloud” (Isa.
19.1). ... Also on the mount [Sinai], the cloud was because of Him: since Moses also entered into the

darkness, but the cloud there was not because of Moses>.
(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ “Who makes the clouds His chariots, Who walks on the wings of the wind” (Ps. 104.3). By this
He refers to His divine care that reaches everywhere, riding on winds and clouds. By Himself, He

" In Ascensione. 50.
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controls and guides every thing, and at the right time He grants the resulting benefits. He also refers
to the fact that the divine nature is present everywhere, searching everything, as the wind is the
swiftest of all material things, crossing from the west to the east , and from east to west in a twinkle.
Finding no closer analogy to swift motion than the wind, he says that God walks on the wings of the
wind.

We also see the God of all, making His personal appearance to the children of Israel in the
tabernacle, in a cloud (Exod. 13.21, 40.34). And when King Solomon dedicated the new temple, a cloud
covered it (2 Chron. 5.13-14).

Christ the Lord on the mountain, together with the three apostles, gave a glimpse of a bright
cloud around Him (Matt. 17.5), And in His ascension, ‘“‘a cloud received Him out of their sightl”'

(Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrus)

s “He ascended into heaven and is no longer here. He is there, indeed, sitting at the right hand of the
Father; and He is here also, having never withdrawn the presence of His glory”"
(St. Augustine)

+¢ “And when He had thus shown them that there is truly a resurrection of the flesh, wishing to show
them this also, that it is not impossible for flesh to ascend into heaven (as He had said that our

dwelling-place is in heaven), “A cloud received Him out of their sight”, as He was in the flesh®”
(St. Justin)

“And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as He went up, behold, two men stood by
them in white apparel” (Acts 1.10).

Longing for ministering and testifying to Him, two angels appeared to testify to His ascension.
They were probably the same two angels who, in the tomb, testified to His resurrection”.

They saw two angels, human-like, clothed in white apparel, as though clothed in light, a sign of
purity, joy, and glory, the way angels used to appear (Matt. 28.3; Mark 16.5; John 20.12). The redeemed
appear in heaven walking together with the Savior, clothed in white apparel, as it is said, “He who
overcomes shall be clothed in white garments” (Rev. 3.5, 7.9, 13-14).

+ "Inasmuch, however, as the sight of their eyes even here was not all-sufficient; for in the Resurrection
they saw the end, but not the beginning, and in the Ascension they saw the beginning, but not the end:
because in the former it had been superfluous to have seen the beginning, the Lord Himself Who
spoke these things being present, and the sepulchre showing clearly that He is not there; but in the
latter, they needed to be informed of the sequel by word of others: inasmuch then as their eyes do not
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suffice to show them the height above, nor to inform them whether He is actually gone up into
heaven, ... the Angels themselves inform them. Observe how it is ordered, that not all is done by the
Spirit, but the eyes also do their part'"
(St. John Chrysostom)
”Again, the outward appearance is cheering "in white apparel". They were Angels, in the form of
men®”
(St. Chrysostom)

”And yet the space between angels and men is great; nevertheless he brings them down near to us, all
but saying, For us they labor, for our sake they run to and fro: on us, as one might say, they wait. This
is their ministry, for our sake to be sent every way -

(St. John Chrysostom)

“And when He comes, loaded with victory and with trophies, with His body which has risen from the
dead, ... then there are certain powers which say, “Who is this who comes with dyed (red)
garments from Bozrah?” Then those who escort Him say to those that are upon the heavenly gates,
“Lift up your heads, O you gates, and be lifted up, you everlasting doors! And the King of glory
shall come in” (Ps. 24.7)*"

(The Scholar Origen)

Today, the feast of ascension, the angels got back those whom they lost a long time ago. Today, the
archangels saw those whom they longed to see, a long time ago. Today, they saw our nature (as the
Son, the Word, united with it) in the divine throne, glittering in an eternal beauty and an everlasting
glory. That was what the angels have so long wished to see. That was what the archangels
anticipated. Although the human nature exalted above them in dignity, yet they rejoiced for the good
that came to us, having been sad when we were punished.

Despite the fact that the Cherubim stood guarding the gates of paradise (when we were driven

out), they were grieved for our affliction, Just like, when a slave holds the hand of a fellow slave in the
presence of his master, to put him in prison, and guard him, yet he grieves for the affliction of his friend.
This is to demonstrate how the Cherubim were sad for the fate of humans; the heavenly hosts are
definitely more compassionate than humans. Who among humans does not grieve, when he sees others
punished, even if the punishment is justified for what they have committed!

This compassion is something to commend, as despite their knowledge of the offenses of

humans, and their realization that they have committed a serious crime, the Cherubim grieved for them

" Hom. On Acts. Homily 2.

2 Hom. On Acts. Homily 2.

3 Homilies on Hebrews. Hom. 3.4.
*Comm. On Joan. 6.37.

61



from their hearts. This is also demonstrated by Moses, who, after his people committed idolatry, said to
God, “And now, if You will forgive their sin — but if not, I pray, blot me out of Your book which
You have written” (Exod. 32.32). What do you mean Moses? Despite their idolatry, you grieve to see
them punished! He responds saying: Yes I do, I grieve to see them punished, despite their horrible
offense! If Moses, Ezekiel (Ezek. 9.8), and Jeremiah (Jer. 10.24), all grieved for the sake of sinners, do
you find it strange that the heavenly hosts show compassion for the sake of our afflictions?

They consider our affairs as though their own; that is why, their joy is immense when they see
our reconciliation with God. They would not so rejoice, if they did not grieve for our sake in the first
place. Their joy is clear from the words of the Lord Christ Himself, I say to you that there will be
more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents‘“(Luke 15.7). If the angels rejoice when they see one
sinner going back to God in repentance, how could they not greatly celebrate when they see the whole
human nature , in its Firstborn, ascending today to heaven!

Listen also, in another situation, to the joy of the heavenly hosts, when we resume our friendship
with God. When our Lord was born in the flesh, knowing that, from this moment on, God’s friendship
with mankind replaces animosity, or else, He would not have come down among them ... Having seen
that, a heavenly legion praised, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward
men”’ (Luke 2.14).

Do you want to know the extent of their joy, as they watched Christ ascending to heaven? Listen
to His words about them, how they perpetually ascend and descend, as though they are anticipating a
new amazing thing to happen. And where were they ascending and descending? Listen to the words of
the Lord, “Hereafter, you shall see heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending
upon the Son of Man” (John 1.51).

That is the sign of the compassionate hearts, full of love, not waiting for the pre-assigned time,
but acting in precedence of the hour of joy. They kept on ascending and descending with yearning and
love, anticipating that new and amazing revelation, concerning the incarnated God, who appears in
heaven. Because of that, angels appeared when He was born; when He resurrected; and when He
ascended to heaven; the Holy Book says, “Two men stood by them in white apparel”” which proclaims
their joy. They said to the disciples, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? The
same Jesus who was taken up from you into heaven...” (Acts 1.10, 11).

Concentrate with me! Why did they say that to the disciples? Have not the disciples seen what
occurred before them? Did not the Evangelist say, ‘“While they watched, He was taken up?” Why
then, did the two angels stand by them and told them about His ascension to heaven? This was for two
reasons:

1- Because the disciples started to feel sad because Christ was leaving them ...”None of you
asks Me: Where are you going? But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your
hearts’ (John 16.5-6).
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That is why the angels stood by those who were sad, to assure them that He was going to come
again: “The same Jesus who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you
saw Him go into heaven” (Acts 1.11).

Are you sad because He ascended? ... Do not be, because He will come again. So they said, so
that they would not do like Elisha who tore his own clothes, when he saw his master Elijah going up into
heaven (2 kings 2.12), There was no one to tell him that he will come again. To spare them from doing
that, the two angels stood by them, to comfort them, and to take away the sorrow that filled their hearts.

2- The second reason is not less important than the first one, as they added: “The same Jesus
who was taken up from you into heaven ...” As the distance between them and heaven is vast, and
their sight could not follow as His body is taken up there, the two angels stood by them, to clarify the
situation, so that they would not assume that He was taken up to where Elijah is; He actually ascended to
heaven. ‘“He, who was taken up from you into heaven’: That was not added without reason: Elijah,
being just a servant, was taken up, (as though) to heaven; Whereas Jesus, the Lord, was actually taken
up to heaven (where the divine throne is).

Elijah was taken up in a chariot, whereas Jesus was taken up in a cloud. When the servant was
called, a chariot was sent to him, whereas the Son has the divine throne -the throne of His Father. It
came in the Book of Isaiah: *...Behold, the Lord rides on a swift cloud” (19.1).

As Elijah was taken up, his cloak fell upon Elisha (2 Kings 2.13); whereas, when Jesus ascended,
He sent grace to all His disciples, and not to one prophet, but to many like Elisha, and to those who are
even more glorious than him.

Let us stand up, beloved brethren, and lift up our eyes toward Him, who will return, as Paul says,
“For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and
with the trumpet of God. ... Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with
them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thess. 4.16-17). Yet, not everyone will enjoy that.
Some will ascend to heaven, while others will be left back. ...

Listen to the words of Christ: “Two women will be grinding at the mill, One will be taken
and the other left” (Matt. 24.41).

Shall we be among those who will ascend?

When I say “we”, I count myself as (unworthy) of being among them; for, I am not without
feeling or understanding to disregard my sins. And for fear that I would spoil the joy of this holy feast, I
cry with bitter tears, when I recall in my mind those words, and remember my sins.

Not wishing to take away the joy of this feast, I shall bring this sermon to an end, leaving the joy
of this feast radiating in your minds. So, let the rich not rejoice much in their riches, and the poor, let
them not be sad for their poverty. Let every man do his work, whatever it is, according to his own
conscience.
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The happy man is not the rich, nor the poor is miserable, But He is blessed, and even three times
blessed, who i1s found worthy to ascend upon the clouds, even if he is the poorest of all. And he is truly
miserable, and three times miserable, who is counted among the lost, even if he is the richest of all'.

(St. John Chrysostom)

“They also said: ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus
who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven”
(Acts 1.11).

As their hometown was Galilee, the angels called them ‘Men of Galilee’.

There is no event in the history of mankind that can amaze man, like the ascension of the Lord
Christ over the clouds, which is just the same way as His second coming, to carry His Church in an
exalted heavenly procession, and bring her into the eternal glories.

Why were they gazing up into heaven?

1- All of them had their eyes lifted up to watch their Lord ascending to Heaven, probably
anticipating in their depths what would happen after that. The were confused: What is His role? And
what would be theirs after His ascension?

2- Some believe that they, having been debating with the lord Christ about the time when the
kingdom would be restored to Israel, they assumed that it was high time for Him to reign, and to set the
people free from the Roman occupation. But now, as He is ascending before their eyes, they were in
great doubt that this would ever happen.

3- Having told them beforehand, that He is ascending to heaven, then coming back, they
probably assumed that as he ascended, he is coming back at once, So they kept gazing in anticipation of
His soon return.

4- The scene of His glorious ascension was so incredibly fascinating; they kept gazing up into
heaven, as though trying to keep it engraved in their minds, the same way as it happened during the
event of the transfiguration, when St. Peter asked the Lord, “It is good, O Lord, to be here”.

The angels appeared in white apparel to prepare those present for the ultimate coming of the
Lord Christ. They talked to them as though His coming would take place in one day or few days, as the
angels were not preoccupied with time, but with encountering their God. They wanted the heart of the
Church to kindle yearning to the coming of her Groom, as though He is coming within few moments.
And as the apostle says, “It is the last hour”, now, after 2000 years, we are yearning to see Him
coming, as though we are in our last moments.

¢ “God has gone up with a shout, The Lord with the sound of a trumpet” (Ps. 47.5). To
consummate all that, God first became human, cast away the avenging devil, then ascended to heaven
with the heavenly hosts, preceded by the angels. To those on earth, it was said, ‘““The same Jesus

" In Ascensione. Pg.50.
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who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into
heaven” (Acts 1.11); Whereas, those in the highest, will say, “Lift up your heads, O you gates!
And be lifted up, you everlasting doors” (Ps. 24.7) .

(Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrus)

¢ “His ascent from earth to heaven, and again, His descent from heaven to earth, are manifestations of

the energies of His circumscribed body™”.

¢ “And when He was received again into Heaven He was borne towards the East, and thus His apostles

worship Him, and thus He will come again in the way in which they beheld Him going towards

Heaven; as the Lord Himself said, “For as the lightening comes from the east and flashes to the

west, so also the coming of the Son of Man be” (Matt. 24.27). So, then, in expectation of His

coming we worship towards the East. But this tradition of the apostles is unwritten. For much that has
been handed down to us by tradition is unwritten™”.

(Fr. John of Damascus).

While gazing up in amazement, two angels drew their hearts to another similar scene, when
the Lord Christ will come on the clouds, as though by a divine chariot, to carry His holy bride, with Him

to the heavenly home, the home of matrimony, to live in the divine bosom.

¢ As they were amazed to see Him ascending to heaven, they were equally overjoyed, because the
lifting up of the head is the hope of the other body members. Moreover, they heard the angelic
message: “Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus ... will so
come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven” (Acts 1.11). What is the meaning of ‘““will so
come in like manner?”” He will come in the same shape, to fulfill the Scripture: “They shall look on
Him whom they pierced” (Zech. 12.10; John 19.37). He will come to mankind, in a human shape, as
an incarnated God; He will come both as a true God and a true Man, to make out of men what is like
God. He ascended into heaven as a judge, So let us be justified, so as not to fear the coming
judgment”.

+ "In what manner did they see Him go? In the flesh, which they touched, which they handled. the
wounds even of which they proved by touching; in that body in which He went in and out with them
for forty days, manifesting Himself to them in truth, not in falsity; not a phantom, or shadow, or
ghost, but, as Himself said, not deceiving them, “Behold My hands and My feet, that it is I Myself.
Handle Me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see I have” (Luke 24.39).
That body is now indeed worthy of a heavenly habitation, not being subject to death, nor mutable by

" Comment on Ps. 47.

2 An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith. 4.1.
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the lapse of ages. It is not as it had grown to that age from infancy, so from the age of manhood
declines to old age: He remains as He ascended, to come to those to whom He willed His word to be
preached before He comes. Thus will He come in human form, and this form the wicked will see;
both they on the right shall see it, and they that are separated to the left shall see it: as it is
written,“They shall look on Him whom they pierced” (Zech. 12.10; John 19.37). God hidden in the
body they will not see: after the judgment He will be seen by those who will be on the right hand'"

+¢ “that is, in the form of man in which He was judged, will He judge, in order that also that prophetic
utterance may be fulfilled, “They shall look on Him whom they pierced”’. But when the righteous
go into eternal life, we shall see Him as He is; that will not be the judgment of the living and the

dead, but only the reward of the living””.
(St. Augustine)

¢ "If He is about to descend, on what account shall we be caught up? For the sake of honor. For when a
king drives into a city, those who are in honor go out to meet him; but the condemned await the judge
within. And upon the coming of an affectionate father, his children indeed, and those who are worthy
to be his children, are taken out in a chariot, that they may see and kiss him; but those of the
domestics who have offended remain within. We are carried upon the chariot of our Father. For He
received Him up in the clouds, and '""we shall be caught up in the clouds." Do you see how great is
the honor? And as He descends, we go forth to meet Him, and, what is more blessed than all, so we
shall be with Him™”.

(St. John Chrysostom)

Pope Athanasius the apostolic’ believes that this is a confirmation that we worship the

ascending incarnated Lord, who will also come in a like manner, As some have stumbled in Christ
because of His body.

“Then they returned to Jerusalem from the Mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a
Sabbath day’s journey” (Acts 1.12).

That scene flared their heart, and “they returned to Jerusalem with great joy” (Luke 24.52).
The distance between the Mount and Jerusalem was “a Sabbath day’s journey”, namely, one kilometer.
Although not fixed by the law, yet according to the Jewish tradition, this distance was about 2000 steps,
as it was not allowed for anyone, including the Levites, to dwell more than 2000 steps away from the
tabernacle, to be able to walk to the tabernacle to worship on the Sabbath.

! Joan. Tr. 21.13.
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The Lord’s ascension brought them an inner joy, as they began to realize that the kingdom of
Christ is in heaven; and where He reigns they will also do. That inner joy granted them strength to
challenge all circumstances, as it is said, “The joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8.10). All what
preoccupied their minds was to testify to Him before the whole world, to be “looking for and hastening
the coming of the day of God” (2 Pet. 3.12).

The apostles did not ask the two angels about the time when the Lord would come again, as their
thoughts were absorbed by Him who ascended to heaven, and they realized the meaning of what the
Psalmist has said before, ‘“The (clouds) and the

Darkness under His feet” (Ps. 18.9). They realized that He is the Lord of heaven, and as St.
John Chrysostom says, “For as a king is shown by the royal chariot, so was the royal chariot sent for
Him'”.

“And when they had entered, they went up into the upper room where they were staying:
Peter, James, John, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus,
Simon the Zealot, and Judas the brother of James” (Acts 1.13).

The list of the twelve apostles came in (Matt. 10.2; Mark 3.16; Luke 6.14).

Simon the Canaanite, namely of Caana, was also called the Zealot, having been a member of
the Zealot group, that sought freedom from the Roman occupation through the use of force, drawing
their principles from Phinehas who showed zeal for the house of the Lord (Num. 25.10-13). Josephus,
the Jewish Historian, believes that they were connected to ‘Theudas” the revolutionist (Acts 5.37), who
led an uprising against the Romans in the year 6 AD. Although he failed, his followers continued to
adopt his lead, and carried out an uprising in the year 66 AD, that ended by the entry of Titus into
Jerusalem in the year 70 AD, and the burning and complete destruction of the temple.

They used to assemble in the upper room of the house of Mary the mother of St. Mark the
apostle, that seemed to be big enough to accommodate a great number of them, as is said, “Where they
were staying”’. The women might have stayed in the lower floor, while the upper room was for the men.
And when the Holy Spirit came down from heaven as a rushing mighty wind, it filled the whole house
(Acts 2.2).

St. John Chrysostom says that the disciples did not show any sign of distress when the Lord
Christ ascended to heaven, unlike Elisha who tore his clothes when his master Elijah was taken up to
heaven (2 kings 2.12). The Evangelist St. Luke says, ‘“They worshipped Him, and returned to
Jerusalem with great joy, and were continually in the temple praising and blessing God” (Luke
24.52, 53). It seems that the secret of their Joy was what the angel said, ‘“He will so come in like
manner as you saw Him go into heaven” (Acts 1.11). His ascension and their hope in His Second
Coming have turned their life into continuous praise in the temple of God.

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 2.
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“These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication with the women and Mary
the mother of Jesus, and with His brothers” (Acts 1.14).

The words “‘continued” in prayer and supplication, in Greek, do not mean just keeping on doing
that, but carry the sense of doing that with a flaring zeal, with honesty, and loyalty. That most probably
means praying those ritual prayers of the hours, with all what they include of 18 supplications or
blessings.

The book of Acts reveals the nature of the Church, being a holy congregation, continuously
praying and supplicating with one accord.

+¢ “For this is a powerful weapon in temptations; and to this they had been trained.["Continuing with
one accord." .

(St. John Chrysostom)

The Church embraced “women”, who followed Him from Galilee (Luke 8.1-3): those who were

with Him at the crucifixion and the tomb (Matt. 27.55-57), as well as, “many other women who came

up with Him of Jerusalem” (Mark 15.41). His brothers, according to St. Jerome, were the sons of His
aunt (Mark 15.40).

4-THE CONSUMMATION OF THE NUMBER OF DISCIPLES

“And in those days, Peter stood up in the midst of the disciples (altogether the number of
names was about a hundred and twenty), and said” (Acts 1.15).

The expression ‘“‘stood up’’, means that he set forth to do something. Why did St. Peter play that
role, when he was not the Bishop of Jerusalem?

Some believe that this was because he was the eldest of them all, while others believe that it was
because he was zealous by nature. Anyway, the disciples were not preoccupied by who among them to
stand up and do something.

Choosing the twelfth disciple, to replace Judas Iscariot, took place in the presence and fellowship
of the whole congregation (about 120).

¢ “The priest should be chosen in the presence of the people under the eyes of all, and should be
approved worthy and suitable by public judgment and testimony; as in the book of Numbers the Lord
commanded Moses, saying, ‘“Take Aaron and Eleazar his son, and bring them up to Mount Hor,
... in the sight of all the congregation” (Num. 20.25- 27). God commands a priest to be appointed
in the presence of all the assembly; that is, He instructs and shows that the ordination of priests ought
not to be solemnized except with the knowledge of the people standing near””.

(Martyr Cyprian)

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
2 Epistles. 67.4.
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As to mentioning the figure 120, it is because, according to the Jewish tradition, this is the
smallest number that qualifies any group to be called a congregation that has the right to manage its own
affairs. That does not mean that there were no other believers in the Lord Christ, but those were the ones
who assembled in the upper room. They were called ‘disciples’, as they counted themselves students in
the school of the Lord Christ.

St. Peter the apostle stood up to talk to the congregation about God’s choice of a disciple to
replace Judas Iscariot.

St. John Chrysostom wonders “Why did he not ask Christ to give him some one in the room of
Judas? It is better as it is. For in the first place, they were engaged in other things; secondly, of Christ's
presence with them, the greatest proof that could be given was this: as He had chosen when He was
among them, so did He now being absent. Now this was no small matter for their consolation'”.

% “Again, consider the moderation of James. He it was who received the Bishopric of Jerusalem, and
here he says nothing. Mark also the great moderation of the other Apostles, how they concede the
throne to him, and no longer dispute with each other. For that Church was as it were in heaven:
having nothing to do with this world's affairs: and resplendent not with wails, no, nor with numbers,
but with the zeal of them that formed the assembly. They were "'about a hundred and twenty," it
says. The seventy perhaps whom Christ Himself had chosen, and other of the more earnest-minded
disciples, as Joseph and Matthias (5.14). There were women, he says, many, who followed Him
(Mark 15.41)>.

(St. John Chrysostom)

In his comment on that event, St. John Chrysostom compares between what happened at that

time and what was going on in his days. At the time of the apostles, there was no controversy between

those chosen for the apostolic or Episcopal work, as the Episcopate is the receiving of the burdens of
others, and not the enjoyment of comfort and dignity.

¢ "But let me say why it is that the thing has become a subject of competition: it is because we come to
the Episcopate not as unto a work of governing and superintending the brethren, but as to a post of
dignity and repose. Did you but know that a Bishop is bound to belong to all, to bear the burden of
all; that others, if they are angry, are pardoned, but he never; that others, if they sin, have excuses
made for them, he has none; you would not be eager for the dignity, would not run after it. So it is,
the Bishop is exposed to the tongues of all, to the criticism of all, whether they be wise or fools. He is
harassed with cares every day, nay, every night. He has many to hate him, many to envy him. Talk
not to me of those who curry favor with all, of those who desire to sleep, of those who advance to this

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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office as for repose. We have nothing to do with these; we speak of those who watch for your souls,

who consider the safety and welfare of those under them before their own'".

+¢ "I do not think there are many among Bishops that will be saved, but many more that perish: and the
reason is, that it is an affair that requires a great mind. ... The loss of one soul carries with it a penalty
which no language can represent. For if the salvation of that soul was of such value, that the Son of
God became man, and suffered so much, think how sore a punishment must the losing of it bring! ...
Do not tell me, that the presbyter is in fault, or the deacon. The guilt of all these comes perforce upon

the head of those who ordained them?".

¢ “I mean, that even if you have sinned, but in your own person merely, you will have no such great
punishment, nothing like it: but if you have sinned as bishop, you are lost™.

(St. John Chrysostom)

“Men and brethren, this Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke before by
the mouth of David concerning Judas, who became a guide to those who arrested Jesus”(Acts 1.16).

“Men and brethren” is an expression directed to someone of dignity and integrity, whether
man or woman.

X/

¢ '""Men and brethren,' says Peter. For if the Lord called them brethren, much more may he. ["Men,"
he says]: they all being present. See the dignity of the Church, the angelic condition! No distinction
there, "neither male nor female." I would that the Churches were such now! None there had his mind
full of some worldly matter™”.
(St. John Chrysostom)
The reference to the prophecies concerning Judas Iscariot, and his ultimate destiny (Ps. 41.9),
proves that those events, of utmost importance, happened according to a divine plan. It also reveals that
the Church since its early days was preoccupied with all the prophecies of the Old Testament.
(St. John Chrysostom)
Here, St. Peter presents to us the way of divine comforts; the enjoyment of the prophecies of the
Old Testament gives comfort to the soul, and assurance that the faith we live, is an indisputable truth, as
all those events were previously proclaimed by God through the prophets, hundreds and in some cases
thousands of years before the coming of the Lord Christ. A scholar can recognize by the Spirit, all the
events of salvation, from the Old Testament, that was, and still is, in the hands of the Jews before the
coming of the Lord Christ. That is concerning the salvation plan of God for the whole world, through
which we realize the care of God for the salvation and glory of every one of us personally.

! Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
3 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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¢ “This Scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke before”. Always he comforts
them by the prophecies. So does Christ on all occasions. In the very same way, he shows here that no
strange thing had happened, but what had already been foretold'”.
(St. John Chrysostom)
This is the secret of our comfort on the level of the world, the Church, and the individual
himself; what comforts us is that the Holy Spirit Himself is the Leader of the Church since its beginning.
That is why St. Peter did not say: “spoken by David”, but ‘“which the Holy Spirit spoke before by the
mouth of David” , being the true leader along the generations, to carry the Church of God, both in the
Old Testament, and the New Testament, to the eternal glory.
St. John Chrysostom comments on this phrase, “Do you see, that it was not for nothing that I
said in the beginning of this work, that this book is the Polity (leadership) of the Holy Spirit?*”.
St. John Chrysostom often commented on what the gospels and the book of Acts said about
Judas, as the evangelists, and here also St. Peter, speak about him, referring to the events and the
prophecies without mocking from their sides. St. Peter presents the bare fact, not accusing him as a
traitor to His Lord, or describing him as a miserable creature. The speech of the apostle confirms that
what the prophet David said about him in the psalms was inspired by the Holy Spirit.

*¢ Wherever the Word is, there is also the Spirit. ... The Spirit is not separated from the Son. ... When
the word came to the prophet, the prophet was talking by the Spirit, about the issues given to him by
the Word. Thus, in the book of Acts, it was written that Peter said, ‘““This Scripture had to be
fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit spoke before”” (Acts 1.16). And Zechariah, when the word came to
him, he said, “Yet surely My words and My statutes which I commanded My servants the
prophets” (Zech. 1.6). And when he rebuked the people, he said, “Yes, they made their hearts like
flint, refusing to hear the law and the words which the Lord of hosts has sent by His Spirit
through the former prophets” (Zech. 7.12). The Lord Christ spoke in Paul, as he said about
himself, “Since you seek a proof of Christ speaking in me” (2 Cor. 13.3). No one could grant him
the strength to talk except the Spirit that he had, as he said, “through ... the supply of the Spirit of
Jesus Christ (in me)” (Phil. 1.19). And also when Christ spoke in him, he said, ... except that the
Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations await me” (Acts 20.23).
Because the Spirit is not outside the Word, but as He is the Word, He is in God by the Word. The
spiritual talents are so granted in the Trinity.

(St. Athanasius)

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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+¢ The action of the Trinity is one. The apostle does not mean that what is given (2 Cor. 13.13) is given

various and divided, but is so given in the Trinity, and all of One God. ... Therefore when the Word

is given to prophets, they prophesy by the Holy Spirit; and when the Book says, “... to whom the
word of the Lord came” (Jer. 1.2; Mic. 1.1). This means that he is prophesying by the Holy Spirit'.

(Pope Athanasius the apostolic)

“For he was numbered with us, and obtained a part in this ministry” (Acts 1.17).

Our Lord Jesus Christ has chosen Judas as an apostle (Luke 6.13-16); thus, he was counted as
one of the apostles, But he was not a believer true in his faith, as before betraying his Master, the Lord
called him “‘a devil” (John 6.70).

The Lord Christ definitely knew about him, So why did he choose him, and handed him the
treasury, when he knew that he was a robber and a thief?

Some believe that the Lord Christ chose Judas despite His foreknowledge of what he was going
to do, because, at that time, he was ready to believe in the Lord, and to follow Him; that is, he had some
good in him. The Lord did not deal with him on account of what he would be, but on account of what he
was, at the time he was chosen. St. Augustine believes that the Lord Christ chose him and did not judge
him, even at the time of the actual treason, to teach the Church not to be much preoccupied with
judgment, but with the positive aspect of preaching, of ministry, and of the proclamation of love, so as to
give the chance, even to the traitors, to return to God in repentance, if they intend to.

God allowed the presence of Judas among the disciples, and did not publicly reveal his identity
as a traitor and a thief, until the end, so as to let us realize that it is not only among the ministered, but
even among the ministers themselves that we find tares and not wheat, and that it is not for us to uproot
the tares as long as they are hidden among the wheat, until the time comes to sort them out.

God allows even the evildoers to work, and being a Sanctifier of the freedom of man, He would
not commit them to repent. If they do repent, that would be for their own edification and glory, but if
they persist on their evil, He will turn even their evil for the edification of many. He also allowed the
presence of Judas among the disciples, to give a lesson to all generations, about the danger of greed and
the love of money, even among the ministers of the word, as there would never be a more serious crime
in history, than that of Judas, the lover of money. It is an old sin that had and still has authority on many.
God warned us against it, as He brought up His people into Canaan, when Achan the son of Carmi hid
the silver, the garment, and the wedge of gold, breaking the commandment of God, for the sake of his
love for money, and he perished (Josh. 7.21). And here, Judas betrays his Lord, and Simon, in the Book
of Acts, seeks to acquire the power of the Holy Spirit for money.

The Greek word “numbered” means ‘a pebble or a tiny stone’, as pebbles were used in
counting.

" On the Holy Spirit. 1.33.
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He calls the choice of somebody a “part”, -lot- as man has no favor in his being chosen as a
minister, but it is the grace of God that chooses and works in whom it does, if they faithfully walk in
their call.

X/

s “He calls it everywhere "lot," showing that the whole is from God's grace and election, and
reminding them of the old times, inasmuch as God chose him into His own lot or portion, as of old
He took the Levites'”.

(St. John Chrysostom)

“(Now this man purchased a field with the wages of iniquity,And falling headlong,He burst
open in the middle and all his entrails gushed out)”’(Acts 1.18).

The Evangelist St. Matthew mentioned how Judas gave back the silver to the chief priests and
the elders, feeling remorse for betraying innocent blood, yet with no hope in the Lord the Forgiver of
sins. They refused to take it back, counting the money as his, and probably because they felt as well that
it is the price of innocent blood. When Judas threw down the pieces of silver in the temple, they bought
with them the potter’s field, to bury strangers in it. St. Peter considered as though it was purchased by
Judas himself. In the Greek version ‘Lostkot and Hort’, came the phrase “purchased a field with the
wages of iniquity”’, between brackets, indicating that it is not said by St. Peter, but is rather a comment
by St. Luke the author of the Book of Acts.

The Lord Christ covered up for Judas all along those years, Yet Judas did not cover up for
himself, he was exposed before the world, as he will be in the great day of the Lord. His body entrails
gushed out, as well as those of his soul that were corrupted by his betrayal to the Lord Himself.

There were different theories as far as Judas’ death is concerned:

1- The prevailing theory was that Judas committed suicide by hanging himself, but, because of
his weight, the rope was torn, and Judas fell headlong, probably on a rock, burst open in the middle, and
all his entrails gushed out.

2- He hanged himself in a waste land, where his body rotted, his belly swollen, then burst open,
and the stray dogs came and violated his remains.

3- Having been overcome by despair and terror, he threw himself down from the roof of his
house, and his belly burst open.

4- The scholar Lightfoot believes that, as the devil entered into him, he carried him up in the air,
and then cast him down to the earth, to have his belly burst open.

5- The scholar Wakefield believes that he died because of his intense grief.

Yet, some other scholars give a symbolic interpretation of the death of Judas by hanging, and the
gushing of his entrails, that this refers to his falling down from his exalted position as an apostle of the

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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Lord Christ, to the bottom of the abyss, as a betrayer to the Lord. He lost his position and dignity,
became in shame and disgrace before everyone, as his entrails gushed out to be despised by all.

“And it became known to all those dwelling in Jerusalem, so that field is called in their own
language, ‘Akel dama’, that is, (field of blood)” (Acts 1.19).

Some believe that Judas, intending to carry the image of piety and love, even while negotiating
treason, he claimed before the Jewish leaderships that he was going to use the pieces of silver to
purchase a field to bury strangers. Throwing the silver down in the temple, they realized his wish and
counted it as though he himself has done the purchase, as it was his own money. The Jews probably
spread such news among the people, to proclaim that, because Judas did not ask for the silver as a price
for handing over his Master, out of greed, but for the sake of doing a service to the strangers, they
realized his wish even after his suicide.

That field was called in the Chaldean- Syrian language (Syro-Chaladic), ‘Akel Dama’; that is,
(field of blood), on account that it was purchased with the price of the Lord’s life, or of His blood shed
on the cross. This name remained testifying to the crime of treason that was committed by Judas, for
several generations to come.

“For it is written in the book of Psalms: ‘Let his habitation be desolate, and let no one live in
it’, and, ‘let another take his office’ (Acts 1.20).

What is mentioned here came in psalms 69.25, 28, 109.8, and was not said by St. Peter to judge
Judas or to defame him, but out of a feeling of responsibility to fulfill the command of the Lord Christ to
him, “When you have returned to Me, strengthen your brethren” (Luke 22, 32). He felt committed
to consummate the number of the apostles to twelve, corresponding to the twelve tribes of Israel (Luke
22.29-30): “And I bestow upon you a kingdom just as My Father bestowed one upon Me, that you
may eat and drink at My table in My kingdom, and sit on the thrones judging the twelve tribes of
Israel”

The prophecy about Judas in (Ps. 69.25, 28), came in the plural form, as it does not only refer to
Judas alone, but to all those who followed his lead, namely the chief priests and the elders of the people.
That applied to all of them, and having committed treason, they were deprived of their priestly work,
and their ministry as overseers of the temple or the new house of the Lord.

That field became his dwelling place that he purchased with the silver he earned for betraying his
Master, It became a burying field for the strangers who die in Jerusalem. With his silver, they purchased
that field full of desolation, and which is, according to St. John Chrysostom, a prelude to what was going
to happen to Jerusalem as a whole, when it turned into a field of blood for a great multitude of Jews, by
the hands of “Titus’ the Roman leader in the year 70 AD.

The word “‘his office’” in Greek means (his Episcopate); that is, acting as an Overseer.
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“Therefore, of these men who have accompanied us all the time That the Lord Jesus went in
and out among us, Beginning from the baptism of John to the day when He was taken up from us,
One of these must become a witness with us of His resurrection’(Acts 1.21, 22).

What are the qualifications of the one called to that ministry?

1- He must have been a contemporary of the Lord Christ, watched His baptism, listened to Him,
and was enlightened by His teachings.

2- The expression “went in and out” refers to being in the company of that person in every
aspect of life. He must have accompanied the Lord Christ until the day of His crucifixion, and must have
accompanied the disciples. His choice is not to be just a realization of the figure 12, but he should be
well qualified for the apostolic work.

3- By saying: “a witness with us of His resurrection”, St. Peter concentrates on his enjoyment
of the experience of resurrection with Christ, that truly changed the believers’ concepts and their
capabilities, as St. Peter says in his epistle, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
who, according to His abundant mercy has begotten us again to a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Pet. 1.3).

X/

%+ “He said not, a witness of the rest of his actions, but a witness of the resurrection alone. ... For the
other matters were manifest and acknowledged, but the resurrection took place in secret, and was
manifest to these only. And they do not say, Angels have told us; but, We have seen. For this it was
that was most needful at that time: that they should be men having a right to be believed, because
they had seen'”.

(St. John Chrysostom)

“And they proposed two: Joseph called Barsabas, who was surname Justus, and Matthias”
(Acts 1.23).

Those two were most probably characterized by being prudent, wise, and pious, and might have
been older than others. As it was difficult to choose one of them, they resorted to God to do the choice,
by casting their lots after praying. Here we notice how God gave His Church the freedom to choose the
ministers, based on commitment to criteria that are fitting for them.

“Joseph called Barsabas” or ‘Bashaba’ means who is born on a Sabbath, or the son of the
Sabbath. Some believe that ‘Barsaba’ is derived from two Syrian words: ‘Bar’, meaning (son), and
‘Sabas’, meaning (comfort, calmness, and captivity).

Some believe that he is the same person mentioned in Acts 4.16, by the name of ‘Barnabas’, but
there is no proof of that. Whereas the scholar Lightfoot believes that he is the son of Alpheus, James'
younger brother, and that he was chosen because of his relation to the Lord Christ. He was called Justus,
a Latin name meaning (righteous), probably because of his straightforward personality.

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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Eusebius of Caesarea tells about Philip of Sidon: that Pabius tells about the virgin prophetesses
daughters of Philip (Acts 21.9), that Justus drank the venom of a snake in the name of our Lord Jesus,
and was not harmed, challenging some of those who denied the faith, depending on the promise of the
Lord, “If they drink anything deadly, it will by no means hurt them” (Mark 16.18).

Matthias means (God’s gift). We know nothing about his background or his person, more than
that he shared with the apostles their labor, suffered persecution, and got the blessing of preaching the
gospel. According to Eusebius of Caesarea, he was one of the 70 chosen by the Lord Christ, and
preached in Ethiopia'.

St. John Chrysostom comments on mentioning Matthias after Joseph called Barsabas, saying,

% “Again, it is not without reason that he puts Matthias last; he would show, that frequently he that is
honorable among men, is inferior before God 2

“They prayed and said: ‘You, O Lord, who know the hearts of all, show which of these two
You have chosen” (Acts 1.24).

They resorted to the spirit of prayer to God who knows the hearts, to show which of these two
was more qualified for the work. Knowing the hearts is something only for God. ¢I, the Lord, search
the heart, I test the mind” (Ps, 139.1, 23; Jer. 17.10). Our Lord Jesus Christ was described by this
divine trait, that is only His: ‘“All the churches shall know that I am He who searches the minds and
hearts” (Rev. 2.23).

Some believe that this procedure -that was followed in the Old Testament- was no longer
followed after the dwelling of the Holy Spirit on the day of the Pentecost, who intervenes in the life of
the Church, to seek the counsel of God, as it came in separating Barnabas and Saul to minister among
the Gentiles (Acts 13.2-3).

“O Lord”: After the crucifixion, the disciples used to address the Lord Christ as ‘The Lord” or
“God”, with no discerning between the two titles (John 20.28; Acts 1.6, 7.59).

“To take part in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas by transgression fell, that he
might go to his own place’” (Acts 1.25).

Judas fell from his ministry to desolation, and was replaced by Matthias, to enjoy the ministry of
glory.

The word “lot” or “Tov’, in the Coptic versions, in the Vulgate, and Bezae, meant (position) or to
occupy his apostolic position.

“... That he might go to his own place”: When Judas purchased the ‘field of blood’, or the
chief priests and the Pharisees purchased it on his behalf, Judas gave away his apostolic position to go to
the place that he purchased by the silver of treason. Some believe that the word ‘his own place” here

"H.E. 3.39.
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 3.
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refers to his original place. When he was chosen as an apostle, he left his place among his family to
become a member of the divine family, but having practiced treason of his own accord, he returned to
his family and old friends. Other people believe that the expression ‘‘that he might go to his own
place” is a common one, and refers to death, by which one goes to his final place, whether it is with
Christ, or in hell with the devil, until the ultimate day of the Lord. That is why, according to the Jewish
interpretation of the expression': “Then Balaam rose and departed and returned to his place” (Num.
24.25), that he returned to hell, his destiny.

In the Targum, namely, rewriting the Chaldean version of the phrase that came in the book of
Ecclesiastes: “Even if he lived a thousand years twice over — but has not seen goodness” (without
studying the law and practicing justice), on the day of his death, his soul will go down to the abyss — the
place where all sinners go. In a letter from St Ignatius to the Magnesians, he says, +“Seeing, then, all
things have an end, these two things are simultaneously set before us-death and life; and every one shall
go unto his own place.”

Thus, Judas went to the place that fits his greed and treason, as he had no place in the Church of
Christ here, and in paradise, where the Lord Christ is.

By saying “his own place”, the Holy Book reveals that the evildoers have no right to complain,
as they go to the place that they have chosen for themselves, and that fits their persons. They cannot
cross over to heaven, where they have no place.

s “He went to his own place” (Acts 1.25): that evil man himself chose to be a sinner, he did what he
would, and suffered what he would not. In that he did what he would, his sin is discovered; in that he
suffered what he would not, the order of God is praisedz”.

(St. Augustine)

“And they cast their lots, and the lot fell on Matthias. And he was numbered with the eleven
apostles” (Acts 1.26).

Actually the mere death of Judas was not the reason for the need for filling his apostolic position,
as when the apostle James was martyred by the sword of Herod, the disciples did not assemble to choose
an apostle in his place, but the falling down of Judas from the apostleship and his treason created the
need for this.

We do not know exactly how the lot was done, but it was the custom to bring two pieces of
wood, metal, or paper, write the name of one of the two persons on one of them, and the name of the
other person on the other piece, then put them in a pot. After prayers and supplications, someone would
put his hand and draw a piece, and the name on it would be God’s choice.

! Jewish Tract. Baal Urim.
2 Sermon on the Mount. 75.5.
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It was not for the sake of the completion of the figure 12, but because the figure 12 in both the
Old and the New Testaments refers to the kingdom of God on earth, where the Holy Trinity (3) reigns
on the four corners of the earth (4), to end up with the figure 12.

X/

* “The number remained a sacred number, a number containing twelve: because they were to make
known the Trinity throughout the whole world, that is, throughout the four quarters of the world. That
is the reason of the three times four. Judas, then only cut himself off, not profaned the number twelve:
he abandoned his Teacher, for God appointed a successor to take his place'”.

(St. Augustine)

St. Augustine believes that the Lord Christ, as the ‘Light of the World’, is symbolized as (the
Day), and the disciples, as the ‘children of the day’ are symbolized as the 12 hours of the day. Christ is
the Day or the Light, who dwells among the twelve hours of the day. As Judas became darkness, he was
separated from the twelve hours, to be replaced by Matthias®.

St. John Chrysostom says that Joseph Barsabas was not disturbed by the choice of Matthias, as
every one had his own qualifications and mission. Not choosing him had not deprived him of his role.
John Chrysostom reveals the bitterness of his soul because of the concept of the Episcopate in his time,
when people used to fight for what they saw in it of authority and dignity, instead of realizing that the
Episcopate is actually the receiving of the burdens of others, and bearing the criticism of all: the prudent
and the idiots. Despite caring for every one -day and night, he is the object of hate and envy of many.

Some may wonder: how could Judas fall in betraying his Lord, having realized His divine
power and authority, and when he had in his hands the treasury, to steal from it at leisure?

Scholars present several interpretations, of which:

1- Judas, like the rest of the disciples and apostles, even after the resurrection of the Lord, and up
till the moments of His ascension, was anticipating a temporal kingdom. And when Judas realized that
Jesus flatly refused to become a king, even if it is the request of the multitudes, his hopes were
completely destroyed.

2- As someone who loves silver, it was not difficult for the chief priests and the Pharisees, to bait
him with silver to betray his Lord.

3- He probably, realizing the authority of His Lord, assumed that he could take the bribe and
benefit from it, while nobody could lay his hand on the Lord, or harm Him, on whom death has no
authority. Although he would indeed guide them to Him, the Lord would undoubtedly take care of
Himself.

"' In Joan. Tr. 27.10.
2 In Joan. Tr. 29.8.
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The perpetual preparation for setting the church and its growth

Having gone through what came in this chapter, we can deduce that the Lord Christ has prepared
his disciples and apostles and all those around Him, for the birth of the Church; He has prepared them to
become His holy Church. This preparation was not a historical event that passed with time, but was a
daily preparation and experience, that is fitting for the Church to live, in order to remain a fertile mother,
to grow all the time, to become an icon of its Christ, and to embrace every day those who are saved,
until the ultimate coming of the Lord. This preparation, as we saw, is the following:

1- We bear our Christ who works and teaches (Acts 1.1), and share this trait with Him, through
translating our faith into a work of love, and a true practical testimonial to the sweetness of salvation.

2- We see Him with His disciples, and get in touch with Him every day of our temporal life (the
40 days), to proclaim surely that He is living in us, by true practical proofs (Acts 1.3).

3- We respond to His Holy Spirit, His greatest gift, or even the Giver of gifts, whom we got in
the water of Baptism and the anointment of the Myron (Acts 1.5), to lead us all the days of our
sojourning, in our daily life, and in our testimony before many.

4- To avoid being preoccupied by the vain knowledge, as for instance, getting to know times and
seasons, but to seek the strength and authority given to us, to live by the Spirit of power, not by that of
failure and weakness (Acts 1.7-8).

5- We should have always the unique scene of the ascension before our eyes that brings joy to
our hearts, and lifts them up to the bosom of the heavenly Father, looking forward with great yearning,
to His ultimate coming on the clouds, to carry us with our whole being to His eternal glory (Acts 1.9-
11).

6- We should practice the Church life, as though in the upper room, together with the disciples
and the whole congregation, and keep praying with one accord (Acts 1.13-14).

7- We should supplicate all the time to God, to send ministers to testify to His resurrection, as He
chose Matthias to be numbered with the eleven apostles (Acts 1.24-26).
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 1

TOWARD A NEW BEGINNING

% Your apostle Luke presented to us the story of how Your Church started.
With every morning we see in this book how Your Church started.
Although it is an old story, it will always remain new,

Crying out: ‘Let us start well’.

“* Your speech about the kingdom is sweet and enjoyable
Because it is a proclamation of Your Person, O the perfect love.
You are specifically the kingdom, and without You, there is no kingdom.

¢ You promise me not to depart from Jerusalem

++ Until I am clothed with a power from the highest.
You fulfilled Your promise, and granted me Your Spirit, the fire and the light.
Your Spirit makes me an unquenched lamp and a consuming fire.
My soul will not find rest before I see all mankind in Your bosom.

% Let me go out with You to the Mount of Olives;
What an amazing scene to see You ascending to heaven!
The gravity has no effect on Your body risen from the dead.
The heaven with all its hosts was waiting for Your ascension.
Carry my heart with You,
In it I see Your throne,
And realize the secrets of Your glory.
My heart is ready My Lord, It is ready;
Lift it up with You, so that all my being would also be lifted with You.

+¢ There, in heaven, You are preoccupied with the salvation of the world,
And on earth, Your apostles are preoccupied with testifying to You,
You are preoccupied with us, and we with You, O Savior of all!

+¢ Blessed is Your apostle Peter, and blessed are all the other apostles with him.
With his heart flaring with zeal, he seeks someone to bear the portion of Judas.
He sought that, not with the spirit of authority,
But with the spirit of love, and the motivation of ministry and preaching.
Blessed are his brethren, among whom the thought of envy did not sneak,
But, with the spirit of modesty, they all walked together.
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Nobody sought dignity, and nobody sought temporal glory.
All are members in Your body, O the heavenly Head.

¢ T am perplexed! Shall I bless Matthias, whom You have chosen an apostle?
Or shall I bless Joseph Barsabas, who rejoiced for the choice of his friend!
Blessed are both of them, as they are witnesses for the resurrection of the Lord.
Blessed are you Matthias, for your strife as an apostle;
And blessed are you Joseph for your strife with the talents that the Lord gave you.

% And now, O Lord listen to my prayer:
Let us start well with each new day!
Let us listen to Your secret talks in the heart!
Let us trust in Your promise, that Your fiery Spirit would work in us!
Let our eyes steadfastly look at Your joyful ascension!
Let us, together with Your apostles, seek ministers with fiery Spirit!
And finally, let us find no rest before we see the world becoming heaven!
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CHAPTER 2
THE BIRTH OF THE CHURCH
ON THE DAY OF PENTECOST

In the first chapter, the Evangelist Luke presented a living portrait of the preparations for the
birth of the Church of the New Testament, through the speeches of the Lord Christ, risen from the dead,
to His disciples, about the kingdom of God, His promise to them that they would gain power from the
highest, then His ascension, for the Church to realize her new nature, through her union with the
Heavenly, Flaring the hearts for the ultimate coming of the Lord Christ, And finally through the choice
of the twelfth disciple in the place of the traitor Judas.

Now, the author of the Book of Acts is presenting a truly amazing scene of the birth of the
Church on the day of the Pentecost, when the disciples were baptized by the Holy Spirit, who became
the heavenly Leader of the Church, the Holy Spirit, the Comforter, who grants mankind a renewal of
their nature, to bear the icon of the heavenly Groom, and to enjoy new exalted relationships with the
Holy Trinity.

1- A collective encounter 1

2- Dwelling of the Holy Spirit 2-4
3- The reaction of the foreign visitors in Jerusalem 5-13
4- Peter’s sermon 14-36
5- The appealing power of the Holy Spirit 37-41
6- A spiritually rejoicing Church 42 - 46
7- A fertile Church 47
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1- A COLLECTIVE ENCOUNTER

“Now, when the day of Pentecost had fully come, they were all with one accord” (Acts 2.1).

The Pentecost used to be seven weeks following the first day of the Passover. It was called “the
feast of the weeks” or “the feast of the firstfruits”, when the first fruits of wheat are offered. It is
celebrated on the fiftieth day LE., counting from the first day after The Passover'.

It is called the ‘“Pentecost” meaning the (fiftieth) (Exod. 34.22; Lev. 23.15-22; Deut. 16.10).
And “the day of the firstfruits” (Exod. 28.16; Num. 28.26). It is a thanksgiving feast to God for the
blessing of the harvest. Later on, the Jews celebrated in it the day when the law came down in Sinai, on
the fiftieth day of their exodus from the land of Egypt. Therefore, they call it ‘shimchath torah’, meaning
(the joy of the Torah). They consider it as well a memorial of the signs done by God to set them free of
their servitude to Pharaoh. The scholar Lightfoot believes that the Holy Spirit came upon the disciples
on the anniversary of the coming down of the law in Sinai 1447 years before.

The Jews used to honor this feast, as a unique day, that was celebrated even by nature itself,
when wind blew; fire appeared, together with earthquakes, lightening, and thunder that revealed the
might of God, and His awesome presence among His people. The Holy Spirit came down on a day
revered by the Jews and proselytes from all nations, who hasten to Jerusalem to accept the faith, then to
return to their own land, to preach the evangelic truth.

The Holy Spirit came down on the first day of the week (Sunday), to make it the new Sabbath, in
which the Lord Christ resurrected from the dead, and in which the Church was born. With each weekly
worship, in the sacrament of the Eucharist, we remember the new resurrected life that became ours
through the resurrection of the Lord Christ, by the work of His Holy Spirit.

As the Holy Spirit came down on the Church of the New Testament on the fiftieth day following
the resurrection of the Lord Christ, this day became a proclamation of the perpetual presence of the Holy
Spirit in the midst of the Church of Christ, to grant her His divine energy to testify to the Lord Christ,
and for the world to enjoy the experience of the resurrected life.

In the Jewish feast of the Pentecost, the people used to celebrate the coming down of the law
upon Moses, when nature trembled before that divine action; Whereas, in the Christian celebration of the
Pentecost, the world stands in awe, as the Holy Spirit of God Himself comes down upon the Church,
when the nature of the inner man trembled, as it received the Word of God, inscribed, not on two stone
tablets, but on the heart, and in the depths of the soul, to transform the stony heart into a divine heavenly
kingdom. On that day, it is not nature itself that stood in awe, but the heavenly creatures stood in joy and
rejoicing before that exalted divine work.

As the birth of the Church was realized on the day of the Pentecost, all the days were sanctified,
for the believer to enjoy Baptism, the new birth, or the union with the Church, on any day, as all days

" Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty. Commentary on the Book of Leviticus.
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became a perpetual feast. The Church has banned the erroneous vows of planning to have the child
baptized at a certain church or by a specific priest.

¢ "When Jeremiah says, ""And I will gather them together from the extremities of the land in the
feast-day'' (Jer. 30.8, 38.8 [in the Septuagint Translation]), he signifies the day of the Passover
and of Pentecost, which is properly a "feast-day." However, every day is the Lord's; every hour, every
time, 1is apt for baptism: if there is a difference in the solemnity, distinction there is none in the
grace .
St. John Chrysostom believes that the word “all” in (Acts 2.1) refers to the 120 persons who
were present on that day. He says,

“* “Was it upon the twelve that it came? Not so; but upon the hundred and twenty. For Peter would not
have quoted to no purpose the testimony of the prophet, saying, “It shall come to pass in the last
days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit on (all) flesh, Your sons and your daughters
shall prophesy, Your young men shall see visions, Your old men shall dream dreams” (Joel 2.28;
Acts 2.17). “And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2.4) >

However, some others believe that as the choice of the twelfth disciple to replace the traitor

Judas came after the dwelling of the Holy Spirit, the word “all” does not mean the 120, but only the 12.

The Church, represented by the 12, received the Holy Spirit, and enjoyed the first Baptism, according to

the words of the Lord Christ to His disciples, “You shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many

days from now” (Acts 1.5). What came in the book of Joel concerning the dwelling of the Holy Spirit
on the servants, the maid-servants, the old and the young was truly realized through the apostles, and not
directly from heaven, as it occurred with the twelve. Even with the appearance of the Lord Christ to Saul
of Tarsus, and His debate with him, Saul did not get the Holy Spirit directly from heaven, but through
the Church, having been instructed by the Lord Christ to go to Ananias. The only exception was the case
of the dwelling of the Holy Spirit upon Cornelius and his household, during the prayer of St. Peter,
which was a proclamation from God that the gates of heaven were also opened before the Gentiles to
accept the faith in the Lord Christ.

“All were with one accord” bearing a flaring zeal toward one goal and one wish. All were
flaring internally toward the realization of the promise of the lord Christ concerning receiving power

from the highest (Acts 1.8).

2- THE DWELLING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

“And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the
whole house where they were sitting” (Acts 2.2).

"'The Scholar Tertullian. On Baptism. 19.
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 4.
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Although the disciples were anticipating the realization of the divine promise of the dwelling of
the Holy Spirit upon them, to grant them power from the highest, it seems that they did not expect it to
happen through all those circumstances. It was a surprise to them ‘‘and suddenly there came’. The
significance of that way of dwelling was to let that event stick to the minds of the disciples, and to keep
it from disappearing from the eyes of the Church along the generations, having been an event that
touches all her being and her existence. It was not a regular wind, but a sound from heaven that filled the
whole house. All those sitting there heard it, and realized that it must be from heaven: the sound of
thunder that proclaims the divine presence.

St. Ephraim the Syrian believes that such a heavenly sound was accompanied by a sweet
fragrance, and that such sound did not cross from one room to another, but everyone realized that it
came from heaven, and filled all at once. The Holy Spirit filled the place to dedicate it, sanctifying all as
a Church for Christ. The sound did not only fill the room where the disciples were sitting to pray, but
filled the whole house. That event echoed on the whole city, and in no time a great multitude gathered,
of those who came to Jerusalem for the feast.

As when the earthquake and the fire prepared the heart of Elijah to enjoy the divine presence,
and to enter into a discussion with God during the “still small voice” (1 Kings 19.12), those
circumstances proclaimed the birth of the Church, through the dwelling of the Holy Spirit upon her.
Likewise, with the ultimate coming of the Lord Christ on the clouds, to judge the world, His coming will
be accompanied by the sound of a great trumpet that will shake the hearts of the evildoers, and will fill
the hearts of the believers with joy.

It is as though He, ‘“Who brings the wind out of His treasures” (Ps. 135.7) and “Who gathered
them in His fists (Prov. 30.4), is crying out with a great voice: Receive My Holy Spirit! The prophet
Nahum has previously proclaimed, ‘“The Lord has His way in the whirlwind and in the storm, and
the clouds are the dust of His feet’” (Nah. 1.3), and the Lord spoke to Job “out of the whirlwind” (Job
38.1). This is the same Lord; He is present to dwell in the hearts of mankind.

Here, St. Gregory of Nyssa takes us to the book of the Songs of Solomon, in which he sees in
the warm south wind, and not the cold north wind, a symbol of the gift of the Holy Spirit, who kindles
the soul with the warmth of the Spirit. In the region of the Middle East, people, especially the farmers,
fear the north wind because it is cold, and if it becomes strong, it would completely destroy their crops.
They prefer the south wind that comes from the equator, as it is warm and help ripen the crops. In the
book of songs, the bride asks the south wind to blow upon her garden (Song 4.16), And as the wind,
namely the Holy Spirit, blows, she calls her garden, the garden of her Groom (Song 5.16). The work of
the Holy Spirit is to turn our hearts to the possession of the heavenly Groom, to become His garden. The
Groom considers the pains of His bride as His own pains, and the fruits of the Spirit in her, His fruits;
and with joy, He accepts her invitation to enter into her garden to eat and drink, and He even invites His
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friends — the heavenly hosts — to share His joy with His garden that is planted with His right hand, and
watered with His Holy Spirit (Song 5.1).

s “... Come, O south (Wind), Blow upon my garden, that its spices may flow out” (Song 4.16
LXX). The Queen (the Church, the bride) was right in commanding, by her authority, to push away
the north wind, and to call the wind of the warm mid-day, that we call the south wind, by which a
flowing current of joy would prevail: “Come, O south wind, blow upon my garden, that its spices
may flow out”. It is analogous to the strong wind that was heard in the upper room, where the
disciples were sitting (Acts 2.2): “Then there appeared to them tongues, as of fire, and one sat
upon each of them” (Acts 2.3). They were like living plants that are helped by this wind to produce
fragrant spicy herbs producing prophecies that flow of sweet fragrant teachings of salvation, through
the mouths of the apostles, in all languages. This south wind made the teachings of those 120
disciples, who were planted in the house of the Lord, flow over all the nations of the earth (Acts
1.15).

Now, the bride says to the south wind, “Blow upon my garden”, because her Groom made her
the mother of gardens -- the text includes gardens and a spring — For this, the Groom wishes for the wind
to blow over His garden, filled with living trees, to carry from it its sweet fragrance. The prophet says,
“Stormy wind, fulfilling His word” Ps. 148.8).

The bride was adorned like a glamorous queen, and changed the rivers that flow of fragrance, to
what is more beautiful, through the power of the Holy Spirit. Through this portrait, we learn the
difference between the Old and the New Testaments: The river of prophecy is filled with water;
whereas, the rivers of the gospel are filled with fragrance. The rivers of the apostle Paul carry the sweet
fragrance of Christ, and flow from the Church by the Holy Spirit. The other examples of John, Luke,
Matthew, Mark, and all the other apostles, All symbolize precious plants in the garden of the bride, on
which the south wind blows, to make them all the source of sweet fragrance of the gospell.

“Then there appeared to them divided tongues, as of fire, and one sat upon each of them”
(Acts 2.3).

It is not possible to realize the nature of the Holy Spirit, as it is with the Father and the Son. That
is why, the Old and the New Testaments present several symbols that reveal the nature of the Holy Spirit
in us, the most important of which are:

1- The dove: In the book of Songs, the heavenly Groom commends His bride, saying, “You
have dove eyes” (Songs 1.15). He admires His bride, who always looks at His Holy Spirit, who alone
can unite her with Him, and make her beautiful to bear His icon. He watches her eyes, to see whom she
sees, as the eyes bear the image of whom she looks at. As the work of the Holy Spirit is the

' St. Gregory of Nyssa. Homilies on Song of Songs. 10.
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enlightenment, When He dwells in the heart of the believer, He enlightens his/her inner eyes to be able
to see the Groom and His glories, and to make sure of His true promises.

The Lord Christ Himself asks His bride, ‘“Be simple like doves”, as the bride should bear the
simple nature of her Groom, should not accept complications, but should walk along His one way, with
no division of heart.

< “Behold, You are fair, my love! Behold, you are fair! You have dove eyes” (Songs 1.15) Now, as
her overall beauty became apparent, He commends the beauty of her eyes, saying that she has dove
eyes! This bears the following meaning: When the eyes are pure, it clearly reflects the image of the
object seen. According to physicists, eyes see through receiving the images reflected by the objects
seen. That is why, He commends the beauty of the bride, because the image of the dove is printed on
her eyes. When someone looks at something, he receives in himself the image of this thing.

He, who forsakes the material things, namely, the flesh and blood, sees the spiritual life, walks in
the Spirit, and with the Spirit he puts to death the works of the flesh. This man becomes wholly in the
Spirit, and would never get back to the nature of the flesh. That is why, the soul that forsakes the lusts of
the flesh, is described as having the image of the dove apparent in her eyes, namely, the seal of the
spiritual life radiates light from inside her; the eyes become pure. The soul that acquires the image of the
dove is capable of seeing the spiritual attraction of the Groom. The bride looks at her Groom, when she
has the image of the dove in her eyes. Then she can see His spiritual beautyl.

2- The water: Especially the rain, the early rain refers to the work of the Holy Spirit in the Old
Testament, who granted several divine gifts, in particular the grace of prophecy about the Person of the
Lord Christ and His salvation work. The late rain refers to His work in the New Testament, when He
dwells and settles down in the soul, He would not be seen as a guest, as it was the case in the Old
Testament, But He makes out of the inner man a temple, holy for Him, where he dwells. The rain turns
the wilderness into a garden that flows with divine fruits without limits.

The Lord Christ connected between faith in Him, and the enjoyment of the Holy Spirit, who is
like a divine spring flowing in the believer’s spiritual heart, ‘“‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living
water” (John 7.38).

+¢ "The Holy Spirit is the River, and the abundant River, which according to the Hebrews flowed from
Jesus in the lands, as we have received it prophesied by the mouth of Isaiah (Isa. 66.12). This is the
great River which flows always and never fails. And not only a river, but also one of copious stream
and overflowing greatness, as also David said: “stream that make glad the city of God” (Ps. 46.4).
For neither is that city, the heavenly Jerusalem, watered by the channel of any earthly river, but that
Holy Spirit, proceeding from the Fount of Life, by a short draught of Whom we are satiated, seems to

! St. Gregory of Nyssa. Homilies on Song of Songs. 4.
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flow more abundantly among those celestial Thrones, Dominions and Powers, Angels and
Archangels, rushing in the full course of the seven virtues of the Spirit'".

3-The wind: it is the “rushing mighty wind” that shook the house when the Holy Spirit came
down upon the disciples.

4- The fire: The Holy Spirit came down upon the disciples in the form of tongues of fire. The
words of John the Baptist were realized, about the Lamb of God that He baptizes by the Holy Spirit and
fire. This is the fire that the Lord Christ ““came to send on the earth” (Luke 12.49).

The Holy Spirit appeared like tongues of fire that sat upon each of them. This refers to what He
presents to them of various tongues and languages, to be able to preach among the Gentiles, and for the
Jews to realize that God is not God of the Hebrews alone, but of all mankind, who speaks to every
nation with its own tongue.

They felt the Holy Spirit, like a secret wind, “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear
the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from, and where it goes” (John 3.8). It appeared as
divided tongues, as though of fire, yet not of material fire, but of fire that consumes sin, and scatters
every thing that opposes God and His righteousness, that the righteousness of Christ, His holiness, His
truth, and His divine justice would be realized in us.

Some believe that the Holy Spirit first appeared in the form of glittering glimpses of fire coming
from the highest that were soon divided into tongues and sat on the heads of the apostles. In the Syrian
versions and in the old Ethiopian versions, it came as ‘It sat on them”, as though the Holy Spirit sat
and settled down upon the heads of the apostles, being the throne of God and His divine temple, after the
Spirit departed so long from man. The Spirit is no more a temporary guest, but He sat to reign, to renew,
and to lead His Church, working in her along the generations, until He brings her into heaven as a bride
adorned for her heavenly Groom. The settling of the Holy Spirit confirms that what they see is not
imagination or fantasy.

God appeared to the prophet Moses in the form of a burning bush that was not consumed with
the fire (Exod. 2.2-3). And on the mountain, He appeared to Him amid thunder, lightening, fire, and
smoke, a sign of His presence and might (Exod. 19.16-20).

“... sat upon each of them”: upon the twelve, having found comfort in their apostolic being, to
make out of them a holy temple in which to dwell (1 Cor. 3.16), in and with whom He works, as they
became referred to God, dedicated to Him alone. What preoccupied the disciples was not the wind, the
sounzd, or the fire, but the dwelling of the Spirit in them, to work by them for the sake of the kingdom of
God".

! St. Ambrose. On the Holy Spirit. 1.16.77-8.
2 8t. Jerome. On Ps. Hom. 57.
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¢ “For a servant of the Lord should be diligent and careful, yea, moreover, burning like a flame, so that
when, by an ardent spirit, he has destroyed all carnal sin, he may be able to draw near to God who,
according to the expression of the saints, is called “a consuming fire”'” .

¢ "(Concerning the tongues of fire) “And they were of Fire, perhaps because of His purifying Power
(for our Scripture knows of a purifying fire, as any one who wishes can find out), or else because of

His Substance. For our God is a consuming Fire, and a Fire burning up the ungodlyZ”.

«» If that fire catches us, may it find us solid and inconsumable. May that fire consumes in us the
destructive thorns of our sins".
(Father Caesarius, Bishop of Arles)

¢ "Do not wonder when you read that God the Father said, “I am a consuming fire”, and again:
“They have forsaken Me, the Fountain of living water’ (Jer. 2.13). The Lord Jesus, too, like a fire
inflamed the hearts of those who heard Him, and like a fount of waters cooled them. For He Himself
said in His Gospel that He came to send fire on the earth (Luke 12.49), and to supply a draught of
living waters to those who thirst (John 7.37—38)4".

X/

¢ "And Isaiah shows that the Holy Spirit is not only Light but also Fire, saying, “So the light of Israel
will be for a fire” (Isa. 10.17). So the prophets called Him a burning Fire, because in those three
points we see more intensely the majesty of the Godhead; since to sanctify is of the Godhead, to
illuminate is the property of fire and light, and the Godhead is wont to be pointed out or seen in the
appearance of fire: ""For our God is a consuming Fire,'" as Moses said. For he himself saw the fire
in the bush, and had heard God when the voice from the flame of fire came to him saying: "I am the
God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob' (Exod. 3.6). The voice came from
the fire, and the voice was in the bush, and the fire did no harm. For the bush was burning but was not
consumed, because in that mystery the Lord was showing that He would come to illuminate the
thorns of our body, and not to consume those who were in misery, but to alleviate their misery; who

would baptize with the Holy Spirit and with fire, that He might give grace and destroy sin’".

¢ The voice came out of the fire. The voice was in the bush that was burning but not consumed by the
fire. The secret of God is proclaimed, that He comes to give light to our bodies, not to burn those who
are in misery, but to take away their misery, who baptizes with the Holy Spirit and fire, giving grace
and destroying sin (Matt. 3.11). So in the symbol of the fire, God keeps His word.

! Pope Athanasius the Apostolic. Paschal Epistles. 3.3.
281, Gregory Nazianzen. On Pentecost.

3 Sermon 96.1.

*St. Ambrose. The Duties of the Clergy. 3.18.105.

3 St. Ambrose. On the Holy Spirit. 1.14.164-5.
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s “Rightly was the sacrifice consumed, for it was for sin. But that fire was a type of the Holy Spirit
Who was to come down after the Lord's ascension, and forgive the sins of all, and who like fire
inflames the mind and faithful heart. Wherefore Jeremiah, after receiving the Spirit, says,”’It became
in my heart like a fire, burning in my bones, and I cannot hold my peace” (Jer. 4.19)"".

(St. Ambrose)

% “that You, Lord, "a consuming fire," may burn up their lifeless cares and renew them immortally*”.

¢ When the Lord sends His live coal (red with fire), we seek unity, and what was built in us of evil will
be destroyed. And when this location (the heart) is purified, the building of the temple (the Sanctuary)
will be erected, in which a kind of eternal happiness will flow. Yet, I do not want you to miss what
the Psalmist means when he speaks about the “coal” (Ps. 120.4). The return to God is a crossing over
from death to life. Before it ignites, we have to say that it is dead. Then when it ignites with fire, we
call it alive. This is a marvelous portrait of the change that happens, when someone, a man or a
woman, returns to the Lord, after being dead.

Sometimes we hear people saying with astonishment, ‘You should have seen him as he was
before. He was a drunkard, his life was a disgrace’. Or, ‘He was the most deceitful human being’. Then
they add, ‘Really, I can’t believe how he is now. He serves the Lord with zeal, he leads an innocent life,
as though what happened before was non-existent’. What is strange about that? That sinner was dead,
but now he is a living coal.

The spiritual who know these spiritual facts concerning someone like that used to cry on him as
though on someone dead, but now, seeing him alive, they are swallowed by joy. In this instance, there is
something I want you to apply on yourselves: we rejoice and praise God when we see someone
becoming like a coal that caught fire. But, if we are prudent enough, we should zealously search what is
inside us that has become dead. Be ready and arm yourself with the word of God. To turn to God, you
are committed to fight your old ways; you should turn away from the deceitful voice inside you3 .

¢ The Lord Himself says, “I came to send fire on earth” (Luke 12.49). And the apostles say, “Warm
in Spirit”, as from Him comes the zeal of love, “because the love of God has been poured out in
our hearts by the Holy Spirit who was given to us” (Rom. 5.5). On the contrary to this zeal, the
Lord says, “the love of many will grow cold” (Matt. 24.12). The perfect love is the perfect gift of
the Holy Spirit”.

¢ "And lest men should be ignorant of the greatness of the mighty gift coming down to them. there
sounded as it were a heavenly trumpet, For suddenly there came from heaven a sound as of the

!'St. Ambrose. The Duties of the Clergy. 3.18.102.
2 St. Augustine. Confessions. 5.3.4.

3 Hom. On Ps. 5.

*In Joan. Tr. 21.19.
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rushing of a mighty wind signifying the presence of Him who was to grant power unto men to seize
with violence the kingdom of God; that both their eyes might see the fiery tongues, and their ears hear
the sound. And it filled all the house where they were sitting; for the house became the vessel of the
spiritual water; as the disciples sat within, the whole house was filled. Thus they were entirely
baptized according to the promise, and invested soul and body with a divine garment of salvation.
And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, and it sat upon each of them; and they
were all filled with the Holy Ghost. They partook of fire, not of burning but of saving fire; of fire
which consumes the thorns of sins, but gives lustre to the soul. This is now coming upon you also,
and that to strip away and consume your sins which are like thorns, and to brighten yet more that
precious possession of your souls, and to give you grace; for He gave it then to the Apostles. And He
sat upon them in the form of fiery tongues, that they might crown themselves with new and spiritual
diadems by fiery tongues upon their heads. A fiery sword barred of old the gates of Paradise; a fiery

tongue which brought salvation restored the gift'".

% When the prophet Jonah fled from the face of God, he searched for a ship that goes to Tarshish. The
great prophet says that the ships of Tarshish were broken by the east wind (Ps. 48.7). Such a wind
blew on the disciples as they sat in the upper room, recognized as a rushing mighty wind, then
appeared as divided tongues, as of fire (Acts 2.3). Wind of various forms destroys the evil that fights
against the human nature. The wind is known as the ships of Tarshish that symbolize evil®.

During the Baptism of the Lord Christ, the Spirit appeared in the form of a dove, and we did not
hear about any sound like a rushing mighty wind, or about divided tongues of fire, because in the Lord
Christ there is no sin, to get purified by a divine fire. He is the Holy Word of God, who “will not cry
out, nor raise His voice”. What was heard was the voice of God the Father gently proclaiming His
pleasure with the incarnated Son. In the birth of the Church, on the other hand, there is a need for the
fiery Spirit that purifies us from sin, for the sound of rushing mighty wind, to wake us up, and to
anticipate the work of God; and for the fiery tongues, to call the whole world to unite together in Jesus
Christ, through faith in Him.

“And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and began to speak with other tongues, as the
Spirit gave them utterance” (Acts 2.4).

“And they were all filled with the Holy Spirif’: In Baptism we enjoy being filled with the Holy
Spirit Who qualifies us to become members in the body of Christ, and to enjoy sonhood to the Father by
a divine grace. By this filling we will have the right to fellowship with Christ, and to the enjoyment of
His resurrected life. That filling enjoyed by the twelve disciples of the One Holy Spirit grants unity to
the Church, that is not an artificial unity, nor realized by the mere gathering of persons or churches

' St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.15.
2 St. Gregory of Nyssa. Homilies on the Song of Songs. 13.
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together, or through mere debate, but is a divine work, the secret of fellowship in the One Christ. It is a
new creation, where all enjoy One Father and one Mother, enjoy the kingdom of the One God in the
hearts of all, and experience the One Bible. Unity here is the work of the Holy Spirit who lets us abide in
the One Christ, to sing, “For we are members of His body, of His flesh, and of His bones” (Eph.
5.30).

St. Augustine believes that, on the day of the Pentecost, each one was granted to speak all the
languages of the world, to be able to preach. Now, the Church, the one body, has spread to the whole
world, and became able to speak with all the languages of the world'.

+¢ In the bible we read, “Jesus, being filled with the Holy Spirit, returned ...”” (Luke 4.1). And in the
book of Acts, the Holy bible says about the apostles that “they were filled with the Holy Spirit”.
Beware of assuming that the apostles are on the same level of the Savior. Let us realize that Jesus, the
apostles, and others are filled with the Holy Spirit, according to the capacity of the vessel. After
receiving Baptism, the Savior was filled with the Holy Spirit that came upon Him from heaven in the
form of a dove (Luke 3.32), and was led by the Spirit (Luke 4.1). Many are led by the Spirit of God,
these are sons of God (Rom. 8.14), But He, being the Son of God in a distinct sense, it was fitting for
Him to be led by the Holy Spiritz.

The expression “became filled”, especially in the book of Acts, means filled the soul, spread in
it, moved the whole being of man with all his feelings and energies. When the Virgin St. Mary entered
the house of Zechariah, while bearing in her womb the incarnated Word of God, “Elizabeth was filled
with the Holy Spirit” (Luke 1.41). And when John the Baptist was born, ‘“Zechariah was filled with
the Holy Spirit and prophesied” (Luke 1.67). And here, as the Church got the gift of the Holy Spirit,
“they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2.4). When the lame was healed at the Beautiful Gate
of the temple, in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, those who knew him were filled with wonder and
amazement (Acts 3.10). And when envy prevailed over the opponents of the truth, “they were filled
with indignation”, and they laid their hands on the apostles (Acts 5.17). The same thing happened again
during the ministry of St. Paul in Antioch in Pesidia, where the Jews were filled with envy, and opposed
what the apostle Paul said, contradicting and blaspheming (Acts 13.45). On the contrary, the disciples
were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit (Acts13.52). Therefore, it is fitting for us to open the door
for the work of the Holy Spirit, to receive the leadership of the heart, of the mind, and of all feelings, to
reign inside, and no one but God, the Holy Trinity, would have a place in us.

“And began to speak with other tongues as the Spirit gave them utterance’ (Acts 2.4): They
were Galileans who do not know even the Greek language, yet they began to speak other tongues as the
Spirit gave them utterance. “They speak with new tongues” (Mark 16.17), realizing an old promise:
“With stammering lips and another tongue, He will speak to this people” (Isa. 28.11).

! Sermons on N.T. 37.9.
% The Scholar Origen. Homilies on Luke. 29.1.
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When the people assumed that they could oppose God by building a tower in Babel, to protect
them against a divine wrath through a great flood as in the days of Noah, God confused their language;
they were scattered to several nations; and humanity lost its unity. And now, at the establishment of the
Church of Christ, God did not intend for them to use one tongue in the whole world as a sign of unity.
But He granted the disciples to speak with tongues, in order that all the nations would unite together
under the leadership of the One Holy Spirit, in one faith, and one Baptism, for all to become members in
the one body of Christ. By the divided tongues after the great flood, the actual atheism of the people and
their opposition to God was revealed. And after more than 2000 years, the divided tongues became the
divine remedy to bring the pagan nations back to the knowledge of God.

What does it mean to speak with other tongues, or with new tongues they did not know before?

1- It is obvious that they spoke with tongues that they did not learn, but people coming from
various places, everyone heard them speak in his own language (Acts 2.8). Those were real and
deciphered human tongues, not just meaningless words.

2- Those present realized that it was God’s gift to the disciples, neither for showing off, nor
without an aim. Rather, it was to confirm that the gate of faith is no more confined to a certain people, or
a certain tongue, but became open before all peoples, nations, and tongues. Salvation is for the whole
world.

3- The tongue was not through a certain training, but a gift from the Holy Spirit, so that the
speaker is to realize that he is only speaking with what God has given him utterance, and not according
to his human experience and past knowledge. With the tongue was given material to speak. The tongue
is not to be used except to proclaim the word of God, presented by the Holy Spirit Himself. The speaker
would feel that he is a tool in the hand of God, to work through him to the account of his kingdom.

4- That gift was not given to believers to show off along the generations; but it was an event to
reveal the beginning of a new era. It was a spreading of the hands of the Savior to all humanity to
receive the word of preaching.

5- The apostles, after the day of the Pentecost, were not much preoccupied with that gift. For
Example, St. Paul, who was gifted with speaking several languages (1 Cor. 14.18), was in no need for
them as it was enough for him to speak in Hebrew (or in Aramaic) or in Greek, to spread the gospel
among nations. And as some misunderstood the significance of that gift, the apostle Paul revealed the
exaltness of the constructive love above the confusion that prevailed among those who claimed to have
the talent to speak with tongues (1 Cor. 13.1, 14.33). He even preferred the preaching of the word to
speaking with tongues (1 Cor. 14.39).

6- After this gift has fulfilled its mission, for the Christian faith to touch the life of all humanity,
it was not anymore the main factor of preaching, despite its existence with the spirit of order under
special circumstances (1 Cor. 12.7-11). This gift did not persist after the apostolic era, although God
allowed it in few instances, as a confirmation that it truly happened. Some individuals, along the
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generations, turned to the use of (gibberish) tongues, and to pretend to enter into a state of
unconsciousness: practices by which the devil deceived many, caused offenses to believers and
unbelievers, and diverted from the ways of the Lord Christ, whose voice was never heard in the streets.

< "“They began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance” The Galilean Peter
or Andrew spoke Persian or Median. John and the rest of the Apostles spoke every tongue to those of
Gentile extraction; for not in our time have multitudes of strangers first begun to assemble here from
all quarters, but they have done so since that time. What teacher can be found so great as to teach men
all at once things which they have not learned? So many years are they in learning by grammar and
other arts to speak only Greek well; nor yet do all speak this equally well; the Rhetorician perhaps
succeeds in speaking well, and the Grammarian sometimes not well, and the skilful Grammarian is
ignorant of the subjects of philosophy. But the Holy Spirit taught them many languages at once,
languages which in all their life they never knew. This is in truth vast wisdom, this is power divine.
What a contrast of their long ignorance in time past to their sudden, complete and varied and
unaccustomed exercise of these languages!

The multitude of the hearers was confounded;-it was a second confusion, in the room of that first
evil one at Babylon. For in that confusion of tongues there was division of purpose, because their
thought was at enmity with God; but here minds were restored and united, because the object of interest
was godly. The means of falling were the means of recovery. Wherefore they marveled, saying, “How is
it that we hear, each in our own language in which we are born?’> No marvel if you be ignorant; for
even Nicodemus was ignorant of the coming of the Spirit, and to him it was said, “The wind blows to
where it wishes, and you hear the sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it
goes” (John 3.8). But if, even though I hear His voice, I know not from where he comes, how can I
explain, what He is Himself in substance'?"

¢+ Speaking with tongues was a sign that suited that time, to reveal that the gospel of God had to spread
through all tongues over the whole earth?.

+ The Holy Spirit at that time was so given, visibly, as those who received Him, spoke with the tongues
of all nations, meaning that the Church among the Gentiles spoke with the tongues of all’.

¢ “And in that diversity of tongues announced in a way beforehand, that the Church should be
throughout all nations™”.

!'St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.16-7.
2 St. Augustine. In Joan. Tr. 4.10.

3 St. Augustine. Sermons on Nt. 9.10.

*St. Augustine. Sermons on N.T. 39.1.
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¢ “For now the power of truth began to be made known to all. For then even one man having received
the Holy Ghost, spoke by himself with the tongues of all nations. But now in the Church oneness
itself, as one man speaks in the tongues of all nations. For what tongue has not the Christian religion
reached? To what limits does it not extend? .

Eunomius used to believe — as did some Jews — that the Hebrew language had been God’s own
language, with which He spoke, even before creation, and that, what the prophet Moses or the other
prophets recorded have literally been God’s own speech in its Hebrew text. This was debated by St.
Gregory of Nyssa as follows:

+¢ "For to suppose that God used the Hebrew tongue, when there was no one to hear and understand
such a language, I think is no reasonable being will consent. We read in the Acts that the Divine
power divided itself into many languages for this purpose, that no one of alien tongue might lose his
share of the benefit. But if God spoke in human language before the Creation, whom was He to
benefit by using it? For that His speech should have some adaptation to the capacity of the hearers,
with a view to their profit, no one would conceive to be unworthy of God's love to man, for Paul the
follower of Christ knew how to adapt his words suitably to the habits and disposition of his hearers,
making himself milk for babes and strong meat for grown men. But where no object was to be gained
by such use of language, to argue that God, as it were, declaimed such words by Himself, when there
was no one in need of the information they would convey-such an idea, I think, is at once both
blasphemous and absurd. Neither, then, did God speak in the Hebrew language, nor did He express
Himself according to any form in use among the Gentiles. But whatsoever of God's words are
recorded by Moses or the Prophets, are indications of the Divine will, flashing forth, now in one way,
now in another, on the pure intellect of those holy men, according to the measure of the grace of
which they were partakers. Moses, then, spoke his mother-tongue, and that in which he was educated.
But he attributed these words to God, as I have said, repeatedly, on account of the childishness of
those who were being brought to the knowledge of God, in order to give a clear representation of the

Divine will, and to render his hearers more obedient, as being awed by the authority of the speakerz".

+* “But He came down to clothe the Apostles with power. And to baptize them; ... This grace was not in
part, but His power was in full perfection™.

% “The Holy Spirit taught them many languages at once, languages which in all their life they never
knew. This is in truth vast wisdom, this is power divine®”.

X/

% “The means of falling were the means of recovery'”.

Ist. Augustine. Sermons on N.T.

2 St. Gregory of Nyssa. Answer to Eunomius. Book IL.
3 St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.14.
*St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.16.
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3- THE REACTION OF THE FOREIGN VISITORS IN JERUSALEM

“Now, there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven”
(Acts 2.5).

“Dwelling in Jerusalem”: Those devout men probably came to Jerusalem to celebrate the feast
of the Passover, then stayed the fifty days until the feast of the weeks, of the harvest, or of the firstfruits,
sightseeing in Jerusalem, the holy city of God, and enjoying the temple. Those, when they heard a
sound, like that of a rushing mighty wind, which cause the voices of those praising God to tremble, they
rushed to enjoy the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the disciples, or to witness the birth of the
Church of the New Testament in a marvelous way. That is why, “When they heard this, they were cut
to the heart” (Acts 2.37).

It is assumed that those were probably either Jews born in various nations, who came to
Jerusalem to celebrate the feast; transit travelers from one country to another, who stayed for some time
in Jerusalem; or proselytes of Gentile origin, who became Jews, and came to Jerusalem for the same
reason. According to Philo, a Jew from Alexandria, and Josephus the Historian, there was not one
commercial city in the world, at that time, where the Jews had no role, especially in the countries of the
Mediterranean.

“dwelling”: The Greek expression, ‘Kateikointes’, was most probably used to indicate a
temporary or permanent residence, that the rich Jews from foreign countries purchased for themselves in
Jerusalem, as a sign of their attachment to the temple, having pride in their Jewish identity.

“Devout” refers to individuals who led a life of integrity and prudence, serious in their worship,
and seeking the salvation of their souls in the fear of God.

Some may wonder how those thousands could have assembled together in one house. Most
probably, those multitudes assembled in the streets of the neighborhood to enquire about that amazing
sound, until the disciples led them to a public place near the temple.

“And when this sound occurred, the multitude came together, and were confused because
everyone heard them speak in his own language” (Acts 2.6).

It is obvious that that incident shook the hearts of the devout people who came from outside
Jerusalem, more than the native Jews of Jerusalem, as everyone heard them speak with their own
language.

“Then they were all amazed, and marveled, saying to one another: ‘Look, are not all these
who speak Galileans?” (Acts 2.7).

The day of the Pentecost has been a unique one, unprecedented for humanity, and will never be
in the future. God set devout men of fifteen different tongues, who came to watch a marvelous scene,
and to hear the word of God, each one with the tongue in which he was born, uttered by simple Galilean

" St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.17.
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men who had no previous knowledge of those tongues, and to believe in the exalted love of God, then to
return to the world, with its different languages known at that time, to testify to the living faith.

All those devout Jews from various nations came with one common goal, which was their
yearning to see Jerusalem, the city of God, and to enjoy the temple of Solomon, the holiest place on
earth, then returned to their lands, with hearts yearning toward the higher Jerusalem and the heavenly
temple, which embrace the Church of God of all the nations, peoples, and tongues. They all testified to
the inner Jerusalem, and to the temple of God, set inside the soul, and to the inner glory of the King’s
daughter. They returned praising God on His amazing work, having heard Galilean men uttering in
Greek, Latin, Egyptian, Arabic, etc., with different accents, praising God and glorifying the greatness of
His love.

“... devout men from every nation under heaven’: This title was given by the Jews of
Jerusalem to those coming from every nation (to their brethren, the Jews by birth, or those who
converted to Judaism), to celebrate the feast in Jerusalem, after going through long wearisome and
expensive travels, only taken by those who could afford it, and had the spirit of devotion, especially that
they used to donate generously to the poor natives and to the ministers of the temple.

“And how is it that we hear, each in our own language in which we are born” (Acts 2.8)?

The educated multitudes that came from various countries marveled and rejoiced, when they
heard uneducated Galileans speak with all the tongues of the world, with eloquence and prudence;
whereas, the native Hebrews in Jerusalem were bigoted to their language, and used to ridicule any other,
counting their language as that of God and of the heavenly creatures. But now, and for the first time in
the history of Jerusalem, a call to recognize, worship, and believe in God is presented in all the tongues
of the world. While some believe that the disciples were talking languages that they did not learn before;
others think that they were talking in their native tongue but the hearers, each heard them speaking in
his/her own tongue. Anyhow, this indicates that the gate of faith became wide open before the Gentiles;
and that everyone would worship God, with the tongue in which he was born.

“Parthians, and Medes and Elamites, those dwelling in Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia,
Pontus and Asia” (Acts 2.9).

Those mentioned here were Jews, or Proselytes converted to Judaism: ‘“‘Parthians, Medes, and
Elamites”, which were eastern land, to which Israel was previously taken into captivity (the 10 tribes).
Then, some chose to stay there, when the captivity came to an end.

Parthians: The people of Parthia, that included the northern territory of the modern Persia,
located in the south-east of the Caspian Sea, between the River Euphrates and the Persian Gulf, on the
eastern side of both. This almost conforms with the province of Khorasan nowadays, north-east of Iran.
Its inhabitants were of Scythian origin. The Parthians were mentioned in the writings of Darius
Hestaspes, having made a rebellion against the Persians in the year 521 AD, which was soon devastated.
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Later on, it was taken over by Alexander the Great, then by his Seleucid successors. The great Parthian
empire began in the year 256 BC, when Arsaces the first rebelled against the Macedonian-Syrian
authority, starting a new governing dynasty that was known as the Arsaciadae, and extended in the
Christian eras. That empire lasted for about 400 years. The Parthians were known for their military
reputation as able horsemen, who used to pretend to be withdrawing in battles, then, while withdrawing,
would throw their arrows on the enemy behind with amazing accuracy. They entered in struggle with the
Roman State in the East for a long time, to take over the province of Armenia. They blocked the Roman
extension to the east, from the year 64 BC, until the year 226 AD, and between the year 40 BC, and 37
BC. Their language was the Persian. In the old days, the two words: ‘Parthia’ and ‘Persia’ most probably
refer to one state. They invaded Asia Minor and Syria, and took over and plundered Jerusalem, and put
Antigonos the last of the Achaemenids on its throne. Some Jews from Parthia came to Jerusalem on the
day of the Pentecost, then probably carried back with them the good news of the gospel. In the year 226
AD, the Persians invaded their country, under the leadership of Ardashir the Sasanid, and destroyed their
kingdom.

The Medes: Media has been a state, bordered by the River Araxes and Qazwin Sea on the north
and the north-east, by Parthia, Hyrcania, and the Persian desert on the east, Persia and Sosiana on the
south, and Assyria on the west. It covered an area of 15,000 square miles, extended about 600 miles
from north to south, and about 250 miles from east to west. It was divided into 6 provinces; and in the
days of the Greeks and the Romans, it was divided into two provinces: Atropaene and the greater Media,
The first in the north that embraced the land between Qazwin Sea and the mountains north of the River
Zagros; whereas, the greater Media was on the south, and east to Atropaene. Media, in its turn, was
divided into small provinces. It has been one of the richest regions of Asia, and was called in the Holy
Book Madai (Gen. 10.2). The Medes used to speak the Indo-European language. The Assyrian kings
joined forces with the tribes of Media, as from the beginning of the ninth century BC, and remained on
good terms with them all along 200 years. Then the Medes joined forces with the Scythians and the
Babylonians, to overcome the kingdom of Assyria in the year 612 BC. During the seventh and the sixth
centuries BC, they ruled an empire that extended from Persia to Asia Minor, with Akpatana as its
capital, the modern Hamadan, north-west of Persia. The Medes were long connected to the Persians,
under one government (2 Kings 17.6, 18.11; Jer. 25.25). The expression ‘Media and Persia’ has been so
common, that the Greeks called their great Persian war, ‘the war against the Medes’.

The Elamites: Nowadays, the inhabitants of this region are mostly called Persians. The Medes
and the Elamites have been neighbors, inhabiting the region beyond the River Euphrates. The Elamites,
descendants of Elam the son of Sheth (Gen. 10.22) were an isolated nation, who shared the culture and
language of the Somers, in the ancient cities. Their king Chedorlaomer joined the attack on the valley of
the Jordan, and suffered defeat on the hand of Abraham, the father of the patriarchs. The Elamites were
mostly under the authority of their neighbors in the west. The Assyrians sent some of the inhabitants of
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Samaria to Elam, and sent some of the Elamites to Palestine to replace them. Elam, later on, became part
of the Persian Empire; their language was undoubtedly the Persian; and their capital was Shushan, called
Susa by the Greeks. It was said that the prophet Daniel lived in Shushan in the province of Elam (Dan.
8.2), that is why the Elamites are called the Shushanites. They still claim that they still have the grave of
the prophet Daniel. By the return of the Jews from captivity, the remnants of the Shushanites, who
immigrated to Palestine, opposed the idea of rebuilding the temple (Ezra 4). The Greeks and the Romans
used to call it Elymias; and nowadays, it is called Khuzestan, bordered by the kingdom of Persia to the
east, by Assyria and Media to the north, by Babylon to the west, and by the Persian Gulf to the south.
The Elamites were men of war who were masters of the quiver (the bow) (Isa. 22.6; Jer. 49.35). Elam
was the center of an old empire; and around the year 200 BC, the Elamites got back their might, and
some of their kings submitted certain cities in Babylon.

Those dwelling in Mesopotamia: these are the Jews of Babylon, who did not wish to return
from the Babylonian captivity, and settled down there. They had their own prominent theologian school.
They had such profound influence on the north of the Euphrates that many of the inhabitants there
converted to Judaism. It was located between the River Tigris and the River Euphrates (in the valley of
Syria), bordered by Assyria to the east, Syria to the west, Armenia to the north, and Babylonia to the
south. The Jews of the old days used to call it Feddan Aram; and nowadays, it is called Moverannhar,
namely the city beyond the river. In this region, there are important locations that were mentioned in the
Holy Book, like: ‘Ur of the Chaldeans, the birth place of Abraham (Gen. 11.27-28); ‘Haran’, where
Tareh dwelt and died (Gen. 11.31-32); ‘Carchemish’ (2 Chron. 35.20); ‘Hena’ (2 kings 19.13); and
‘Sepharvaim’ (2 kings 17.24). It is a spacious, flat, and fertile region. Its inhabitants used to speak the
Syrian language, mixed by the Chaldean.

Judea: Some believe that he means here, ‘louaian’, meaning the Jews dwelling in Mesopotamia;
whereas, others believe that it is Judea in Israel, whose accent was different from that of the Galileans.

Those dwelling in Cappadocia: some Jews settled down there and got the right of citizenship. It
is the largest province in Asia Minor (Turkey), located in the east, and covers the entire region between
the Mountain of Taurus (meaning the tower of light), and the Sea of Euxine. It is located south of
Pontus, west of the River Euphrates, north of Syria, and Cylycia, and to the east of Galatia. It is an
elevated plain crossed by a chain of mountains. It was made by Tiberius, after the death of King
Archelaus, in the year 17 AD, a Roman province. Then, it was united by Vespasian, in the year 70 AD,
with Armenia Minor, to become one of the largest of the border provinces. Their language is still
unknown. It was probably a dialect mixed of the Greek and the Syrian, together with that of their
neighbors, the Lycaonians (Acts 14.11). Cappadocia was one of the three largest, yet the most evil
provinces of the region: Cappadocia, Crete, and Cylycia. Yet, after receiving the Christian faith,
prominent and magnificent personalities came out of it, like St. Gregory, Bishop of Nyssa, and St. Cyril
the Great.
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In Asia, especially on its western shores, the Jews had one of the largest minorities. Although
they had an influential school, they were corrupted, About whom the book of Revelation says addressing
the Bishop of Philadelphia, “Indeed, I will make those of the Synagogue of Satan, who say they are
Jews, and are not, but lie — Indeed I will make them come and worship before your feet, and to
know that I have loved you” (Rev. 3.9). Beside the Jews of Pamphylia, Galatia, and Pontus, the Jewish
minorities had their influence, and converted many to Judaism.

Pontus: A Green and Latin name, meaning (Sea), the old name of the Black Sea, together with
the lands located all along its south shores. It was a kingdom with authority and strong influence in the
old days, originally part of Cappadocia, bordered on the east by Colchis, on the west by the River Halys,
on the north by the Black Sea, and on the south by Armenia Minor. Its famous king was Mithridates,
who was later submitted by the Romans.

Pontus was the birth place of the disciple Aquila (Acts 18.2; 1 Pet. 1.1).

Asia: Meaning Asia Minor, a section of Turkey in Asia, known nowadays as Natolia.

“Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the part of Libya adjoining Cyrene, Visitors from Rome,
both Jews and proselytes” (Acts 2.10).

Phrygia: A great section of Asia Minor (Turkey). Its frontiers changed with time. After Galatia
was cut off it, its borders became: Pethinia at its north, Lycaonia and Galatia at its east, Lycia, Pesidia,
and Isauria at its south, and Caria, Lydia, Mysia at its west. This region is an elevated plain in between a
chain of Taurus Mountains in the south, and those of Olymp in the north and of Temos in the west. Its
people used to speak an Indo-European language. Their kingdom was established at the beginning of the
first millennium BC, after the collapse of the Hitites. In the ninth century BC, the Cymerians invaded
Phrygia that became later on part of the kingdom of the Lydians.

In the Assyrian documents, and in the Old Testament, it is called Meshech, Its people used to be
warriors, and traded in bronze and slaves (Ezek. 32.26, 38.2-3, 39.1, 27.13, 38.39). Many of its rulers
were called Midas, which was probably a title, like Pharaoh in Egypt. Some of its rulers were buried in
magnificent graves, recently discovered, around the capital Gordiom. In the year 116 BC, it became part
of the Roman Empire; and since the year 25 BC, its eastern section, known as Galatia, was cut away
from it. The New Testament mentioned some of its cities, like Laodicia, Colossy, Herapolis, and
Antioch Pisidia. At that time, Phrygia was no more a province, but became the name of the city of
Phrygia. The apostle Paul has gone through Phrygia during his second and third trips (Acts 16.6, 18.23).

Pamphylia: Its old name was Natolia, and is nowadays, Caramania, in between Lycia and
Cylycia, close to the Mediterranean Sea. It is a region on the south-eastern shore of Asia Minor
(Turkey), 80 miles long, and 30 miles wide, through which three rivers flow: Kestros, Eurymedon, and
Orinidon. Its capital was Perga, that was visited by the apostle St. Paul (Acts 13.13, 14.24, 27.5); and its
port was Atalia. Clodius added to it Pisidia and Lycia.
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The Jews of Egypt: The Jewish minority has been one of the strongest minorities in Egypt, and
in the Diaspora as a whole. They carried out the translation of the Old Testament to the Greek language,
known as the Septuagint Version that helped to spread the Christian faith among the Gentiles and the
Greek-speaking Jews. According to the Tradition, it was completed in the days of Ptolomy II or of
Philadelphes (285-246 BC). According to Philo, a Jew of Alexandria (20 BC-50AD), whose Philosophy
and Interpretations were characterized by a Platonic impression, their number was one million. He tells
that, in Alexandria, there was a Jewish suburb that occupied two of the five sectors of the city. In about
the year 38 AD, the Jews there suffered a horrible persecution by the hands of the pagan citizens of
Alexandria, which led Philo to immigrate to Rome in the year 39 BC, to submit a complaint to Emperor
Caligula that was known as Legatio ad Caium. Another influential Jewish minority, in those days,
existed in the province of Fayum. Apollos, a Jew from Alexandria, who is mentioned in the first epistle
of St. Paul to the Corinthians, because of his eloquence, philosophy, his fiery spirit and preaching, a
group of believers, from the four groups there, referred themselves to him.

Libya: The Greek, in general, used to call it ‘Africa’, but here, it refers to the Northern Province
around Cyrene. As to the Jews in Libya, we are proud and blessed that one of them — St. Mark — has
preached Christianity in Egypt and Libya. He was born there, but his parents had to move to Jerusalem
with their son, John Mark, because of persecution. It is also worthy to mention the prophet Lochius in
Antioch. The Libyan Jews used to have their special Synagogue in Jerusalem.

Cyrene: On the northern Mediterranean shores of Africa, It is located south of the island of
Crete, and 500 miles west of Alexandria. It was also called Pentapolis, meaning, the five western cities.
Simon the Cyrenian had the great blessing of carrying the cross, on the way to Calvary.

The Jews of Rome: They were originally among the captives who were taken by Pompe from
Jerusalem in the year 63 BC, then were later liberated. They formed a Synagogue with a congregation of
a modest number, then grew to be influential even on the governmental level, before they were expelled
by Claudius. Afterwards, they returned to form again an important minority that was represented in
Jerusalem by the Libertians. Josephus, the Jewish Historian, says that, in his days, they had eight Jewish
Synagogues in Rome. Having been persistent on applying the law, on keeping the Sabbath, and on
abstaining from partaking of the pagan rites of the Romans, when they were liberated, they separated
themselves, to live together across the River Tiber in Rome.

“Cretans and Arabs — we hear them speaking in our own tongues the wonderful works of
God” (Acts 2.11).

Cretans: The inhabitants of the island of Crete, a huge island in the eastern part of the
Mediterranean Sea. Nowadays, it is called Candia; it is 200 miles long and 50 miles wide. It is 500 miles
south-west of Constantinople, and the same distance west of Syria. The minority of Cretan Jews were
the nucleus of the Church on which the apostle Paul ordained Titus as a Bishop. They constituted a large
and prominent minority in Cyprus, as they rebelled against Trajan, he killed 240,000 of them, according
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to the Historian Dio Cassio'. the Jews of Cyprus again returned to the Christian faith, and had an
important role in the spreading of the gospel. Among them was Barnabas, a Levite, citizen of Cyprus,
and the uncle of the apostle St. Mark.

Arabs: The inhabitants of Arabia, a famous region in Asia, bound to the west by the Red Sea, to
the east by the Persian Gulf, to the north by Judea, and by the Indian Ocean to the south. They spoke the
Arabic language. The king of Arabia Aretas (2 Cor. 11.32), east and west of the Jordan, joined forces
with the Jews, and established an empire, with Petra as its capital. Herod Antipas, the ruler of the quarter
of Galilee, married the daughter of Aretas the Arab, then divorced her to marry Herodea, his brother’s
wife. Aretas made a war against Herod, and conquered him. As Herod resorted to Rome, Vitelius was
sent to punish Aretas, but had to withdraw when Emperor Tiberius died in about the year 39 or 40 AD.
During the reign of Caligula, in the year 36 AD, Aretas took Damascus, appointed a Deputy to govern it,
before Augustus Caesar sent a garrison that was first defeated, Then Rome finally, in the year 70 AD
swept the Arabs, and took over Aden.

“The wonderful works of God”: The apostles were speaking, with the tongues of those
present, about the wonderful works of God, like the incarnation of the Word of God, His amazing
miracles, the exalted work of salvation, of crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension, and the plan of God
for the sake of the salvation of mankind. Jerusalem has been like a center, not of the Jewish people
alone, but of the whole world, where devout Jews and Proselytes from all over the world came. The day
of Pentecost was the day when the seeds of faith were sown in the soil of the whole earth within a short
time. Those multitudes returned to their lands to testify to the wonderful works of God.

+¢ He calls all the kingdoms of the world saying, “Sing to the Lord, O kingdoms of the earth. Oh,
sing praises to the Lord” (Ps. 68.32). He says that everyone in the world, who gains the light of the
knowledge of God, should praise and sing to Him?”.

“They were all amazed and perplexed, saying to one another, ‘Whatever could this mean”
(Acts 2.12)?

Those, serious as far as their salvation is concerned, were amazed and perplexed. Finding no
human interpretation of what happened, they did not doubt, but had a true wish to search beyond that
incident. They began to ask one another: What is the significance of this? Are these men sent from
heaven? Are they like the burning bush that was seen by the prophet Moses?

“Others mocking said, ‘They are full of new wine” (Acts 2.13).

Those were most probably the Jews dwelling in Jerusalem and Judea, particularly the chief
priests and the Pharisees, the opponents of the Holy Spirit of God. They mockingly watched what was
happening, assuming that the apostles have consumed too much wine on the day of the feast. They did

" Dio Cassio. Lx II1.32.
2 Fr. Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrus. Comment on Ps. 68. Article 23.
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not stop to think whether drinking too much wine could possibly teach man to speak real foreign
languages that he previously knew nothing about. The same people who accused the Lord Christ of
casting out demons by Beelzebub, the ruler of the demons (Matt. 12.24), were then accusing His
disciples, filled by the Holy Spirit, of being drunk with wine.

Dr. McClelland says that trying to cover up for their ignorance, they ridiculously adopted a
theory that drinking too much wine could teach man new languages.

X/

* “and they spoke truly though in mockery. For in truth the wine was new, even the grace of the New
Testament; but this new wine was from a spiritual Vine'”.

Some scholars believe that, as the house could not accommodate such a huge number of people,

who came to Jerusalem, they all headed to the vicinity of the temple, and even there, a kind of chaos

prevailed, as they were unable to explain that unique phenomenon in the history of the whole world.

4- PETER’S SERMON

“Peter, standing up with the eleven, raised his voice and said to them, ‘Men of Judea and all
who dwell in Jerusalem, let this be known to you, and heed my words” (Acts 2.14).

Some believe that all the eleven apostles spoke, everyone in his turn, beginning by St. Peter. He
stood up to confirm to the multitudes that they were not drunk, and that he was capable of revealing the
divine truth, through the prophesies in their hands. He did not direct his speech to a certain category of
the audience, but to all those who dwell in Jerusalem, either permanently, or who came to celebrate the
feast. The speech here was directed to the religious leaderships, as well as to the laymen, as the gift of
salvation is for every human soul.

Studying this sermon, some scholars realize that it bears the manner of St. Peter’s speeches, as
well as his expressions, in conformity with his first epistle, that reveals that St. Luke honestly presented
the sermon as it is. On the other hand, St. Peter’s dealing with the prophesies that he quoted could never
be the thoughts of a common Galilean man, but needs the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit to
comprehend the Holy Books. It is the gift of the Holy Spirit to the disciples and the apostles to use the
prophesies, interpret, and apply them to the Person of the Lord Christ.

St. Peter’s sermon came in three sections:

1- (Acts 14-21): Interpreting the event itself, being the gift of the Holy Spirit.

2- (Acts 22-28): Testifying to Jesus of Nazareth that He is the Savior, through the powers and
signs that He made.

3- (Acts 29-36): The resurrection and the ascension of the Lord Christ, and His sending the Holy
Spirit are all realizations of the prophesies, and a testimony that He is the Lord Christ.

It was amazing that St. Peter, the Galilean apostle, was addressing a multitude coming from 15
nations, each with its own tongue, like the Greeks, the Egyptians, the Persians, the Arabs, etc, who could

" St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.18.
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never understand the vernacular Aramaic accent of the Galileans. The only explanation is that what St.
Peter said was heard by each one according to his own language in which he was born. Whether St.
Peter spoke in his vernacular Aramaic or in a new language is not the main issue here, but what the book
of Acts confirms is that every one understood what he said, and that about 3000 believed, confessed,
were baptized, and enjoyed the work of salvation, something that would not be possible unless they fully
comprehended and enjoyed the words of the apostle, and unless the Holy Spirit has granted them the
enlightenment, and drew them to faith. The Holy Spirit worked both in the speaker and in the listeners.

The expression “raised his voice” means that he spoke with the spirit of power and strong
conviction, with no fear, hesitation, or doubt. He did not stand in weakness, trying to present proofs on
the truth of his belief, but his words bore the power of bold testimonial, attractive to the souls by the
Holy Spirit. He did not adopt the position of begging or defending, but that of the bearer of the Holy
Spirit.

“For these are not drunk, as you suppose, since it is only the third hour of the day” (Act
2.15).

Some assumed that they were drunk, probably because they were showing great joy, as though
they were under a divine trance. St. Peter’s defense that it was only the third hour of the day means that
it was still early, as it was rare for a Jew to eat or drink at this hour, even if he was an alcoholic, because
it was an hour for prayers, which makes it a serious offense. Moreover, it was the feast of the harvest or
of the firstfruits, when the Jews in Jerusalem were preoccupied with offering the firstfruits, sacrifices,
and prayers until 10 o’clock in the morning.

¢ "But others mocking said, “they are drunk”, and they spoke truly though in mockery. For in
truth the wine was new, even the grace of the New Testament; but this new wine was from a
spiritual Vine, which had oftentimes before this borne fruit in Prophets, and had budded in the
New Testament. For as in things sensible, the vine ever remains the same, but bears new fruits
in its seasons, so also the self-same Spirit continuing what He is, as He had often wrought in
Prophets, now manifested a new and marvelous work. For though His grace had come before to
the Fathers also, yet here it came exuberantly; for formerly men only partook of the Holy
Ghost, but now they were baptized completely.
But Peter who had the Holy Ghost, and who knew what he possessed, says, “O Men of Israel,
You whom the prophet Joel gave you the good news, yet you do not know the Scripture, “For
these are not drunk, as you suppose’ (Acts 2.15). Drunken they are, not however as you suppose, but
according to that which is written, “They are abundantly satisfied with the fullness of Your house,
and You give them drink from the river of Your pleasure” (Ps. 36.8). They are drunken, with a sober
drunkenness, deadly to sin and life-giving to the heart, a drunkenness contrary to that of the body; for
this last causes forgetfulness even of what was known, but that bestows the knowledge even of what was
not known. They are drunken, for they have drunk the wine of the spiritual vine, which says, “I am the
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vine, you are the branches” (John 15.5). But if you are not persuaded by me, understand what I tell you
from the very time of the day; for “It is only the third hour of the day” (Acts 2.15).

For He who, as Mark relates, was crucified at the third hour, now at the third hour sent down His
grace. For His grace is not other than the Spirit's grace, but He who was then crucified, who also gave
the promise, made good that which He promised. And if you would receive a testimony also, Listen, he
says: “But this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: “It shall come to pass, ...says God, that I
will pour out My Spirit” (Acts 2.17), implied a rich gift; for God (does not give) the Spirit by
measure, for the Father (loves) the Son, and has given all things into His hand and He has given
Him the power also of bestowing the grace of the All-holy Spirit on whomsoever He will);

“...I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh, your sons and your daughters will prophesy, your
young men shall see visions, your old men shall dream dreams, and on My menservants and on My
maidservants, I will pour out My Spirit in those days, and they shall prophesy” (Acts 2.17, 18).

The Holy Ghost is no respecter of persons; for He seeks not dignities, but piety of soul. Let
neither the rich be puffed up, nor the poor dejected, but only let each prepare himself for reception of the
Heavenly gift'".

+¢ Establishing the Church is a new creation of the world, and according to the prophet Isaiah: I create
new heaven and a new earth” (Isa. 65.17), and according to the apostle St. Paul: “I rejoice to see
the steadfastness of your faith in Christ” (Col. 2.5). A new earth is created, that absorbs the rain
dropping on it. A new man is created, who is renewed according to the image of his Creator by the
new birth from above. And there is a new light, about which Christ says, “You are the light of the
world” (Matt. 5.14), ... among whom you shine as lights in the world” (Phil. 2.15). That is why,
several stars shine in the power of faith. The huge number of stars that were given names by God is
not the only wonder in creation. The Word of God says that your names are written in heaven. The
Creator of the new world is heard saying to His stars: ... but rather rejoice because your names
are written in heaven” (Luke 10.20). Beside these stars created by the Lord Christ, there are ‘suns’
that shine on the world by their good deeds, of which their Maker says, “Let your light so shine
before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5.16).
Then, ‘Z‘Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Matt.
13.43) "
The scholar Tertullian® believes that, beside the perpetual inner prayer which is not limited by
certain time, there are prayers limited by certain time: the third, the sixth, and the ninth, as it came in the
Holy Book. The Holy Spirit came down at the third hour of the day (9 O’C). The apostle Peter saw a

' St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 17.18-9.
2 St. Gregory of Nyssa. Homilies on the Song of Songs. 14.
? On Prayer 25.
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great sheet, descending to him, and let down to the earth, at the sixth hour of the day (Acts 10.9). And
he, together with St. John, entered the temple, at the ninth hour of the day. Man, at these hours, separates
himself from his work to pray. The prophet Daniel used to pray three times a day, according to the
Jewish rite (Dan. 6.10), beside praying at dawn, in the evening, before meals and having a bath, as a sign
that we give the heavenly matters priority over the earthly matters.

“This is what was spoken by the prophet Joel” (Acts 2.16):

What is happening is not haphazard, but was prophesied by the prophet Joel (Joel 2.28), before
centuries, as an event, connected to the Messianic era. It is as though he was telling them, You have to
reconsider your actions, as He, whom you crucified, is Christ, the object of prophesies by the prophets.

¢+ ”As for the accusation [of drunkenness], he cleared himself of that by his own assertion; but for the
grace, he fetches the prophet as witness. “I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh”. To some the
grace was imparted through dreams, to others it was openly poured forth. For indeed by
dreams the prophets saw, and received revelations'”.

“It shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh,
your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your young men shall see visions, your old men shall
dream dreams” (Acts 2.17).

By saying, “in the last days”, He proclaims that what happened was the beginning of the end,
when humanity enters the waiting stage for the ultimate coming of Christ, and anticipates the day of the
Lord with great joy. The Jews knew that term, to be concerning the era of the Messiah, whom they
anticipated along the generations (Isa. 2.2; Hos. 3.5). When Jacob prophesied to his sons about what
would happen in the Messianic era. He called that era, “the last days” (Gen. 49.1). And when the
prophet Micah spoke of the Church of the New Testament, as the Mountain of the house of the Lord, he
said, “In the latter days”, and so did the prophet Isaiah (2.2).

The expression “In the last days” reveals the coming of the “fullness of time”, in which “God
sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the law” (Gal. 4.4), and the “fullness of the time,
when He will gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are
on earth — in Him” (Eph. 1.10); Whereas, some see it as the fullness of time, when the kingdom would
be taken away from the old Israel, and the temple would be destroyed, to deliver the kingdom to the
New Israel, and to set the new temple in the hearts of the believers®.

The latter days dwelt when the Levite priesthood became invalid, to proclaim the priesthood of
Christ, according to the order of Melchizedek (Ps. 110.4; Heb. 5.6, 6.20). He, who is not a descendent of
Abraham and nobody knows his father or mother. Likewise, in Jesus Christ, the call for work is opened
through the unknown persons.

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 5.
% See Matthew Henry. Comm. on Acts. 2.
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Some believe that the history of salvation includes the following eras:
+* Man in paradise
+¢ The era of the patriarchs
+¢* The era of the judges
+¢ The era of the kings
+¢* The era of the prophets (especially during and after the captivity)

+¢ The latter era, or the last days: The Messianic era, until the ultimate coming of

Christ, or the day of the Lord. The Lord Himself used this expression (John 6.39-40, 44.45,
11.24, 12.48). And it was used as well by the apostles (Heb. 1.2; 1 Pet. 1.20; 2 Pet. 3.3; 1 John 2.18;
Jude 18).

“On all flesh”, as the work of the Holy Spirit is no more confined to the Jews, but also works in
the Gentiles. He works in the children of God, men and women, to the account of the kingdom of God.
Rabbi Tanchum says that when Moses put his hand over Joshua, he said, [The blessed God says, ‘At the
time of the old Context (Testament), each prophet prophesied alone, but in the days of the Messiah, all
Israel will become prophets]. The word “prophesy” is not to be understood as telling about future events
that are proclaimed to them, but that they preach the divine truth, especially the salvation by Christ, and
the heavenly glories he prepares for the believers.

“The visions and dreams”: God, in the old days, proclaimed His divine presence and His divine
will, through two ways: through symbols, like the appearance of fire, as it happened with Moses on the
Mount of Horeb, with our father Abraham (Gen. 21.17), and with the prophet Elijah (1 Kings 19.11-12);
And sometimes through the appearance of angels, as in the days of the Patriarchs, of which there are
many examples in the book of Genesis. The other way is by dreams, as what happened with Joseph
(Gen. 37.5-9), with Jacob (Gen. 28.1, 46.2), with Pharaoh (Gen. 41.1-7), and with Nebuchadnezzar
(Dan. 4.10-17).

What does the phrase “‘your sons and daughters” mean? The dwelling of the Holy Spirit in the
Old Testament was temporary, dwelling upon a special category, like the priests (of the tribe of Levi),
the kings (of the tribe of Judah), and the prophets, through a divine call. But in the New Testament, the
Holy Spirit became a divine gift presented to all believers, to grant them various graces. Even among the
leaders in the Church, like the apostles, the disciples, then the bishops, the priests, and the deacons, it is
not confined to a certain tribe or family, but the Lord chose His disciples from among the common
people, “God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has
chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty” (1 Cor. 1.27).
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¢ “He had said already, that He had poured the Spirit on us; now to give the Spirit with authority, is not
in the power of creature or work, but the Spirit is God's Gift For the creatures are hallowed by the
Holy Spirit; but the Son, in that He is not hallowed by the Spirit, but on the contrary Himself the

Giver of it to all is therefore no creature, but true Son of the Father'”.

+¢ The Spirit works in their souls (the prophets) to prophesy and to talk, when there is a need to tell the
world about great events. The prophets did not talk all the time, but only according to the will of the
Spirit in them; yet, the divine power was always with them. If the Holy Spirit has been so poured in
that time, which was just a shadow of the time of grace, how would He be poured in the New
Testament, that of the cross and the coming of Christ, in which the pouring out and the filling up of

the Spirit occurred®?
(St. Makarius the Great)

“And on My menservants and My maidservants, I will pour out My Spirit, and they shall
prophesy” (Acts 2.18).

What came here was realized in the time of the apostles through the work of the Lord Christ,
starting by the spiritual gifts, that are no more confined to the two tribes of Levi (the priesthood as an
inheritance), and Judah (the kings), But the call for ministry became open before every faithful soul that
yearns to the work of preaching. Moreover, the call to testify to Christ became open to every living
member in the Church, whatever his race, country, age, or capabilities are.

¢ “But yet Almighty God, in His most gracious providence, by "pouring out of His Spirit in these last
days, upon all flesh, upon His servants and on His handmaidens," has checked these impostures of
unbelief and perverseness, reanimated men's faltering faith in the resurrection of the flesh, and
cleared from all obscurity and equivocation the ancient Scriptures (of both God's Testaments by the
clear light of their (sacred) words and meanings®”.

“I will show wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath, blood and fire and
vapor of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the coming of
the great and notable day of the Lord” (Acts 2.19-20).

The ministry of the New Testament was accompanied by wonders and signs in the heaven and on
the earth, like what happened on the day the Lord Christ was crucified, when the sun was darkened; the
earth quaked; the rocks were split; the graves were opened; and many bodies of the saints who had fallen
asleep were raised, and went into the holy city and appeared to many. On the day of His resurrection, as
well, the earth quaked; and on that of His ascension, heaven proclaimed His glory, as a cloud appeared

! Pope Athanasius the Apostolic. Adv. Arian. 2.15.18.
2 St. Makarius the Great. Sermon 2.3-4.
3 The Scholar Tertullian. On the Resurrection of the Flesh. 63.
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and received Him out of His disciples’ sight (Acts 1.9). On the last day, signs in heaven and on earth
will also proclaim the ultimate coming of the Lord Christ (Matt. 24.29).

Some believe that the blood, the fire, the smoke, and the darkness, all proclaim what were to
come over them, of both civil and religious devastation, when Titus burned the temple in the year 70
AD, after which the people were dispersed all over the world; and an intellectual darkness dwelt,
because of their rejection of salvation.

s “It is said, indeed, that many such phenomena actually did occur in the sky, as Josephus attests. At
the same time the Apostle strikes fear into them, by reminding them of the darkness which had lately
occurred, and leading them to expect things to come. ... What means, the moon turned into blood? It
denotes the excess of the slaughter. The language is fraught with helpless dismayl”.

“And it shall come to pass, that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts
2.21).

What happened is a realization of the prophecy of the prophet Joel, that is the first of the scenes
of the kingdom, and the opening of the curtain on the works of Christ, in the dwelling of His Holy Spirit
from heaven, not as a temporary dwelling, as has been the case with the prophets of the Old Testament,
but a permanent one, and a filling up of the believers’ hearts, for establishing the kingdom of Christ, to
make out of all, kings, prophets, and priests of the Most High.

¢ “By this we know that we abide in Him, and He in us, because He has given us His Spirit” (1
John 4.13). Away from the Spirit, we are strangers to God and far from Him; whereas, by the
fellowship of the Spirit, we became close to the Deity. Consequently, we are in the Father, not out of
our own doing, but it is the work of the Holy Spirit dwelling in us”.

(St. Athanasius the Apostolic)

¢ “Thus far, however, he makes the discourse light, by introducing that which relates to faith, and that

terrible which relates to the punishment. For in the invocation is the salvation™ .

“Men of Israel, hear these words: Jesus of Nazareth, A Man attested by God to you by miracles,
wonders, And signs, which God did through Him in your midst, As you yourselves also know ...” (Acts 2.22)

In our commentary on the gospel according to St. John, we saw how many have been offended
because of the Person of the Lord Christ, being a Nazareth. Nathaniel protested against Philip, when he
invited him to encounter with the One on whom Moses has written, and said, “Can anything good
come out of Nazareth” (John 1.46)? And mockingly, the reason for crucifying Him was put on the
cross: “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews”.

! St. Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 5.
2 St. Athanasius the Apostolic. Contra Arians. 2.42, 3.24.
3 St. Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 5.
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It was called ‘Nazareth’, because it was a small town of little value, like a small off-shoot
coming out close to the root of a tree, in an inconvenient place, that would be probably cut off by the
caretaker, called ‘Netzer’ in Hebrew, and hence the name ‘Nazareth’ was driven from it.

It is obvious that the miracles and signs, which the Lord Christ did, were to confirm that the era
of the Messiah, for which the fathers and the prophets have for so long yearned and anticipated, has
already come, “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (Matt. 12.28).

“... which God did through Him”: to confirm the sayings: “... for I proceeded forth and
came from God” (John 8.42), “My father has been working until now, and I have been working”
(John 5.17), and “If I do not do the works of My Father, do not believe Me, But if I do, though you
do not believe Me, believe the works, that you may know and believe that the Father is in Me, and
I am in Him” (John 10.37-38).

St. John Chrysostom' speaks about the wisdom of St. Peter:

1- He began by saying: “Men of Israel”, not to flatter them, but to draw them to listen to him.

2- He did not proclaim a verdict in the matter of Jesus, but said, “Hear these words”, to let them
reach their own verdict, and recognize Him with prudence.

3- He did not start by proclaiming Him as being the only-begotten Son of God, and His Word,
but said, “A Man’’, in a modest way.

4- Referring to His miracles, he said, “that God did through Him”. Thus, he descended to the
level of their thoughts, to lift their minds up to the Truth. As it would have not been possible for them to
receive it in one installment, He sets forth with them from down upwards.

In his response to Valentinus, the scholar Tertullian® used this expression, to confirm that the
Lord Christ took a true body, and became Man, that His body was not spiritual or a shadow.

“Him being delivered by the determined counsel and foreknowledge of God, you have taken
by lawless hands, have crucified, and put to death” (Acts 2.23).

The Jews used to call the kingdom of Rome ‘the kingdom of evil’. Hence, the word ‘lawless’
here refers to the Romans, meaning ‘those without law’. In the gospel according to St. Mark, it came,
“The Son of Man is being betrayed into the hands of sinners” (Mark 14.41).

Here, St. Peter clarifies that the death of the Lord Christ was not haphazard, Even though it
occurred “by lawless hands”, yet they cannot claim their innocence of what they themselves did, except
by believing in Him. What happened has been through an eternal divine plan that He had previously
proclaimed by the prophets, who have got divine knowledge.

“Whom God raised up, having loosed the pains (pangs) of death, because it was not possible
that He should be held by it” (Acts 2.24).

! St. Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 6.
2 On the Flesh of Christ. Chapl5.
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God the Father, for His love, has delivered His only-begotten Son for the salvation of the world
(John 3.16), and raised Him up to justify all. Indeed, in obedience to the will of the Father, which is One
with His own will, He delivered Himself, and in like obedience, He raised Himself from the dead,
loosing *“ the pangs of death” (Ps. 18.4-5). As to saying “the pangs of death”, he likens death to a
woman in labor. Death tried in vain to hold on the Lord Christ in him. Death labored with pain; and the
Lord Christ split the womb and abyss of death, and raised Himself. The Psalmist also called them
“snares of death”. Death assumed that he could cast its snares of authority on the Lord; But the Lord
loosed those snares, as did ‘Samson’, when he broke the bowstrings as a strand of yarn breaks when it
touches fire (Judg. 16.9-12).

In the Version of Bezae, as well as the Syrian, the Coptic, and the Vulgate, the word ‘death’
came as ‘Hades’, the place where souls are held after death. He indeed died, and His soul entered into
‘Hades’, not to be held there eternally, but in order to break its bolts, and to bear the spoils to paradise.
He brought the good news to the departed, not by human uttered words, but by the power of His
authority, loosing their chains, and carrying them to the place of comfort.

“For David says concerning Him: ‘I foresaw the Lord always before my face, For He is at my
right hand, that I may not be shaken” (Acts 2.25).

The state of joy expressed by the Psalmist is not his own, but concerns the Messiah, as death
could not separate the only-begotten Son from the Father. The Son is on the right hand of the Father; and
the Father is on the right hand of the Son, as they both do not submit to place limits. The right hand here
refers to power. Christ is not preoccupied by death, as it is under His feet, but He is rather preoccupied
by the fact that, by His resurrection, He opened the gate of hope to His believers to enjoy it.

“Therefore my heart rejoiced, and my tongue was glad, moreover my flesh will rest in hope”
(Acts 2.26).

The apostle here quoted from the Septuagint Version, “My tongue was glad”, In the Hebrew
Version, it came as “my glory” instead of “my tongue”.

“Because You will not leave my soul in Hades, nor will you allow Your Holy One to see
corruption” (Acts 2.27).

What a magnificent portrait of the truth of ‘putting death to death’! The body was placed in a
tomb for a certain time, to put the dead at ease in having Him among them temporarily. Then His soul
set forth to Hades to break its bolts, to set forth with the souls of those departed on the hope of the
enjoyment of paradise.

The Lord Christ did not fall under the verdict: “For dust you are, and to dust you shall
return” (Gen. 3.19). For, as He is without sin, He will not see corruption. It was not possible for
humanity that became the ‘Word’, to submit to what befell the falling nature of Adam. Indeed, His soul
could separate from His body, but just temporarily, with no corruption to either the soul or the body.
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By His resurrection, He destroyed the abyss, and ‘“‘said to the prisoners: ‘Go forth’, and to
those who are in darkness: ‘Show yourselves’ (Isa. 49.9), and ascended to His Father up in heaven,
where no human can enter. He took on Himself our sins, and became an atonement for us’.

“You have made known to me the ways of life, You will make me full of joy in Your presence”
(Acts 2.28).

It was not possible for the Psalmist to say, “You have made known to me the resurrection from
the dead”, as no one could ever realize that, But, in the resurrection of the Lord, he saw “the ways of
life”’, where death is destroyed; and the believers are lifted up to eternal life.

“Men and brethren, let me speak freely to you of the Patriarch David, that he is both dead and
buried, and his tomb is with us to this day” (Acts 2.29).

The Jews assumed that what the prophet David said concerned him personally. It came in the
Midris” that no warm or insect had authority over David. That is why the apostle Peter intended to
clarify to them that David was buried, was not raised up; and his grave was still there testifying to this.
What is said concerns the Lord Christ. Rabbi Jose said that David died on the fiftieth day; and all Israel
mourned him, then offered sacrifices the next day3].

David, called ‘a Patriarch’ by St. Peter, and his grave is in the southern part of Jerusalem close to
Selwam, talked about the resurrection of the Lord Christ, who came from his seed (according to the
flesh), saying that His soul was not left in Hades, and his body did not see corruption.

St. John Chrysostom says that beginning to refer to the greatness of the Lord Christ, he talks to
them as though he is starting his speech anew, saying, ‘“Men and brethren”. St. Peter, being aware that
the Jews did not believe that what David says does not concern him personally, but is a prophecy about
Christ, the Son of David, he confirm to them that what David said was realized in Jesus of Nazareth, the
Crucified.

“Therefore, being a prophet, and knowing that God has sworn with an oath to him, that of the
Jfruit of his body, according to the flesh, he would raise up the Christ to sit on his throne, he,
Joreseeing this, spoke concerning the resurrection of the Christ, that His soul was not left in Hades,
nor did His flesh see corruption” (Acts 2.30-31).

+¢ “His flesh saw no corruption; ours, after corruption, shall in the end of the world be clothed by Him

with incorruption: He had no need of us, in order to work out our salvation; we, without Him, can do

nothing: He gave Himself as the vine, to us the branches; we, apart from Him, can have no life*”.

! St. Cyril the Great. Lettens. 41.13.
° Midris Tillin.

? Chagig, Fol.78.

*St. Augustine. In Joan. Tr 84.2.
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In a letter by St. Jerome to Pammachius, he confirms the resurrection of the Lord, and His
enjoyment of the fellowship of the glory with the human soul. That is why we have a holy and revered
view of the flesh. As an example, the fasting of the flesh, as far as we are concerned, does not mean that
we consider it as a corrupt thing, but it is a way to enjoy a fellowship with God, not just on the level of
the soul, but of man as a whole.

% “What we aim at in fasting, they have through fellowship with God. They feed on heavenly bread,
and are satisfied with every word of God, having Him as their food who is also their Lord. Listen to
the Savior saying: “My flesh will rest in hope” (Ps. 16.9). And elsewhere, “His flesh did not see
corruption” (Acts 2.31), and again, “The glory of God shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it
together” (Isa. 40.5) '".

“This Jesus, God has raised up, of which we are all witnesses” (Acts 2.32).

After presenting the testimony of the prophets, concentrating on the book of Psalms, concerning
the coming of the Messiah from the seed of David, His death, and His resurrection, he ended it by the
testimony of the disciples themselves; and in another location, the apostle referred them to the Holy
Spirit, as a witness to the Lord Christ (Acts 5.32). All those present: the disciples, the apostles, and
others have seen Him after His resurrection from the dead; and they all were ready to testify to this, even
in the face of persecution and death.

“Therefore, being exalted to the right hand of God, and having received from the Father the
promise of the Holy Spirit, He poured out this, which you now see and hear” (Acts 2.33).

The apostle Peter confirms that Jesus was not only raised from the dead, but was also glorified
on the right hand of God; and through that glory, He sent the Holy Spirit, that was prophesied by the
prophet Joel, and promised by the Lord Christ Himself (John 14.16, 16.17).

The apostle Peter quotes the psalm: “The right hand of God lifted me up, the right hand of
God made strength” (Ps. 119). The right hand does not refer to a place, but to a status. It refers to the
equality in glory and dignity to “the saving strength of His right hand” (Ps. 20.6). “Your right hand, O
Lord, destroys the enemy” (Ezek. 15.6).

He refers to the promise of the Lord Christ to send the Holy Spirit, who consummates the work
of Christ in our hearts, as the apostle Paul says, *... that he would grant you, according to the riches
of His glory, to be strengthened with might through His Spirit in the inner man, that Christ dwells
in your hearts” (Eph. 3.6).

The Father poured out the Holy Spirit from heaven, to testify publicly, and to be seen by those
who crucified Him. He poured Him on the disciples who closed the doors on themselves in fear and
terror, lest they face what their Lord did. He poured Him out to turn their terror into courage to testify to

" St. Jerome. To Pammachius against John of Jerusalem. 29.
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the Truth, to turn their grief into joy, and their weakness into strength, to testify by the Holy Spirit, and
to deliver the message from one generation to another.

“For David did not ascend into the heavens, but he says himself: ‘The Lord said to my Lord,
Sit at My right hand” (Acts 2.34),

What David uttered did not concern him personally, or was realized to him, but to the ‘Son of
David’.

St. John Chrysostom says that St. Peter was not any more talking modestly about Jesus, but he
was revealing His Person, that He, and not David, is the One who ascended to Heaven, which is not
strange, as He is the Lord of David, who said, “The Lord said to My Lord L

+ Having Himself, ascended to heaven, He brought man as a gift to God®.

“Till I make Your enemies Your footstool” (Acts 2.35).

The apostle paraded the works of the Lord Christ, the blessings He offered, and the testimonies
of the prophets to Him; and now, having not accepted Him through love, they had to submit to Him
through fear, lest they fall as enemies under His feet.

% “For men are not so much attracted by benefits as they are chastened by fear”.

“Therefore, let all the house of Israel know assuredly that God has made this Jesus, whom
you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2.36).

St. John Chrysostom says that St. Peter spoke with the language of confirmation to all the
house of Israel, that they were committed to accept Him, whom they crucified, as Lord and Christ.

As what preoccupied the minds of the Jews was to enjoy the coming of the Messiah, the apostle
confirmed to them that He had already come, and the signs of the truth of His coming are the following:

+¢* His resurrection from the dead, as testified by many.
+¢ His ascension to heaven.
+ His sitting on the right hand of the Father in the highest.

+¢ His sending the Holy Spirit, as a realization of the prophecies, and which is the first fruit of His glory
after the ascension.

+¢ The fall of the devil under His feet, he who, by the cross, has lost his authority.
The apostle explained to them gradually, through the testimony of the psalms, until he reached
with them to the prophecy of the prophet David about the ascension of the Lord Christ, and His sitting

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 6.
2 St. Hippolytus.
3 St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 6.
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on the right hand of the Father, and that He is the Lord of David. The apostle Paul says, “Therefore
God has also highly exalted Him and given Him the name which is above every name, that at the
name of Jesus, every knee should bow, of those in heaven, and of those on earth, and of those
under earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God
the Father” (Phil. 2.9-11). Those, who intended to take Him down to the abyss through the cross, had
fallen down into it themselves. He carried His believers with Him to heaven, and His enemies came to
be under His feet and those of His believers. His Lordship has been proclaimed: everyone bowed to
Him; and the devil and all his hosts were crushed under His feet.

With simplicity, yet with theological depth, St. Peter set forth with them through the prophecies,
to recognize the secret of salvation, the realization of the work of the cross, to get in touch with the
resurrection of the Lord Christ, His ascension to heaven, and His sitting on the right hand of the Father,
to lead them to realize the end proclaimed by God, that the One whom they crucified is the Lord Christ,
the Savior. It is, as though he was ending his speech about the Lord Christ, by asking those who
crucified Him to cast off from themselves the ancient man, and to attach themselves to the Crucified, the
Grantor of victory, and the Source of joy and heavenly peace.

O, ¢

¢ “while on our part it is said that it is not pious to refer the word "made" to the Divine Nature of the
Only-begotten, but that it is to be referred to that "form of a servant which came into being by the
Incarnation in the due time of His appearing in the flesh'”.

Both Arius and Eunomius used this phrase, to claim the essence of the Son, as being created by
the Father, and that He has made Him a Lord and Christ. St. Athanasius the apostolic contradicted Arius;
and St. Basil contradicted Eunomius; and both were included in the work of St. Gregory of Nyssa
Against Eunomius, the fifth book.

¢ "At all events the great Basil writes expressly as follows: Nor, moreover, is it the intention of the
Apostle to present to us that existence of the Only-begotten which was before the ages (which is now
the subject of our argument), for he clearly speaks, not of the very essence of God the Word, Who
was in the beginning with God, but of Him Who emptied Himself to take the form of a servant, and
became conformable to the body of our humiliation (Phil. 3.21), and was crucified through weakness.'
And again, “This is known to any one who even in a small degree applies his mind to the meaning of
the Apostle's words, that he is not setting forth to us the mode of the Divine existence, but is
introducing the terms which belong to the Incarnation; for he says, Him God made Lord and Christ,
this Jesus Whom ye crucified, evidently laying stress by the demonstrative word on that in Him
which was human and was seen by all*".

5- THE APPEALING POWER OF THE HOLY SPIRIT

! St. Gregory of Nyssa. Against Eunomius. 5.2.
2 St. Gregory of Nyssa. Against Eunomius. 5.2.
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“Now when they heard this, they were cut (Pierced) to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest
of the apostles, ‘Men and brethren, what shall we do” (Acts 2.37)?

Those present did not enter in debate or discussion with him, because the Holy Spirit, who gave
the word to St. Peter, has likewise worked in the hearts of the listeners, who feared falling under
judgment for opposing the divine truth. The Holy Spirit (pierced) the hearts of the listeners, to enquire
what they should do. The Greek word that was translated ‘cut’ is itself the one translated ‘pierced’, when
one of the soldiers pierced the side of the Lord Christ with a spear (John 19.34). If the evil ones have
pierced Him with a spear, to cut His heart with a deadly wound, The Lord Christ is now casting the
spear of His Holy Spirit, to pierce their hearts, and to rebuke them, in order to bear the healing wounds
of love, through the true repentance.

If the Holy Spirit has uttered by the mouth of the apostle Peter, He has also pierced the hearts of
some of the listeners to respond to the word. The Holy Spirit, by the first sermon said in the Church of
the New Testament, caught in His net about 3000 souls in one batch.

% "Do you see what a great thing gentleness is? More than any vehemence, it pricks our hearts, inflicts
a keener wound. For as in the case of bodies which have become callous the man that strikes upon
them does not affect the sense so powerfully, but if he first mollify them and make them tender, then
he pierces them effectually; so in this instance also, it is necessary first to mollify. But that which
softens, is not wrath, not vehement accusation, not personal abuse; it is gentleness. The former indeed
rather aggravate the callousness, this last alone removes it. If then you are desirous to reprove any
delinquent, approach him with all possible mildness. For see here; he gently reminds them of the
outrages they have committed, adding no comment; he declares the gift of God, he goes on to speak
of the grace which bore testimony to the event, and so draws out his discourse to a still greater length.
So they stood in awe of the gentleness of Peter, in that he, speaking to men who had crucified his
Master, and breathed murder against himself and his companions, discoursed to them in the character
of an affectionate father and teacher. Not merely were they persuaded; they even condemned
themselves, they came to a sense of their past behavior. For he gave no room for their anger to be
roused, and darken their judgment, but by means of humility he dispersed, as it were, the mist and
darkness of their indignation, and then pointed out to them the daring outrage they had committed.
For so it is; when we say of ourselves that we are injured, the opposite party endeavor to prove that
they have not done the injury; but when we say, we have not been injured, but have rather done the
wrong, the others take the contrary line. If, therefore, you wish to place your enemy in the wrong,
beware of accusing him; nay plead for him, he will be sure to find himself guilty. There is a natural
spirit of opposition in man'".

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.

133



+¢ Let them learn that the ‘Logos’ is the Son of God, as it was said before, and that He is not created,
They should refrain of referring such words to Him, but should rather search why those things were
written. Then, the fact of incarnation that He made for our sake will undoubtedly answer their
enquiries. When Peter said, ‘“He made Him a Lord and Christ”, he added at once, “whom you
crucified”’, which made the matter clear to all. The word ‘made’ does not apply to the essence of the
Word but to His humanity, because it was the body that was crucified.

“He made Him Lord”, and not only that, but “He made Him your Lord”, and “in your
midst”. This is what He means by saying “attested” in (Acts 2.22). He proved that He is not an
ordinary man, but He is God in flesh, the Lord, and the Christ. The Father made Him Lord and king in
our midst, and for us, who were rebels before. It is obvious that He, who appears now as Lord and king,
has not started as such, but has started to show His Lordship, extended even to those who rebel against
Him'.
¢ “but that very Word who was by nature Lord, and was then made man, has by means of a servant's

form been made Lord of all and Christ, that is, in order to hallow all by the Spiritz”.

¢ “They had slain, not Him so much, as themselves. They were saved by Him who was slain for them.
For, as the Apostles spoke, they were pricked; they were pricked in conscience, who had pricked Him
with the spear; and being pricked they sought for counsel, received it when it was given, repented,
found grace, and believing drunk that Blood which in their fury they had shed®”.

“Then Peter said to them, ‘Repent and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus
Christ for the remission of sin, and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2.38).

% “The Jewish people repenting of their misdoing are sent forthwith by Peter to be baptized®”.

% “Who should despair of the forgiveness of his sins, when the crime of killing Christ was forgiven to
those who were guilty of it? ... They came to the Lord's Table, and in faith drank that Blood, which
in their fury they had shed”.

% “What can be a greater sin than to crucify Christ? Yet even of this Baptism can purify®”.

% “So great was the grace which wrought in all the Apostles together, that, out of the Jews, those

crucifiers of Christ, this great number believed, and were baptized in the Name of Christ, and

continued steadfastly in the Apostles' doctrine and in the prayers (Acts 2.14) '’

"Adv Arian. 2.15.12.

* Ibid. 2.15.14.

3 St. Augustine. Sermon on the Mount. 39.1.
*St. Jerome. Letter 69 to Oceanus.

’ St. Augustine. Sermon on the Mount. 27.4.
%St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Lect. Catech. 3.15.
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Whoever did not listen to St. John the Baptist when he called for repentance (Matt. 3.1-2), and
did not respond to the preaching of our Lord Jesus Christ, who also called for repentance (Matt. 4.17),
can start now, through the work of the Holy Spirit, to offer repentance or ‘Metaniah’ LE., to change his
heart, will, and mind, to reconsider his inner life and his apparent behavior, to give God the face, instead
of the back (Jer. 7.24, 22.33), and to give the back, instead of the face, to sin.

Repentance is to discover the exalted love of God. And as it was said about the sinful woman,
“Her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much” (Luke 7.47), the sinner finds in God’s
love the source of forgiveness, comfort, and exalted joy.

The scholar Origen, referring to the Baptism of even the little children “for the remission of
sins”, asks whose sins these are; and when they ever committed them; or how we can explain the
cleansing by Baptism, that happens even to the little children. As no man is without (wrinkles), even if
his life is only one day, by the sacrament of Baptism, every wrinkle will be wiped out. Little children are
baptized because ‘“Unless one is born of water and Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God”
(John 3.5) %,

Through giving God the face instead of the back, by repentance, they receive Baptism to gain
sonhood to God, to have their sins forgiven, and to enjoy the gift of the Holy Spirit who dwells in them.

We can say that repentance is like a life boat for the traveler. When the ship is broken and
destroyed by the waves of sin and the storms of rebellion, he should jump in this boat. Whereas Baptism
is throwing oneself into the bosom of one’s Father, and to enter as though into His eternal dwelling
place. He would find his comfort in his sonhood to the Father, his fellowship with the only-begotten
Son, and his joy by the work of the Spirit of God dwelling in him. By repentance, medication is
presented for healing the wounds of sin; whereas, by Baptism, man’s dignity is restored, to become in
truth an icon of Christ, whose righteousness he bears, and to have the right of fellowship in the eternal
glory.
¢ “He does not yet say, Believe, but, “Let every one of you be baptized”, for this they received in

baptism. Then he speaks of the gain; “for the remission of sins, and you shall receive the gift of
the Holy Spirit”. If you are to receive a gift, if baptism conveys remission, why delay?” °.

Cleansing our sins and our renewal do not mean the death of the body, but death of the body
lusts, or of the old man with his works; whereas, the body is good and holy.

*¢ When I wish this body to die to sin, I do not ask for the death of the body, but that it does not sin
again. And, as the dead body is beyond the possibility of sin, so is he who come out of the water of
Baptism would be saved from sin. If you happen to die in this water, you should stay dead to sin®.

'St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Lect. Catech. 17.21.

° Homilies on Acts. 14.5.

3 St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 7.
*In Epis Ad Rom. Hom. 2.
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¢ It is fitting for the repentant to keep away from the sins he repented, for which reason we are
commanded to say before being baptized, “I deny you, O Satan”, so as not to return to him'.

+¢ Baptism is a gate that leads to paradise, through which man enters to be with God.

Baptism is a new ship that carries the dead, by which they cross to eternity.

Baptism is made for the sake of the new world, in which man crosses over from the land of the
dead to that of life.

¢ Come over, O indebted, and enter! Take back your bills for free; Your sins will be forgiven in the
water.

Come over, O poor! Acquire the riches by the spiritual baptism And the great safe box instead of
poverty.

Come over, O prodigal sheep of the Master of the herd and be baptized, as with you, the figure
will be a whole hundred.

Come over, O sinner, tired, contrite and heavily wounded! Cut off yourself the burden of
transgression by baptism.

Come over, O blind and darkened by choice! Be baptized to have your eyes opened, and to get
enlightened by the daughter of the day.

Come over, O perishing! The good Shepherd has come after you to gather you at the spring.

Come over! The ways leading to God’s house are open in the waters.

Come over, O ancient, who grew old and worn out! Acquire renewal in the new font of
Baptism®.

“For the promise is to you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the
Lord our God will call’ (Acts 2.39).

This promise that was prophesied by the prophet Joel, is very spacious, offered to “all who are
afar off”’, offered to all humans. The promise is to everyone who is called by the Lord, the
Philanthropist. From God’s side, the call is to all; it remains for man to respond to the call, “Whoever
calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved, for in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, there shall be
deliverance. As the Lord has said, Among the remnant whom the Lord calls** (Joel 2.32), “Peace,
peace to him who is far off and to him who is near” (Isa. 57.19).

It can be easy for man to neglect enjoying his rights, but he would never be, as far as his children
are concerned. That is why the apostle confirms, “The promise is to you and to your children”. That
is why it is said, “I will pour My Spirit on your descendants, and My blessing on your offspring”
(Isa. 44.3), “My Spirit who is upon you, and My words which I have put in your mouth, shall not

' St. John Chrysostom. Baptismal Instructions. 12.22.
2St. Jacob El-Sorouggi. A Hymn on Baptism. A manuscript found in St. Anthony’s Monastery transcribed in 1488 M.A.
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depart from your mouth, nor from the mouth of your descendants, nor from the mouth of your
descendants’ descendants, says the Lord” (Gen. 17.7; Isa. 59.21).

“And with many other words he testified and exhorted them, saying: ‘Be saved from this
perverse generation” (Acts 2.40).

At the end of his sermon that was not given in its entirety by the Evangelist St. Luke, St. Peter
concentrated on the sin of that generation, that he called it ‘“the perverse generation’, who said, “His
blood be on us and on our children” (Matt. 27.25). Offering repentance for what they did to the
Savior, they would enjoy forgiveness of their sins, or reconciliation with the Forgiver of sins. It became
within their authority, as God has offered every thing. The Father proclaimed His love by giving His Son
up; The Son paid the price; and the Holy Spirit came to dwell in the Church. It is their turn to receive the
Holy Spirit, the Giver of every thing. It is time for salvation before their eternal devastation, and the
divine punishment of the destruction of the temple.

He warns them against joining the unbelievers and the wicked, as the Psalmist says, “Depart
from me, you evildoers, for I will keep the commandments of my God. ... You put away all the
wicked of the earth like dross, therefore I love Your testimonies” (Ps. 119.115, 119).

I beg you, O beloved, and throw myself at your feet, Give me and give yourself this one prayer: to
“be saved from this perverse generation” (Acts 2.40).

% “Withdraw, dearly beloved, from the heresy of Origen and from all heresies'”.

“Then those who gladly received his word were baptized, and that day about 3000 souls were
added to them” (Acts 2.41).

St. Peter’s call for repentance led them to the life of joy, because they offered a true repentance,
and enjoyed what the prophet and king David yearned for: “Restore to me the joy of Your salvation”
(Ps. 51.12).

The sign of the work of the Holy Spirit is to receive the Word with joy that made them worthy of
repentance, confession, and Baptism.

“* Whoever truly wishes to live according to the gospel would destroy both the beginning and the end of
his evil condition, and would practice every virtue, both by words and by action. He would set
himself free from all the temptations of lusts; and once his mind is set free from that struggle, he
would be possessed by the hope of happiness, and would know nothing but the perpetual joy that
nourishes the soul.

(St. Mark the Hermit)
Some believe that the addition of 3000 souls was realized not by St. Peter’s sermon alone but by
those of the other apostles as well, each in one language or another. The profit of their preaching on that

' St. Jerome. Letters: Letter LI. From Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis, in Cyprus, to John, Bishop of Jerusalem.
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whole day was 3000 souls from all over Jerusalem; that is why, it is said, ‘“‘that day”, not “that hour”.
It was not an easy matter for 3000 souls, on a single day, to forsake their submission to the chief priests
and the Sanhedrin, and to proclaim their acceptance of the crucified Jesus as Lord and Christ.

6- A REJOICING SPIRITUAL CHURCH

“And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of
bread and in prayers” (Acts 2.42).

The Greek word for “continued steadfastly” bears the meaning of the dedication, sanctification,
and attachment of the soul to that work.

“The apostles’ doctrine” includes the living belief in Jesus as the Lord and Christ, the Savior of
the world; together with a new understanding and comprehension of the goal of the Old Testament,
especially what it contains of Messianic prophesies; and teachings of the Church’s oral tradition which
they received from the Lord Christ during His ministry.

The “fellowship”: The early Church practiced the fellowship on several levels:

1- The fellowship in practical giving love, apparent in taking care of the poor, the needy, the
afflicted, the captives, the strangers, the grieved, and the sick.

2- A fellowship in the banquets of love, in which all partake, with the spirit of joy and love.

3- A fellowship in collective worship, prayers and fasting, etc.

4- The fellowship in the Eucharist to partake of the body and blood of the Lord.

5- The fellowship of the Spirit, and realization of unity, on the level of the different members of
the one body -that of Christ- in harmony together.

X/

; . . . 1
s “Here are two virtues, perseverance and concord. ... All in common, all with perseverance .

+¢ Imagine a circle, with rays or lines diverging from its center. The farther these lines travel away from
the center, the more they depart afar from each other; and the more they converge toward the center,
the more they get closer to each other. Assume that this circle is the world, its center is God, and the
lines from the center to the circumference, or from the circumference to the center, are the ways of
life of men. We shall find the same thing: The more the saints move inside the circle toward the
center, wishing to get closer to God, the more they approach each other.

The more men get closer to God, the more they get closer to one another, and the more they get
closer to one another, the more they get closer to God. And the more they depart from God, and
preoccupy themselves with materialistic matters, every one of them departs from the other, and
accordingly would depart more from God. The same applies to acquiring love: the more we are afar off
the love of God, each one of us would depart from the other. But if we love God, the closer we get to
Him, we unite with love with our brethren, and the more we do that, we unite with God.

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
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(Father Dorothius)

+¢* The perfect love is for man to wish to offer his life for all men. Yet, can this love reach such level all
at once? No, getting born, it needs to flourish, to get stronger, then to become perfect'.
(St. Augustine)
“Breaking bread” is the early term for the communion in the Sacrament of the Eucharist.

+¢* The angel could not touch the live coal with his fingers, but with tongs, he brought it close to Isaiah’s
mouth (Isa. 6.6). The angel did not touch it; and Isaiah did not eat it; yet our Lord allowed us to do

this and that (in the Communion of His holy body and blood).
(St. Ephraim the Syrian)

% In truth, Christ gives even His body, by which the believers flourish, like little children.
(St. Hippolytus the Roman)
The “prayers”: They began by partaking together of the prayers of the temple, with all what they
included of psalms, praises, and the 18 prayers of blessing, according to the season, beside other prayers
at home. In their prayers, they were not preoccupied except with offering praise and thanksgiving to God
who shined with His light on them and drew them to His love and the realization of His secrets, and
seeking the same gift for every human soul in the world. In their minds, they did not have yearning
neither for huge Church buildings nor for other ambitions, except for spreading the Word, and edifying
the Church of Christ.

¢ “Let us apply ourselves to Prayer. It is a mighty weapon if it be offered with earnestness, if without
vainglory, if with a sincere mind. It has turned back wars, it has benefited an entire nation though
undeserving. “I heard their bemoaning,” (He) says, “and came down to save them” (Acts 7.34). It
is itself a saving medicine, and has power to prevent sins, and to heal misdeeds”.

¢ Let us gather together in a congregation, to offer a unified prayer. Let us wrestle with God in our
supplications, this pleases Him.
(The Scholar Tertullian)

% “(You have) as the glory of Baptism the Son Himself, the Only-begotten of God. For why should I
speak any more of man? John was great, but what is he to the Lord? His was a loud-sounding voice,
but what in comparison with the Word? Very noble was the herald, but what in comparison with the
King? Noble was he that baptized with water, but what to Him that baptizes with the Holy Ghost and
with fire? The Savior baptized the Apostles with the Holy Ghost and with fire, when suddenly there
came a sound from heaven as of the rushing of a mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they

! Llewelyn, Robert. The Joy of the Saints: Spiritual Readings throughout the Year. Springfield: Elinois, 1989. 114.
2St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Hebrews. Hom. 27.9.

139



were sitting. And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire: and it sat upon each one of
them, and they were all filled with the Holy Ghost'”.

“Then fear came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were done through the
apostles” (Acts 2.43).

“Then fear came upon every soul”: The Holy Spirit filled the Church with the spirit of
apprehension, especially because many of them have previously taken part in the crucifixion of the Lord
Christ, or approved of it.

All were filled with the fear of God which is the head of wisdom, and the fruit of the Holy Spirit,
about which it is said, ‘“The spirit of the Lord will rest upon Him, the Spirit of wisdom and
understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge, and of the fear of God”
(Isa. 11.2).

¢ The fear of God exhorts people to keep the commandments, through which the mansion of the soul is
established. Therefore, let us fear God and establish mansions for ourselves, in order to find shelter
from rain and thunder in winter, as whoever without mansion would suffer greatly at the time of

winter.
(Father Dorothius)

+¢ If somebody wishes to gain God’s love, let him first have the fear of God, as fear produces crying,
and crying produces strength. And when all these are consummated in the soul, it starts to give
fruition in everything. When God sees these nice fruits in the soul, He smells them as good fragrance
of incense that brings joy to Him and His angels. He satisfies the soul and keeps it in all its ways,
until it safely reaches its place of comfort. As the devil sees such great and exalted guard keeping an
eye on the soul, he fears approaching or attacking it.

Acquire therefore such a great power to scare the demons before you, in order that your affairs
would be easy, and you enjoy the divine work, as the sweetness of God’s love is more delicious than
honey. Indeed, many monks and virgins have not tasted that divine sweetness, or acquired that divine
strength, on the assumption that they have already did, despite their lack of strife. Whereas, whoever
strives for them will certainly acquire them through the divine mercies, as God does not look at faces.

Whoever wishes to have God’s light and strength has to forsake the dignities and uncleanness of
this world. He has to despise all the things of the world and the lusts of the flesh, to purify his heart of all
unclean thoughts, and to offer God fasts and tears, day and night, persistently, as pure prayers. Then God
would pour out on him His light and strength. Diligently seek this strength, so as to do all your works
with ease, and to have great favor before God, who would grant you all what you ask for”.

! St. Cyril of Jerusalem. Catechetical Lectures. 3.9.
2 St. Anthony the Great. Letters. 9.
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Finally, the Holy Spirit supported the apostles with numerous wonders and signs, in the name of
our Lord Jesus.

“Now all who believed were together, and had all things in common” (Acts 2.44).

Before speaking of the fellowship in possessions and material needs, the Evangelist St. Luke
spoke of the fellowship in the Spirit, the heart, and the thought, saying, “they were together”.
Physically, we cannot say that the 120, beside the 3000 souls, lived together in a single room or a single
house for a whole day, but they were together in Spirit, in thought, and in true love.

X/

s “They have all become angels on a sudden; all of them continuing in prayer and hearing, they saw
that spiritual things are common, and no one there has more than other, and they speedily came
together to the same thing in common, even to the imparting to all. ... This was an angelic
commonwealth, not to call anything of theirs their own. Forthwith the root of evils was cut out. By
what they did, they showed what they had heard: this was that which he said, “Be saved of this

perverse generation” (Acts 2.40) '".

¢ “There is nothing equal to unanimity and concord; for so one is manifold. If two or ten are of one
mind, the one is one no longer, but each one is multiplied tenfold, and you will find the one in the ten,
and the ten in the one; ... Each of these has twenty hands, twenty eyes, and as many feet. For he sees
not with his own eyes alone, but with those of others; he walks not with his own feet alone, but with
those of others; he works not with his own hands alone, but with theirs. He has ten souls, for not only
does he take thought for himself, but those souls also for him. And if they be made a hundred, it will
still be the same, and their power will be extended””.

“And sold their possessions and goods, and divided them among all, as anyone had need”
(Acts 2.45).

The apostles did not commit the believers to a certain law for giving, but the believers became
fond of giving love, and giving generously, with the love for God. As the Holy Spirit gave them what is
God’s, they forgot what is theirs’, and counted every thing in their hands as valueless, compared to
acquiring that pearl of high price.

% They did not act senselessly like what some Greek Philosophers did, when they forsook their land, or
foolishly threw all their immense wealth in the sea, something that actually gave pleasure to the devil,
who seeks to let man underestimate God’s creation, as though there was no better way to use the
wealth, which is God’s gift.

(St. John Chrysostom)

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
2St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on John. Hom. 28.4.
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The Church presented, not by commands and laws, but by love, a living example before the
world, of how it is possible through fellowship to make all fulfilled, joyful, and rejoicing, with no body
in need.

% Feeding the hungry is greater than raising the dead.

¢ Look at how much God gave you: take from it what you need, then what remains somebody else may
need it.

+¢ Present to Him the dignity that He Himself seeks from you by offering your money to the poor.
(St. John Chrysostom)

““So continuing daily with one accord in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house,
they ate their food with gladness and simplicity of heart” (Acts 2.46).

With love, they set themselves free of any depressing worries, and dedicated their hearts and life
to collective worship and collective life. Thus, their life turned into what is like a perpetual wedding
feast, joyful, even while eating their meals together.

+* Remember, O beloved, that we should not stop praying, until we see the day in which we become
one, a united congregation, not divided in thought, as we would be indeed strangers to God, if we find

pleasure in dissensions and seditions that threaten the safety of the Church.
(St. Basil the Great)

% “Give heed then, brethren, and from this acknowledge the mystery of the Trinity, how it is we say,
There is both the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, and yet there is one God. See! There were
so many thousands of these, and yet there was one heart; there were so many thousands, and one soul.
... If by approaching God many souls by love become one soul, and many hearts one heart, what of
the very fountain of love in the Father and Son?” .

They neither departed from the temple, nor bore the spirit of animosity toward the Jews. Yet,
they undoubtedly did not partake of offering animal sacrifices, and so they remained until they were
driven out from the temple, and banned from worshipping with the Jews.

By saying “from house to house”, it is obvious that every group that spoke one language
assembled together under the leadership of one or more apostles, who were given the gift of speaking
that language to worship with that (intelligible) language, both by Spirit and mind.

X/

s “They cast away their riches, and rejoiced, and had great gladness, for greater were the riches they,
received without labor. None reproached, none envied, none grudged; no pride, no contempt was

"' St. Augustine. On John. Tr. 39.5.
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there. As children they did indeed account themselves to be under teaching: as new born babes, such

was their disposition” g

“The poor man knew no shame, the rich no haughtiness. This is gladness. The latter deemed himself
the obliged and fortunate party; the others felt themselves as honored herein, and closely were they
bound together” 2.

“Fear there was none; yea, though they had taken their position in the midst of dangers” 3

“Simplicity of heart”: Unfortunately, the image of simplicity has now become distorted, and

many count it as ignorance, lack of wisdom, and of prudence. As God Himself is described as being
Simple, the simplicity of heart is therefore considered as sharing in one of God’s attributes: when in the
heart, there is only one straight way, with no twisting or intermingling with another way. St. Felixinus
presented a magnificent essay on simplicity, (which I have already published.)

X/

¢ "“For it is written, "Blessed is every simple soul." (Prov. 11.25). And again, “He who walks simply,

walks surely” (Prov. 10.9). "True," you will say, "but prudence also is needed." Why, what is
simplicity, I pray you, but prudence? For when you suspect no evil, neither can you fabricate any:
when you have no annoyances, neither can you remember injuries. Has any one insulted you? You
were not pained. Has any one reviled you? You were nothing hurt. Has he envied you? Still you had
no hurt. Simplicity is a high road to true philosophy. None so beautiful in soul as the simple. ... A
man of this last description may be safely made a friend, and when at variance easily reconciled. No
need of guards and outposts, no need of chains and fetters with such a one; but great is his own
freedom, and that of those who associate with him. But what, you will say, will such a man do if he
falls among wicked people? God, who has commanded us to be simple-minded, will stretch out His
hand. What was more guileless than David? What more wicked than Saul? Yet who triumphed?
Again, in Joseph's case; did not he in simplicity approach his master's wife, she him with wicked art?
Yet what, I pray, was he the worse? Furthermore, what more simple than was Abel? What more
malicious than Cain?"*.

The Lord, in His preaching, gave us an easy principle; that is, the true simple faith. Simplicity is not
the one known in this world, as slothfulness and fantasy, but it is rather a simple thought, that would
listen and does not investigate, would receive and does not research. ... When Abraham was called,
he departed and followed God, without investigating the voice that called him. He was not hindered
by relatives, friends, possessions, or by any human bonds. ... Look now, and let your departure be
like his, Do not linger before the voice of Christ, who calls you in His preaching saying, “If anyone

! St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
2St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
3 St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
*St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on John. Hom. 75.5.
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desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross daily, and follow Me”
(Luke 9.23). He thus did call every one. When He called the apostles, they left their nets and followed
Him (Mark 18.1). As they were not burdened by the possessions of this world, they responded to the
call of the Lord.

X/

*» Rejoice in simplicity to become beloved by God and people; and if you think that you are mocked by
people, and counted as ignorant and halfwit, with no mind or discernment, Know for sure, that there
is no goodness without offense. If you escape before the obstacles in the way of goodness, You will
never be able to acquire virtue.

(St. Felixinus)

*» “For they who now trembled and feared, after they had received the Spirit sprang into the midst of
dangers, and stripped themselves for the contest against steel, and fire, and wild beasts, and seas, and
every kind of punishment; and they, the unlettered and ignorant, discoursed so boldly as to astonish
their hearers. For the Spirit made them men of iron instead of men of clay, gave them wings, and
allowed them to be cast down by nothing human. For such is that grace; if it find despondency, it
disperses it; if evil desires, it consumes them; if cowardice, it casts it out, and does not allow one who
has partaken of it to be afterwards mere man, but as it were removing him to heaven itself, causes him
to image to himself all that is there. On this account no one said that any of the things that he
possessed was his own, but they continued in prayer, in praise, and in singleness of heart. For this the

Holy Spirit most requires, for ''the fruit of the Spirit is joy, peace-faith, meekness." (Gal. 5.22)” .

7- A PRODUCTIVE CHURCH

“...praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to the Church
daily, those who were being saved” (Acts 2.47).

They were a rejoicing Church, incessantly praising God, for what all the congregation have got
of divine grace. The congregation was in a state of spiritual satisfaction that floods joy in every soul.
The Church cares for praise, as it is an angelic work, the only work that will not stop by our departure
from this world. Praise is the support of the believer in the midst of this valley of tears, that swallows up
every affliction, grief, or bitterness, to let the believer live, as though in a perpetual heavenly banquet.

As for the grace that the whole congregation enjoyed, it is that of the Holy Trinity, working
incessantly in their life. We have already presented an annex to the first chapter of the gospel, according
to St. John, that I called, ‘A grace beyond grace’, to which you can refer.

As to the fruit of the life, rejoicing in the Lord, and perpetually praising, it is: “The Lord added to
the Church daily, those who were being saved” (Acts 2.47). This is the work of the divine grace in the
life of the people, rejoicing in the Spirit, and perpetually praising.

"' St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 7.
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS2

TO UTTER WITH A FIERY TONGUE

+* With the gentle breath of the wind, You have ascended, O My Savior, to heaven.
The whole heaven trembled with joy.
The Son of Man, carrying humanity in Him, entered to the divine throne.

¢ You sent Your Spirit to our land like fiery tongues,
For my depths to shake by a sound like that of a rushing mighty wind.
Indeed, You have granted me Your fiery Holy Spirit to dwell in me.

% Your fiery Spirit transforms me into a fiery minister.
Even my silence and inner tranquility utter as though with a fiery tongue:
The exalted tongue of love that draws many to You.
+ You know that I am illiterate, unable to utter divine things.
Your Spirit dwelling in me,
Speaks through me in the hearts of many.
He alone knows the tongue of every man, his thoughts, feelings, and faults.
He alone speaks to everyone according to his inner intellect.

% Your Spirit fulfills the needs of everyone,
Pours out joy and comfort in the hearts of the sad and the suffering.
He fills every soul and fulfills it,
To become in need of nothing.
He shines inside it,
To scatter the kingdom of darkness,
To be her leader,
That no enemy can get to her.
He lifts her up to heaven.
The World can not bring her down.
Indeed, He grants me a fiery tongue, He, the Grantor of light,
To draw many.

¢ Together with Peter I cowardly refrain from testifying to You before a maidservant.
Yet by Your Spirit I can draw thousands,
To become members in Your body.
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THE SECOND SECTION

IN JERUSALEM
(CHAPTERS 3 to 7)
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CHAPTER 3
HEALING THE LAME

THE TREASURE OF THE CHURCH: THE NAME OF JESUS CHRIST

In the two last chapters, we saw how the Lord Christ prepared the Church to set forth to work to
the account of the kingdom of God. The first chapter showed that, as her Head is heavenly (the
ascension) it fits her to be heavenly as well. In the second chapter, we saw that her leader is the fiery
Holy Spirit to kindle her with the fiery love. Now, the work in Jerusalem starts according to the
command of the Lord Christ. The Evangelist St. Luke presents an important biblical fact: the treasure
of the Church is the name of Jesus Christ.

1- Healing the lame in the name of Jesus of Nazareth 1- 10
2- A speech about faith in Jesus’ name 11-16
3- Testimony of all prophets to Jesus Christ 17-26

1- HEALING THE LAME IN THE NAME OF JESUS OF NAZARETH

“Many wonders and signs were done through the apostles” (Acts 2.43). Those signs were
neither done haphazardly, nor to demonstrate the abilities of the apostles, but to draw every soul to enjoy
the greatest sign: the exalted love of God, proclaimed on the cross. The book of Acts mentioned only
few examples of those signs, for all generations to realize the capabilities of the Church of God for a
divine kingdom on earth.

“Now Peter and John went up together to the temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour”
(Acts 3.1).

St. Peter, St. James, and St. John, the selected group to accompany the Lord Christ in several
events, were counted as pillars (gal. 2.9). They alone accompanied the Lord Christ at His transfiguration
(Mark 9.20), and were closer to Him at the garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14.33).

Despite the difference in nature between St. Peter and St. John, they were closely connected by
an amazing friendship. The first was known for his zeal and rashness; whereas, the second was known
for tranquility and love. The first denied the Lord Christ thrice during His trial, while the second
followed the Lord even to the cross. Notwithstanding, the Lord chose these two to go and prepare the
Passover (Luke 22.8). It is obvious from the Book of Acts that their attachment to each others grew
closer after the resurrection of the Lord Christ and His ascension to heaven. They went together to the
tomb of the Lord (John 20.2); and they were both among the delegation sent by the apostles to deliver to
the people of Samaria the faith and Baptism (Acts 8.14).
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Although each of them had a brother among the disciples, their relation to one another was much
stronger than their relation to their brothers according to the flesh. Friendship in Jesus Christ, and in the
spiritual work, is often stronger than blood relation.

+¢* There is nothing to heal pains like a true friend, who comforts you during your affliction.
+¢ Indeed, you should have a friend, whom you may call ‘half your soul’.

+¢* There is no true friendship, unless it is like a welding joint between souls, to connect them together
with love, poured out in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.
(St. Augustine)

s “Among all these then there is one kind of love which is indissoluble, where the union is owing not
to the favor of a recommendation, or some great kindness or gifts, or the reason of some bargain, or
the necessities of nature, but simply to similarity of virtue. This, I say, is what is broken by no
chances, what no interval of time or space can sever or destroy, and what even death itself cannot
part. This is true and unbroken love which grows by means of the double perfection and goodness of
friends, and which, when once its bonds have been entered, no difference of liking and no disturbing
opposition of wishes can sever'".

(Abbot Joseph)

“Now Peter and John went up together to the temple.” As the temple building was a little
elevated than the rest of the city, they are said to have ‘gone up’. We have already seen the commitment
of the apostles and the disciples to worship in the temple with one accord (Acts 2.46).

‘At the hour of prayer, the ninth hour”: The Jews used to keep three hours of prayer: the
third, the sixth, and the ninth. The prophet David says, ‘“Evening and morning and at noon, I will
pray and cry aloud” (Ps. 55.17). Also Daniel was committed to this in the land of captivity (Dan. 6.10).
The early Church continued to keep all the rites of Jewish worship and to partake of the prayers in the
temple at the designated hours, but with new Christian concepts.

% “At the ninth hour”, the hour when the Lord delivered His Spirit on the cross, the apostles prayed”.
(St. Basil the Great)

“And a certain man, lame from his mother’s womb was carried, whom they laid daily at the
gate of the temple which is called beautiful, to ask alms from those who entered the temple” (Acts
3.2).

"'St. John Cassian. Conferences. 16.3.
2 Syrian Monastery. St. Basil the great. Year 196. Pg 121
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The story of the healing of the lame from his mother’s womb was one of the many miracles
granted by the Holy Spirit to the apostles, to do in the name of the crucified Jesus, But the Spirit chose it
to carry a particular significance.

That miracle was done by Peter and John, and in that short episode, their names were repeated
thrice, to confirm that those two names bear a symbolic meaning that touches the life of the Church and
that of every true believer, who wishes to enjoy the work of the Holy Spirit in his depths. The first name
represents faith, as the word ‘Peter’ means (rock); and the name ‘John’ represents love, by which we can
recognize and see the Lord, as he, alone among the disciples, recognized Him at the sea of Tiberius, and
said to Peter, It is the Lord” (John 21.7). It is as though the work of the Spirit is shown in the Church,
through faith working by love.

As that man had been lame from his mother’s womb, the work of the Spirit was a kind of
creation, renewing human nature and granting us a new creation, capable of proceeding on the way in
Christ, to cross over to the bosom of the Father. As to the reference that he had been lame from his
mother’s womb, it carries a confirmation that the miracle had no trace of deceit, as he had been lame
since his birth, incapable of movement, in need of someone to carry him daily to the temple, to ask for
alms, and was known as such by all inhabitants of Jerusalem.

“The gate called beautiful” was the main gate leading to the Women’s Court, Israel’s Court, and
the Priests’ Court, through which all the Jewish people: men, women, and children crossed, as well as
the priests and the Levites. Testimony to the Lord Christ was directed to all those who entered into the
temple to practice the prayer of the ninth hour, with no discrimination. The scholar Lightfoot believes
that the gate called Beautiful was the gate leading from the Quarter of the Gentiles to that of the Jews, so
that the lame man would be encountered only by the Jews and not by the Gentiles. He saw himself as
more exalted than to stretch his hand to ask for alms from a Gentile.

The scholar Whitby believes that the Gate called Beautiful was the entrance of the temple, the
house of God. The beauty of the temple is not compromised by the presence of a poor lame man asking
for alms. The love offered by those who came to pray and the spirit of giving were integrated parts of the
beauty of the house of God.

+¢ In every family, there should be a place, where Christ hides in the hungry and thirsty strangers.
+* Nothing draws us closer to God and makes us after His image like that good deed.

¢ Mercy lifts man up to exalted heights and gives him favor in the eyes of God.

When the queen intends to enter to the place of the king, nobody dares to ask her where she is
going, but everyone meets her with joy, So is the one who does mercy and gives alms, he goes before
the throne of the king with no hindrance, because God loves mercy dearly and keeps it close to Himself.
In the Scripture it is said, “The queen sits on Your right hand”. Mercy is favored in the eyes of God,
for due to it He became Man for the sake of our salvation.
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(St. John Chrysostom)

% Give the poor, then dare to pray, LE. talk to God like a son talking to his father, as Nothing draws the
heart closer to the Creator like an act of mercy.
(St. Isaac the Syrian)

¢ “For even the Saints who dwell on earth, though in their body they tread the earth, in heart dwell in
heaven. For it is not in vain that they are reminded to "lift up their hearts," and when they are so
reminded, they answer, "that they lift them up:" nor in vain is it said, “If you have been risen
together with Christ, then ask for what is up there, where Christ is sitting on the right hand of
God” Set your affections on things above, not on things on the earth. In so far therefore as they
have their conversation there, they do bear God, and they are heaven; because they are the seat

of God; and when they declare the words of God, “Heaven talks about the glories of God." '”.
(St. Augustine)

“...Who, seeing Peter and John about to go into the temple, asked for alms” (Acts 3.3).
The lame man most probably did not know the two apostles personally, but the apostles must
have seen him whenever they entered into the temple to worship.

“And fixing his eyes on him, with John, Peter said, ‘Look at us’”’ (Acts 3.4).

It is natural for him who seeks alms to look at people to get something from them; but, he did not
expect to see those two men standing, fixing their eyes on him. What do they want from him? Do they
intend to rebuke him about begging? But everyone knew that he was incapable of working since his
birth.

The two apostles looked at him before doing the miracle, as God looks at us with the eyes of
compassion and personal care. As love should precede giving, they gave their love and care before
giving him healing in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth. They did not do like many others, who give
alms with their hands, while their hearts are far away from the needy.

It is amazing how both of them fixed their eyes on him at the same time, The One Spirit worked
in them together, to look at him with their heart, as well as with their eyes.

Peter said to him, “Look at us”, yearning for the lame to see the Person of the Lord Christ who
dwells in them, and works with His Spirit in and by them.

+¢ If you intend to give something to a needy person, let your smiling face precedes your alms, together
with uttering some gentle words that support his sufferings.
If you do that, his pleasure in your gift will be greater than the need of his bodyz.
(St. Isaac the Syrian)

' St. Augustine. Sermon N.T. Lessons 3.14.
2 A. J. Wensinck: Mystic Treatises by Isaac of Nineveh, 1923, p 233.
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“So he gave them his attention, expecting to receive something from them, Then Peter said,
‘Silver and gold, I do not have, but what I do have I give you: in the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, rise up and walk” (Acts 3. 5, 6).

Peter and John fixed their eyes on the lame, and Peter asked him to look at them; thus, their eyes
encountered his, in an inner encounter to the account of the kingdom of God. The two apostles, bearing
the spirit of fatherhood, by the work of the Holy Spirit, shared with God His looks at every handicapped
and needy soul. They looked at him with the spirit of exalted truth and of compassion, not with the spirit
of disability and despair, with the Spirit of power through the capabilities of the Holy Spirit.

Indeed, how much the Church is in need of such looks of shepherds, whose hearts are like the
loving and compassionate heart of God, in a true fatherhood, together with wisdom and power. In the
old days, the prophet Jeremiah had such an experience, as in his compassion he cried out, ‘“O my soul,
my soul! I am pained in my very heart! My heart makes noise in me, I cannot hold my peace” (Jer.
4.19). In his yearning for the salvation of his brethren, he cried out, “Is there no balm in Gilead? Is
there no Physician there? Why then, is there is no recovery for the health of the daughter of my
people” (Jer. 8.22)?

As he looked at them expecting to receive alms, Peter told him that they had no possessions of
this world, but what they had inherited is the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, which is far better for
them and for him, capable of giving him healing, to rise up as though from the dead, and to walk as
though along a royal road. According to the words of the Psalmist, “He sent His word and healed
them” (Ps. 107.20).

Peter’s heart moved by the living faith in the name of Jesus Christ, the Physician of the souls and
bodies, and in His divine promise: “If you ask anything in My name, I will do it”” (John 14.14).

The balm (faith in the Lord Christ) came; and the Physician of souls and bodies descended to us;
but the assembly of the Sanhedrin rejected Him; whereas, the simple like St. Peter received Him, and
offered Him for the healing of the whole world, to become in truth, the daughter of the new Zion, the
true people of God. St. Ambrose believes that St. Peter gave the lame man that balm, and healed him
(Acts 3.1-11). He gave it to the paralyzed Aeneas (Acts 9.34) so he rose up and made his bed, and gave
it as well to raise Tabitha from the dead (Acts 9.40).

“* Whoever wishes to acquire wisdom will say, “Silver and gold I do not have, but what I do have I
give you, In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk”. Possessing no silver, he
acquired the gift of working love in the name of Christ. That is why you are also told, “Wisdom is
hidden from the eyes of all living, and concealed from the birds of the air” (Job 28.21). Neither
humans nor the angels know where it was, about whom it is said, “I saw an angel flying in the
midst of heaven” (Rev. 14.6) L

"The Prayer of Job and David, B.1, 9: 30.
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X/

¢ "Not in his own name, but in the Name of Christ. But "rise" is a command; on the other hand, it is an
instance of confidence in one's right, not an arrogant claim to power, and the authority of the
command stood in the effective influence of the Name, not in its own mightl”.

(St. Ambrose)

¢ “Save me, O God, by Your name” (Ps. 54.1). He says that calling on Your name is a guarantee for
my peace. By the same way, the apostles carried out the great miracles. According to the Scripture,

“In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk” (Acts 3.6) 2,
(Father Theodoret, Bishop of Cyrus)

« “But now many, while they do not say it in words, by their deeds declare: 'Faith and pity have I none;

but such as I have, silver and gold, these I will not give you3"’.

X/

< “But now our Lord by His poverty has consecrated the poverty of His house. Let us, therefore, think
of His cross and count riches to be but dirt. Why do we admire what Christ calls "the mammon of
unrighteousness"? Why do we cherish and love what it is Peter's boast not to possess?” *.

¢ “For (the apostles) were not weighed down with the burden of riches. Therefore they could stand, as
Elijah, in the crevice of the rock, they could pass through the needle's eye, and behold the back parts

of the Lord””.
(St. Jerome)

Much wealth has been placed at the feet of Peter and John, as well as at the feet of the other
apostles, yet, that did not preoccupy their minds, but they let every one take from it what one needs. The
apostles did not set aside a certain portion of it to give the poor on the road, or at the entrance of the
temple, but they carried the Lord of the whole world, to grant abundantly what is greater than silver and
gold.

In our study of the gospel according to St. John, calling Jesus Christ by the name “Of Nazareth”
bore a kind of mocking and ridicule. But here, the apostle uses this title to proclaim that what the world
counts as disgrace bears an exalted divine glory. This title became connected to the cross (John 19.19).

Putting the hand of God or stretching it to work probably refers to His compassion and His
amazing love toward man. Although He worked by His free grace, yet He used to present it through the
human arm. He does not underestimate our hands, although we are completely unable to work; and all
what is accomplished through them is nothing but a free gift from God.

LSt Ambrose. Of the Christian Faith, 3:4 (31).
2 Fr. Theodoret. Comment. On Ps. 54.

3 St. Jerome. Letter 32.32.

* Letter LII. To Nepotian. 10.

? Letter 123.25.
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Although the gift that was given to the lame was a free gift from God, a favor of nobody, Peter

proclaims his yearning to work to help the lame.

X/
°e

53

“He does not say, I have none here, as we are wont to speak, but absolutely, I have none” !

« “If any man has silver and gold, he has not those other gifts. Why is it then, you say, that many have

neither the one nor the other? Because they are not voluntarily poor: since they who are voluntarily
poor have all good things. For although they do not raise up the dead nor the lame, yet, what is
greater than all; they have confidence towards God. They will hear in that day that blessed voice,
“Come you blessed of My Father”, (what can be better than this?) ‘“Inherit the kingdom
prepared for you from the foundation of the world”, for I was hungry and you gave Me ...”
(Matt. 25.34-35). Let us then flee from covetousness, that we may attain to the kingdom [of Heaven].
Let us feed the poor, that we may feed Christ: that we may become fellow-heirs with Him in Christ
Jesus our Lord”*.

(St. John Chrysostom)

The Jewish Sanhedrin was not healed, because that balm crossed over to the Church (Jer. 8.22). The
traders came from Gilead (Gen. 37.25), and brought their goods up to the Church, to heal by their
balm the sins of the Gentiles, about whom it was said, “Strengthen the weak hands, and make firm
the feeble knees” (Isa. 35.3 LXX). The balm is the pure faith (the uncorrupted), like that faith
demonstrated by Peter when he said to the lame, “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up
and walk” (Acts 3.6); and when, by the same faith he said to the paralyzed, ‘“Aeneas, Jesus Christ
heals you, Arise and make your bed” (Acts 9.34); also when he said to the dead woman, ‘““Tabitha,
In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, arise’” (Acts 9.40). By the medication made from that balm,
the lame man was healed; the paralyzed man straightened up; and the dead woman arose alive”.

Let us purchase the food by which we can confront the famine. Let no one be turned down because of
one’s poverty. Let no one fear because he has no money. Christ does not seek money, but faith, which
is greater than money. Indeed, as Peter had neither silver nor gold, Christ possessed him. And the
prophet Isaiah says, “Ho! Everyone who thirsts, Come to the waters, and you who have no
money, Come, buy and eat. Yes, come, buy wine and milk without money and without price”
(Isa. 55.1). Because He, who paid His blood as a price for us, does not ask us for money, as He did
not save us by gold or silver, but by His precious blood (1 Pet. 1.18-19)*.

(St. Ambrose)

! St. John Chrysostom. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 8.
2St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Heb. Hom. 18.6.
3 St. Ambrose. Joseph, 3:17.
*St. Ambrose. Joseph. 7:42.
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“And he took him by the right hand and lifted him up, and immediately his feet and ankle
bones received strength” (Acts 3.7).

St. Peter took him by the right hand, thus referring to the power that became his in Jesus Christ.
Raising Tabitha from the dead, “He gave her his hand and lifted her up” (Acts 9.41). In carrying out
several of the Church sacraments, the Bishop or the priest stretches his hand to proclaim the stretching,
by the Lord Christ, of the right hand of His power, to grant a special grace. In the ordainment of a priest,
the Bishop puts his hand on the head of the man nominated for priesthood. And in granting the
absolution in the sacrament of Confession, the priest puts his hand on the head of the confessor.
Moreover, in the sacrament of Matrimony, the priest puts his hands on the heads of the bride and the
bridegroom.

St. John Chrysostom says that St. Peter did not show off, or sought dignity for himself by what
he did. He healed the lame man at the entrance of the temple, when no one was there, as all the people
were already inside the temple.

The apostle did not ask him whether he believes that, in the name of Jesus, he would be healed;
as the parents of that lame man most probably did not believe in Jesus Christ, as they did not carry him
to Jesus, or to any of the other disciples. Moreover, that lame man most probably had no friend to tell
him what Jesus had done before he was crucified, or what His disciples have done. Therefore, he was
not asked to believe, as a prior condition for his healing.

“So he, leaping up, stood and walked and entered the temple with them walking, leaping, and
praising God” (Acts 3.8).

He no longer needed someone to carry him around, as he was being carried by the eternal arms,
or someone to lean on, as he was raised by the Lord to live by the Spirit and joy of resurrection.

It is well known that man needs a long period of time and practice before he can walk, either for
an infant, or for those recovering after an accident that kept them bed-ridden for a long time. That man,
in moments, stood and walked. He was not only healed, but got an amazing strength that he showed by
leaping and jumping, according to the words of the prophet, ‘“He gives power to the weak, and to those
who have no might, He increases strength’ (Isa. 40.29), and, ‘“Then the lame shall leap like a deer,
and the tongue of the dumb sing” (Isa. 35.6).

It was a scene that filled those present with awe, amazement, and joy, as they watched the lame
joyfully leaping and walking.

The lame, unable to suppress his feelings, leaped as though not wanting to go back to that state
of complete helplessness that was almost like death. Once he started to move around on his feet, he
hastened to offer the first fruits of this movement to God’s account: He went to the temple, to offer a
sacrifice of thanksgiving and praise to the heavenly Physician.

% “And the wonder is, that he believed so readily. For those who are set free from diseases of long
standing, hardly believe their very eyesight. Once healed, he remains with the Apostles, giving thanks
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to God. Observe how restless he is, in the eagerness of his delight, at the same time shutting the
mouths of the Jews” .

(St. John Chrysostom)

“And all the people saw him walking and praising God” (Acts 3.9).

The healed (feet) of the soul moved, to walk along the way of salvation, to praise and glorify
God for the works of His love. We did not hear that he gave thanks to the two apostles, or stood to praise
what they did to him; yet, his praise to God brought joy to the hearts of the apostles.

“Then they knew that it was he who sat begging alms at the beautiful gate of the temple, and
they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him”(Acts 3.10).

He, who was carried to be put at the main gate of the temple, barely managing to crawl to stretch
his hand to beg alms from the people, the priests, the Pharisees, and the Sedducees, who were used to
see him always there, was then seen joyfully leaping, and praising Him, whom they crucified.

They were amazed, but they could no longer deny the truth that they assumed they have already
suppressed and buried. Now the truth became apparent, and the testimony to it became irresistible. They
became confused and did not know how to respond. There, the blood of Jesus Christ cries out in the
hearts and that divine work could not be opposed for the following reasons:

¢ That man, 40 years of age, had been lame since his birth (Acts 4.22).

¢+ He was not a crook, as he was carried to that public place every day in the sight of everyone, and was
known to all the people of Jerusalem.

+¢* There could be no relationship between him and the two apostles, as, when he was healed, he did not
utter a word of thanks to them, but kept on praising God, although he held on to them, not wanting to
leave their company.

+¢ The lame man, himself, was convinced that what happened to him was from God.

2-A SPEECH ABOUT FAITH IN JESUS’ NAME

“Now as the lame man who was healed held on to Peter and John, all the people ran together
to them in the porch which is called Solomon’s, greatly amazed”(Acts 3.11).

While the lame man joyfully leaped around, all the people ran together from the Court of Israel,
to the outer Solomon’s porch, to investigate what has taken place. Here, St. Peter found it a good chance
to preach before the people, in the hearing of the priests, the scribes, and all the Jewish leaderships. He
found it a good chance to speak in the porch of Solomon, about Him, who granted wisdom to Solomon,
who is greater than Solomon.

Solomon’s porch: a covered huge court, located on the eastern side of the section of the Gentiles.

"' St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 8.
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¢ “Our instruction comes from "the porch of Solomon," who had himself taught that "the Lord should
be sought in simplicity of heart"".

(The Scholar Tertullian)

“So when Peter saw it, he responded to the people: ‘Men of Israel, why do you marvel at this?
Or why look so intently at us, as though by our own power or godliness we had made this man walk”
(Acts 3.12).

The apostle Peter started to speak very strongly about the Crucified who was risen from the dead.
The Sedducees, who say that there is no resurrection from the dead, could not oppose, as the lame man
from his mother’s womb stood testifying to the words of the apostle by a practical testimony that could
not be denied nor opposed by anyone.

The apostle started by confirming a serious fact in which many common people, and even
knowledgeable leaderships, fall, when they assume that what a certain saint does is done through his
piety or godliness. And it often happens that those saints believing what is said about them take the
image of false modesty, and refrain from accepting any dignity. Consequently, they fall deep in a
destructive inner pride.

Very strongly, the apostle said, “Why do you marvel at this? Or why look so intently at us, as
though by our own power or godliness we had made this man walk?” (Acts 3.12). Indeed, he could
have stopped at proclaiming that what happened was by the power of Jesus of Nazareth, but many, in
that case, could still assume, that although that was by the power of Jesus, it did happen on the hand of a
great pious saint. As for Peter, he insisted that he had no role, other than his acceptance and faith in the
power of the crucified Jesus of Nazareth.

% “And, in truth, much more did they increase their glory by despising glory, and showing that what
had just taken place was no human act, but a Divine work; and that it was their part to join with the
beholders in admiration, rather than to receive it from them. Do you see how clear of all ambition he
is, and how he repels the honor paid to him? In the same manner also did the ancient fathers; for
instance, Daniel said, ‘“As for me, this secret has not been revealed to me because I have more
wisdom than anyone living” (Dan. 2.30). And again Joseph, ‘“Do not interpretations belong to
God” (Gen. 40.8)? And David, “Your servant has Kkilled both a lion and a bear. ... The Lord
who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear will deliver me from
the hand of this Philistine” (1 Sam. 17.36-37) 2,

*» “Hence we learn a great doctrine, that a man's willingness is not sufficient, unless any one receives
the succor from above; and that again we shall gain nothing by the succor from above, if there be not
a willingness. ... For indeed of these two things is virtue's webwoven. Wherefore I entreat you

"The Scholar Tertullian. On Prescription against Heretics, 7.
2St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 9.
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neither when you have cast all upon God to sleep yourselves, nor, when laboring earnestly, to think to
accomplish all by your own toils. For neither is it God's will that we should be supine ourselves,
therefore He does not work it all Himself; nor yet boasters, therefore He did not give all to us; but
having removed what was hurtful in either way, left that which is useful for us"l,

(St. John Chrysostom)

* "And so these men gave no credit to themselves for their power of working such wonders, because
they confessed that they were done not by their own merits but by the compassion of the Lord and
with the words of the Apostle they refused the human hand- our offered out of admiration for their
miracles: “Why do you marvel at this? Or why look so intently at us, as though by our own power
or godliness we had made this man walk” (Acts 3.12)? Nor did they think that any one should be
renowned for the gifts and marvels of God, but rather for the fruits of his own good deeds. ... And
therefore He actually warns those, to whom He Himself has given this glory of miracles and mighty
works because of their holiness, that they be not puffed up by them, saying: “Do not rejoice in this,
that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice because your names are written in heaven” (Luke
10.20).

Finally the Author Himself of all miracles and mighty works, when He called His disciples to
learn His teaching, clearly showed what those true and specially chosen followers ought chiefly to learn
from Him, saying: “Learn from Me”, not chiefly to cast out devils by the power of heaven, not to
cleanse the lepers, not to give sight to the blind, not to raise the dead: for even though I do these
things by some of My servants, yet man's estate cannot insert itself into the praises of God, nor can
a minister and servant gather hereby any portion for himself there where is the glory of Deity
alone. But, says He, “Learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart”” (Matt. 11.29). For this it is
which it is possible for all men generally to learn and practise, but the working of miracles and signs is
not always necessary, nor good for all, nor granted to all. Humility therefore is the mistress of all virtues,
it is the surest foundation of the heavenly building, it is the special and splendid gift of the Savior. For
he can perform all the miracles which Christ wrought, without danger of being puffed up, who follows
the gentle Lord not in the grandeur of His miracles, but in the virtues of patience and humility. But he
who aims at commanding unclean spirits, or bestowing gifts of healing, or showing some wonderful
miracle to the people, even though when he is showing off he invokes the name of Christ, yet he is far
from Christ, because in his pride of heart he does not follow his humble Teacher. For when He was
returning to the Father, He prepared, so to speak, His will and left this to His disciples: “a new
commandment,” said He, ‘“that to love one another”, and at once He subjoined: “By this all will
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another’” (John 13.34-35). He says not: "if
ye do signs and miracles in the same way," but “if you have love for one another”. And this it is

"' St. John Chrysostom. In Matt. Hom. 82.
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certain that none but the meek and humble can keep. Wherefore our predecessors never reckoned
those as good monks or free from the fault of vainglory, who professed themselves exorcists among
men, and proclaimed with boastful ostentation among admiring crowds the grace which they had
either obtained or which they claimed. And so if any one does any of these things in our presence,
he ought to meet with commendation from us not from admiration of his miracles, but from the
beauty of his life, nor should we ask whether the devils are subject to him, but whether he
possesses those features of love which the Apostle describes'"".

(Abbot Nesteros)

“The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of our fathers, glorified His servant Jesus,
whom you delivered up and denied in the presence of Pilate, when he was determined to let Him
go”’(Acts 3.13).

Having diverted their sight from counting him as a pious saint, the apostle Peter drew their
attention to Him, whom they delivered to be crucified and denied, before the foreign governor who was
determined to let Him go. They challenged the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who glorified His
only-begotten Son. As usual, they opposed the God of Israel Himself.

The apostle intended to call the Father, “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob”, to confirm
to them that the divine promises that their fathers got were realized by the glorification of the only-
begotten Son, in His crucifixion, as well as in His burial, resurrection, and ascension. God the Father set
Him a King, a heavenly Chief Priest, an atonement Intercessor, and a Head of the Church, to grant us the
fellowship in His glories.

Healing the lame from his mother’s womb is a living testimony to the resurrection of the
Crucified and a practical proof that Jesus was crucified, not for one single offense that warranted His
death. He diverted their attention from the miracle of healing the lame from his mother’s womb to the
miracle of the divine love through the cross, to let them enjoy the power of His resurrection, As
everyone is in need of healing the inner soul, to leap with joy, to rise from corruption to non-corruption,
and to set forth from the grave of sin to the heavenly temple.

The apostle Peter marveled because they were amazed by that miracle, when they are not amazed
by the resurrection from the dead of the Lord Christ that can grant the power of resurrection to the dead
souls.

The apostle Peter diverted their attention from the lame to Christ risen from the dead. Instead of
being amazed and confused by what they saw, they should be rather amazed by what happened with the
Lord Christ, which is far more serious, and touches their life and eternal salvation. If the lame man was
healed by the name of Jesus Christ, how could they not be preoccupied by Him who resurrected from the
dead, especially that they were the ones who crucified Him!

"' St. John Cassian. Conferences: The Second Conference of Abbot Nesteros. 15:6-7.
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If the Jews boast of being the children of Abraham, God the Father, the God of Abraham, has
Himself testified to the only-begotten Son and glorified Him. And if they are proud of the righteousness
of the law, Pilate the Gentile has done a great effort not to share in the crime of killing Him. It is as
though, while the God of heaven Himself is testifying to Him, the inhabitants of the earth, even those
who have no law, confess His innocence.

“But you denied the holy One and the Just, and asked for a murderer to be granted to you”
(Acts 3.14).

Peter presented a serious sheet of charges against them, of the following crimes that they had
committed:

% They opposed God of their fathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

¢ They falsely opposed the temporal authorities, represented in Pontius Pilate.

¢ They committed the crime of killing the Holy and the Just Messiah.

+¢ They foolishly and ignorantly preferred a murderer to the Holy One (Mark 15.7; Luke 23.19).
+¢* They murdered the Grantor of life, the Leader of the battle of salvation.

¢ They opposed, and still do, God the Father who raised Him.

“And killed the Prince of life, whom God raised from the dead, of which we are witnesses”
(Acts 3.15).

Pilate went through an inner struggle, he did his best to set Him free, if not for the sake of his
innocence, let it be for the sake of the feast, as it was their custom. He demonstrated, even not
intentionally, that they preferred a murderer to Jesus Christ. He proposed to set their King free. But,
having rejected His Kingdom, and preferred Caesar to be their king, they became with neither a king nor
a kingdom.

Their envy and hatred for the truth do not need any testimony. They crucified the Just, and set
Barabas, the murderer and robber free. Those leaders have convicted that they do not seek justice or
truth, but they fear for their own positions and personal interests, at the expense of their consciences.

Peter, the Galilean, stood to call to account the chief priests, the scribes, the Pharisees, and the
intellectuals, the keepers of the law. That simple fisherman had simply revealed their twisted measures.

“The Prince of life” is a Greek term that does not refer to superiority, but to being (the Source of
life). It is also a military term, presenting the Lord Christ as the Leader of the battle against death, to
grant life to those who fell under the captivity of death. They assumed that they were capable of
conquering Him by killing Him, and did not realize that, by His death, He trampled on death; and by
being killed, He killed and destroyed corruption. He is the Leader of the battle of salvation.
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Although they killed the Grantor of life, they could not wipe Him out. They actually killed the
life in them, and deprived themselves of enjoying Him as the Life and Resurrection.

The apostle gave a living testimony to the resurrection of Christ, not on the ground that he had
seen, touched, talked to, and shared meals with Him during the forty days between His resurrection and
ascension, but because He testified to Him, lived in him, and enjoyed the resurrected life. And as the
apostle Paul said, ““He raised us, and let us sit together with Him in the heavenly places”.

In a commentary by the scholar Origen on the saying of the Lord Christ, “When an unclean
spirit goes out of a man, he goes through dry places seeking rest, and finding none, he says, ‘I will
return to my house from which I came’. Then he goes and brings with him seven other spirits
more wicked than himself.” (Luke 11.24-26), He says that this applies to the state of the Jewish
people: Those who did not believe in the Son of God, no more had an unclean spirit, as the Jews in
Egypt used to have, but became filled with them, that “their last state is worse than the first”. Now they
are suffering from things worse than those they suffered from when they were in Egypt. They have, not
only denied Jesus Christ, but they killed the Prince of life, so they became deprived of life. There will be
no prophet to say to them, “So God says”, and no more sign, or an amazing thing, as a proclamation of
God’s presence. Those good things have crossed over to us, the Gentiles, According to the words of the
Lord Jesus, “The kingdom of God will be taken from them, and given to a nation bearing the fruits
of it” 1(Matt. 21.43). We are those people to whom the kingdom of God is given, the riches of the
gospel .

+“* "What can be a greater sin than to crucify Christ? Yet even of this Baptism can purify. For so spoke
Peter to the three thousand who came to him, to those who had crucified the Lord, when they asked
him, saying, “Men and brethren, what shall we do”” (Acts 2.37)? For the wound is great. You have
made us think of our fall, O Peter, by saying, “You have killed the Prince of life” (Acts 3.15).
What solution is there for so great a wound? What cleansing for such foulness? What is the
salvation for such perdition? O unspeakable loving-kindness of God! They have no hope of
being saved, and yet they are thought worthy of the Holy Ghost. Do you see the power of
Baptism! If any of you has crucified the Christ by blasphemous words; if any of you in
ignorance has denied Him before men; if any by wicked works has caused the doctrine to be
blasphemed; let him repent and be of good hope, for the same grace is present even now.

Have courage. ... The Lord will purify you! “Have courage, O Jerusalem, the Lord will take
away from you all your transgressions, The Lord will cleanse the filth of His sons and daughters by the
spirit of judgment, and the spirit of burning (Isa. 4.4), “I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you shall
be clean” (Ezek. 36.25). Angels shall dance around you, and say, “Who is this coming up from the

wilderness, leaning upon her beloved?” (Song 8.5)".

" Fragment 185 on Luke 11:24.
2St. Cyril of Jerusalem. CATECHETICAL LECTURES. 3.15-16.
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(St. Cyril of Jerusalem)

St. Irenaeus' believes that the Lord Christ came to save all through Himself. He became a child

among the children to sanctify the children, and a boy among the boys to sanctify them. And finally He

died to become the firstborn among the dead, “that in all things He may have the preeminence” (Col.
1.18), existing before all, and preeminent of all.

“And through faith in His name, has made this man strong, whom you see and know” (Acts
3.16).

The apostle’s intention in all his speech was to draw every soul to believe in the One resurrected
from the dead, and to strongly enjoy His holy name.

What that lame man enjoyed, of strength to his body, of joy to his soul, and of praise, is by the
power of Jesus’ name. It is a call for all to believe in His name, to enjoy His person, power, and
attributes.

By saying “His name”, he does not mean the title or name in itself, but the Person of Jesus
Christ, His power and authority. Faith in Jesus means faith in His person, His authority, and His divine
procurement.

“Whom you see and know”: they saw the Lord through His healing of the lame man, and they
recognized His person, ability, and exalted love for man.

He was as if saying to them, "As what happened was public and happened before all, you will be
testifying against yourselves, if you do not return to Him."

“Yes, the faith which comes through Him, has given him this perfect soundness in the
presence of you all” (Acts 3.16).

+% Faith is a lamp; and as a lamp gives light to a house, so also faith gives light to the soul®.

+¢ Faith is the light of the soul, the way of life, and the foundation of eternal salvation®.
(St. John Chrysostom)

+¢ The Christian faith is like a seed of Mustard that seems as something tiny and weak. It does not show
its true strength, except when various temptations start to attack, then, its activity, strength, and fiery
faith in the Lord shows, with some kind of divine love; so that it is not only him who kindles, but all

those who are within his range”.
(St. Ambrose)

! Adv. Haer. 2:22:5.

%in Cap. 25 St. Mat. PG 56: 930.
% in Cap. 25 St. Mat. PG 56: 930.
* Sermon 1.
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+¢ Although many of the Jews who listened to that exalted talk felt bitterness, yet they could hardly rein
in their anger, because of the embarrassment they felt before that miracle.

There is another point that we should not forget, that Christ, having provided His saintly apostles
with such great powers, provokes them to set forth without delay, to proclaim His secret to the
inhabitants of the whole earth, the way the able commanders do, when, after providing their soldiers
with weapons, they send them forth against the enemy. Christ, our Savior and Lord, sends the saintly
teachers of His secrets, armed with the grace He provides them, and with the spiritual weapon, against
the devil and his angels, so as to be strong undefeatable warriors, as they were about to enter a battle
against those who had the upper hand on the inhabitants of the earth in the old times, LE., to fight
against the evil hosts of opponentsl.

(St. Cyril the Great)

“* You have to be prepared by faith and fear of God to confront any thing and every thing.

Let the loss of the things close and dear to you, like the loss of health because of a serious illness,
or deprivation of wife or children, not be reasons to confuse you, but rather to keep you. Such calamities
should not weaken the faith of a Christian, but should be a chance to provide his virtues with renewable
zeal during his struggle.

We should disregard the present evils, and be connected by hope to the heavenly reward.

Where there is no struggle, there will be no victory. Only when a battle flares up, will victory be
granted, and the victorious will get his reward.

The captain of a ship proves his skill and courage during a storm, so also the warrior during a
battle. A tree with deep roots will not fall, even if struck by fierce wind, so also the apostle Paul, as the
ship on which he was taken broke down, beside the chains and bodily sufferings, all that did not lead
him to talk with a broken heart, but, because of all those calamities, he became in a better condition. The
more serious they turned out to be, the more he proved to be worthy of real commendation®.

(Martyr Cyprian)

3- THE TESTIMONY OF ALL PROPHETS TO JESUS CHRIST
““Yet now, brethren, I know that you did it in ignorance, as did also your rulers” (Acts 3.17).
After confronting them with all those serious accusations, he started to deal with them gently and
with the spirit of compassion, calling them ‘brethren’, a term used by the Jews when talking to persons
of their own nation, who have the same hope and the same divine promises. He is not addressing them,
haughtily from a high pulpit, but as one of them, with whom he hopes to share what he enjoys.

T Comm. on Luke, Sermon 47.
2 De Mortalitate PL 4:590 f.
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He is not addressing them as a saint rebuking sinners, but approaching them, to draw them to
repentance together with him. Man practices repentance from all his heart, through words of love and
encouragement, through the spirit of humility, rather than through that of haughtiness.

St. Peter opens before them the gate of hope, counting what they and their rulers did as “in
ignorance”. Pilate warned them more than once and confirmed to them that he found no fault in Him at
all. Yet they were ignorant of God’s exalted plan, as well as of the true identity of Jesus. According to
the apostle Paul: “Had they Known, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2.8); and
the Lord Christ Himself said on the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do”
(Luke 23.34). Although all the laws of the world would never acquit someone on ground of his
ignorance of the law, this is the law of mercy and love, and “Mercy triumphs over judgment” (Jam.
2.13).

The apostle Paul persecuted the Church of Christ, with the intention of wiping it, together with
the name of Jesus, out of the world. He did that in ignorance, but, once he knew the truth, he turned from
ignorance to the wisdom of God, and became a chosen vessel for the divine work, instead of the
persecution, the blasphemy, and the continuous opposition.

¢ “For He sent the Apostles also for their salvation, at least you hear them saying, that, “We know that
you did that in ignorance” (Acts 3.17), know that through ignorance you did it" (Acts 3.17); and by
these means drawing them to repentance. This let us also imitate; for nothing so much makes God
propitious as loving the enemies, and doing good to those who despitefully use us. When a man
insults you, look not to him, but to the devil that moves him, and against him empty all your wrath,

but pity the man who is moved by him"'.
(St. John Chrysostom)

“But those things which God foretold by the mouth of all His prophets, that the Christ would
suffer, He has thus fulfilled” (Acts 3.18).

St. John Chrysostom believes that the apostle Peter, in his sermon, was very compassionate.
Without disregarding the fact that his audience was the crucifiers of the Lord Christ, he, with
compassion, followed the example of Joseph when he said to his brothers, “for God sent me before you
to preserve life” (Gen. 45.5). They sold him out of envy, but by God’s permission, their evil intentions
turned to preserve their life and his. Based on this principle, the apostle Peter proclaimed to his listeners
that, for the sake of their salvation and that of the whole world, Jesus was delivered to be crucified’.

St. John Chrysostom notices that St. Peter did not quote the texts by which the prophets
prophesied Jesus’ crucifixion, death, or burial, but only said, “foretold by the mouth of all his prophets”
(Acts 3.18), on the ground that those texts carried the accusations, together with the punishment under

" Hom. On John. Hom. 84.2.
2 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 9.
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which the crucifiers would fall. It is as though he left it up to them to refer to those texts to realize the
seriousness of their action. He opened before them the gate of hope to enjoy “the times of refreshing that
may come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3.19) on account that what they did to the Lord had
realized God’s plan for the salvation of the world.

“Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out, so that times of
refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3.19).

The apostle once said to them that what they did was in ignorance (Acts 3.17). Then he said that
by what they did, God’s plan that He proclaimed by the mouth of all His prophets was realized (Acts
3.18). Afterwards, he said, “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted out” (Acts
3.19). He then added,”so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord” (Acts 3.19).
According to St. John Chrysostom, he thus gives them hope, and opens before them the gate of
repentance, beside warning them, if they chose to persist on their ways of rebellion against God (Acts
3.22).

¢+ “For after that grace of baptism which is common to all, and that most precious gift of martyrdom
which is gained by being washed in blood, there are many fruits of penitence by which we can
succeed in expiating our sins. For eternal salvation is not only promised to the bare fact of penitence,
of which the blessed Apostle Peter says, “Repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be
blotted out” (Acts 3.19); and John the Baptist and the Lord Himself: “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven is at hand” (Matt. 3.1). But also by the affection of love is the weight of our sins
overwhelmed: “Love will cover a multitude of sins” (1 Pet. 4.8). In the same way also by the fruits of
almsgiving a remedy is provided for our wounds, because "As water extinguishes fire, so does
almsgiving extinguish sin." (Sira. 3.33). So also by the shedding of tears is gained the washing away

of offences, for “All night I make my bed swim, I drench my couch with my tears” (Ps. 6.6)"".
(Abbot Pinufius.)

“And that He may send Jesus Christ, who was preached to you before” (Acts 3.20).

He was as if saying to them, "What did happen, although it was through an evil motive on your
part, it realized God’s plan for the salvation of the world. The Lord Christ was not harmed by His
crucifixion, as it was His Father’s pleasure and His, to die for the world. If you did that in ignorance,
now it is the chance to correct the situation by returning to Him in repentance, and with faith in Him.
What you did has brought us salvation, so why do not you enjoy with us this salvation? Now is the time
for love, “the time for refreshing that comes from the presence of the Lord”. You lost the chance to
accept Him when He was in your midst, ministering to you in flesh. Now He yearns to see you returning
to Him, so that He may return to you, and faith would dwell in your hearts."

"' St. John Cassian. Conferences. 20:8.
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The Holy Spirit has enlightened to St. Peter the way of salvation of the whole world, even for
those who crucified the Lord Christ, and opened his mind to comprehend the holy books, the prophesies,
and God’s long suffering on humanity.

The apostle did not say, “He told the prophets”, but, “foretold by the mouth of all His prophets”.
Jesus whom they crucified was the subject of interest of all the prophets, the criterion by which the true
prophet could be discerned from the false one. So, if His sufferings preoccupied every prophet, since the
beginning of creation, up to the time of the forerunner prophet John the Baptist, not believing in Him is
nothing but a complete rejection of all the prophets, and of God’s work by them.

Although the prophecies of prophets about His sufferings do not give them an excuse for what
they did, they open before them the gate of faith to receive Him that all their sins would be blotted out,
including the crime of crucifying Him. The prophecies and the proclamation of events beforehand would
not relieve them of their evil deed, or change its nature, but would turn their evil into salvation for the
whole world, including the crucifiers themselves, if they return to Him.

Moreover, confirming that what happened has been prophesied by all prophets testifies to them
and to others that He is the expected Messiah.

“That your sins maybe blotted out”: The term “blotted out” is used when it is written on a tablet
of wax, then smoothed out to appear with nothing written on it. It is as though sins are altogether blotted
out off the record; the charges are no more there; and the bill is utterly torn to pieces. The term “blotted
out” was used in (Neh. 4.5; Ps. 51.1, 9; Isa. 43.5, 44.22; Jer. 18.23).

“Times of refreshing”: Whatever the pleasures that sin brings about, it makes the heart narrow,
and creates an inner bitterness that man cannot refer to any cause; Whereas, the return to God in
repentance would open the heart wide that no affliction could destroy it, but man’s whole life would
become “times of refreshing”, filled with inner pleasure, and exalted peace, when God’s glory dwells
inside the soul, turning the heart into a heavenly kingdom.

The word “refreshing” means breathing freely or comfort. It is used when man takes rest after a
period of labor, as though taking a deep breath. The preaching of the cross of Christ or His gospel came
that humanity would breathe with comfort after a long suffering because of sin.

As to saying, “may come, this does not imply that they would not enjoy it here, But, speaking to
the Jews before they accepted the faith, he brings to them the good news of what they would enjoy in the
near future, when they repent, as an advance payment of what they would get of glories and eternal
comfort in heaven.

“From the presence of the Lord”: As we turn our face to Him, and not our back (Jer. 2.27), we
enjoy His face shining on us; and His presence as the secret of our joy and comfort.

“And that He may send Jesus Christ”: As the Jews were and still are anticipating the coming of
the Messiah, getting to believe in Him, whom they had previously rejected, they would see Him coming
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into their life, presenting His joyful salvation, and granting them what they have been previously
preached through their fathers and their prophets in the Old Testament.

“Whom heaven must receive until the time of restoration of all things, which God has spoken
by the mouth of all his holy prophets since the world began” (Acts 3.21).

Again, the apostle confirms that all what happened was for Jesus’ sake, as God has previously
proclaimed by the mouth of His holy prophets. The divine covenants, since the fall of Adam, the call to
Abraham, the delivery of the law to Moses, and the appearance of the prophets are now realized. All
those forefathers have got covenants and yearned to see the time of their realization. Now, that all those
divine covenants are consummated through the crucifixion, the resurrection, and the ascension of the
Lord Christ, It is fitting for the listeners to consider themselves blessed, because they have seen what
their fathers have yearned to see, and that would be, if they believe in the name of Jesus, and accept His
work of salvation in their life.

“... Whom heaven must receive” (acts 3.21): This expression seems to imply, as though heaven
is not His natural dwelling place, and yet, it must receive Him. Having become the Son of Man, and
descended to us, as heaven receives Him, it receives us in Him. On another hand, the Lord having
ascended to heaven, not as though He has consummated His work, but, there, He will keep on ordaining
the affairs of His Church, and supporting every one of her members, until all consummate their strife,
and enjoy the fellowship of His heavenly glories. There, He is preparing a place for us, until the day of
His second coming, when all will enjoy the joyful encounter, the day of eternal wedding.

“Until the times of restoration of all things”: LE. the realization of God’s plan concerning
humanity. As it was the general concept among the Jews that the Messiah would come to reign on earth
eternally (John 12), that was the secret behind their rejection of Jesus who rejected that temporal reign.
That is why the apostle had to correct their concepts and to confirm that Jesus is truly a King, and His
kingdom is in heaven. He ascended to heaven, of which they were witnesses, having personally watched
Him being taken up to heaven (Acts 1.9). It was fitting for heaven to receive Him, as He is the heavenly
King of Kings (Ps. 110.16; Rom. 8.34; Heb. 7.25, 9.24).

“... Restoration of all things”: If sin has deprived humanity of realizing its mission, and has
corrupted the earthly creation, the ascension of the Lord Christ to heaven has restored to man his dignity,
to restore his mission for the sake of which he was created, to carry the icon of the Lord Christ, and to
reign forever.

“... Since the world began”: an expression that means (since the beginning). As the prophesies
about the Lord Christ began since Adam received the divine covenant, some scholars believe that Adam
was the first prophet.

It is as though what the apostles preach is not something new, but rather a proclamation of the
realization of what humanity has for so long wished, which God has proclaimed through His holy men
along the ages.
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“For Moses truly said to the fathers, ‘The Lord your God will rise up for you a prophet like
me from your brethren. Him you shall hear in all things, Whatever he says to you”(Acts 3.22).

As the authority of the prophet Moses among the Jews was absolute, St. Peter recites his
prophecy about the Lord Christ (Deut. 18.15-19). (We have previously dealt with that prophecy in our
commentary on the book of Deuteronomy). The apostle discerned here between the one who (hears), and
the one who does not. Who does not hear Him is actually disobeying the prophet Moses of whom they
are all proud, and should be deprived of being referred to the people of God, and of having a portion in
the kingdom of God.

“And it shall come to pass that every soul who will not hear that prophet shall be utterly
destroyed from among the people” (Acts 3.23).

As the word flesh is used to mean (man as a whole) (John 1.14), the word soul, likewise, means
the same thing (Josh. 10.28; Acts 7.14).

“Yes, and all the prophets, from Samuel and those who follow, as many as have spoken, have
also foretold these days” (Acts 3.24).

St. Peter began by the prophet Moses, as the first leader of the people, continuing to the prophet
Samuel, who was the first prophet after the prophet Moses, who came at the end of the era of the judges,
and the beginning of that of the kings, then to the rest of the prophets, when the kingdom was at the apex
of its glory, then its breaking up into two, the captivation of the two kingdoms, and the return of the
people from captivity.

The descendants of Saul were meant for that covenant; yet, having foolishly disobeyed the
commandments of the Lord, the covenant went to those of King David (1 Sam. 15.28), and was renewed
through the prophets to follow (Jer. 31.31-41; Ezek. 37.26-27; Joel 2.28-29).

The prophets of those eras were all preoccupied with the coming of the Messiah. Since he had
finally come, and God’s covenant with Abraham, the father of believers, was realized, it is fitting for the
listeners, as descendants of those prophets and of those meant by that covenant, to enjoy the blessing of
Jesus, who was risen from the dead, and who alone can restore all from their evil ways.

The yearning of all the prophets for that day should provoke their children to receive it with joy.
It is as though the flaring zeal for faith in the Messiah that the apostle Peter bears is a practical and
serious fellowship in the strong yearning of those prophets, and their zeal for enjoying the Person of the
Savior. Thus, He was provoking his listeners to partake of these same feelings.

“You are sons of the prophets, and of the covenant which God made with our fathers, saying
to Abraham, ‘and in your seed all the families of the earth shall be blessed’” (Acts 3.25).

The Jews consider themselves the descendants of the prophets, not because they are physically
so, but because they are their disciples and followers. As, a disciple, according to the Jewish concept, as
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well as that of the Church, is like a son to his tutor; Therefore, as children, they should (obey) them,
otherwise, they would lose their right of sonhood.

“Sons of the covenant”: sons of Abraham, who had the right to enjoy the divine covenant, given
to their father by God. Being the sons of the kingdom, whether through their discipleship to the
prophets, or their reference to Abraham, it is fitting for them not to be like ‘Judas’, ‘the son of perdition’
(John 17.21).

“And in your seed all the families of the earth shall be blessed”: According to the confirmation
by St. Paul, “seed” here in the singular form refers to the Lord Christ who came from the seed of
Abraham, to bless all nations (gal. 3.16).

X/

¢ “For lest they should think that they received this offer (of repentance and salvation) from the favor
of Peter, he shows, that of old it was due to them, in order that they may the rather believe that such
also is the will of God” .

(St. John Chrysostom)

“To you first, God, having raised up His Servant Jesus, sent Him to bless you, in turning
away every one of you from your iniquities” (Acts 3.26).

By saying, “To you first”, he refers to the Jews to whom salvation was first offered, as preaching
starts from Jerusalem (Luke 24.47). Jesus Christ Himself dedicated His mission to the Jews.

“God, having raised up His Servant Jesus”: The incarnated God has dedicated His life for the
sake of the enjoyment of humanity of the heavenly blessing. He was sent by the Father, And in
obedience, the Son came, who by His will, the one with that of the Father, “desires all men to be saved,
and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2.4).

“Turning away every one of you from your iniquities”: Although man enjoys the free will, he
cannot return to God, and give his back to evil, without God’s help, or without the salvation work of
Christ.

Although the covenant to Abraham was that in his seed, namely, in Jesus Christ, all nations will
be blessed, He first came to turn away every Jew from his iniquities, through the attachment to the
source of blessing.

¢ “he continues, “Raised up Jesus”, (L.E.) after the resurrection, and when

He had been crucified. For that they may not suppose that he himself granted them this favor,
and not the Father, he says, “to bless you”. For if He is your Brother, and blesses you, the affair is a
promise. “to you first”, That is, so far are you from having no share in these blessings, that He would
have you become moreover promoters and authors of them to others. For and what kind of blessing is (to
all the old Israel) "2,

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 9.
2 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 9.

191



(St. John Chrysostom)

% “True, you have done deeds worthy of condemnation; still you may yet obtain pardon. Having said
this, with reason he is now able to say, ‘“He sent His Servant Jesus (His Son) to bless you”. He says
not, to save you, but what is greater; that the crucified Jesus blessed His crucifiers.

Let us then also imitate Him. Let us cast out that spirit of murder and enmity. It is not enough not
to retaliate (for even in the Old Dispensation this was exemplified); but let us do all as we would for
bosom-friends, as we would for ourselves so for those who have injured us. We are followers of Him,
we are His disciples, who after being crucified, sets everything in action in behalf of his murderers, and
sends out His Apostles to this end. And yet we have often suffered justly; but those acted not only
unjustly, but impiously; for He was their Benefactor, He had done no evil, and they crucified Him. And
for what reason? For the sake of their reputation. But He Himself made them objects of reverence” .

(St. John Chrysostom)

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 9.
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 3

GIVE ME TWO FEET TO CROSS OVER TO YOUR HOLY TEMPLE

¢ Together with that lame from his mother’s womb, my soul moans.
I stand as though at the gate called the beautiful to ask for alms.
But I do not enter into the beauty Himself,
Who yearns to pour out His splendor on me.
I ask for alms, although my Father is the Creator of heaven and earth!
Oh, my helplessness! Oh, my foolishness !

¢ Let me hear the voice of Your Church:

Silver or Gold, I do not have, But what I do have I give you.

In the name of Jesus of Nazareth, rise up and walk.

Your wonderful name alone grants me health for both my soul and my body.
By your name, my feet walk to your holy temple.

I enter as though to heaven.

I leap with joy together with Your prophets, apostles, and all Your saints.

X/

+» They nailed You, O Prince of life, to the cross.

And You have loosed my chains,

So I can run toward the throne of Your grace.

They crucified You between transgressors,

And sealed Your grave to lock You in,

But You raised me up together with the heavenly hosts,

And raised my heart up to Your heavens.

You resurrected destroying death,

And raised me up to enjoy the freedom of the glory of the children of God.

¢ May all the prophets who yearned to see Your day rejoice.
I do testify that Your covenants are true and honest.
Here is the day in which I enjoy joy, and see Your divine face.
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CHAPTER 4
PETER AND JOHN BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN

The Book of Acts revealed the actual position of the Jewish leaderships, who, having rejected the
crucified Jesus and persisted after His resurrection on opposing Him, and opposing the gospel of Christ,
who was raised from the dead and ascended to heaven, whom the Church preaches.

This chapter describes the outset of this opposition that continued until the Apostle Paul’s last
visit to Jerusalem, as they plotted to murder him (Acts 23.12-15, 25.1-3).

1- Laying hands on Peter and John 1-4
2- The two apostles before the Sanhedrin 5-12
3- Confusion in the Sanhedrin 13-18
4- Threatening the two apostles 19 -22
5- A prayer for the sake of preaching 23-31
6- A life of fellowship 32-37

1- LAYING HANDS ON PETER AND JOHN

“Now as they spoke to the people, the priests, the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees
came upon them” (Acts 4.1).

It is obvious that not all the priests came, but only those of high status, the members of the
Sanhedrin.

The priests did not resort to the Pharisees, but to the Sadducees, to oppose that preaching in the
court of the temple of Solomon. With them came the captain of the temple, the one responsible for
security, who noticed an unusual gathering there. That captain was the second man after the high priest,
committed to keep order and security in the temple.

The captain of the temple usually camped in the citadel of Antonia, especially during the great
feasts. Fearing that healing the lame man may cause a riot, he felt a commitment to intervene.

“Came upon them”: This expression implies that their coming was sudden and with some
violence. As Peter and john were addressing the people with the spirit of strength and testimony to Jesus,
raised from the dead, the eyes of many were opened to the knowledge of truth that about 5000 men
believed (Acts 4.5). It was not possible for the hosts of darkness to stand with their hands tied, in
particular the Sadducees, who do not believe in the resurrection from the dead, and who counted that
event, together with the speech of St. Peter and St. John as a serious threat against their sect, and a
serious blow to their dogma.

They probably had no objection for Christians to partake of the worship in the temple, according
to the Jewish rites, to assemble in the porch of Solomon, and to set their own affairs. But to preach
publicly the name of Jesus of Nazareth, and to proclaim his resurrection from the dead, was considered
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by them as a public accusation against the leaderships that delivered Jesus to be crucified, that they are
murderers and shedders of an innocent blood, and a testimony that the Crucified was the Messiah. That
is why, it was imperative for them to move to crush that threat, dangerous to them and their dogma.

St. John Chrysostom does not marvel that those who caught Jesus and crucified Him had come
back even after His resurrection to practice their evil boldly against His disciples. As thoughts are
translated into actions, the sinner loses his shyness, to do what he likes. The sinner, while wrestling
against thoughts, usually listens to them with a feeling of shame; but, once they turn into action, that
would make him more aggressive.

¢ At the first time, they arrested the Lord Christ in the garden, as though shamefully, away from the
people. But now, boldly, they came on the two apostles, while speaking to the people in public in the

templel.
(St. John Chrysostom)

“Being greatly disturbed that they taught the people and preached in Jesus the resurrection
Jfrom the dead” (Acts 4.2).

The word “disturbed” implies great anger, as they saw in that preaching a threat to their authority
and a challenge to their teachings, regardless of whether they were preaching the divine truth or not.

It was not easy for the priests and the Sadducees to watch a group of illiterate Galileans taking
the stand of teaching with such success and power, when they belong neither to the priests nor to the
religious leaderships. They counted this as a challenge and a rebellion against the religious authorities.

They did not preoccupy themselves with investigating what was behind that amazing miracle;
but what preoccupied them was their religious authority and their popularity that became in jeopardy.
Besides, they could not bear to hear about the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.

They were disturbed and filled with anger, when they saw the gospel preached, and as the
Psalmist says, "The wicked will see it and be grieved, He will gnash his teeth and melt away, The desire
of the wicked shall perish” (Ps. 112.10). The joyful word of the gospel brought to them disturbance and
bitterness, and as the apostle says, “To the one we are the aroma of death to death, and to the other the
aroma of life to life” (1 Cor. 2.16). The glory of Christ and the joy of His Kingdom are transformed for
those who cannot accept them into loss of peace, grieve, and eternal death. And as the prophet Isaiah
says, “No peace, says the Lord, for the wicked” (Isa. 48.22).

The sinful Sadducees were disturbed and grieved because the apostles were preaching the joyful
resurrection. Whereas the disturbance of the priests, although they believed in resurrection, was because
of its connection to the name of Jesus of Nazareth. According to them, to join force with those who
denied resurrection was less painful than to accept the fact of resurrection in the Person of Jesus Christ.

' St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
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s “"Being grieved that they taught the people.” Not merely because they taught, but because they
declared, not alone that Christ Himself was risen from the dead, but moreover, that we through Him

do rise again. So mighty was His Resurrection, that to others also He is the cause of a resurrection” .

% Beware of keeping yourself under the authority of grief. ... Control yourself. ... The storm is not
stronger than your will.

% Do not ever get depressed, as there is nothing fearsome other than sin.

¢ All seek joy, but it is not anywhere on earth.
(St. John Chrysostom)

+¢ The matters pertaining to grace are accompanied by joy, peace, love, and truth. Whereas, forms of sin
are accompanied by disturbance, neither love nor joy toward God*.
(St. Makarius the Great)

“And they laid hands on them, and put them in custody until the next day, for it was already
evening” (Acts 4.3).

That was the beginning of the series of afflictions against the Church, to partake of the passion of
her Christ’s crucifixion. The two apostles of Christ were arrested and put in custody, as it was not the
custom of the Sanhedrin to assemble in the evening, beside the fact that its members were committed to
their formal duties to practice the prayers of the evening and to offer the sacrifices.

% “They feared not the multitude; for this also the captain of the temple was with them: they had their
hands still reeking with the blood of the former victim™ .
(St. John Chrysostom)

Some may wonder why they did not bring the two apostles to Pilate, as they previously did with
the Lord Christ. They, undoubtedly, realized that Pilate [who repeatedly tried to let Jesus go, and under
their great pressure and threat that he is no friend of Caesar, he had to order His crucifixion] would
never repeat his mistake. He would insist on setting them free, or would probably leave them to the
Sanhedrin to execute them, and bear the consequences of the people’s anger.

% “And they no more take them to Pilate, being ashamed and blushing at the thought of the former
affair, lest they should also be taken to task for that” :
(St. John Chrysostom)

!'St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
2 Sermon IIL7.

3 St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
*St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
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“Many of those who heard the word believed, and the number of the men came to be about
five thousands” (Acts 4.4).

On the day of the Pentecost, the firstfruits of the Church 3000 of those who came to Jerusalem,
whether Jews or Proselytes, believed. Now “the number of the men came to be about five thousands”.
Those were enlightened by the word, to be counted as children of Abraham, of the prophets, and worthy
of becoming truly the children of the covenant.

Laying hands on the two apostles by the order of the official religious leaderships and putting
them in custody did not hinder those thousands from believing, as every tribulation through which the
Church goes was counted as throwing seeds in the soil to bring on plenty of fruits.

Here is a living portrait and a splendid example of the growth of the Church amid tribulations. It
is practically proved that the blood of martyrs is the seed of the church. Apparently, the number of
disciples was very few, with no material capabilities, temporal knowledge, or authority, and it was
assumed that a complete crushing of that movement was an easy task. However, the affliction gave the
Church an exalted growth and an un-opposable spread; affliction can never devastate the evangelic truth,
or shackle the word, but is rather a good atmosphere for the divine work.

X/

s “By the death of martyrs religion has been defended, faith increased, the Church strengthened; the
dead have conquered, the persecutors have been overcome. ... The death itself of the martyrs is the
prize of their life. And again, by the death of those at variance hatred is put an end to” .

(St. Ambrose)
Some believe that the figure 5000 here includes the 120 mentioned in Acts 1.15, and the 3000
who believed on the day of the Pentecost (Acts 2.41). The 5000 assembled in the porch of Solomon

(Acts 3.11), on the occasion of the healing of the lame.

¢ “This again is of God's ordering. For those who now believe were more numerous than the former.
Therefore it was that in their presence they bound the Apostles, to make them also more fearful. But
the reverse took place. And they examine them not before the people, but privately, that the hearers

may not profit by their boldness” >.
(St. John Chrysostom)

2- THE TWO APOSTLES BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN

“And it came to pass, on the next day, that their rulers, elders, and Scribes, were gathered
together in Jerusalem” (Acts 4.5).

The Sanhedrin assembled [We dealt with it in our commentary on the gospel according to John]
few weeks after their last session in which they issued their verdict to crucify Jesus. Although they
issued their verdict and delivered Him to death, His name was greatly glorified, and the number of

"on the Decease of his Brother Satyrus. Book 2.45.
2St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
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believers in Him reached in few days several thousands, who became serious witnesses that the
Crucified Jesus is the Messiah, the Savior of the world. In their previous session, they felt that the
existence of Jesus constituted a serious threat to their position, and to the source of their income. But
now, with the spread of preaching through His resurrection and ascension, it is demonstrated that those
who crucified Him are murderers and shedders of innocent blood.

The session was undoubtedly urgent, as it was held on the very next day, although it was not as
urgent as that one held in the evening to judge the Lord Christ.

The Sanhedrin assembled in Jerusalem, That city where every one anticipated to enjoy salvation,
being the city of God, ended up being an opponent to the evangelic truth, about which the prophet said,
“How the faithful city has become a harlot! It was full of justice, Righteous lodged in it, but now
murderers” (Isa. 1.21). And the Lord Christ Himself lamented it, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the one who
kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children
together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, but you were not willing” (Matt. 23.37).

The court of justice included the rulers and elders, those with authority; they came to issue an
order to the apostles to stop their preaching. As for the educated scribes, they were thought to be capable
of confronting those illiterate apostles by reason and proofs.

“... as well as Annas the high priest, Caiaphas, John, and Alexander, and as many as were of
the family of the high priest, were gathered together at Jerusalem. And when they set them in the
midst, they asked, ‘By what power, or by what name have you done this” (Acts 4.7, 8).

The Sanhedrin used to assemble in the form of a circle, with the defendants in their midst (Luke
2.46), thus realizing the words of the Scriptures: “They surrounded me like bees” (Ps. 118.12).

They started by asking the two apostles, “By what power, or by what name have you done this?”
They could not deny the miracle that was done, as thousands have witnessed it. As they could not
conceal it, they, as usual, intended to turn the truth into vanity, by referring that healing to Beelzebub the
ruler of the demons, as they had previously done with the Lord, or referring it to a certain magic power,
or that, through terrifying the apostles, they could oblige them to refer the work to one of the prophets of
the Old Testament.

They spoke to them mockingly, as the Greek text implies that, if they are neither priests, Levites,
prophets nor rulers, “By what power have they done this?”, From where did they get that power? And by
what name they dared to do it?

They knew for sure that it was in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, and by His authority and power
that they did what they did; but their intention was to terrify them by accusing them of working under an
illegal name, a crime against God, against the law, and against Moses.

They addressed to them the same question addressed to their Lord, “By what authority are you
doing these things? And who gave You this authority” (Matt. 21.23)?
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The name of Annas, the father-in-law of Caiaphas the high priest, came first because of his
dignity, having been the high priest before his son-in-law occupied that position. In our commentary on
the gospel according to St. John, we saw how he entertained a flaring hatred toward the Person of Jesus
Christ.

We know nothing about John and Alexander, Yet, mentioning them by name means that they
were of high stature, and the Sanhedrin assumed that their presence would probably impress the
apostles.

Jerusalem: It is obvious from this that the Sanhedrin assembled each time in a different city,
during the 40 years that preceded the devastation of Jerusalem.

“Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, ‘Rulers of the people and elders of
Israel ...”” (Acts 4.8).

The Lord’s promise to His disciples was realized: “Therefore settle it in your hearts not to
meditate beforehand on what you will answer, for I will give you mouth and wisdom which all your
adversaries will not be able to contradict or resist” (Luke 21.14, 15). He also promised them that the
Holy Spirit would grant them the word when they are opposed.

Was Peter not already filled by the Holy Spirit, when it came down on him on the day of the
Pentecost, together with the other disciples? So why is it said, “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit
...”7 Being filled with the Holy Spirit bears the meaning of an enjoyment of a new inspiration, and a
proclamation of a special support during a critical situation. With every situation, the Spirit of God
moves inside man to grant him strength, knowledge, wisdom, and divine counsel.

With dignity and respect, St. Peter spoke to the Sanhedrin, counting this as a chance to testify to
the truth, according to his principle, “Always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you
reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear” (1 pet. 3.15).

St. Peter previously denied His Lord in that same city, before the same Sanhedrin, and in the
presence of those same people. That is why the apostle found his chance to bear a truthful testimony to
his Christ, whom he has previously denied.

Every believer, who tastes the sweetness of life with Jesus Christ in truth, will keep on testifying
to Him, wishing that all humanity would experience what he enjoys.

When you discover something of benefit to you, you wish to tell others about it. ... Apply this
human behavior to the spiritual level: When you go to encounter with God in His house, do not go alone.

“* When you move forward, draw other to go with you; Have a wish to have company on the way to
God.
(Pope Gregory the Great)

+¢ One loving heart kindles another heart with fire.
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¢ What do I wish? What do I want? Why do I speak? Why should I live, if not for this cause: To live all
of us together with Christ? ... I do not want to be saved without you.

+¢ The necessity of love looks for the practice of the apostolic work.
(St. Augustine)

¢ Save yourself in the salvation of others.
(St. Jerome)

+¢ If you are truly Christians, no one would have remained in atheism.
(St. John Chrysostom)

“If we this day are judged for a good deed done to the helpless man, by what means he has
been made well ...”” (Acts 4.9)

Bravely, by the Holy Spirit, St. Peter proclaims his testimony, not just before the Sanhedrin, but
also before the whole people of Israel that what took place was by the power of Jesus Christ of Nazareth,
and in His name. The apostle insisted that he would never stop testifying to Jesus Christ before the
whole people of Israel; and he accused them of being murderers of Him who came to heal the paralysis
of the people and their ailments, who came to cure and to grant strength and movement to work in the
life of the people. If they intend to judge them for their good deed, the way they judged the Just, and
murdered Him, So let it be, but their mission is to proclaim to all the one named Jesus, and His exalted
divine power, offered to every believer.

The apostle showed indirectly that he did nothing wrong, but he was being judged for a good
deed done to a helpless man, something that neither the Sanhedrin, nor the religious leaderships could
do. Therefore, there was no crime done, but a unique and a great deed.

Besides, no one could deny that act of healing, witnessed by all. The object of accusation is:”By
what power was he healed?”” The crime that chased and is still chasing the Church is that of the “Name”;
that, in the name of Jesus, salvation is done, and all good deeds and divine graces are realized.

“Let it be known to you all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of
Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by Him this man stands here before
you whole” (Acts 4.10).

St. Peter’s speech confirmed that the Lord Christ had realized His true promise to us: “When
they arrest you and deliver you up, do not worry beforehand, or premeditate what you will speak. But
whatever is given you in that hour, speak that, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit” (Mark
13.11).

How amazing! Peter who previously denied his Lord before a maidservant, and persisted on his
denial, stands now before the Sanhedrin, strongly testifying to the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, the
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Crucified and Raised from the dead, and proclaiming that whom they killed is the Living One, the
conqueror of death, who reigns, and no one can oppose Him.

With the wisdom of the Holy Spirit, he daringly proclaimed the vanity of their verdict. They
killed the Just, yet the verdict of God the Almighty Father whom they could not oppose was to raise Him
from the dead. Heaven invalidated their verdict, and exposed their corruption, as murderers filled with
envy and jealousy.

The testimony to this is clear, and needs no further proof, “By Him this man stands here before
you, whole” (Acts 4.10).

St. Peter had a chance to avoid a direct answer to their question, if he chose to do so, but he
found it a rare chance to stand before the Sanhedrin to testify to the Lord Christ, and to His work of
salvation. It was as well a chance to correct what he did during the trial of the Lord Christ, when he
denied Him three times. He was no longer that man, afraid and terrified before a maidservant, but he was
then the honest witness before people of authority. He truly experienced how he became ‘Safa’, with a
heart like a rock through the living faith, and wished that all who are around him would experience the
work of the Holy Spirit, to bear the rock of faith, that would never shake before the currents of the
world, as much violent as they could be.

His testimony was not to gain personal dignity, but it was given out of true love for God and
mankind.

By saying “In the name of Jesus Christ”: thus combining the two names together, he challenged
the Sanhedrin, who refused to admit that Jesus is Christ, the Messiah, about whom the men of God of
the Old Testament prophesied, and whom all generations yearn to encounter.

The titles “Of Nazareth” or “the Crucified” were no more objects of shame and disgrace, but of
honor, glory, and power.

“This is the ‘stone which was rejected by you builders, which has become the chief
cornerstone” (Acts 4.11).

He again clarified to them that what they have done was previously prophesied by the Psalmist
who said, “The stone which the builders rejected, has become the chief cornerstone. This was the Lord’s
doing; it is marvelous in our eyes” (Ps. 118.22, 23).

The Lord Christ Himself had previously referred that in Him that prophecy is realized (Mark
12.11), beside that of Isaiah, “Therefore, thus says the Lord: Behold, I lay in Zion a stone for a
foundation, A tried stone, a precious corner stone, a sure foundation, Whoever believes will not act
hastily” (Isa. 28.16).

He is a rejected stone; yet its rejection reveals His identity. He is the “Cornerstone”, who brings
the Jews with the Gentiles, as two walls that connect together in the new temple of the Lord, the Church
of the New Testament.
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St. Paul says, “Having been built on the foundation of the apostles and the prophets, Jesus Christ
Himself being the chief cornerstone, in whom the whole building, being joined together, grows into a
holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built together for a habitation of God in the Spirit”
(Eph. 2.20-21).

Here, the Galilean fisherman is correcting the concepts of the Jewish scholars who assumed that
the rejected stone is David, the prophet and king, based on what came in the Targum, commenting on
psalm 118.22: “The kid among the sons of Jesse, who was found worthy to sit as a king, was rejected by
the builders”.

¢ “He reminds them also of a saying which was enough to frighten them. For it had been said,
“Whoever falls on this stone will be broken, but on whomever it falls, it will grind him to powder”
(Matt. 21.44). “There is no salvation in any other” (Acts 4.12), Peter says. What wounds, you think,

must these words inflict on them! In this way he subdued their threatening”l.

+¢ It is obvious to everyone that he is referring to Christ, who, in the gospels, said those words, “What
then is this that is written: “The stone which the builders rejected, has become the chief cornerstone’”
(Matt. 21.44; Luke 20.17)? ... He was referring to the Jewish law scholars: the scribes and the
Pharisees, who rejected Him, “You are a Samaritan and have a demon” (John 8.48), and also, “He
could not be from God, He deceives the multitudes”. The One who was rejected proved to be the
chief cornerstone.

Not every stone can be a cornerstone, but it is the one that can join together two walls from two
sides. The inspired author meant that the Person who was rejected and despised by the Jews is not only
to be in the building, but to join together the two walls.

What two walls?

Those who believed among the Jews and among the Gentiles, and as St. Paul also says, “For He
Himself is our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of division between
us, having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in ordinances,
so as to create in Himself one new man from the two” (Eph. 2.20).

Now, this phrase is a serious accusation against the Jews, who did not count Him a stone for their
construction, and cast out as unacceptable the One who is capable of holding the whole building
together. If you wish to know the identity of these two walls you have to listen to Christ Himself, who
says, “And other sheep I have, which are not of this fold, them also I must bring. ...there will be one
flock and one shepherd” (John 10.16).

This also previously happened symbolically, as Abraham was a father to two groups: the
circumcised and the uncircumcised”.

! St. John Chrysostom. Hom. On Acts. Hom. 10.
on Ps. 118.
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(St. John Chrysostom)
St. Ambrose clarifies how the Lord Christ is called the great mountain and at the same time
called a stone:

¢ If we count the Deity of the Lord Christ as the great mountain, which is true, “Do I not fill heaven
and earth? Says the Lord” (Jer. 23.24). His incarnation would certainly be ‘the small hill’ (Ps. 42.6).
The Lord Christ is both of them: A great mountain and a lesser mountain. He is truly great, “Great is
our Lord, and mighty in power” (Ps. 147.5); and He is lesser, as it is written: “For You have made
Him a little lower than the angels” (Ps. 8.5). That is why Isaiah says, “He has no form or comeliness:
(Isa. 53.2 LXX). Although He is Great, He came to be less. And being less, He became great, and
being great, He became less, as “Being in the form of God, He made Himself of no reputation, taking
the form of a servant” (Phil. 2.6, 7). And being less, He became great, as Daniel says, “The stone that
struck the image became a great mountain and filled the whole earth” (Dan. 2.35), And in case you
wish to know the identity of that stone, you should know that He is “the stone that was rejected by the
builders, that became the chief cornerstone” (Compare Ps. 118.22; Isa. 28.16; Matt. 21.42; Luke 20.
17; Acts 4.11; 1 Pet. 2.6-7). It was He Himself, though He appeared to be small, who was great.
Isaiah approved this fact, when he said, “For unto us a child is born, unto us a Son is given; and the
government will be upon His shoulder. And His name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, Mighty
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace” (Isa. 9.5 LXX).
Christ is every thing for you:
He is a stone to construct you, and a mountain for you to go up.
Therefore climb the mountain, you who seek the heavenly matters.
For this reason, He bent the heavens, to bring you closer to Himself.
And for this reason, He ascended to the top of the mountain to lift you up.
(St. Ambrose)

“Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven given among
men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4.12).

The illiterate Galilean stood to call on men of high religious knowledge and of authority, to
repent and to enjoy salvation.

The apostle lifted them up from preoccupying themselves with the healing of the lame, to the
healing of their souls, which are incapable of crossing over to heaven, or of being saved, to enjoy the
glory, prepared for believers. He, who healed the lame, is the Physician of souls and bodies, by whose
name alone, man enjoys salvation. There is no way of comparing Him with the names they used to know
and to be proud of like Abraham, the father of the patriarchs, or Moses, to whom the law was delivered,
or any other prophet, as no one of them is capable of saving the souls from corruption, and granting
them glory; only that name of the One they rejected, despised, and killed can.
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The apostle presented to them the essence of faith: that salvation is not to be realized by the
literality of the law, but by faith in the name of the Lord Christ, in the name of Him, who alone can save,
wipe out sins, grant righteousness, turn the pains of affliction into the joy of resurrection, lift the hearts
up to heaven, for the believer to taste the advance payment of eternity, destroy the locks of the abyss,
and open before us the bosom of the heavenly Father, to enjoy unity with Him.

+¢* The Christian faith is like a mustard seed that appears at first sight to be insignificant and weak. Its
true strength and outer activity do not appear, except when various temptations start to attack it. Then,
its fiery faith in the Lord starts to breathe, and a kind of divine love starts to provoke, not to be flared

alone, but to flare every thing arround’.
(St. Ambrose)

+ Time will come, when I see what I used to believe in, but could not see.

+* In eternity, I will see what I believe in here. And what I wish for here, I shall get there.
¢ So great is faith, yet, there is no use in it, if it lacks love.

% Faith should precede comprehension, for comprehension to be a part of faith.

¢ We can touch Him, who sits in heaven, by our faith and not by our hands.
(St. Augustine)

¢ The power of virtue is in faith, and in the recognition that God can keep us from the present death.
And at the same time we do not fear death or submit to it, where faith is justified more zealouslyz.

¢ Maturity of faith, O beloved brethren, steadfastly supports our inside. After every violent attack,
virtue abides as a huge rock, in a brave opposition™.
(Martyr Cyprian)
“No other name”: The apostle does not mean to disregard the name of God the Father, but the
Father delivered His only-begotten Son, to grant salvation through the name of His Son. Whoever calls
the name of the only-begotten Son is calling the Holy trinity, as there is no separation between the three
Persons, but a unity of work.
“Given among men”: That name, or the Person of our Lord Jesus Christ, is given to us for free,
or according to the apostle: “Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift” (2 Cor. 9.15).

"' Sermon 1.
2 Ibid 4:353.
3 Ad Cornelium Epist. 3. Lib 1 PLEASE 3:798.
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+¢ Listen to the Savior saying to us, “I have renewed you, you, who was born in the world with labor to
death. I have set you free, healed, and saved you. I shall grant you the life with no end, the
everlasting, the one exalted over nature. I shall let you see the face of the good Father.

% [ provoke you to salvation, for this is what Christ wishes for.
% How generous is He, who grants us the greatest of gifts — His whole life'!

% Who is He? He is the Word of Truth, the Word of non-corruption, who renews man, by bringing him
back to the truth. He is the (goad) that provokes to salvation, He is the One who destroys perdition,
and drives away death. He builds the temple of God in men, and makes them His dwelling place.

The sick are in need of a Savior.
The lost need a guide.
The blind are in need of someone to lead them to light.
The thirsty need the living fountain, from which, if someone drinks, one will never thirst.
The dead need life.
The sheep are in need of a shepherd.
And the children need a teacher.
All humanity is in need of Jesus®!
(St. Clement of Alexandria)

% Let Christ be everything in your life. Whoever forsakes everything for the sake of Christ will
definitely find the one thing that has everything, to cry out, “My portion is the Lord” °.
(St. Jerome)

+¢ Isaac was born as a symbol of Christ, as the nations are not to be blessed in Isaac, but in Christ. The
apostle Peter says, “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven given

among men by which we must be saved” .
(Ambrosiaster)

3- CONFUSION IN THE SANHEDRIN

“Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were
uneducated and untrained men, they marveled. And they realized that they had been with Jesus”
(Acts 4.13).

! Paedagogus 1:9.

? Paed. 2:9.

3 Ep Ad. Pammachium PL 22:1206.

* Comm. On Paul’s Epistles (Rom. 4:11).
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The speech of the two apostles, Peter and John, was convincing. They spoke openly with
confidence, and like someone with authority, although, in the sight of the Jewish leaderships, they were
uneducated, as they were not trained in the schools of the Rabbis.

They were common people, with no prominent position, nor of those with talents. Despite all
that, they could reveal new concepts of the prophecies, with a deep theological logic, and a debate that a
professional lawyer cannot bring up. Their words were the work of the Holy Spirit Himself, the Owner
of the word, and who, alone, can proclaim the truth.

After investigation, they discovered that the secret of their power, and of the hallow surrounding
them, was that “they had been with Jesus”, who reflected His splendor on them.

They realized that those were the apostles of the Lord Christ, who followed Him, who were
attached to Him, and believed in Him. They probably reached that conviction depending on the
following facts:

1- They bore the power of doing signs, and in particular that of the healing of the lame in the
name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.

2- They courageously and fearlessly testified and spoke out about Him.

3- They bore His Spirit in proclaiming the divine truth.

4-They comprehended the secrets of the Old Testament, with a new concept.

5- Despite their temporal illiteracy, they could challenge the wise (1 Cor. 1.27), and even the
members of the Sanhedrin, who considered themselves as the guardians of the faith and truth. They were
like their Lord who taught as One having authority (Mark 1.22), although He never studied in the
schools of the Rabbis (John 7. 15).

% “The two unlearned men beat down with their rhetoric the chief priests. For it was not they that
spoke, but the grace of the Spirit.” '
(St. John Chrysostom)

+¢ “But so far is this true and spiritual knowledge removed from that worldly erudition, which is defiled
by the stains of carnal sins, that we know that it has sometimes flourished most grandly in some who
were without eloquence and almost illiterate. And this is very clearly shown by the case of the
Apostles and many holy men, who did not spread themselves out with an empty show of leaves, but
were bowed down by the weight of the true fruits of spiritual knowledge: of whom it is written in the
Acts of the Apostles: “When they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were
uneduc%ted and untrained men, they marveled. And they realized that they had been with Jesus” (Acts

4.13)."
(Abbot Nesteros)

! Homilies on Acts, Hom. 10.
2St. John Cassian: Conferences, 14:16.
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“And seeing the man who had been healed standing with them, they could say nothing
against it” (Acts 4.14).

The lame who was healed is surely an indisputable proof for the truth called for by the apostles.
The miracle was both public and obvious; and the lame man was very well known to the inhabitants of
Jerusalem. The rulers were incapable of denying the certain fact of his healing, or disputing the speech
of the apostles that was logical, according to the Scriptures, and to the prophecies in their hands.

Here, St. John Chrysostom commends the courage of the man who was healed:

¢ “Great was the boldness of the man; that even in the judgment-hall he has not left them. For had they
said that the fact was not so, there was he to refute them.” !

“But when they had commanded them to go aside out of the council, they conferred among
themselves, saying, ‘What shall we do to these men? For indeed, that a notable miracle has been done
through them is evident to all who dwell in Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it” (Acts 4.15-16).

The session was adjourned, as the members of the Sanhedrin were shamefully unable to issue a
verdict against the two apostles. They did not break the law, and all the people knew of the miracle that
was done through them. It was thus impossible to deny the resurrection of Christ which they preached.

The council of the Sanhedrin turned into a meeting for conspiracy, and not for conducting
justice. But, how did the Evangelist St. Luke know what they “conferred among themselves”, when the
two apostles were driven out? It was most probably Saul of Tarsus, who, having been at that time a
Pharisee with close connection to Gamaliel, was full of zeal for the traditions of his ancestors, and
counted by the chief priests as their strong tool in their opposition to the name of Jesus. He must have
been among them, and could have had an important role in encouraging them to do what they did. Saul,
after accepting the faith, must have provided St. Luke with the information pertaining to what took place
inside the council of the Sanhedrin, during that episode or other ones.

They commanded the two apostles to go out of the council, not to discuss the soundness or
vanity of their faith, but to conspire against the Church in its early stage. They did not realize that the
head of the Church is present everywhere to defend her, and to confront the plots of her enemies. They
were not aware that they were realizing the prophecies: “The rulers take counsel together, against the
Lord and against His anointed” (Ps. 2.2).

% "“Yet, in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us” (rom. 8.37). For
what is indeed wonderful is this, not that we are conquerors only, but that we are so by the very
things meant as plots against us. And we are not merely conquerors, but we are "more than
conquerors,” that is, are so with ease, without toil and labor. ... See the Jews then with these among
them, and at a loss quite, and saying, “What shall we do to these men?” (Acts 4.16). For it is

! Homilies on Acts, Hom. 10.
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marvelous indeed, that though they had hold of them and had got them liable to their courts, and
imprisoned them and beat them, they were yet at a loss and in perplexity, as they got overcome by the
very things whereby they expected to conquer. And neither kings nor people, nor ranks of demons,
nor the devil himself, had power to get the better of them, but were all overcome at a very great
disadvantage, finding that all they planned against them became for them. And therefore he says, "We
are more than conquerors." For this was a new rule of victory for men to prevail by their adversaries,
and in no instance to be overcome, but to go forth to these struggles as if they themselves had the
issue in their own hands. ... For they did not merely conquer, but in a wondrous way, and so that one
might learn that those who plotted against them had a war not against men, but against that invincible
Might." !

(St. John Chrysostom)

“But so that it spreads no further among the people, let us severely threaten them, that from
now on they speak to no man in this name. And they called them and commanded them not to speak
at all nor teach in the name of Jesus” (Acts 4.17-18).

The members of the Sanhedrin were in an awkward position: if they put the apostles to death,
they fear the people who saw by themselves that unique miracle; and if they set them free with no
punishment, that could be counted as a consent that the name of the crucified Jesus does miracles
through His disciples. Finally, they chose to threaten the apostles to speak or teach no more in that name.

The rulers were confused, from a trial to a threat, and finally to a mere command. Because of
their intense hatred, they could not even utter the name Jesus, but recommended them “to speak no more
in this name”. They bore the same spirit of king Saul, who, in his intense hatred to David, often referred
to him as the son of Jesse (1 Sam. 20.72, 30, 31, 22.8, 13).

There is no greater service rendered to the kingdom of the Devil than stopping the ministry of the
faithful men of God, on the assumption that it is possible to put the light under a basket, which is
impossible.

¢ Whenever they intended to hinder their preaching, the work became stronger by their hands®.
(St. John Chrysostom)

" Hom. On Romans, Hom. 15.
2 Homilies on Acts, Hom. 10.
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4- THREATENING THE TWO APOSTLES

“But Peter and John answered and said to them, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of God to
listen to you more than to God, you judge” (Acts 4.19).

Those two uneducated persons could mute more than seventy of the most educated people of
authority. The members of the Sanhedrin who assumed that they were appointed by God Himself, and
that they were the defenders of the divine truth, were then asked by the two apostles: ‘We have been
commanded by God to preach, and been commanded by you to keep quiet. Which command shall we
obey: The divine command or the human one?' They thus put the Sanhedrin in a dilemma, as it would no
longer be considered as representing God’s thought, caring for the divine commandment and executing
the will of God and the prophesies.

The two apostles asked the members of the Sanhedrin to judge by themselves: Should the
apostles listen to them more than to God? Should they stop testifying to the truth that they themselves
saw, heard, and experienced? Could they hide the shining of the resurrection from the people?
“Necessity is laid upon them... to preach the gospel” (Jer. 20.9; Acts 18.5; 1 Cor. 9.16).

“For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard” (Acts 4.20).

Testifying to the Lord Christ is a right and even a commitment on the part of the person who sees
God in his life, and hears His divine voice inside him. No human voice, whatever its authority is, can
stand against the divine voice — the word of the gospel, living and working in the believer’s life.

+* The servant sent by the Lord is committed to do what he is commanded to do, even if it is against his
own will, because if he does not, he will be subject to punishment. Moses preached to Pharaoh,

although he did not want to (Exod. 4.10, 5.1), and Jonah to the people of Nineveh (Jon. 1.1-3.4) L
(Ambrosiaster)

% “For who, I would ask, were the frightened? Those who said, "That it spread no further among
people," or these who said, “We cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard”? And
these had a delight, a freedom of speech, a joy surpassing all; those a despondency, a shame, a fear;
for they feared the people. But these were not afraid of those; on the contrary, while these spoke what
they vsgould, those did not what they would. Which were in chains and dangers? Was it not these
last?”

(St. John Chrysostom)

“So when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding no way of punishing
them, because of the people, since they all glorified God for what had been done. For the man was
over forty years old, on whom this miracle of healing had been performed” (Acts 4.21-22).

" Commentary on Paul’s Epistles (1 Cor. 9.16).
2 Homilies on Acts, Hom. 10.
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The Sanhedrin had to terminate their session, when all people glorified God for healing the lame
in such an exalted way, as it was impossible for someone who was born lame, and remained as such for
forty years, to be healed.

5- APRAYER FOR THE SAKE OF PREACHING

“And being let go, they went to their own companions, and reported all that the chief priests
and elders had said to them” (Acts 4.23).

Once they were set free, they went to the Church that was most probably assembled to pray for
their sake, so that God would give them a living word of testimony amid the affliction. They went there,
to partake, with all, the joy for the work of God, and to offer to Him a sacrifice of praise and
thanksgiving.

They submitted a report on the work of people and that of God with them: As to the people, they
did their best to hinder the work of God and to oppose the truth; Whereas, God turned all those things
into the edification of the Church.

They submitted that report, for all to share in praising God, and for all to be encouraged to
preach. As, according to the apostle Paul, “And most of the brethren in the Lord, having become
confident by my chains, are much more bold to speak the word without fear” (Phil. 1.14).

% “Not for their own glory did they tell the tale-how should such be their motive?-but what they
displayed was the proofs therein exhibited of the grace of Christ. All that their adversaries had said,
this they told; their own part, it is likely, they omitted: this made the hearers all the more
courageous.” !

(St. John Chrysostom)

““So when they heard that, they raised their voice to God with one accord and said, ‘Lord, You
are God, who made heaven and earth and the sea, and all that is in them” (Acts 4.24).

The two apostles told about their first experience on the road of suffering. Although they came
out as conquerors, they were under threats of using secret ways to get rid of them without trial, to avoid
any reaction of the people.

That experience brought them to a life of collective conquest with one accord, with confidence in
the power of God, the Creator of heaven and earth.

As the case and the accusation were against the “name of Jesus”, they raised their prayer to God
the Father, on the ground that it is the case of the only-begotten Son, whom He has sent, to save the
world.

! Homilies on Acts, Hom. 11.
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One of the fruits of affliction is keeping the spirit of unity, not on a level of gathering together,
but on a level of the Spirit, by love and collective prayers, as “they raised their voice to God with one
accord”.

The Greek word translated here as “Lord” (Despota) means (a Ruler), or someone who controls
the affairs of others with authority and power. In time of affliction, believers feel that all their affairs, big
and small, are not running haphazardly, but are controlled by the King of kings with His wisdom and
exalted might; and that their life is not in the hands of men, whatever their authority may be.

X/

s “These again flee to the true Succor, to the Alliance invincible, and again, "with one accord they

lifted up their voice to God, and said," (24) and with great earnestness, for it is no prayer made at
2 1

random.

¢ “Let us apply ourselves to Prayer. It is a mighty weapon if it be offered with earnestness, if without
vainglory, if with a sincere mind. It has turned back wars, it has benefited an entire nation though
undeserving. “I heard their moaning” He says, “and came down to save them”. It is itself a saving

medicine, and has power to prevent sins, and to heal misdeeds.” 2
(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ Let us assemble together as a congregation, to offer a united prayer. Let us wrestle with God in our
pleadings, as that pleases Him.
(The scholar Tertullian)

“...who by the mouth of your servant David, have said, ‘Why did the nations rage, and the
people plot vain things” (Acts 4.25).

In their prayer, they uttered words that are not theirs; they quoted the language of the Holy Spirit,
choosing the second psalm that bears a collective vision of the case of the cross, and of how the devil set
an alliance between the Jews, the Romans, and the rulers, against the Lord and His anointed.

St. Isaac Syrus, the man of prayers and silence, presents his practical experience in the life of
conquest over the devil and all the hosts of darkness, and that by practicing a prayer woven from psalms,
the Lord’s Prayer, and spontaneous prayer, to be aimed as one arrow, or three arrows, to stab the devil.

¢ The service of the psalms, the Lord’s prayer, and the spontaneous prayer recited by man to seek
God’s mercy, help, and salvation, These three are like three arrows by which we stab and kill the

demons”.
(St. Isaac the Syrian)

! Homilies on Acts, Hom. 11.
2 Homilies on Hebrews, Hom. 27.9.
*Vol. 1 Hymn 5.
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The prophet David called Jesus “Your Servant”, In Greek, (paidasou), translated as (servant), as
it came in the praises of the suffering servant in the prophet Isaiah, And also as “Son”, as the Father
called Him during His Baptism and Transfiguration (matt. 3.17; Luke 3.22).

“The kings of the earth took a stand, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord
and against His Christ” (Acts 4.26).

It is as though they were thanking God, who preceded to proclaim on the tongue of the prophet
David, the opposition of the Gentiles and the peoples with their kings and rulers to the Lord Christ and
His Kingdom. As though any strife, whatever its source may be, as long as it is for the sake of Christ, is
a confirmation that we are on the right way, and every unity of the forces of evil against the Church
reveals their helplessness to destroy her. Although God granted them so many gifts, among which are
making them kings, rulers, and men of authority, they turned these gifts into tools to oppose their
Grantor.

¢ “It is to sue God, as one may say upon His own covenants, that they thus produce this prophecy: and
at the same time to comfort themselves with the thought, that in vain are all the imaginations of their
foes. This then is what they say: Bring those words into accomplishment, and show that they

"imagine vain things.-For of a truth,"” '
(St. John Chrysostom)

“For truly against Your holy Servant Jesus, whom You anointed, both Herod and Pontius
Pilate, with the Gentiles and the people of Israel, were gathered together” (Acts 4.27).

+* ”That anointing did not exalt the blessed and incorruptible Begotten Who abides in the nature of God,
but it established the mystery of His body, and sanctified the manhood which He assumed.” >
(St. Hilary of Poitiers)
The name ‘Pilate’ is often preceeded by the title ‘Pontius’, which is a wrong translation, as his
real name is ‘Pilate Pontus’. He is not from a city called Pontus or Pont, to be referred to it. The
theologians in the Council of Churches of the Middle East agreed to correct this mistake in translations.

“To do whatever Your hand and Your purpose determined before to be done. Now, Lord, look
on their threats, and grant to Your servants that with all boldness they may speak Your word” (Acts
4.28-29).

The Church assembled at the time of the apostles did not pray to God to lift up affliction, and to
destroy and bring down their enemies but asked Him to turn every affliction to strength to speak the
word with boldness, for the sake of His heavenly kingdom.

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 11.
2 on the Trinity, 11.18.
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“Rage” (Acts 4.25): Whereas the Christian faith presents: a reconciliation between men and
God, through the blood of His only-begotten Son; a reconciliation between man and his brother, love
even for his enemies; and an inner reconciliation between the soul and the flesh, through the work of the
Holy Spirit of God, - The nations, on the other hand, are violently raged, for they cannot stand the divine
light. The world uses every violent means to oppose the Church, who bears the nature of her Groom,
who “will not cry out, nor raise His voice” (Isa. 42.2).

“Plot” (Acts 4.25): the human mind with all its energies has concentrated on one goal, which is
to destroy the kingdom of light, and to reject the Crucified Messiah.

“Vain things” (Acts 4.25): The Greek word ‘Kena’ is exactly translated in Hebrew as ‘reeyq’,
meaning (void). The nations became like an empty vessel that refused to get filled by the source of
fulfillment — Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. This void also bears helplessness, as every opposition on
their part ends up to nothing. They scatter their energies in opposing the Truth, to hear, together with
Saul OF Tarsus, “It is hard for you to kick against the goads” (Acts 9.5).

By saying, “Look on their threats” (Acts 4.29), they refer to God’s care pertaining the opposition
of the wicked people against His children. It does not pass on easily; it preoccupies God’s mind. This
reminds us of the righteous king Hezekiah’s prayer to God: “Incline Your ear, O Lord, and hear, Open
Your eyes, O Lord, and see, and hear all the words of Sennachrib, who has sent to reproach the living
God” (Isa. 37.17), And of the words of the Psalmist: “But You have seen it, for You observe trouble and
grief, to repay it by Your hand. The helpless commits himself to You” (Ps. 10.14).

% Someone may say that Christ has once said to His apostles, “Love Your enemies” (Luke 6.27), How
could they now cry out against them, without breaking that divine commandment? The answer is,
“Should we rather, pray for them to get more bold and strong, to attack more violently those who
glorify His works, to stop them from teaching, and to oppose the glory of Him, to whom we pray?
Would not this be counted as foolishness? If the opposition is directed by someone against us
personally, it would be counted instantaneously as glory to us, if we forgive him. We should indeed
bear mutual love, following the role model of the saintly fathers, even if we are struck, insulted, and
suffered every kind of violence. We should then not blame the apostles, who were more exalted
above rage and hatred. ... This will bring glory to the saints, and pleasure to God.

The prayer uttered by the saintly apostles was not without benefit, but was for the sake of the
success of the divine message, and the weakening of the persecutors. The apostles say, “Now Lord, look
on their threats”, .LE. make their opposition against us vain, and grant Your servants to speak Your word
with boldness” (Acts 4.29).” '

(St. Cyril the Great)

I Comm. On Luke, Sermon 119.
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¢ “Wherefore in persecutions let no one think what danger the devil is bringing in, but let him indeed
consider what help God affords; nor let human mischief overpower the mind, but let divine protection
strengthen the faith; since every one, according to the Lord's promises and the deservings of his faith,
receives so much from God's help as he thinks that he receives. Nor is there anything which the

Almighty is not able to grant, unless the failing faith.” '
(Martyr Cyprian)

¢ “And observe, they do not say, "Crush them, cast them down;" but what? “Grant to Your servants
that with all boldness, they may speak Your word” (Acts 4.29). Let us also learn thus to pray. And yet
how full of wrath one would be, when fallen among men intent upon killing him, and making threats

to that effect? How full of animosity? But not so these saints.” 2
(St. John Chrysostom)

“... by stretching out Your hand to heal, and that signs and wonders may be done through the
name of Your holy Servant Jesus” (Acts 4.30).

Their prayer does not stop at seeking to be granted bold words to testify to the truth, but to be
granted signs and wonders in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Yet they did not ask for this to keep
their temporal life safe, or to gain any temporal dignity.

Their prayer pertaining to the threats shows that they did not care for their temporal life or
comfort, as they have put their life, delivered for the sake of testifying to the truth, But what preoccupied
them is to be granted the wisdom and strength of the Spirit to speak with boldness the word of God, and
to be supported by signs and wonders to the account of the Holy Jesus.

They sought to be granted signs and wonders, when they saw how the people glorified the name
of Jesus, how many came to believe in Him, and how one miracle could shock and mute the chiefs of the
Sanhedrin.

“And when they had prayed, the place where they were assembled together was shaken, and
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke the word of God with boldness” (Acts 4.31).

In his commentary on the words of the Lord Christ (Luke 17.6) concerning faith, St. Cyril the
Great says that if the power of faith shakes what is steadfast ... we can say that no steadfast object
would not be shaken by faith, when there is a need for its shaking. That is why the place was shaken,
according to the Book of Acts’.

Why was the place shaken? That was a proclamation of God’s presence, according to the words
of the Psalm: “The earth shook, the heavens also dropped rain at the presence of God” (Ps. 68.8), And,
“You will be punished by the Lord of hosts, with thunder and earthquake and great noise, With storm

! De Exhortation Martyrum PL 4:664 ff.
2 Homilies on Acts, Hom. 11.
3 Comm. On St. Luke, Hom. 113-116.
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and tempest, and the flame of devouring fire” (Isa. 29.6). It is also a proclamation of God’s response to
the prayer of the Church for the sake of ministry, and for the dwelling of the Holy Spirit, to grant the
apostles supernatural powers. The place would shake, and the time would come to an end, where the
Spirit of Truth dwells. By the dwelling of the eternal Spirit of Truth, the weakness of nature is revealed,
and man would not be connected with time or place, but only with the eternal.

How great and powerful is prayer! It opens men’s hearts to their Creator to get filled by His
divine power that shakes the place, but keeps their hearts steadfast. It transforms the affliction, the
bitterness, and the threats, into a powerful prayer to grant the possibilities of the Holy Spirit to the
preaching and the testimony.

¢ Whoever understands the mystical saying of the blessed Paul, “For we do not wrestle against flesh
and blood ... but against spiritual hosts of wickedness” (Eph. 6.12) will also understand the parable
said by the Lord that ended by His saying, “Men always ought to pray and not lose heart” (Luke
18.1).
(St. Mark the Anchorite)
The goal of this renewed filling is uttering the words of God with boldness.

6- The LIFE OF FELLOWSHIP

“Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul, neither did anyone
say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common” (Acts 4.32).

The Evangelist St. Luke presents a magnificent portrait of the features of the Church in the days
of the apostles, in particular, the deep love, and the true unity, on the level of the Spirit and the heart, as
well as on that of work.

When they were filled with the Holy Spirit, it was not only the place where they assembled to
pray that was shaken, but the whole world was shaken as well, in the sight of the apostles, who did not
allow it to infiltrate to their hearts. As the precious pearl was apparent before their eyes, they did not
have to force themselves to sell what they already had to acquire it.

Thousands of various nationalities and different tongues assembled together in one temple to
present one worship. Even those dwelling in Jerusalem were affiliated to different groups, sometimes
with opposing thoughts. They used to feel strangers to one another. Then, all of them assembled as
members in the one body of Christ, led by the one Holy Spirit, through the bonds of love.

The Spirit granted them such love and unity, that nobody counted his possessions as his own, but
every thing in his hands was for his brothers. Feeling of individual property in the life of believers
ceased to exist; and Unity was realized in the heart and soul.

What is wonderful is that this feeling was not realized through divine commands, ecclesiastical
laws, or apostolic commandments, but was naturally realized through being filled by the Holy Spirit to
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become members in the holy body of Christ, who delivered Himself for others, and “made Himself of no
reputation” for the sake of all.

+¢ “For in the Church of Jerusalem, as it were burning brands were set on fire by the Holy Spirit, when
they had all one soul, and one heart to God-ward. When Stephen was stoned, that pile suffered

persecution: the brands were dispersed, and the world was set on fire.” '
(St. Augustine)

* Being in such conformity, the Christians produce some kind of music, a harmonious sound that
brings pleasure to God, thus realizing the Scripture that says, “They are of one heart and one soul”
(Acts 4.32) °.

(Fr. Caesarius, Bishop of Arles)

X/

«» Now, tell me, did their love produce their poverty, or their poverty produced love? I believe that love
produced poverty, then poverty forcibly drew the ropes of love”.
(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ This love that is from God cannot be separated from the person of God, as God and love are one. And
as love in its essence is inseparable from its source, it will not only possess the humans who can live
each one by his own; but it will also transfer several hearts and souls into one heart and one soul.
How foolish it is to say that this love which binds separate minds in an inseparable love could be
separated from the human creatures who express it. That is why the apostle Paul says, “For though I
am absent in the flesh, yet I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good order, and the
steadfastness of your faith in Christ” (Col. 2.5). In the Book of acts, it came that the multitude of
believers had one heart and one soul, ... something that would not be realized except by the Spirit of
faith and love".

(Abbot Fulgentius, bishop of Ruspe)

s “Therefore, “Oh, magnify the Lord with me, And let us exalt His name together” (Ps. 34.3). For one
thing is necessary, that celestial Oneness, the Oneness in which the Father, and the Son, and Holy
Spirit are One. See how the praise of Unity is commended to us. ... The whole Trinity is one God;
because one thing is necessary. To this one thing nothing brings us, except being many we have one
heart.” >

(St. Augustine)

"' Sermons on N.T. Lessons, 66.6.

% Sermon 163.3.

3 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 11.

* Fulgentius of Ruspe: Letter to Victor 9: 5-6.

Abbot Fulgentius (467- 532 BC) delivered many sermons; and he was much affected by St. Augustine.
3 Sermons on N.T. Lessons, 53.4.
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¢ “The whole Church, I say, was then such as now are those few who can be found with difficulty in
coenobia. But when at the death of the Apostles the multitude of believers began to wax cold, and
especially that multitude which had come to the faith of Christ from diverse foreign nations, from
whom the Apostles out of consideration for the infancy of their faith and their ingrained heathen
habits, required nothing more than that they should" abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from
fornication, and from things strangled, and from blood," (Acts 15.29). and so that liberty which was
conceded to the Gentiles because of the weakness of their newly-born faith, had by degrees begun to
mar the perfection of that Church which existed at Jerusalem, and the fervor of that early faith cooled
down owing to the daily increasing number both of natives and foreigners, and not only those who
had accepted the faith of Christ, but even those who were the leaders of the Church relaxed somewhat
of that strictness. For some fancying that what they saw permitted to the Gentiles because of their
weakness, was also allowable for themselves, thought that they would suffer no loss if they followed

the faith and confession of Christ keeping their property and possessions.” '
(Abbot Piamun)

«» “Then how can any seeds of discussion arise from him who serves not his own but his brother's will,
and becomes a follower of his Lord and Master, who speaking in the character of man which He had
taken, said, “For I have come down from heaven, not to do My own will, but the will of Him who
sent Me” (John 6.38).

But how can he arouse any incitement to contention, who has determined to trust not so much to
his own judgment as to his brother's decision, on his own intelligence and meaning, in accordance with
his will either approving or disapproving his discoveries, and fulfilling in the humility of a pious heart
these words from the Gospel: “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love of one
another” (John 13.35)?

For by this, as by a special mark, Christ willed that the flock of His sheep should be known in
this world, and be separated from all others by this stamp, so to speak. But on what grounds will he
endure either to admit the rancor of vexation in himself or for it to remain in another, if his firm decision
is that there cannot be any good ground for anger, as it is dangerous and wrong, and that when his broker
is angry with him he cannot pray, in just the same way as when he himself is angry with his brother, as
he ever keeps in an humble heart these words of our Lord and Savior: “If you bring your gift to the altar,
and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar,
Sllld go your way. First be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift” (matt. 5.23, 24).

(Abbot Joseph)

"' St. John Cassian: Conferences, 18.5.
2St. John Cassian: Conferences, 16.6.
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St. Ambrose believes that the basis of unity within the holy congregation is the unity of the
individual, and the harmony between his constituents, through the work of the Holy Spirit, so that his
soul becomes like an “Only dove” (Songs 6.9), and enjoys the inner peace between his soul and his
body, for the two to become one (Eph. 2.14). Thus, he would become like Him who says, ... that they
may be one, just as we are one, I in them, and You in Me, that they may be made perfect in one (unity)”
(John 17, 22, 23). Such a soul is an “only dove”, true and spiritual, that is not troubled by the lusts of the
flesh, even though “outside were conflicts, and inside were fears” (2 Cor. 7.5) I

% “And the Lord has bidden us with His own voice, saying, “This is My commandment, that you love
one another as I have loved you” (John 15.12), and again, “If two of you agree on earth concerning
anything that they ask, it will be done for them by My Father in heaven” (matt. 18.19). But if two of
one mind can do so much, what might be effected if the unanimity prevailed among all?” >

(Martyr Cyprian)

The Martyr Cyprian believes that God gives gifts to every one of us, and we, as children of God,
walking by the heavenly law, follow His lead, and share what we possess with all’.

Presenting a magnificent description of the monastic life of fellowship (cenobitic monasticism)
in the Egyptian desert, St. John Cassian demonstrates the importance of the fellowship according to the
model of the early Church, as it came in the Book of Acts. And he adds to it that some people have got
out of the cities, to lead an amazing anchorite life, preoccupying themselves with studying the holy
books, praying, and doing manual works, day and night with a burning zeal, to the extent that they often
forgot all about food, for two or three days, only to be reminded of it by the bangs of hunger®.

“And with great power the apostles gave witness to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and
great grace was upon them all” (Acts 4.33).

The other feature of the Church was that the apostles enjoyed a great power, which is the ability
of their listeners to receive their words. They could speak as though with authority, having carried the
Grantor of authority in them, who granted them a great grace in the sight of those whom they encounter.
Even their opponents could feel the grace of God, and the shining of His divine light on their life.
Everyone saw that in their depths. They bore the reflection of the splendor of God’s glory and beauty,
He, who is “more beautiful than humans”.

The apostles came out of the temptation of the prison and the threats, with a doubled power. The
Church having offered a fervent prayer with one soul, all were filled with the Holy Spirit; all got a great
power to testify; and all enjoyed a great divine grace.

’Cf. Isaac, or the Soul, 7.59.

2 Epistles, 7.3.

3 Cf. Treatise 8 on Works and Alms, 2.5.
* De institutis caeoborum, 2.5.
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Here, the Evangelist St. Luke was almost showing the inability of the language to describe the
condition of the early Church that bore the power of God, and enjoyed His grace, to set forth on the road
of testifying to the resurrection of the Lord from the dead, with a great strength and success, together
with a persistent growth of the kingdom of God.

¢ “I give you the authority to tread on serpents and scorpions”. This is not a promise of a mere man,
who cannot grant others such a glorified and amazing authority, “to tread upon all the power of the
enemy”’. This is rather the work of God alone, the One higher above all, and crowned by exalted
dignities. ... He does not leave the disciples with any excuse to surrender to cowardice, but He rather
asks of them to be strong in heart and of courage, for such should be the ministers of the divine word,
not cowards, or overcome by slothfulness, but to “preach with great power”, as stated by the Holy

Book (Acts 4.33) .
(St. Cyril the Great)

“Nor was there one among them who lacked, for all who were possessors of lands or houses,
sold them, and brought the proceeds of the things that were sold” (Acts 4.34).

After speaking of the features of love, church unity, testifying with the spirit of power, and
revealing the splendor of Christ who dwells in them, the Evangelist moved on to two practical features
that are rather double-faced one: Generosity in giving, especially to the needy, and being dead to the
world and to all its riches and dignities.

¢ “Their feeling was just as if they were under the paternal roof, all for awhile sharing alike. It is not to
be said, that though indeed they maintained the rest, yet they did it with the feeling that the means
whereof they maintained them were still their own. No, the admirable circumstance is this, that they
first alienated their property, and so maintained the rest, on purpose that the maintenance might not

come as of their own private means, but as of the common property.” *
(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ Those who, by faith, acquired inside them Him who makes every thing new, receiving from Him a
new message of the gospel, become above the riches and love of wealth. Their minds become
stronger, to disregard the temporal things, but thirst for the eternal.

They treasure the poverty by choice, and have become fond of the love of the brothers. And as it
is mentioned in the Book of Acts, many of the owners of land and houses sold them, laid the money at
the apostles’ feet, and they distributed to each as anyone had need”.

(St. Cyril the Great)

I Comm. On St. Luke, Hom. 64.
2 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 11.
3 Comm. On St. Luke. Hom. 123.
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St. John Chrysostom portrays that magnificent heavenly scene, here on earth, believing that the
3000 who first believe, together with the 5000 who followed their lead, all of them did the same thing in
an exalted way, No one of them complained of poverty. What glory can there be, more than what those
people had? '

Indeed, love and unity make out of the Church a glorified heaven, as the true practical fellowship
originating from love is a testimony to the exalted grace of God.

¢ “Have you not heard the Apostles say, that they who first received the word sold both "houses and
lands" (Acts 4. 34), that they might support the brethren? But you plunder both houses and lands, that
you may adorn a horse or wood-work, or skins, or walls, or a pavement. And what is worse is, that it

is not men only, but women too are afflicted with this madness, and urge their husbands to this empty
sort of pains, by forcing them to lay out their money upon anything rather than the necessary things.”
(St. John Chrysostom)

“And laid them at the apostles’ feet, and they distributed to each as anyone had need” (Acts
4.35).

The church came out of the affliction, not to suffer material troubles, but to magnificently
practice the fraternal love, and to reveal that money in the Church of the New Testament was not
deposited in a special treasury, or in bank accounts, but was laid at the apostles’ feet.

What all the economical and social systems of the world have failed to realize, to fulfill the needs
of the poor and the needy, had been naturally realized, when the congregation enjoyed the filling by the
Holy Spirit; and the wealth were laid at the apostles’ feet, for everyone to take his need, with a spirit of
honesty and submission.

+ It was a symbolic act indicating that it is fitting for people to tread with their feet on greed, As God
yearns to grant to the souls of His believers what is greater than material riches. In the Proverbs, it is
written: “The ransom of a man’s life is his riches” (Prov. 13.8 LXX).

(St. Jerome)

% “Moreover also Solomon, established in the Holy Spirit, testifies and teaches what is the priestly
authority and power, saying, “Fear God with all your soul, and pay respect to His priests” (Wis. 7.29,
31). ... Moreover, our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, our King, and Judge, and God, even to the very day
of His passion observed the honor to priests and high priests, although they observed neither the fear
of God nor the acknowledgment of Christ. For when He had cleansed the leper, He said to him,
“Show yourself to the priest, and offer the gift that Moses commanded” (Matt. 8.4). With that

L.¢f. Homilies on Acts. Hom. 11.
2 Homilies on Romans. Hom. 11.
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humility which taught us also to he humble, He still called him a priest whom He knew to be
sacrilegious™" .

(Martyr Cyprian)

“And Joses, who was also named Barnabas by the apostles (which is translated Son of
Encouragement), a Levite of the country of Cyprus, having land, sold it, and brought the money and
laid it at the apostles’ feet” (Acts 4.36-37).

There is no doubt that hundreds and even thousands of persons sold their possessions, and laid
the money at the apostles’ feet, So why did the book pay so much attention to what Barnabas, of the
tribe of Levi, did?

1- Being a Levite, he had no right to buy land in Israel, So that land must have been in Cyprus, as
he was Cyprian by nationality.

2- It seems that it was a large piece of land that was sold for a great price, to become a living
example of him, who was set free of every love for possessing.

! Epistles, 64:2.
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 4

GLORIFIED PASSIONS

+¢+ The forces of darkness plotted against You.
They condemned You to death, but they could not prevent Your resurrection.
The same forces plotted against Your apostles,
And will keep plotting against Your Church along the generations.

+ They put the two apostles in custody.
Yet thousands of people believed in You.
With every affliction, Your Church grows.
And with every persecution of Your people, the power of Your holy name becomes more apparent.

¢ The Sanhedrin that condemned You to death,
Threatened to murder Your apostles.

+¢+ Peter who was once afraid of a maidservant,
Judged the members of the great Sanhedrin.
He accused them of opposing God, as they crucified Jesus, but God the Father raised Him from the
dead.
He accused them of ignorance, since they rejected the Cornerstone.
He accused them of failure because there is no salvation except by Jesus.
He accused them of lack of wisdom when they sought obedience to themselves more than to God.

¢ Amidst sufferings, you were glorified in your church.
Many signs and miracles took place;
And her strong prayers shook the place.

+¢ In the midst of sufferings, Your Church became a steadfast heaven.
And the believers were transformed as though into angels.
All became with one heart and one soul. ... What a heavenly feature!
All turned into witnesses to Your resurrection.
Death has no more authority or power.
The world has no more authority over them, nor do the material things have attraction.
They shared everything among themselves.
They brought their riches at the feet of Your apostles, as there was no more any other place for them.
They presented their wealth as a trust that they have received from You.
And joyfully, they presented them for the sake of all.
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CHAPTER 5
ANANIAS AND SAPPHIRA

The Evangelist St. Luke has presented a joyful portrait of the Church with one heart, one soul,
and a living fellowship in worship and abundant giving. Now he is presenting a painful portrait of a
family that sought its own glory with the spirit of deceit. Having been the first of its kind in the Church,
the reaction of the Church to that event was very firm, by which the Holy Spirit intended to give a clear
message to anyone who may try to abuse the fraternal love. Yet, the chapter joyfully ended, as joy
always overshadows the life of the persecuted Church.

St. John Chrysostom believes that what happened to Ananias and Sapphira is of greater
significance than the miracle of healing the lame, as it reveals that the Holy Spirit is aware of what is
hidden inside the heart, and because what happened brought fear to all'.

We can say that those two miracles are complimentary: The first one reveals the exalted love of
God, and His compassion toward man, and that God has not even sought from the lame to believe
before enjoying the divine love; whereas, the second reveals the importance of commitment and
faithfulness in the fear of God, especially by those who accepted the faith, and enjoyed the divine
blessings, as the divine love goes hand in hand with the fear of God, And the fear of God is not
separated from the divine love.

1- Ananias and Sapphira 1-11

2- The persistent growth of the Church 12-16
3- Arresting the apostles 17 -23
4- The charge of the Name 24 -32
5- Gamaliel’s attitude 33-40
6- The word of God is unrestrained 41 -42

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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1-ANANIAS AND SAPPHIRA

In the previous chapter, the Evangelist St. Luke spoke about the Church as a whole, kindled
with the spirit of true love. And among the congregation, there was the like of Barnabas of Cyprus, who
sold his land and brought its whole price at the apostles’ feet. He was most probably a very rich man,
and the price of the land was so high that St. Luke mentioned it as a living example of what the
believers did at that time. Yet, at the same time, among the wheat there were also tares; and among
those faithful in their love to God and men, there were hypocrites like Ananias and Sapphira, who
presented a superficially beautiful portrait, while they carried a deceitful heart full of lies and love of
dignity and worldly wealth. St. Luke had to reveal this portrait, to spare us being troubled when we find
in every age magnificent samples of love beside bitter examples of hypocrisy.

“A certain man named Ananias, with Sapphira his wife, sold a possession” (Acts 5.1).

‘Ananias’ is a Hebrew name, meaning (Jehovah is compassionate), or (who gives with
abundance). While ‘Sapphira’ is an Aramaic word, meaning (beautiful). Yet, both names were
unsuitable, as Ananias did not follow the example of God the all-compassionate, and Sapphira did not
care for her inner beauty.

¢ “Once upon a time a rich young man boasted that he had fulfilled all the requirements of the law,
but the Lord said to him (as we read in the gospel): "One thing you lack, Go your way, sell whatever
you have and give to the poor, ... and come, take up the cross and follow Me” (Mark 10.22). ... “Go
your way’’ the Lord says, “and sell”, not a part of your substance but “whatever you have and give to
the poor”, not to your friends or kinsfolk or relatives, not to your wife or to your children.

I will even go farther and say: keep back nothing for yourself because you fear to be some day
poor, lest by so doing you share the condemnation of Ananias and Sapphira; but give everything to the
poor and “make friends for yourself by unrighteous mammon, that when you fail, they may receive you
into an everlasting home” (Luke 16.9). Obey the Master's injunction "follow me," and take the Lord of
the world for your possession; that you may be able to sing with the prophet, "The Lord is my portion"
(Ps. 16.5), and like a true Levite may possess no earthly inheritance (num. 8.20-24). I cannot but advise
you thus if you wish to be perfect, if you desire to attain the pinnacle of the apostles' glory, if you wish
to take up your cross and to follow Christ” .

(St. Jerome)

“And he kept back part of the proceeds, his wife also being aware of it, and brought a certain
part and laid it at the apostles’ feet” (Acts 5.2).

St. Luke, as he presents the shining and glorified face of the Church at its beginning, he also
honestly demonstrates the attitude of the Church concerning those who receive its membership with

! Letter 68 to Julian, a wealthy nobleman, 4. (His wife and two daughters had then recently died)
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hearts neither pure nor honest. He makes a point of what Barnabas of Cyprus did, when he brought the
proceeds of selling his vast land at the apostles’ feet, in order to provoke everyone, not to consider his
wealth or even his life as too much for the Church. Then, he presents the deed of Ananias and Sapphira,
who bore the image of piety, in mere formalities, with no true inner feeling.

In every age, there are in the Church, those who deliver even their life. And there are, as well,
those who are attached to the form rather than to the spirit, for the sake of their love of the world, and
their connection to material things.

At the beginning of the exodus of the children of Israel to the Promised Land, there was Achan
son of Carmi, who stole some of the accursed things, hid what he stole and lied. And because there
were accursed things among Israel, they were defeated before their enemies (Josh. 7). All Israel stoned
him and his household to remove that sin. And now in the new promised land, at the beginning of the
Church of the New Testament, there are Ananias and his wife Sapphira, whose hearts Satan filled with
deceit to lie to the Holy Spirit, and kept part of the price of the land for themselves, while they could
have kept all of it if they so chose.

¢ “Fraud is idolatry, or else they are worthy of imitation who, in the Acts of the Apostles, sold their
inheritance, and because they kept back part of the price, perished by an instant doom. Consider
well, my brother; nothing is yours to keep. “He who” the Lord says, “does not forsake all what he

has cannot be my disciple”. Why are you such a half-hearted Christian?”".
(St. Jerome)

“Peter said, ‘Ananias, Why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and keep back
part of the price of the land for yourself?” (Acts 5.3).

Ananias expected to hear words of commendation from the apostles and those around them, if
not through their looks or body gestures. Yet he was shocked to hear an accusation against his person,
beside a verdict to be put promptly into effect. He was not given a chance to defend himself, as the
verdict was not issued by man, but by the Holy Spirit who searches the hearts.

St. Peter could have talked to him alone, and could have asked him and his wife to confess that
they lied, and accordingly Ananias and Sapphira could have repented and brought the matter to an end
by any possible means. But the Holy Spirit knew that their hearts were full of evil, and that event just
came to fill up a cup of evil with which they for so long lived, and there was no more chance to repent.

He did not say to him, “Satan has tempted you”, or even, "has inspired evil unto you”, but he
said, "has filled your heart’, which means that Ananias had opened his heart to the devil, and to his
thoughts, once and again, and left him to enter and possess completely, leaving no more place for the
Holy Spirit.

! Letter 14 to Heliodorius the monk, 5.
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“Satan” means an (adversary), and in Hebrew (walking about back and forth). St. Peter says
about him, “He walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour” (1 pet. 5.8). And when
God asked him, ““Where have you come from?' He answered, ‘From roaming through the earth and
going back and forth in it”” (Job 1.7).

¢ You should know that we become bodies for them (the demons), when our souls accept their dark
and evil thoughts, and when they become apparent through our bodies in which they dwell'.

% The demons secretly work, yet we make them apparent through our deeds®.
(St. Anthony the Great)

¢ As Satan keeps on roaming through the earth to destroy souls, God, in His love, seeks these souls to
keep them from perdition, as “the eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth” (Zech. 4.10), and the
Lord of glory came to “go about doing good” (Acts 10.38).

++ Satan plotted not to draw us away from the blessings that we have, but to draw us even to a much
steeper rocky pitfall, But God’s providence did not fail to care for humanity. He showed to Satan
how foolish he is in his attempts. He demonstrated to man how great is God’s care for him, as
through His death, man was granted eternal life. Satan drew man out of paradise, but God led him to

heaven; and Benefit became far greater than loss”.
(St. John Chrysostom)

St. Peter did not rebuke Ananias just because he did not deliver the whole proceeds of the land
that he sold, but he rebuked him for his deceit. He gave a part of the price pretending that it was the
whole proceeds, with the intention to draw further from the public fund what was for his living and that
of his household, beside the commendation of the congregation for his false generosity.

Ananias and Sapphira probably thought that they were shrewder than the rest of the
congregation, in keeping part of the proceeds as a security against the probability of difficult times.
They did not trust in the word of God and in His promise to take care of them. Their hearts were
divided between the ministry to God and the care for temporal things.

They assumed that they could deceive the apostles and the whole Church, leading them to
thinking that they are pious, and have offered all what they had, and did not know that they did that
against the Holy Spirit, the Leader of the Church, before whom nothing is hidden.

After enjoying the Holy Spirit, Ananias opened his heart to Satan to fill and to possess, thus
opposing the Holy Spirit.

TEp. 6.
2Ep. 6.
3 Baptismal Instructions. 2.7.
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+¢ The old prophets differ from the new ones, in that the old ones prophesied about the salvation of
Israel, the call to the Gentiles, and the incarnation of Christ; whereas, the new prophets prophesy

about certain issues, or certain people, like when St. Peter did concerning Ananias as an example .
(Severian of Gabalah)

“While it remained, was it not your own? And after it was sold, was it not in your own
control? Why have you conceived this thing in your heart? You have not lied to men but to God”
(Acts 5.4).

Ananias should have learnt from the case of Gehazi, who assumed that he could deceive his
master the prophet ‘Elisha’, hastened after Naaman the Aramite to ask for silver and clothing, then lied
to his master. Thus, he lost his discipleship, and the possibility of prophetic work, and heard the rebuke
of his master, “Was not my spirit with you” (2 Kings 5.26)? And on the level of the people, the Lord
says on the tongue of the prophet Jeremiah, “’The house of Israel and the house of Judah have been
utterly unfaithful to Me’, declares the Lord. They have lied about the Lord, They said, ‘He will do
nothing! No harm will come to us; we will never see sword or famine’” (Jer. 5.11-12).

Ananias had no material commitment, like a mortgage on his house, or children to take care of.
He could have kept even the whole price of the land, as there was no obligation on him to give, and
“God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9.7). When St. Paul made a plea to Philemon to forgive and
release Onesimus, his run-away slave, he did not want him to do that by obligation, but voluntarily,
with complete freedom of will (Phil. 14). God does not seek the gift but the heart. He does not like to
dwell in a heart divided between God’s possession and that of Satan. He has no pleasure in twisted
ways or in half solutions, as the prophet Elijah says, “If the Lord is God, follow Him, but if Baal is
God, follow him” (1 Kings 18.21).

The apostle Paul clarified that every sin is actually directed to the Holy One who is without sin,
as the Psalmist says, “Against You, You only, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight” (Ps.
51.4).

+¢ Did Peter grow angry only so far as to desire that Ananias and his wife should be slain? Certainly
not. He wished that others, through knowing their example, should not perish” 2

+¢ “For this he perished as guilty of fraud. He might have offered nothing and have acted so without
committing a fraud. But as deceit entered into his action, he gained no favor for his liberality, but

paid the penalty for his artifice””.
(St. Ambrose)

! Severian of Gabala: Pouline Comm. From the Greek Church, on 1 Cor. 11.4.
% Duties of the Clergy. 1.30.
? Duties of the Clergy. 3.11 (74).
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Ananias’ sin was not in keeping a part of the price, but in his deceit and hypocrisy. He intended
to appear as though he dedicated his life and his whole possessions to God, while he kept his love for
money and the authority of the devil on him. His was the sin of false dedication, having lied to God,
who searches the heart.

It was said about King Saul that “the Spirit of the Lord had departed from him; and an evil spirit
from the Lord (allowed through Him) tormented him” (1 Sam. 16.14). So was Ananias, having gained
the Holy Spirit, but not responding to Him, he allowed evil to enter into his heart to reign on it, and fell
accordingly under the verdict.

Some believe that such a prompt verdict was because of Ananias’ stature, having been, as
Lightfoot believes one of the 120 who attended the day of the Pentecost, and had an active potential for
testimony. But his heart was not straightforward, and did not respond to the Holy Spirit. Here appears
the seriousness of the leader’s position in the Church, when he gains the grace of the Holy Spirit, but
does not walk by the Spirit of God.

When man sins, whatever his sin may be, the gates of hope remain open before him, and the
Holy Spirit leads him eventually to it through repentance. Whereas he, who persistently and practically
lies to the Holy Spirit, is giving his back to the Holy Spirit, who rebukes on sin; and repentance will
find no more place in him. The sin of lying corrupts man and moves him from his sonhood to God, to
that to Satan who is “a liar and the father of it” (John 8.44).

¢ “Ananias was poor, when after selling his land he brought the money to the apostles, and was not
able with it to pay his debt, but involved himself the more. That widow was rich who cast her two
small pieces into the treasury, of whom Christ said, “Truly, I say to you that this poor widow has put

in more than all” (Luke 21.3). For God requires not money but faith” .
(St. Ambrose)

+ Everyone should watch against being taken over by lies, as a liar does not unify with God. A liar is
an alien to God. The Holy Book says that the liar is a follower of Satan, who is “a liar and father of
it” (John 14.6).

The devil is so called; whereas, the Lord says about Himself, “I am the Way, the Truth, and the
Life” (John 14.6).

Do not you see that by telling lies we alienate ourselves from God? That is why, if we truly wish
to be saved, we are committed to love the truth with all our strength and zeal, and to watch against
telling lies, lest we become separated from the truth and the life.

(Father Dorothius)

" Concerning Repentance, 2:9 (82).
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¢ Ananias promised to give God all his possessions, hoping to gain glory from the people. But, by
keeping back a part of the proceeds, and telling lies to the apostle Peter, he only brought on himself
God’s wrath. He actually had no place in his heart for repentance’'.
(St. Basil the Great)
The hearts of the apostles were not preoccupied with the quantity of money brought at their feet,
as they were absorbed with the love in the believers’ hearts. That is why, with the spirit of power, the
apostle intended to expose the mask of hypocrisy that Ananias wore to hide his love of the world. He
was not preoccupied with the money but with the souls lest they perish, even if they offered huge
amounts of money for the Church ministries, by any possible means.
The words “kept back” here came in the Greek text, the same as that translated as “betrayed” in
the episode of Achan son of Carmi (Josh. 7.1).

% “The man who sells his goods because he despises them and means to renounce the world can have
no desire to sell them dear. Count as money gained the sum that you must expend upon your outfit.
There is an old saying that a miser lacks as much what he has as what he has not. The believer has a
whole world of wealth; the unbeliever has not a single farthing. Let us always live "as having
nothing and yet possessing all things" (2 Cor. 6.10). Food and raiment, these are the Christian's
wealth (1 Tim. 6.8). If your property is in your own power, sell it: if not, cast it from you™ .

(St. Jerome)
St. Peter did not accuse him of deceiving him, but of intending to deceive the Holy Spirit. Here,
it is obvious that the apostle’s concept of the Holy Spirit is not that He is just a divine energy, but He is

a divine Person, with whom we deal as a Being. He is God. A sin like lying is not directed against one

of God’s attributes; it is rather directed against the Person of God. The Holy Spirit is not just a divine

attribute, but is God Himself.
The Holy Spirit is God who searches the hearts, and who knows what it contains of intentions to
lie. According to the Holy Scripture, the Spirit searches even the depths of God (rev. 2.23). The apostle

Peter calls Him “God” (Acts 5.4).

“Then Ananias, hearing these words, fell down and breathed his last. So great fear came
upon all those who heard these things” (Acts 5.5).

The verdict did not come from the apostle Peter personally, but from God. And the apostle’s
role was just to proclaim it.

Ananias definitely did not breathe his last, as a result of a psychological shock, when his
horrible sin was exposed before everyone, but it was allowed by God for the edification of the Church.

! Oliver Davies. The Gateway to Paradise, 3.
2 Letter 53 to Polinus of Nola, 11.
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“Great fear”: The issue of preaching concentrated on God’s exalted love for man and His
appreciation of him. We said that as we speak of love we should not disregard the “fear of God” with
all its various kinds. Fear is both important and necessary, tutoring the true believer as a child, to lift
him up to love and to bring him over from the stage of spiritual childhood to spiritual maturity.
Delivering him to love, the fear of God would never separate from him, but would grant him new and
deep experience of fear, not based on fear of punishment, but on that of a son who loves his father, and
would never intend to hurt his feelings, not even with one thought improper for his father.

% “Do you see how many evils spring from love of money?" And great fear, it is said, “came upon all
those who heard these things”. That man was punished, and others profited thereby. Not without
cause. And yet, signs had been wrought before: true, but there was not such a sense of fear. So true
is that saying, "The Lord is known by executing judgments." (Ps. 9. 16). The same thing had
occurred in the case of the Ark: Uzzah was punished and fear came upon the rest (2 Sam. 6. 7). But
in that instance the king through fear removed from him the Ark; but here the disciples became more
earnestly heedful” .

(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ Fear of God exhorts the soul to keep the commandments, and this in turn would establish a mansion
for the soul.

¢ Therefore, let us fear God and establish mansions for ourselves, so as to have a shelter in winter,
when the rain and thunder come. Those who have no mansion will face great dangers at the time of
winter.

X/

«» St. John says, “Perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4.18). So why does the blessed prophet David
say, “Fear God, O His saints”?

This reveals that there are two kinds of fear:

The first kind is primitive, while the second is perfect.

The first kind of fear concerns the beginners; whereas, the second kind concerns the perfect
saints who have reached up to the stature of consummated love.

Whoever obeys God out of fear of punishment, his fear is primitive; whereas, he, who does the
will of God to please Him, has reached the level of consummated fear, by which he fears to lose the
joy that he enjoys through existing with God. This is the consummated fear born from love that
casts out the primitive fear.

(Fr. Dorothius)

“And the young men arose and wrapped him up, carried him out, and buried him” (Acts
5.6).

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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The Greek word for ‘the young men’ came to refer to ministers who serve the congregation. It is
also used to refer to the soldiers, as they are young men.

“Now it was about three hours later when his wife came in, not knowing what had
happened” (Acts 5.7).

Some may wonder why the young men hasten to wrap Ananias up, to carry him out, and to bury
him, without caring to inform his wife.

¢ As Ananias brought the money over by himself, and without his wife, then those unexpected things
happened, no one thought about telling his wife, and probably nobody knew that he was even
married.

+¢ It was the custom of the Persians, and probably the Jews at that time, to hasten to wrap the dead
body up and to bury it, as long as there was no intention to mummify it.

% The situation was very exciting; and leaving the dead body in the midst of the crowd for sometime
would probably cause chaos and disturbance.

By coming after three hours, Sapphira probably intended to get her share of temporal fellowship
of glory, together with her husband, who already brought up their donation. This probably shows that
she had been in a place far from Jerusalem, and she came directly to the assembly, unaware of what
happened to her husband.

St. John Chrysostom believes that no one dared to inform the wife of what had happened, not
even as she came in, because fear came upon them.

“And Peter answered her, ‘Tell me whether you sold the land for so much?’ She said, ‘Yes,
Jor so much’ (Acts 5.8).

Some believe that Ananias came at the time of a collective prayer, carrying deceit in his heart.
His wife then came at the time of the following collective prayer. She had the chance to correct the
mistake of her husband, yet, because she was with him into that conspiracy, she insisted on saying,
“Yes, with so much”.

¢ “This circumstance the Evangelist relates with wonder even. ... And yet she might have perceived
even from this that Peter knew the secret. For why, having questioned none other, does he question
you? Was it not clear that he asked because he knew? But so great was her hardness, it would not let
her attempt to evade the guilt; and with great confidence she replied; for she thought she was
speaking only to a man. The aggravation of the sin was, that they committed it as with one soul, just

as upon a settled compact between them” g
(St. John Chrysostom)

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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“Then Peter said to her, ‘How is it that you have agreed together to test the Spirit of the
Lord? The feet of those who have buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out’”
(Acts 5.9).

What happened was not just a quick thought that came to Ananias’ mind, then he put it into
action. But it was a well contemplated plan that revealed what was in both his and his wife’s hearts.
Both of them were together in it: thought, plan, and execution.

“to test the Spirit of the Lord”: they intended to deceive the Lord, as though He is not aware of
what their hearts embraced of deceit, hypocrisy, love of dignity, and love of money. They did what they
did to see if the Holy Spirit could discover and expose their crime.

As Sapphira came to where the apostles were, the young men had already finished their task, in
wrapping her husband up, and carrying his dead body out to bury it outside the city walls. On their way
back, they were very close to where the apostles were, and they were already “at the door”.

How wonderful for the husband and wife to agree together, but in the Lord, and not in evil.
Adam and Eve agreed together in their rebellion against the Lord, and had their life destroyed.

“Then immediately she fell down at his feet and breathed her last. And the young men came
and found her dead, and carried her out, buried her by her husband” (Acts 5.10).

Some may probably wonder why the punishment on Ananias and Sapphira was so swift?

1- The Church was beginning to set forth; and having been the first event, in its history, of
treason to the Spirit of the lord, and unfaithfulness by those who gained the Holy Spirit, there had to be
a fast and decisive punishment that demonstrates the seriousness of opposing the truth, taking the side
of the devil, and opening the door to him to come in and reign instead of God. The apostles had
presented several acts that revealed their love, as a shadow of the absolute love of God. Likewise, there
had to be firm and strict stands, lest the believers lose their fear of God. Love without true fear would
probably turn into slothfulness; and fear without love can turn as well into despair and destruction.

2- The Spirit had to proclaim the purity of that congregation, to become “A holy and blameless
Church”, as it is improper for the Church of Christ to embrace such a transgression. Although God
hates sin in all its forms, hypocrisy is the most serious of all, when it infiltrates into the Church,
especially into ministers. The Lord Christ did not rebuke the adulterous and the tax collectors, Although
He rejected their transgressions, yet He tried to draw them to him through compassion. Whereas He
rebuked the hypocrites firmly, in more than one occasion (Job 8.13, 13.16, 15.34, 20.5; matt. 7.5, 23.1-
38; Mark 12.15; Luke 11.44, 12.1; 1 Tim. 4.2). What God intended to confirm was that the Church of
the New Testament should not bear what infiltrated into the Church of the Old Testament at that time:
the Spirit of arrogance and hypocrisy that characterized many of its leaders. God cared for the inner
purity of the Church, and whoever do not care for it must be disciplined, as the apostle says, “For this
reason, many are weak and sick among you, and many sleep” (1 Cor. 11.30).
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3- Although the apostles were characterized by simplicity in appearance and speech, the Holy
Spirit confirmed the authority given to them by Jesus Christ, to lead the Church by His Holy Spirit on
the path of righteousness, in compassion and gentility toward the repentant souls, and with firmness and
authority against any corruption that touches the inside. That was obvious in the apostle Paul’s attitude
concerning the young man who intended to have his father’s wife, seeking to “deliver such a one to
Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (1 Cor.
5.1-8). The apostle Paul used that same authority in his fast discipline of Elymas the Sorcerer, who
opposed the word of God (Acts 13.8-11).

4- In the old Testament, there were many instances in which prompt punishment was carried out
for the sake of the edification of the congregation, like in the episode of Achan son of Carmi (Josh. 7.1-
24); In that of the man who was caught gathering wood on the Sabbath, breaking the commandment of
God of keeping the day of the Lord (num. 15.32); And in what Phinehas the priest did to the Israeli man
and the Midianite woman, when the Israelites attached themselves to the pagan women, and offered
together with them sacrifices to their gods (num. 25).

St. John Chrysostom believes that when Ananias and Sapphira chose by their own will to sell
their possessions and to deliver the whole price at the apostles’ feet, they dedicated their wealth as a
portion to the Lord, sanctified to His ministry. And when they kept a part of it, they violated the
sanctities of the Lord, and put them to their personal use. Their sin is a violation against the sanctities of
the Lord.

The saint believes that what Ananias and Sapphira did is similar to what that man in the old
times did, when he was caught gathering wood on the Sabbath, breaking the holy day of the Lord, and
was counted as a violator of the sanctities, that warranted his stoning.

s “If for gathering sticks a man is to be stoned (for defiling the Sabbath), much rather ought he for
sacrilege; for this money has become sacred. He that has chosen to sell his goods and distribute
them, and then withdraws them, is guilty of sacrilege. ... Sacrilege, beloved, is a most grievous
crime, insulting, and full of contempt” I

(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ “Let your praises come from the stomachs of the hungry and not from the rich banquets of the

overfed. We read in the Acts of the Apostles how, while the blood of the Lord was still warm and

believers were in the fervor of their first faith, they all sold their possessions and laid the price of

them at the apostles' feet (to show that money ought to be trampled underfoot) and distributed to
each as anyone had need (Acts 4.35).

But Ananias and Sapphira proved timid stewards, and what is more, deceitful ones; therefore

they brought on themselves condemnation. For having made a vow they offered their money to God as

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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if it were their own and not His to whom they had vowed it; and keeping back for their own use a part
of that which belonged to another, through fear of famine which true faith never fears, they drew down
on themselves suddenly the avenging stroke, which was meant not in cruelty towards them but as a
warning to others. In fact the apostle Peter by no means called down death upon them as Porphyry
foolishly says. He merely announced God's judgment by the spirit of prophecy, that the doom of two
persons might be a lesson to many.

From the time of your dedication to perpetual virginity your property is yours no longer;
or rather is now first truly yours because it has come to be Christ's. Yet while your grandmother and
mother are living you must deal with it according to their wishes. If, however, they die and rest in the
sleep of the saints (and I know that they desire that you should survive them); when your years are
riper, and your will steadier, and your resolution stronger, you will do with your money what seems
best to you, or rather what the Lord shall command, knowing as you will that hereafter you will have
nothing save that which you have here spent on good works.

Others may build churches, may adorn their walls when built with marbles, may procure
massive columns, may deck the unconscious capitals with gold and precious ornaments, may cover
church doors with silver and adorn the altars with gold and gems. I do not blame those who do these
things; I do not repudiate them. Everyone must follow his own judgment. And it is better to spend one's
money thus than to hoard it up and brood over it.

However your duty is of a different kind. It is yours to clothe Christ in the poor, to visit Him in
the sick, to feed Him in the hungry, to shelter Him in the homeless, particularly such as are of the
household of faith, to support communities of virgins, to take care of God's servants, of those who are
poor in spirit, who serve the same Lord as you day and night, who while they are on earth live the
angelic life and speak only of the praises of God. Having food and raiment they rejoice and count
themselves rich. They seek for nothing more, contented if only they can persevere in their design. For
as soon as they begin to seek more they are shown to be undeserving even of those things that are
needful” .

(St. Jerome, in a letter to Demetrias)

“So great fear came upon all the Church and upon all who heard these things” (Acts 5.11).
St. Luke presents the impact of what happened to Ananias and Sapphira on the Church at that
time:

+¢ There was fear upon all the Church; and Love became mixed with true fear (11).

¢ Many signs were done, for the people to realize that God works more in the Church’s life, when she
is serious in keeping her life holy, cleansed from every corruption, both apparent and hidden.

! Letter 80 to Demetrias, 14.
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¢ All were attached together in a spirit of Church worship, as wherever holiness and piety are, there is
a true unity (12).

¢ “None of the rest dared join them” (13). By “the rest’ he probably means those who, although they
were ready to minister together with the apostles, they were not honest in dedicating their own life.

+¢ The people discovered how God’s splendor was on the apostles (13).

+* The punishment on Ananias and Sapphira did not cause repulsion from the Church, but an amazing
appeal, as “multitudes of both men and women were increasingly added to the Lord” (14).

¢ The city of Jerusalem was shaken with the spirit of hope, “They brought the sick out in the streets,
and laid them on beds and couches, that at least the shadow of peter passing by might fall on some of
them” (15), and “also a multitude gathered from the surrounding cities to Jerusalem, bringing sick
people and those who were tormented by unclean spirits, and they were all healed” (16).

This is the first time that the New Testament uses the term “Church”, referring to the
congregation of believers.

Why did fear come upon all the Church and upon all who heard? It was fitting for the believers
not to fear, as God is Fire that consumes the opponents, who persist on their opposition; whereas, the
faithful will be kindled by a divine fire, both holy and full of light. Therefore, some believe that fear
came upon the Church because what Ananias and Sapphira did began to infiltrate into the midst of the
church. That is why the Apostle Paul warns that “Love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, for which
some have strayed from the faith in their greediness, and pierced themselves through with many
sorrows” (1 Tim. 6.10).

2-The PERSISTENT GROWTH OF THE CHURCH

“And through the hands of the apostles many signs and wonders were done among the
people, and they were all with one accord in Solomon’s Porch” (Acts 5.12).

After what happened to Ananias and Sapphira as a fruit of their deceit against the Church, being
a deceit against the Holy Spirit of The Lord, the leader of the procession of the holy Church, the Spirit
granted support for His Church through many signs and wonders that were done through the hands of
the apostles among the people, not for the sake of the believers, but for that of the non-believers. Thus,
when the Church is purified of corruption, the Spirit of God works stronger, for the Holy Christ to
transfigure in her, and to make her a witness to the holy truth before the world. His magnificent fruit is
the unity of the Church that had one accord, despite the persistent increase in the number of believers,
who used to assemble in a spacious place in “Solomon’s Porch.”

257



¢ “No longer in a house, but having occupied the very Temple, they there passed their time! No longer
they guarded themselves against touching the unclean; nay, without scruple they handled the dead” g

¢ "No one bemoaned, nor mourned for them, but fear came upon all, and with the growth of faith, the
number of signs and wonders multiplied” %,
(St. John Chrysostom)

“Yet none of the rest dared join them, but the people esteemed them highly” (Acts 5.13).

Lightfoot believes that ‘the rest’ here refers to the rest of the 120, among whom was Ananias.
Yet many scholars do not accept this interpretation. Some believe that “the rest” was a number of
Christians and Jews who joined the apostles on the level of friendship and curiosity, or just amazement
for what was going on. Those were overcome by fear lest their inner intentions eventually be revealed,
the same way the Holy Spirit revealed the deceit hidden in the hearts of Ananias and Sapphira. Other
scholars believe that “the rest” refers to the rich people and those of authority, among whom was
Ananias, to whom, what happened to Ananias was seen as a firm lesson to anyone who may think about
deceiving the simple apostles. Those adopting this view justify it by the fact that St. Luke distinguishes
between those “rest” and the people in the same verse. The “rest” are the rich and the great, while the
common people, who, in the simplicity of heart, did not fear what happened, but esteemed the apostles
highly. What happened to Ananias only terrified the rich and the great.

All were connected together in the spirit of worship; and the signs and wonders on the hands of
the apostles gave more strength to the testimony. The religious leaders were in an embarrassing
position, plotting against the apostles, but, at the same time they feared the multitudes, many of whom
have publicly believed, beside many more on their way, but could not declare their faith for fear of the
leaders.

“And believers were increasingly added to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women”
(Acts 5.14).

The Christians were called ‘disciples’ or ‘believers’, as they were following the Lord Christ, as
a Teacher and Lord, and because their life is set on believing in Him.

The chief priests and the priests lost much of their income, as many turned from offering animal
and money sacrifices to the temple, to ministering the poor and the needy, bringing their donations at
the apostles’ feet. Moreover, they had also lost much of their overwhelming temporal glory and
authority.

““So that they brought the sick out into the streets and laid them on beds and couches, that at
least the shadow of Peter passing by might fall on some of them” (Acts 5.15).

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
2 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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The word ‘couch’ (klinoon) refers to soft luxurious beds used by the rich, which implies that
many of those sick laid on beds in the streets along the way of the apostles were rich people. The term
‘beds’ on the other hand (krabatoon) refers to the cheap hard beds used by the poor (Mark 2.4, 9.11-12;
John 5.8-12). The poor together with the rich felt the need for the work of God in the life of the
apostles.

They brought the sick out into the streets, as probably the priests did not allow them in
Solomon’s Porch; and the apostles had no time to go to their homes. They laid them on beds and
couches, as they were unable to stand and even to sit waiting for any of the apostles to pass by.

This is a magnificent portrait of God’s work, which is not limited by a certain place. Wherever
the children of God would be, the place is sanctified by the Spirit of God dwelling in them, to conduct
the work of God, even in the streets.

“The shadow of Peter”: The Lord Christ promised His disciples that in His name they would
do the signs that He did, and even greater than them (John 14.12). When the woman who had a flow of
blood touched the hem of His garment, she was healed by a power that came out of Him (Matt. 9.20).
But as far as Peter is concerned, the Lord Christ granted him that by his shadow, the sick people laid on
beds and couches in the street were healed. Yet, what the Lord did was through His own power and
authority, while what was achieved by Peter and the other apostles was in the name of Jesus of
Nazareth. Greater signs were indeed done to the account of the glory of Christ.

The Lord Christ is “the Sun of Righteousness” (Mal. 4.2), If by shining with His light on His
apostles, their shadow bore the power of healing! How would be the Sun itself? That is why the prophet
says, “To you who fear My name, the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings”
(Mal. 4.2).

If Peter’s mere shadow bore such sanctification, to proclaim the power of God by healing the
sick, how much more would be expected from his body itself? Thus, the Lord Christ presents a holy
view of the body, so as not to look at it as an item of darkness, as was thought by the Gnostics and their
likes. All what God created in us is good, sanctified by the work of the Holy Spirit in us.

++ “This had not occurred in the history of Christ; but see here what He had told them actually coming
to pass, that “The work that I do, you will do also, and greater” (John 14.12)” I
(St. John Chrysostom)

“Also a multitude gathered from the surrounding cities to Jerusalem, bringing sick people
and those who were tormented by unclean spirits; and they were all healed” (Acts 5.16).

As the apostles were sanctified, the Spirit of God worked by them, even through their shadow,
or the rags that they used to put on their bodies. As their hearts were filled with love, yearning to
comfort all, the Spirit of God worked by them in every way to grant them the requests of their hearts.

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 12.
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Since the apostles yearned to minister to all, the believers on their parts were in a condition of
faith and belief that God was granting His grace and good through the Church, that they brought the
sick people and those who were tormented by unclean spirits, from the surrounding cities to Jerusalem,
believing that God works even by the shadow of His apostle. The streets of Jerusalem turned into a
general hospital, full of sick people, together with praise and thanksgiving to God for His grace on
them.

3- Arresting THE APOSTLES
“Then the high priest rose up, and all those who were with him (which is the sect of the
Sadducees), and they were filled with indignation” (Acts 5.17).

While the Church, especially the apostles, was filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 4.8) to testify to
the Lord Christ the Grantor of salvation to the world, the devil was standing on guard. He found in one
of the hypocrite ministers — Ananias — a chance to provoke his heart to lie to the Holy Spirit the Grantor
of repentance and the Leader of the procession of the Church. Then, he worked through the high priest
and those who were with him (the sect of the Sadducees), whose hearts were full of envy. Having
declared their enmity against the Lord Christ, His gospel, and His Church, they plotted to lay their
hands on the apostles. They did not realize that they thus would kill themselves, as it is said, “Envy
slays the fools”. They foolishly behaved, not as spiritual leaders may do.

The high priest and those who were with him could not stand to see how Solomon’s Porch was
crowded with believers in Jesus Christ; and how the streets were filled with praise and thanksgivings,
presented by the sick, who enjoyed healing. If they assumed that they have got rid of Jesus of Nazareth
by crucifying Him, There He is resurrected, and the multitudes turned into faith in Him.

The Pharisees used to hate the Sadducees intensely, more so than they hated the new Christians.
The apostle Paul used that attitude for his benefit when he was being judged in the temple (Acts 23).

The high priest and the Sadducees were filled with envy and rage against the apostles, when
they saw the increase of those who joined the Christian faith, and noticed how they no more cared for
the authority of the Sanhedrin.

“And laid their hands on the apostles and put them in the common prison” (Acts 5.18).

The war of the devil inside and outside started very early since the setting forth of the Church.
Earlier, the leaders just threatened the apostles John and Peter (Acts 4.21), but now they actually, and
for the first time, put them in the common prison. The high priest and those who were around him did
not care for what could happen if they did, counting it as nothing more than what they were actually in.

They arrested the apostles, to prevent people from contacting them. And by putting them in the
common prison together with the common criminals, they hoped to bring disgrace upon them; and the
people would no longer hold them in respect.
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Most probably, the high priest refers to ‘Caiaphas’; and all those around him refers to those who
shared with him his hatred of the Lord Christ and of the spreading of preaching the gospel. As for the
Sadducees, at that time, they represented the majority of members in the Sanhedrin, and were therefore
in a position to take decisions. Therefore, the high priest resorted to them, and not to the Pharisees, who
had previously taken a serious role in opposing the Lord Christ and in His trial. The reason behind this
strategy was that although the Pharisees entertained hatred towards the lord Christ, yet preaching His
resurrection would destroy the teachings of the Sadducees who do not believe in resurrection from the
dead. Therefore, the Pharisees were not zealous enough in opposing the apostles.

“But at night, an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors and brought them out, and said”
(Acts 5.19).

The Greek expression refers to one of the angels, and not to a particular one.

Having filled the hearts of the high priest and those around him with evil jealousy, the enemy of
good tightened them in order to reign and have control over them with his darkness, that they would
oppose the Gospel. They thought that they could imprison the apostles and prevent them from meeting
anyone, not realizing that the Lord is dwelling in them and the heavenly hosts desire to serve them.
Before God, there is neither dark prison, secure gates, nor strong guards. Just as the grave could not
imprison His body, nor the gates of Hades could be closed on His soul, all the prisons of the world
could not confine his body, which is the Church.

The gates of the prison were closed, but those of heaven were opened before them. As it was not
possible for the world to put the word of God in chains (2 Tim. 2.9), the Lord Christ sent His angel,
opened the prison doors, brought them out, and commanded them to speak openly in the temple. Amid
the darkness of the night, the doors of darkness were opened, as it was not possible for the children of
the light to be kept in the darkness of the prison.

They were brought out to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Christ, not by any proofs other
than their bodies, from which the shackles were loosed. They came out of the prison while the doors
remained closed; the same way the Lord came out of the grave, while the big stone remained intact with
its seals.

When the forces of darkness stood to fight them, the Father of light fought to their account,
sending His angel to reveal their innocence before their opponents and before the people. The Lord
could not stand with His hands tied, or forsake His witnesses, but would comfort and defend them, and
carry them as though on His arms.

It was impossible for the mighty doors of the prison, the chains, or the armed guards, to stand
before the heavenly angel of God.

“Go, Stand in the temple and speak to the people all the words of this life” (Acts 5.20).
The appearance of the angel of the Lord, and bringing them out of the prison, had been for the
sake of the future Jewish leaderships, to realize that they were vainly opposing the King of heaven; and
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that any opposition on their part would certainly realize a glory to the gospel of Christ. At the same
time, it came to motivate the apostles and those around them to work more and more to the account of
the kingdom of God. Moreover, what happened confirmed to the people the truth of the gospel and the
realization of its promises.

The divine command to the apostles was to speak openly in the temple, in their Father’s house,
which heaven yearns to keep safe, to radiate the divine love and the preaching of salvation to the whole
world.

Heaven directed them to preach to the people, and not to the priests, or to the religious leaders,
who love debate, while embracing a foolish opposition to the truth, together with arrogance and false
pride. Heaven commanded them to preach to the people, as every single soul is precious in the sight of
God, with no discrimination between leaders and common people.

Heaven instructed them to speak “all the words of this life”: the eternal life. The word ‘life’
here embraces all the faith, which aims at the eternal life, to present the experience of their resurrection
together with Christ, and their enjoyment of the new heavenly life, which was impossible for the high
priest and those around him to taste, as long as the devil reigned with envy on their hearts. The subject
of their preaching was neither boasting of signs and miracles and the ability of heaven to open up the
doors of the prison, nor entering into foolish debates, but presenting the experience of the sweetness of
life in Jesus Christ that they live anywhere, under any circumstances.

They did not come out of prison to escape to a safe place, but to set forth to the temple to praise
God, and to testify to the truth. They came out, for their souls to sing: “Let my soul live, and it shall
praise You, And let Your judgments help me” (Ps. 119.175). “Bring my soul out of prison, that I may
praise Your name, The righteous shall surround me, For You shall deal bountifully with me” (Ps.
142.7). “To open blind eyes, to bring out prisoners from the prison, those who sit in darkness from the
prison house” (Isa. 42.7).

“And when they heard that, they entered the temple early in the morning and taught. But the
high priest and those with him came and called the council together, with the elders of the children
of Israel, and sent to the prison to have them brought” (Acts 5.21).

The high priest and those around him, assuming that they planned well, and that they
completely thwarted this movement, called for a meeting of the Sanhedrin and the elders (about 116
judges), to proclaim their heroism and their zeal for the glory of Israel.

If the apostles escaped on their own from the prison, they would have gone to some place to
hide, so as not to be arrested again. But going back to the temple to teach and preach has no other
meaning but that their coming out of prison has been by a heavenly power that challenges the opposing
forces, which do not fear prison or chains.

The apostles did not come out of the prison to preach in a secret place far from the temple, but
they were commanded to go to the temple to preach publicly to the people. Heaven intended to give the
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Jews a new chance to use the house of the Lord to testify to God and to His salvation work, after they
had turned it to a house of merchandise and a den of robbers.

In the early morning, they hastened to the temple, without engaging in any discussion among
themselves, as the command was issued from heaven to work to the account of the kingdom of God,
and the testimony to the words of the eternal life. There was no time for debate, but every chance
should be dedicated to the preaching work. In Solomon’s Porch, they came to preach the salvation of
every soul, and the work of God for the sake of mankind. They did not talk about themselves as heroes
who endured prison, but about God the Lover of man.

“But when the officers came and did not find them in the prison, they returned and
reported” (Acts 5.22).

The high priest most probably started by delivering a fiery speech, showing his actions and
strife to control the situation; and at the end of his speech, there came the officers and reported that the
apostles were not in the prison. The high priest and those around him thought, in the climax of their
greatness, that they have crushed that heresy, not realizing that He, who sits in heaven is laughing and
holding them in derision (Ps. 2.4). They became intensely disgraced.

“Saying, ‘indeed we found the prison shut securely, and the guards standing outside before
the doors, but when we opened them we found no one inside” (Acts 5.23).

Now, that was a new serious miracle; and the challenge between the followers of the Crucified
and the crucifiers has reached a climax.

Wonderful are the works of God! How could the guards not see the angel open the securely shut
doors? How could they not see the prisoners go out?

Finding the doors still shut and intact only means an intercession of heaven, as, it could not have
been possible for the apostles' friends to get them out of the prison, without breaking the doors,
bringing down the walls, or engaging into a battle with the guards. But nothing of the sort did happen.
And if the guards were cooperating with them, and have taken a bribe, they would not remain standing
outside the doors, while the inside was empty.

St. John Chrysostom believes that what happened here is similar to what happened at the tomb
of the Lord Christ, where the seals were intact and the guards were vigilant; whereas, the tomb itself
was empty, because Jesus has risen up. He also granted to his apostles to go out leaving the prison as an
empty tomb, while the doors were shut and the guards standing outside.

That is the daily work of resurrection in the life of the Church. The world insists on burying her
in a tomb, or shutting her up in a prison, but the seals remain intact, and the guards remain standing in
guard outside, while the Church sets forth to testify to the One resurrected from the dead.

The testimony of the officers sent by the Sanhedrin that the doors were securely shut, certainly
implies that a divine hand was involved, that challenges the laws of nature. There is no indication of
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treason or a bribe, as the guards were found standing vigilantly outside. No one could have entered but
the captain of the temple and his soldiers.

¢ “See how they fought against God! Say, was this of man's doing that happened to them? Who led
them forth, when the doors were shut? How came they out, with the keepers standing before the
door? Verily they must be mad or drunken to talk so. Here are men, whom neither prison, nor bonds,
nor closed doors, had been able to keep in; and yet they expect to overpower them: such is their
childish folly! Their officers come and confess what has taken place, as if on purpose to debar them
from all show of reason” .

(St. John Chrysostom)

4-THE CHARGE OF THE NAME

“Now when the high priest, the captain of the temple, and the chief priests heard these
things, they wondered what the outcome would be” (Acts 5.24).

We can imagine the high priest, as the chairman of the assembly of the Sanhedrin, conducting
the session in seriousness to try those illiterate and simple Galileans, who were disgracefully cast in the
public prison. Surely this movement could not hold. But the situation soon changed, when the officers
brought back a discouraging report, that they found the prison doors securely shut, the bolts intact, the
guards vigilantly standing outside the prison, and all the other prisoners were accounted for, but the
apostles were not there.

A great confusion must have happened, every member of the Sanhedrin offering his
interpretation and thoughts: Are they sorcerers? Did they bribe the prison guards to let them go? But
where did they go? Did they go to preach outside Jerusalem far from sight? Or are they really men of
God, and what is done is opposing the Truth?

“Then one came and told them, saying, “Look, the men whom you put in prison are standing
in the temple and teaching the people” (Acts 5.25).

The Sanhedrin fell in a serious state of confusion and suspicion. Is there some treason among
those responsible for the prison? How did the prisoners get out? Have they dug through the walls? And
in case this is an exalted heavenly work, what will be the situation of the Sanhedrin?

“Then the captain went with the officers and brought them without violence, for they feared
the people, lest they should be stoned” (Acts 5.26).

There is no doubt that the story of their getting out by the hand of an angel of God started to
spread; and the multitude gathered around them. The captain of the temple with his officers brought the
apostles without violence, lest they should be stoned by the people. They did not fear their opposition to
God and the truth, but feared the people.

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 13.
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They brought them to the Sanhedrin without violence, neither out of respect for the temple and
its holiness, nor out of obedience to the law, as they should not use violence before the charges against
them are proved. Moreover, they did not fear heaven’s wrath, that they may face what happened to the
captain of fifty and his fifty men, who intended to violently bring the prophet Elijah to the king; and fire
came down from heaven and consumed them (2 Kings 1.10). Then the same happened to another
captain of fifty with his fifty men (2 Kings 1.12).

The apostles did not seize the chance to arouse the multitudes against the captain of the temple
and his men, but they went in peace of heart with him, because they saw it as a splendid chance to
testify anew before the Sanhedrin.

% "O the folly of the men! "They feared," says he, "the multitude." Why, how had the multitude
helped the Apostles? When they ought to have feared that God Who was continually delivering them
like winged creatures out of their power, instead of that, "they feared the multitude!" L

(St. John Chrysostom)

“And when they had brought them, they set them before the council, and the high priest
asked them” (Acts 5.27).

As the captain of the temple brought them with respect and dignity, caring for his life and his
soldiers' lives, lest they should be stoned by the multitudes who gathered around the apostles, the high
priest, as the chairman of the Sanhedrin, started to address the apostles on behalf of the council,
presenting his accusations.

“Saying, ‘Did we not strictly command you not to teach in this name? And look, you have
filled Jerusalem with your doctrine, and intend to bring this man’s blood on us’” (Acts 5.28).

The high priest did not ask them about how they came out of prison. What preoccupied him the
most was to put an end to the testimony to the name of Jesus of Nazareth.

The chief priest accused the apostles of two charges:

1- The first is the rebellion against the orders of the authority, breaking the law, and preaching
without permission from the Sanhedrin.

2- The second which is more important and more serious was that they were bringing the blood
of the crucified Jesus on them. Their conscience seemed to suffer some feeling of guilt, as murderers
who shed innocent blood.

The speech of the chief priest revealed what was in his heart and those of the other members of
the Sanhedrin, that those illiterate people, who managed to draw Jerusalem to their teachings, had
gained the position of leadership that surpassed that of the Sanhedrin itself. That is what we see in his
saying, “You have filled Jerusalem with your doctrine”.

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 13.
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“And intend to bring this man’s blood on us’: The teachings of the apostles and their
preaching indirectly provoke the people to accuse the Sanhedrin of condemning Jesus to death on no
sound legal ground, and that they shed innocent blood.

“Then Peter and the other apostles answered and said, ‘We ought to obey God rather than
men” (Acts 5.29).

St. Peter and the other apostles neither presented as an explanation for the spreading of their
doctrine the miracles they have done — although no one could deny them — nor their enjoyment of the
ability to speak with tongues as a divine gift. They also did not refer it to their wisdom or capabilities,
but referred it to the fact that the work is from God. Being a heavenly teaching, it bears in itself an
attraction to the souls. All what the apostles did was to obey the divine commandment, and to testify
with courage to God’s plan of salvation. It is not their own work, but that of God.

The answer was precise and concise: “We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5.29).

% "High magnanimity! He shows them too that they are fighting against God"".

¢ "Let us imitate these, my beloved: let us be undaunted in all our dangers. There is nothing dreadful
to him that fears God; but all that is dreadful is for others. For when a man is delivered from his
passions, and regards all present things as a shadow, say, from whom shall he suffer anything
dreadful? Whom shall he have to fear? Whom shall he need plead to? Let us flee to this Rock which
cannot be shaken. ... What is more wonderful to say, the very things which are thought to cause
discomfort, became matter of all joy and gladness. ... For it is impossible, impossible in words to
express how great pleasure falls to their lot, who suffer for Christ's sake: for they rejoice in their
sufferings, rather than in their good things"?.

(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ Without the power of the Spirit, Peter got terrified before a maidservant; And with the Spirit, he
confronted kings and rulers’.

+¢ If the orders of the king or the ruler are good let us obey them, But if they are evil and against God
let us respond with the words of the apostles: “We ought to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5.29) :
(St. Jerome)

“The God of our fathers, raised up Jesus whom you murdered by hanging on a tree. Him,
God has exalted to His right hand to be Prince and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and
Jorgiveness of sins” (Acts 5.30-31).

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 13.
2 Homilies on Acts. Hom. 13.
* The Homilies of St. Jerome. Hom. 65.
* Commentary on Titus. PL 26:626 CD.
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God the Father raised Him up by His right hand; and having occupied our position, he presented
His salvation works in our name and to our account, that when he ascends, He would raise us up
together with Him. God the Father raises Him up to the glory that is eternally His, hidden to our
account, that when He gets it, we shall also get it in Him. Raising Him up also refers to the acceptance
by the Father of His atonement intercession, of His sacrifice for our sake, and of our reconciliation with
the Father. Being raised up, He granted His apostles His Holy Spirit (John 16.7-11, 15.26), to work in
His name for the salvation of the world, that the believers may enjoy the forgiveness of sins and the
fellowship of eternal glory.

Here, the apostle reveals the divinity of the Lord Christ, being on the right hand of God the
Father. He reveals as well, the concept of repentance, that it is a divine gift, given by the Lord Christ to
the new Israel, and that there is no salvation to man, unless he humbly confesses his sins to get
forgiveness. Finally, there is no sin, as much offensive as it may be, that can stand in the way of
forgiveness, because the Savior is capable in His salvation work.

The apostles, concisely, presented a living portrait of the Person of Jesus Christ, whom they
preach, as being:

1- The Prince: Who got this position, not from people, but from God His Father, and who, in
His love, “made Himself of no reputation”, to reign as a Prince on the hearts and the inner life of His
believers.

2- The Savior: No man can experience the sweetness of His salvation, or discover the secret of
His cross, as God’s power for salvation, unless he accepts Him first as the “Prince”. He who opens his
heart to Him will discover His Princely status that is based upon His exalted divine love, and the free
work of salvation. That is why the title “Prince” came before that of “Savior”.

3- The Giver of Repentance: Without Him, man cannot realize his sins to confess them, or turn
his face to reconcile with God with the joy of heart. If he realizes his sins by the natural or the Mosaic
Law, he would not be able to turn his heart from them, because he is the captive of its appeal. The Lord
Christ alone, by His Holy Spirit, is capable of changing man’s heart and mind, and of directing his
depths to God his Father, instead of the sin that has the authority over him.

4- The Forgiver of sins: As He, through His cross, tore up the bill we owe, for us to have the
right to enjoy His righteousness in us.

“And we are His witnesses to these things, and so also is the Holy Spirit whom God has given
to those who obey Him” (Acts 5.32).

The apostles proclaim their readiness to testify to the Person of the Lord Christ, raised from the
dead, as a Prince, a Savior, a Giver of repentance, and a Forgiver of sins. They have experienced the
power of His exalted grace, supported in this by the divine Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ, given to
those who obey God.
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The conclusion of their speech confirmed that they would never hold their peace, lest they be
counted as traitors to the truth, and deniers to the divine grace that works in them.

Thus, the apostles concentrated on the Person of the Lord Christ, and His work in them, who
does not separate from the Person of the Holy Spirit, given by the Father to those who obey the truth.

It was not possible for the Sanhedrin to endure this speech that refers to the crucified Jesus these
four titles: Prince, Savior, Giver of repentance, and Forgiver of sins; knowing exactly, through the
prophecies, that these are the titles of the Messiah, whom the fathers and the prophets had yearned to
see.

The apostle Peter and those who were with him presented a short but strong defense:

1- While the apostles were accused of rebelling against the orders of the highest religious
authority, the Sanhedrin, they humbly but firmly refused to abide to them, as long as they contradicted
with the divine commandment given to them. They counted the Sanhedrin as representative of the view
of men that should not be obeyed on the expense of that of God Himself. The controversy is not
between the Sanhedrin and the apostles, but is actually between them and the God of their fathers. They
have condemned the Lord Christ to death, crucified on a tree; but the God of their fathers raised Him
from the dead. The case is directed against God, claimed by the Sanhedrin to be the God of their
fathers, that in His name, and to the account of His glory they assemble, while they actually opposed
His will.

2- The charge was that they had filled Jerusalem with their doctrine, and here they were even
presenting it to the Sanhedrin, as though they were saying, ‘We have not yet consummated our
preaching in all Jerusalem. We wish to give you as well, a taste of the evangelic truth.'

3- The Sanhedrin, while assuming the responsibility for the religious and the judiciary affairs of
Israel, opposed the true ‘Prince’, “Whom God has exalted to His right hand to be Prince”. Who is then
the true Prince: the Sanhedrin, the Opponent of God’s will, or He, whom God the Father has exalted to
be Prince?

4- Accused of bringing (that) man’s blood on the Sanhedrin, the apostles corrected such view.
He is not an unknown man, but He is the Prince and the Savior, whom Israel was anticipating since its
genesis. The apostles revealed to the

Sanhedrin the identity of the Crucified, whom they intended to get rid of, trying to justify what
they did to Him. The Father has set Him a Savior, to grant Salvation. It is as though the apostles were
debating with the Sanhedrin: "'The people in Solomon’s Porch and in the streets have enjoyed salvation,
have been healed, and cleansed of the unclean spirits. He sent His angel and freed us of your chains,
and brought us out of prison. He is the Savior of Israel, who alone is capable of saving us from your
hands. You have no authority over us except by and within the limits He allows.

5- Even though the members of the Sanhedrin issued a wrong verdict against Jesus, and
condemned Him to death, shedding innocent blood, He, on the cross has forgiven them that crime. But
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it remains for them to believe in Him, as “He gives Israel the repentance and the forgiveness of sins”.
Here, the apostles turned the elements of the defense to the benefit of the members of the Sanhedrin, by
inviting them to believe in Him, to receive the forgiveness of sins through repentance.

6- You are accusing us of things that we have experienced, to which we testify, and which we
cannot deny. How can we deny that you have crucified Him? How can we deny His resurrection from
the dead?

7- The apostle was as if wanting to say, "If you are trying us because we testify to the truth, we
do not testify on our own, but by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God. Can you try and oppose Him? We
have gained the Holy Spirit of God, having obeyed Him. Here He is testifying to the mission of the
Lord Christ, confirming this by signs and wonders publicly done by us. The door is open before you to
experience what we do, and to enjoy the work of the Holy Spirit of God, if you accept His testimony."

St. John Chrysostom comments that the apostle did not say: “And so also is the Holy Spirit
whom God has given (us)”, But said, “has given to those who obey Him” (Acts 5.32). As he says,
"therein alike showing their own unassuming: temper, and intimating the greatness of the gift, and
showing the hearers that it was possible for them also to receive the Spirit"".

The apostles were not preoccupied by the troubles that may come over them, and the envy and
intense hatred harbored by their opponents. But they were opening the door even before those
opponents, to obey the truth, to receive the Holy Spirit, and to partake of what they themselves enjoy.

The apostles had no other mission but to testify to Jesus Christ, that He is the Prince, the
Savior, the Giver of Repentance, and the Forgiver of sins. They have been assigned to this goal.

They are witnesses to the cross, together with Christ’s resurrection and ascension, to grant
His believers the eternal life. They are as well witnesses to the gift of the Holy Spirit, sent by the Son,
from the Father, to those who believed and obeyed.

5- GAMALIEL's Attitude

“When they heard this, they were furious and took counsel to kill them” (Acts 5.33).

When they heard St. Peter's defense, they had nothing to respond to it, but “they were furious
and took counsel to kill them. They most probably resorted to the Pharisees for help, having been the
learned scholars, not to respond to the apostle’s defense, but to plan with them to kill the apostles by
stoning.

What aroused their anger in the apostle’s speech of defense were the following points:

1- Accusing the Sanhedrin of opposing God by their orders, and showing that the apostles were
committed to obey God rather than men.

2- Accusing the members of the Sanhedrin of being killers, and shedders of innocent blood.

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 13.
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3- The confession that the Crucified is the Prince, the Savior, and the Messiah anticipated by the
generations.

4- That He is the Grantor of repentance to Israel, who need repentance, And that He is the
Forgiver of sins.

5- That the apostles were witnesses to the salvation works of God.

6- That the Holy Spirit testifies and works in the obedient believers.

7- Finally, that the Sadducees became in danger, as the resurrection from the dead had then
become confirmed to all, the teaching that they absolutely denied.

Although the speech was very concise, it was like a fatal arrow, accurately cast at the heart of
the members of the Sanhedrin, who then had no choice but, either to believe in the Lord Christ, or to
get rid of the apostles by killing them.

“Then one of the council stood up, a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law held in
respect by all the people, and commanded them to put the apostles outside for a little while” (Acts
5.34).

The sect of the Sadducees was in a terrible mood against the apostles, as its members believed
that this matter could not be settled except by killing them. Although they were the majority in the
Sanhedrin, they needed to gain the Pharisees on their side. Josephus says that the Pharisees, in spite of
not being the majority in the Sanhedrin, were more popular and had a strong influence among the
people. That is why the Sadducees could not make a decision by the majority, unless it was approved
by the Pharisees.

The Pharisee Gamaliel, the teacher of the law, and of Saul of Tarsus (Acts 22.3) (And thought
by some to be the son of Simon the elder, who carried the infant Jesus on his arms in the temple),
probably convinced by the defense of St. Peter, felt that the position of the Sanhedrin was as though an
opposition to God Himself. It was claimed that he believed in the Lord Christ, together with
Nicodemus, on the hands of St. Peter and St. John, and that he remained a Christian in secret. Yet,
certain scholars believe that he adopted that position, not out of conviction of what he heard, but on
account of his liberal mind that did not believe in the use of violence in religion.

¢ ‘Pharisee’ is a title meaning ‘those who distinguish (or separate) themselves as dedicated to God’.
They believed in resurrection, the existence of angels, and the sanctification of life. They followed a
strict way of life, practicing an abstinence from sexual relationships during certain times, fasting two
days a week, washing their plates, pots, and cups according to certain rites, and like the scribes,

offering tithes and firstfruits, and reciting certain prayers at certain times during the day'.
(St. John of Damascus)

" on Heresies. 15.
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“And he said to them: ‘Men of Israel, take heed to yourselves what you intend to do
regarding these men. For some time ago Theudas rose up, claiming to be somebody. A number of
men, about four hundred joined him. He was slain, and all who obeyed him were scattered and came
to nothing’” (Acts 5.35-36).

About Theudas we know nothing more than what came here. He is certainly another Theudas
than the one false prophet, mentioned in ‘Josephus’l, who rose up in the days of Fadus, the ruler of
Judea in the days of Emperor Claudius (45 or 46 AD), who drew many people to follow him to the
River Jordan, claiming that he would make them cross it as the children of Israel did in the days of
Joshua. Fadus attacked them, killed many, and took Theudas to Jerusalem where he beheaded him. As
that incident happened, ten or fifteen years, after the talk of Gamaliel that came here, Lightfoot believes
that Josephus was mistaken concerning its date, and that Theudas here is the same one mentioned by
Gamaliel.

Some believe that both the Evangelist St. Luke and Josephus are right, having been two
particular Historians. The name Theudas was a common name at that time; and it is not unusual to have
two persons who carried the same name, leading a revolt one after the other. Moreover, it is not
possible for a well respected scholar such as Gamaliel to refer to such incident before the Sanhedrin, if
it was not sure and commonly known to all its members.

It seems that revolts were often in the region of Judea, as mentioned by Josephus®. As to saying,
“claiming to be somebody”, it means claiming to be the expected Messiah.

“After this man, Judas of Galilee rose up in the days of the census, and drew away many
people after him. He also perished, and all who obeyed him were dispersed” (Acts 5.37).

Judas of Galilee persuaded the people to refrain from paying taxes to the Romans, who crushed
him together with those who followed him. A zealous group, who inherited his teachings, tried to
entrap the Lord Christ, by asking Him about paying those taxes (Mark 12.13-17). They revolted
afterwards against the Romans, who, led by ‘Titus’ entered Jerusalem, burned the temple, and scattered
the Jewish people.

“And now I say to you, keep away from these men and let them alone, for if this plan or this
work is of men, it will come to nothing; but if it is of God, you cannot overthrow it — lest you even be
Jfound to fight against God” (Acts 5.38-39).

The prominent teacher of the law advised the members of the Sanhedrin to let the apostles
alone, presenting to them two practical examples, namely, the appearance of Theudas and Judas of
Galilee, who were followed by many, but because their cause was not according to God’s thought, they
failed. Gamaliel proclaimed in a hidden way the state of bankruptcy of the members of the Sanhedrin

! Antig. 20.5.
2 Antiq. 17.10.4, 8.
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concerning the knowledge of God, and their intense failure to discern between the things that are
according to God’s thought, and those according to men.

When Herod Archelaus, one of the sons of Herod the Great, was fired as a Governor of Judea
(Matt. 2.1, 22), the nation became under a Roman ruler. At that time, Judas of Galilee called the Jews to
refrain from paying the taxes to the Romans, arousing the religious and national feelings of the people
to a violent revolt. He proclaimed that God alone is the King of Israel, and He alone has the right to
reign on it.

Josephus mentioned him and called him ‘the Galilean’', and in another incident he referred him
to the city of Gamala®.

Josephus mentioned that the Roman ruler was Cyrenius, a senator who came to Syria to rule that
nation. He was also appointed to rule Judaea beside Syria. He confiscated the wealth of Archelaus.
Both Judas of Galilee, and Judas Saddock, a zealous Pharisee, proclaimed that paying the taxes is an
entrance into servitude, and called on the people to defend their freedom. That revolt led to several
other revolts, until the time came, and Titus the Roman destroyed the city, the temple, and the whole
nation.

Anyhow, Gamaliel did not give the members of the Sanhedrin a chance to reconsider their past
decision concerning the delivery of the Lord Christ to crucifixion. He did not call on them to seek the
truth. But it is obvious that Gamaliel put in his heart, and embraced in his mind the probability that that
movement of the apostles was of God, although it was just a thought, of which he was not yet
completely convinced.

St. John Chrysostom says that what Gamaliel said was already proclaimed by the Lord Christ:
“A man can receive nothing unless it has been given to him from heaven” (John 3.27). Those people,
Theudas and his followers, because what they received was from themselves, and not from heaven,
were found to fight against God, and were scattered and perished. But that was not the case with Christ.

Gamaliel presented a sound counsel, full of wisdom, which is:

1- It is unwise to oppose the popular movement, as this would provoke people to stubbornness
and not to think prudently.

2- Temporarily disregarding the matter would most probably terminate it.

3. 3- Faith in Jesus Christ does not necessitate hasty opposition, without deep study to see
whether the matter was of God or of men.

4- He asked them to trust in God, the Keeper of faith, and the care-taker of His people. If the
matter is left in His hands, He will certainly proclaim the truth.

5- He feared that if the members of the Sanhedrin unintentionally fell into opposing God
Himself, their zeal would be in vain.

! Antig. 17.10.5.
2 Antig. 18.1.1.
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¢ "He would dissuade them both by the consideration that the thing is impossible, and because it is not
for their good"".
(St. John Chrysostom)

“And they agreed with him, and when they had called for the apostles and beaten them, they
commanded that they should not speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go” (Acts 5.40).

The devil blinded the eyes of the Judges of Israel from reconsidering the case of the Crucified
Jesus Christ. They most probably, within themselves, felt, together with Gamaliel, that they were
fighting God, opposing the truth, and rejecting salvation.

Anyhow, the members of the Sanhedrin got convinced of acquitting the apostles, yet the zeal in
their hearts led them to beating them and commanding them not to speak in the name of Jesus. They
partially followed Gamaliel’s advise, for fear that they may lose their dignity and authority before the
people.

6- THE WORD OF GOD IS UNRESTRAINED

“So they departed from the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy
to suffer shame for His name” (Acts 5.41).

The members of the Sanhedrin assumed that the apostles would never dare to appear again
before the people, after undergoing the shame of being beaten, as that was considered a disgrace against
the humanity of man. Yet, as far as the apostles were concerned, they counted it rather as dignity and
glory, because it implies a fellowship in the passion and crucifixion of the Lord Christ. The blood
flowing from their bodies led them to sing: “For Your sake we are killed all day long” (Rom. 8.36). To
be beaten was an insignificant tax for the sake of testifying to the truth.

The unbearable pains of beating turned into joy and a feeling of dignity in Jesus Christ. That
was not a human reaction. It was the work of the Holy Spirit in them that allows the believers to drink
from the same cup, received by the Son from His Father.

The disciples came out to preach the spiritual joy in the Lord: “rejoicing in hope, patient in
tribulation” (Rom. 12.12).

+¢ If the road is narrow and difficult, how said He, “My yoke is easy and My burden is light?”” It could
be difficult because of the nature of the temptations, yet easy, because of the content of the travelers.
What seems unbearable according to nature could become easy when we accept it with joy.
Remember that the apostles, who were beaten, departed rejoicing that they were counted worthy to

suffer shame for the sake of the name of the Lord?.
(St. John Chrysostom)

! Homilies on Acts. Hom. 14.
2 on Lazarus and the Rich Man. 3.
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Why are the ministers of God still being insulted?

1- Because Jesus Christ, the subject of their preaching, is Himself despised and rejected.

2- Because His commandments oppose the pleasures and abominations of the world.

3- Some believe that the call of our heavenly Lord Jesus Christ lifts the heart and thought up to
heaven, so they live as strangers on earth, not leading a realistic practical life. Therefore, they fail in
life.

4- 1- The spirit of faith, love, humility, meekness, and giving contradicts the spirit of the world
that of self pride, love of authority, and revenge.

5- The Christian faith is a call to the serious life, especially in worship, bearing the cross,
Metaniahs, and vigilance.

Why did the apostles rejoice?

1- Because they became like our Lord Jesus Christ, beaten and insulted for the sake of love
(Col. 1.24), as they partook of Christ’s sufferings (1 pet. 4.13).

2- Because they counted their tribulations as a living testimony that they became Christ’s
disciples and beloved followers, who partake of His passion.

3- Because in them, what the Lord has already promised was realized.

4- Because their suffering was easy, when compared to the glory to be proclaimed in us.

5- Because nothing can put man to shame and brings him into disgrace like sin.

“And daily in the temple, and in every house, they did not cease teaching and preaching
Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5.42).

The Holy Spirit turned the tribulations into joy in the Lord, according to the words: “The joy of
the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8.10). They gained strength and courage to testify to the truth every
day in the temple, as well as in the houses. Their life became a continuous journey to teach and preach
Jesus as a Christ.

They cared for teaching, as the books of the New Testament were written by the guidance of the
Holy Spirit, and for establishing the matters of worship and church ordinances. Some writings that go
back to the era of the apostles were discovered, like the Didascalia, (which I already translated and
commented on.)
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 5

LET MY WHOLE HEART BE DEDICATED TO YOU

%+ My soul trembles inside me, lest I bear the spirit of Ananias and Sapphira.
They sold a possession to offer its whole proceeds to You.
Although You were in no need of their money,
You counted what they offered as Your sanctity.
As they violated the money, they violated the sanctities.
They dropped dead physically, as a proclamation of their internal death.

¢ Here I am dedicating my whole life to You,

My soul and body with all their energies.

My talents and my time, and all what I have, are yours,

Grant me to be faithful.

Keep me from violating Your sanctities.

Let even my food, drink, and my sleep be for Your glory.

Let me bear Your sweet fragrance in me,

That defilement would have no place in me.

Sanctify me completely, and dedicate my whole heart to you, O Holy One.

*» Let Ananias and Sapphira die in my heart.
Let Your holy fear be nailed in my depths,
That I become Your witness before everyone.

¢ Let Your Holy Spirit transform me,

To sanctify my whole being;

And to become a tool of righteousness to the account of Your kingdom.

Let the wicked, who work to the account of the kingdom of darkness, be worked up.
Corruption would be scattered before righteousness.

And darkness does not exist when there is light.

X/

*» You send Your angels to guard me,

And break the locks of the prison and the abyss.

You raise me up every day, as though from the grave.

You grant me the spirit of strength, to consummate Your will.
You turn my tribulations into a source of joy and rejoicing;
So my life turns into a testimony to Your divine work.
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CHAPTER 6
Choosing SEVEN DEACONS

The first five chapters presented a living portrait of the Church of the New Testament in her
early days; how the Holy Spirit of God led her in Jerusalem amid the persistent tribulations and
persecutions, to grow and spread incessantly. Now, as the number of the disciples were multiplying
greatly, there appeared to be two groups of them: a group of Hebrew origin, with a special regard to
the law, the temple, and the Jewish rites; and another group, the ‘Hellenists, who spoke the Greek
language and tended to liberate themselves of the literacy of the law and of submitting to the Jewish
rites. Yet, this did not mean neither separation in worship among the two groups, nor any dissension or
schism, as they all were connected to each other, in one Spirit, although each group worshipped with
its own language.

Together with the increase in number and the spreading of ministry, certain inner problems and
commitments surfaced up, which were beyond the apostles to cover, as they were primarily
preoccupied by the ministry of preaching the word. Hence, there was a need to ordain the first group of
deacons to take over those new responsibilities. Some may probably ask why that was not done
directly after the day of the Pentecost. The answer is that the number of believers was then small; and
the apostles and the disciples could easily fulfill the material needs of the people, out of the offerings
of the believers. But the great and rapid increase in the number of believers brought the Church into
new commitments and responsibilities. It was not possible then for the apostles to take care of them on
the expense of preaching the word and the testimony to the Lord Christ.

1- The Hellenists murmuring against the Hebrews 1-4.

2- Choosing seven deacons 5-8.
3- The ministry of the Archdeacon 9-10.
4- St. Stephen before the Sanhedrin 11-15.

1- THE HELLENISTS MURMURING AGAINST THE HEBREWS

“Now in those days, when the number of the disciples was multiplying, there arose a
murmuring against the Hebrews by the Hellenists, because their widows were neglected in the daily
distribution” (Acts 6.1).

By the word ‘disciples’, the Evangelist St. Luke means the believers, and not the twelve
disciples and the seventy apostles.

Who were those Hellenists? Different views were presented to define that category: Were
they the Hebrews who lived among the Gentiles for a long time, then came back, having forgotten
their original language along the generations? Or were they of Gentile origin, who accepted the Jewish
faith (the Proselytes), then believed later in the Lord Christ? Or were they Gentiles who accepted the
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Christian faith directly without passing through Judaism? Most scholars believe that their majority to
be of the first category, namely, Hebrews who lived for long generations in countries that speak the
Greek language, and adopted that language as their own. Among them were probably Gentiles who
directly accepted the Christian faith, or became Jews first, then later believed in the Lord Christ, like
Nicolas’ a proselyte from Antioch (Acts 6.5).

This shows that the Church in Jerusalem embraced Christians of Hebrew origin, who spoke in
Hebrew or Aramaic, beside other members who came from countries of Greek culture and spoke in
Greek (And most probably they did not know the Aramaic). Each of those two categories had its own
culture, thoughts, customs, characteristics, and behavior. The majority of the former category was
nationally and religiously superior; they were businessmen and landlords. Whereas the later group
were culturally superior; they spoke the Greek language; they were coming back from the Diaspora
and were living as foreigners in Jerusalem.

As those responsible for serving the widows and the needy were Hebrews, there was some kind
of discrimination in dealing with the families of both categories that led to such murmuring against the
Hebrews by the Hellenists. As the apostles had no time for investigating those material allegations,
there appeared the need for ordaining deacons.

The apostles and even those responsible for the ministry certainly had no such favoritism, but
the Hebrews, inhabitants of Jerusalem, in their zeal for their poor brethren, probably demonstrated
greater effort and care for them. Some scholars believe that it was some kind of inner jealousy from
the Hellenists against the Jewish Christians, who harbored a feeling of superiority, even after accepting
the Christian faith, because of their reference to the fathers and the prophets and their privilege to enter
the temple to worship.

The distribution had obviously been a daily affair; and the ministry to the widows had occupied
a special place since the beginning of the Church.

“Then the twelve summoned the multitude of the disciples and said, ‘It is not desirable that
we should leave the word of God and serve tables” (Acts 6.2).

The apostles felt that it was not desirable to be preoccupied by material matters, even if those
were for serving the widows and the poor. Their pleasure was in the spreading of the word and in
praying.

Although scourges, trials, and prisons could not deprive them of being dedicated to the word of
God and the testimony to the gospel of Christ, they feared that other responsibilities would do. As
preaching was their main mission, they would not allow the administrative or material matters of the
Church, despite their importance that they counted as serving tables, to draw their hearts or time away
from that task.
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¢ "Then it was that they provided for the ordination of deacons, that they themselves might not be
drawn aside from the duty of preaching the word"".
(St. Augustine)

Lin Joan. tr. 109.5.
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Preaching and serving tables

Here, we have to clarify the relationship between the ministry of the word (and prayers) and
serving the tables. The apostles, even though they feared that the later ministry might distract them
from their main task, that does not mean that they did not care for the material needs of the people.
The two apostles Peter and John cared for the lame man from his mother’s womb and healed him in
the name of Christ, as they did not carry with them any of the believers’ money that was cast at their
feet (Acts 3). The apostle Paul cared for collecting donations for the sake of the poor of Jerusalem
from many churches, and he even delivered those donations to Jerusalem himself. On the other hand,
we find the Archdeacon Stephen, one of the seven chosen for the service of the tables, preaching the
word and debating in the Synagogues of the Jews (Acts 6.9, 10); and he kept doing that until he was
stoned.

Not only the ministers, but the regular members of the congregation as well, as they were
scattered because of persecution, “went everywhere preaching the word” (Acts 8.4).

In other words, the ministry of the word and of preaching is not separate from that of serving
tables, as preaching bears man’s love for God the Savior, as well as for the world, the subject of
salvation. In the service of tables, as well, man bears love for his needy or suffering brother, together
with a living testimony of love for his salvation and his eternal glory.

The heart of a believer — a priest or a member of the congregation — is spacious by love for
testifying and preaching, in one way or another, as well as spacious by love toward his needy brethren.

In an article on the mission of the Christian, St. John Chrysostom addressed the
congregation saying:

[What a huge loss, O brethren, that few care for issues pertaining to salvation! A great part of
the body of the Church is motionless like a dead body. You may probably say, "What have we to do
with this?" Actually, you are responsible if you do not advise them, keep them away from evil, and
draw them strongly here, from their slothfulness. Is it fitting for man to be of benefit just for himself
alone, and not for many others as well?

The Lord Christ made this clear, when He called us “salt” (Matt. 13.33), and “light” (Matt.
5.14), as these things are of benefit both for us and for others as well.

A lamp does not illuminate for its own sake, but for that of those sitting in the dark. You are a
lamp, not to enjoy your light alone, but to bring back someone who lost his way. What is the benefit
of a Christian who does not benefit others, or who does not bring someone back to virtue?

“Salt” likewise does not benefit itself, but keeps food from corruption. ... So God made you a
spiritual salt, to mend the corrupt members, the slothful brethren, to strengthen them, to save them
from slothfulness as well as from corruption, and to bind them to the rest of the body of the Church.

That is why the Lord also called us “leaven”, because leaven does not benefit itself, but,
despite its tiny size, it can leaven the whole dough whatever its size may be. So are you, even if you
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are few in number, yet you are many in faith and zeal toward God. As the leaven is not as weak, as its
tiny size may suggest, it has incredible strength and capabilities by nature. ... So are you, if you will,
are capable to draw more people than you are, to make them as zealous as you are].

“Therefore, brethren, seek out from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the
Holy Spirit and wisdom, whom we may appoint over this business” (Acts 6.3).

The apostles gave the whole congregation (the multitude of the disciples) the right to choose
with no interference on their part, “men of good reputation, full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom”, then
recommend them to the apostles to set or ordain them.

Conditions of ordainment

1- The whole “multitude of disciples” would choose (Acts 6.2): Some scholars believe that
the multitude here means both men and women, as all of them are responsible for the affairs of the
Church. Designating a certain category to choose would be a sign of some weakness in shepherding.
The blame for the inability of the congregation to choose ministers on the level of priests, deacons, or
bishops, falls upon the Overseers, rather than upon the congregation.

The “multitude of disciples” also means that the choice should be impartial to the Hebrews or
to the Hellenists. It should be from the congregation as a whole with no discrimination. Here, the
apostles confirm their intention to be above any suspicion of interference, either direct or indirect.

2- A number of seven: That the deacons should minister on earth all the days of life (The
seven days of the week), until the Lord Christ comes on the eighth day, to set forth with His Church to
eternity.

3- Of good reputation among the whole congregation, as they would be working among the
families and widows. The testimony of the congregation to those nominated for priesthood is most
probably more accurate even than that of the clergymen themselves, as some people are double-faced:
one before the clergymen, with signs of piety, holiness, and a dedication of the heart to worship and
ministry; and another among the congregation in situations like weddings and funerals, or in their daily
material dealings. That is why the apostles presented this general principle, that the whole
congregation should take over the choice of the ministers or the clergymen, whatever their clerical
levels are.

4- Full of the Holy Spirit, to work through them, to transform the service of tables into a
spiritual ministry, as it is fitting for all their works to be sanctified.

Being full of the Holy Spirit does not mean to have the ability to do miracles or to speak with
tongues, as their ministry among the believers does not require such abilities; but it rather requires
pious people who walk with the Spirit of God.

5- Full of wisdom, to act with wisdom, to avoid extravagance, yet, at the same time, they
should not be tight-handed in giving.
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“Wisdom” is a feature required for every Christian, to carry out both his spiritual and material
affairs, and required for deacons to fulfill the needs of the families with reason, both in giving and in
saving.

+ Indeed, the congregation should undergo the choice and the testimony themselves, by the guidance
of the Holy Spirit, But, as far as deciding the number, and the ordainment process are concerned,
this is the apostles' job. The choice is left to the congregation, to avoid partiality and preference, as
God left it to Moses to choose the elders according to his discretion (Num. 11.16).

(St. John Chrysostom)

¢ They were sought out from among the congregation. See how the author avoided the unnecessary
details, saying directly that they ordained them by praying, that is the meaning of the (xeirotonia):
ordainment or ‘laying the hands’.

Although Man’s hand is laid on the person nominated, the whole work is done by God, whose
hand is the one that touches the ordained, if the conditions of his nomination are soundly followed.

(St. John Chrysostom)

The twelve apostles set an important condition for the congregation in choosing the seven
deacons, which is that they should be “full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom”, to undergo the daily
service of tables, the ministry to widows and the needy. Here, we go back to the time of the prophet
Moses, who was commanded by the Lord to set the tabernacle, according to the pattern which was
shown to him on the mountain (Exod. 25.40): it should be a shadow of the heavenly dwelling. For that
task, God called the name of Bezaleel the son of Uri of the tribe of Judah, and filled him with the
Spirit of God, in wisdom, in understanding, and in knowledge (Exod. 31.1-2).

What God did in the Old Testament was a symbol of what should be realized in the Church of
the New Testament. The chosen deacons, as well as the priests, the bishops, and all the ministers,
should receive the call from God personally and should bow before Him, to fill them with wisdom,
understanding, and knowledge, to set, not only a tabernacle, but a heavenly temple, built not of
gold, silver, bronze, but of the souls of believers, as the apostle Peter says, “You also, as living
stones, are being built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable
to God through Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2.5).

The work of the deacon, appointed for the service of tables in the Church, does not stop at
fulfilling the material, psychological, and social needs of the poor and the needy, but to set out of them
a heavenly temple for the Lord, to be dwelt by His Holy Spirit. His work should not stop at taking the
money cast at the feet of the apostles, and handing it over to the needy, but should extend to taking
from the riches of the grace of God that is in him and pouring it in the hearts, by the Spirit of God
dwelling in him and by the Lord Christ Himself, the Wisdom of God.

If that is the work of the deacon, how would be that of the priest or the bishop? It would be
fitting for him, as an angel of the Lord, who bears a fellowship in the divine nature, and who sits
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together with the apostle Paul in the heavenly places, to lift the hearts of those ministered up to heaven
itself, for the Church to become indeed "the dwelling place of the angels" as we sing in the midnight
praises, ‘hail to the church, the dwelling place of the angels’.

This is the essential work, not only of a spiritual leader in the Church, but of every member in
Christ’s body, to bear the heavenly features, in order to draw every soul to heaven itself.

The deacons ministered to the widows, and here, the world is full of widows, LE. souls that lost
their heavenly Groom, to become in a state of spiritual widowhood, that can only be ministered by him
who is full of God’s Holy Spirit, who alone is able to take away the state of widowhood, through the
transfiguration of the Groom, the wisdom of God, through His dwelling in the soul and its union with
Him on an eternal level.

“But we will give ourselves continually to prayer and to the ministry of the word” (Acts 6.4).

The apostles intended to keep themselves from being distracted from their main goal, to
dedicate their whole life to both worship (praying) and preaching together, whether on the personal or
the collective (Church level). They put prayer first, as without it, no preaching could be done
collectively.

% Tt is fitting for them, not only to give themselves up to the work, but to do that continually'.
(St. John Chrysostom)
St. John Chrysostom presents the role of the congregation, of the apostles, and above all, of
God, in the ordination of the deacons.

% "They separated them from the multitude, and it is the people that draw them, not the Apostles that
lead them. Observe how he avoids all that is superfluous: he does not tell in what way it was done,
but that they were ordained (exeirotonhghsan) with prayer: for this is the meaning of xeirotonia,
(i.e. "putting forth the hand,") or ordination: the hand of the man is laid upon (the person,) but the
whole WO%‘k is of God, and it is His hand which touches the head of the one ordained, if he be duly
ordained"”.

¢ St. Peter says, “We will give ourselves continually to prayer and to the ministry of the word”, So

the apostles appear to be praying at the beginning and at the end, As it is fitting for them, not only

to pray, when the circumstances are suitable, or in designated times, but continually and at all
times.

(St. John Chrysostom)

When man dedicates his life to the Lord Christ, he becomes wholly blessed; his soul and all

his body members, his heart, mind, and all his energies become sanctified, working to the account

" Hom. On Acts. Hom. 14.
2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 14.
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of the kingdom of God. If that is, as far as every believer is concerned, how could it be for the apostles
and disciples, who receive special talents for ministry? That is why, we should not marvel that the
Lord has used the hands of the apostles to ordain the deacons.

% Now, the eyes are blessed (Luke 10.23-24). But I assume that, accordingly and logically, all the
other body members of the saints are also blessed, as it is said, “Blessed is the womb that bore You,
and the breasts which nursed You” (Luke 11.27).

And how even the feet are welcomed of those by whom the good news are brought (Isa. 52.7).

Blessed are the hands lifted up as evening sacrifice (Ps. 141.2), Whose lifting up meant
victory for Israel, and defeat for Amalek (Exod. 17.11).

Blessed is the heart out of which flow rivers of living waters for an eternal life (John 7.38).

Blessed are the knees that bow to the name of Jesus (Phil. 2.10).

Blessed is the tongue that confesses that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father
(Phil. 2.11).

Blessed is the mouth that ministers to the word of God (Acts 6.4).

And blessed is the nose, for whose sake it is said: “We run after You to smell Your
fragrance”'.

(Scholar Origen)

The Holy Spirit instructs man to keep his whole body — from head to feet — in harmony:

To keep the eyes to see with purity;

To keep the ears to hearken with peace, to listen to things pertaining to peace, without
enjoyment of the evil talks about the others;

To keep the tongue, to utter only good, giving weight to every word, and not allowing
anything unclean or defiled to mingle with his talks;

To keep the hands to move naturally, to be lifted up to pray, and to do mercy and give
abundantly;

To keep the stomach, to have proper limits for eating and drinking, according to what is
enough for sustaining the body, not allowing the lust or greed to have the upper hand;

And to keep the feet to walk with righteousness according to the will of God, to do good
works.

Thus, the whole body would get used to do good, to submit to the authority of the Holy Spirit,
and to change gradually, until it ultimately partake — to a certain extent — of the features of the spiritual
body, that man acquires in the just resurrection’.

(St. Anthony the Great)

" Fragment 165 on Luke 10.23-24.
2Ep. 1.

297



2- CHOOSING SEVEN DEACONS

“And the saying pleased the whole multitude, and they chose Stephen, a man full of faith
and the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas, a proselyte
Jrom Antioch” (Acts 6.5).

% What was the rank and the level of those seven? What was their official job that they received from
the apostles? Were they deacons? But this title was not known at that time in the Church. Was their
job somewhat related to that of the priests? Up till then, there were no bishops, but only apostles. In
my opinion, it is obvious that they were neither deacons nor priests; but they were ordained and
appointed for that particular ministry; that is, serving the needs of the Church. That ministry was
given to them after the apostles offered special prayers to God to provide them with strength.

¢ They were not just spiritual men; but they were full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom, because their
ministry required a high level of prudence to solve the complaints of the widows. As what would be
the use of having an honest minister who does not steal, yet, at the same time, would scatter the

money, or deal roughly with people, and is easily aroused to anger?
(St. John Chrysostom)

The Evangelist St. Luke presented a list of the deacons, starting with St. Stephen, who
according to the Church tradition, was the Archdeacon, and the Protomartyr. St. Luke presented a
living portrait, not of his service of tables, but of his fiery testimony to the gospel of Christ before the
Synagogues and the Sanhedrin.

The name ‘Stephen’ is a Greek name meaning (A crown of flowers). He was probably a Jew
with Greek culture. (We shall make an account him at the end of this chapter and in the next one).

The next on the list is ‘Philip’, a Greek name meaning (Who loves horses). He is not Philip,
one of the twelve apostles (Matt. 10.3). Philip the deacon was called ‘the preacher’. He preached the
gospel in Samaria with great success (Acts 8.1-8, 21.8). Through him, Simon the Sorcerer believed
(Acts 8.9-25). He was commanded by the Holy Spirit to go toward the south along the road which
goes down from Jerusalem to Gaza, where he met an Ethiopian eunuch of great authority under
Candace the queen of the Ethiopians, whom he preached and baptized (Acts 8.26-39). He was then
caught away by the Spirit to Azotus, and passing through, he preached in all the cities till he came to
Caesarea (Acts 8.39-40). After several years, he played host to St. Paul, on his way to Rome, and had
four virgin daughters who prophesied (Acts 21.8-9). Finally, he was ordained a bishop over Tralis.

The last on the deacons’ list is ‘Nicolas’, a Greek name meaning (the conqueror of people).

Some, like St. Irenaeus and St. Epiphanius, believe that the heresy of the Nicolaitans (Rev.
2.6, 15m) refers to that deacon ‘Nicolas’:
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1- St. Irenaeus says' "The Nicolaitans are the followers of that Nicolas who was one of the
seven first ordained to the diaconate by the apostles. [The Nicolaitans were the followers of Nicolas,
one of the seven deacons. They lead lives of unrestrained indulgence. The character of these men is
very plainly pointed out in the Apocalypse of John, as teaching that it is a matter of indifference to
practise adultery, and to eat things sacrificed to idols."

2- St. Clement of Alexandria and St. Augustine clear Nicolas of that heresy, and refer it to
his followers. Some explain the reference of that heresy to him to a misinterpretation of his words: [he
with a wife is as though without], by which he meant that he lives with his wife with the Spirit, both
preoccupied the more with their salvation, their spiritual growth, and testimony to the gospel of
salvation. But some of his followers misinterpreted his words with the assumption that he proclaimed
that, who has a wife, let him desert her, to become as though without one, allowing her to become
available to everyone.

3- The scholar Tertullian and St. Jerome believe that once he was chosen for deaconry, he
refrained from any contact with his wife; yet, because of her great beauty, he got back to her. And
when he was rebuked for that, he diverted into that heresy which allows adultery. A reaction to that
came in the writings of the scholar Tertullian: ‘Omnia indiscreta apud nos praeter upores’, which
means (We share everything between us except our wives)®.
+* Nicolas, one of the seven Deacons, and one whose lechery knew no rest by night or day, indulged

in his filthy dreams"’.
(St. Jerome)

4- Some others believe that he was extremely jealous because of his wife’s great beauty. When
he was blamed for his exaggerated fondness of her, with the intention of showing otherwise, he
allowed anyone to have her, falling in such horrible heresy.

The responsibility of Nicolas’ divergence does not fall upon the saintly apostles. In a message
addressed to Deacon Sabinianus, enticing him to repent, and not to depend on the fact that he was
ordained by a holy bishop, St. Jerome says,

+ "Have mercy I beseech you upon your soul. Consider that God's judgment will one day overtake
you. Remember by what a bishop you were ordained. The holy man was mistaken in his choice; but
this he might well be. For even God repented that he had anointed Saul to be king. (1 Sam. 15.11).
Even among the twelve apostles Judas was found a traitor. And Nicolas of Antioch-a deacon like
yourfelf (Acts 6.5) disseminated the Nicolaitan heresy and all manner of uncleanness (Rev. 2.6,
15)™.

! St. Irenaeus. Against Heresies. 26.2. CF. Fr. Hippolytus in his answer against heresies.
21 Apology, ch. 39.

3 Dialogue against Luciferiaus, 23.

* Letter 147 to Sabinianus, 4.
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(St. Jerome)

It is to be noticed that the seven bear Greek names; and they were probably chosen to show
some compassion toward the murmuring Hellenists. Not a single one of them was a Jew by birth.

Because the twelve apostles were all Hebrews, those seven were chosen from the Hellenists to
show some kind of equality and balance, and that all are committed to work.

It is obvious that the work of the seven did not last long. Following Stephen’s martyrdom, a
great affliction came upon the Church; and the congregation were scattered outside Jerusalem
preaching the word, while the apostles stayed in Jerusalem.

“Whom they set before the apostles, and when they had prayed, they laid hands on them”
(Acts 6.6).

The apostles prayed for those chosen ones to get filled with the Holy Spirit, to become capable
of doing the work allotted to them and be successful in it according to the thought of God, not
according to that of men. After praying, they laid hands on them, the ordination was realized by
praying and laying the hand.

Laying the hand, called ‘Semoukha’, probably means (the chosen) in Hebrew. In the rites of
sacrifices, the sinner used to put his hand on the head of the sacrifice before being slain, so that his sins
would be transferred to it. In the sacrament of confession, the priest puts his hand on the head of the
sinner, to give him the blessing and the work of the Holy Spirit, through the hand of Christ Himself.
When the apostle Paul encountered the father of Publius, who was sick with a fever and dysentery,
"He prayed and laid his hands on him and healed him” (Acts 28.8).

St. John Chrysostom believes that laying the hand here is to let the glorified Head of the
Church work in them and pour on them the gifts of the Holy Spirit to realize their mission.

+¢ "For all the miracles which they did He wrought in them, “And the hand of the Lord was with
them” (Acts 11.21) ",
(St. John Chrysostom)

“And the word of God spread, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in
Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were obedient to the faith” (Acts 6.7).

What an amazing portrait of the exalted goodness of God, who turns the outer afflictions and
the inner troubles, into a continuous growth and edification of the Church. The murmuring of the
Hellenists against the Hebrews neither break the mentality of the apostles nor made them preoccupied
with trying to find a solution for that problem on the expense of their main mission which is praying
and preaching the word of God, But provoked them to ordain the seven deacons that in turn has
resulted in such a growth of the Church.

" Homilies on St. John. Hom. 74.2.
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Such is the goodness of God, who works in our life, to turn the bitterness into sweetness.

From our side, as love and wisdom together with honesty and clear goal reign on our life, no
troubles or obstacles can hinder our path, or harm us, but would rather turn into an enjoyment of
marvelous good things, and getting in touch with exalted works of God.

We should not disregard the spiritual Church atmosphere that turned the murmuring of the
Hellenists against the Hebrews, not into more stubbornness, but into a serious and wise spiritual
behavior, when the Jewish Christians chose the deacons from among the Hellenists, to give them
peace of mind. Yet, that was not on the expense of the ministry, as they chose men of exalted spiritual
stature. So that problem, mentioned in this chapter, and the way of solving it, will always remain a
living example of how to deal with the future problems in the Church, with the spirit of love, wisdom,
and truth.

St. Luke intended, through that episode, to demonstrate that the ordination of those ministers
has given the chance to the twelve apostles to carry out their preaching work and their prayers, without
being preoccupied with the material and administrative affairs of the congregation. This gave the
Church an increasing growth that even a great number of Jewish priests were drawn to the Christian
faith, with a spirit of submission and obedience.

Through the work of the Holy Spirit, the apostles managed to get into the heart of the temple
itself, through the hearts of the priests, to set in them the kingdom of Christ. The acceptance of the
Christian faith by many priests reveals the power of the gospel and its ability to draw the souls, even of
those opposing it and to submit them to the obedience of faith. The priests were so serious in getting
salvation that they did not preoccupy themselves with their prominent position in the Jewish society,
preferring their enjoyment of God’s grace among the simple common Christian congregation to their
enjoyment of temporal dignities.

% "In Jerusalem the multitude increased. Wonderful, where Christ was slain, there the preaching
increased! ... But remark, under what circumstances the multitude increased: after these trials, then
it was that the multitude increased, and not before. Mark also how great the mercy of God"".

(St. John Chrysostom)

+«»» "Him therefore let us also imitate. He received them (His crucifiers), and did not cast them out. So
let us requite those our enemies, who have wrought us even numberless ills. Whatever good thing
we may have, let us impart to them: let us not pass them by, in our acts of beneficence. For if we
ought, by suffering ill, to sate their rage, much more, by doing them good. ... This is the dignity of
Christ's disciples.
I beseech you, let us be imitators of Christ: in this regard it is possible to imitate Him: this
makes a man like unto God: this is more than human.

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 14.
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Let us hold fast to Mercy: she is the schoolmistress and teacher of that higher Wisdom"".
(St. John Chrysostom)
St. Clement of Alexandria warns the Clergymen -bishops, priests, or deacons- against leaning
upon their ordination and their priesthood status, as a source of justifying themselves.

+¢ "Such a one is in reality a presbyter of the Church, and a true minister (deacon) of the will of God,

if he do and teach what is the Lord's; not as being ordained by men, nor regarded righteous because

a presbyter, but enrolled in the presbyterate because righteous. And although here upon earth he be

not honored with the chief seat, he will sit down on the four-and-twenty thrones, judging the
people, as John says in the Apocalypse"?.

(St. Clement of Alexandria)

We should not forget here that the spreading of the word and the great increase of the number

of believers was not based upon making signs and wonders, but rather upon the enjoyment of the

Church of the spirit of love, wisdom, and mutual respect, not only between the Hebrews and the

Hellenists, but also between the apostles and the people as a whole, as there is no range for the work of

God’s grace in the life of the believer, or in that of the Church, like the range of mutual love, shared by

all the members.

“And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and signs among the people”
(Acts 6.8).

He was “full of faith”: full of confidence in the truthful promises of God. Being full of faith, he
was also full of power, as faith is our enjoyment of God’s power working in us. By faith we give our
life or make ourselves “of no reputation”, for Christ to dwell in us.

Having found comfort in Stephen, the Holy Spirit used him in every way to draw souls to faith.
Although that great among the deacons was chosen to serve tables, his main role in this ministry was
the salvation of souls. The Spirit granted him faith and power to do great wonders and signs, to draw
souls to the heavenly table. As we shall see, St. Philip, the deacon and preacher, shared that same
Spirit with St. Stephen, having likewise been preoccupied with the salvation of many.

St. John Chrysostom believes that St. Stephen concentrated on the ministry of the word,
giving some of his fellow deacons the responsibility of serving the widows and the needy, based on the
differences of gifts3 .

¢ "See how even among the seven one was preeminent, and won the first prize. For though the
ordination was common to him and them, yet he drew upon himself greater grace. And observe,
how he wrought no (signs and wonders) before this time, but only when he became publicly known;

" Hom. On Acts. Hom. 14.
2 Stromata 6.13.
3 Hom. On Romans. Hom. 2.
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to show that grace alone is not sufficient, but there must be ordination also; so that there was a
further access of the Spirit"l.

(St. John Chrysostom)
3- THE MINISTRY OF THE ARCHDEACON

“Then there arose some from what is called the Synagogue of the Freedmen (Cyenians,
Alexandrians, and those from Cilicia and Asia), disputing with Stephen” (Acts 6.9).

We should not marvel that the revolt against Stephen started with the Hellenist Jews, or those
with Greek culture, who then provoked the Sanhedrin against him. As Stephen has been before a
member of one of those Synagogues, and now became, not only a believer, but also a leader, working
to the account of the Church of Christ, his ex-fellow members could not bear that. It is also probable
that Stephen, with his Greek culture, happened to encounter with some members of those Synagogues,
on account of his culture, friendship, and his old membership, something that incited the members of
those Synagogues, to gather together and to join forces to debate with the saint.

A Synagogue here in Hebrew is ‘beth-keneseth’, LE., the house of the church, or the house of
assembly, and in Aramaic ‘kenichta’, or the church, being the place of assembly for local worship that
was confined to reading, interpreting, and teaching the Torath, but not to offering sacrifices. This
became a nucleus for the Church of the New Testament that inherited even its very name.

There are various views of the word ‘Freedmen’, the most important of which are:

I- A Latin word that probably means someone who gained freedom from servitude. Many
believe that they were slaves of Roman origin, then were set free, and became proselytes in the Jewish
religion and had their own Synagogue in Jerusalem. Tacitus® mentions that in Rome, there were as
many as 4000 of those Jewish Roman slaves, who were freed, and sent as one batch to Sardinia.

2- They were Jews by birth, captivated by the Romans, then set free, that is why they were
called Freedmen. This undoubtedly applies to most of the Jews. When Pompaii submitted Judea, he
sent great numbers of Jews to Rome’. When they got their freedom, they chose a location beyond the
River Tiber to dwell there together. Many Jews as well were sent by Ptolomy I to Egypt, where they
settled down.

3- Some believe that they were so named after a specific location, basing their view on the fact
that the other Synagogues mentioned in the same phrase were referred to names of certain cities, like
Cyrene, Alexandria, Cilicia, etc. In one of the writings of the fathers, it came: Victor, Bishop of the
Catholic Church of Libertina’, a city, not far from old Cartage, in North Africa.

Those Synagogues started to appear since the Babylonian captivity, so as not to deprive the
people of reading, listening to, interpreting, and teaching the Torath. The number of those Synagogues,

"Hom. On Acts. Hom. 15.
2 Ann, lib. 2.2.85.
? Philo. In Legat at Caium.
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in Jerusalem alone, according to the Talmud, reached 480, prior to the destruction of the temple and
the evacuation of Jerusalem. Those Synagogues were named after the cities of origin, where people
worshipped in their own languages.

The Synagogue of the Freedmen was one of the most important and great of those
Synagogues, where worship was conducted in Latin. That of the Cyrenians, on the other hand,
embraced those who came from Cyrene in Libya.

Some believe that St. Stephen had been a member of the Alexandrian Synagogue. Such view
is based on the wisdom by which he was known, just like Apollos the Alexandrian Jew. Josephus'
says that Alexander the Great, himself, allotted a quarter in Alexandria for the Jews and gave them the
same privileges he gave to the Greeks. On the other hand, Philo confirms that out of five quarters of
Alexandria, two were allotted to the Jews, which indicates that the number of Jews in Egypt was not
less than one million at that time.

Cilicia was a province in Asia Minor on the sea coast, north of Cyprus. Its capital was Tarsus.
Saul was a member of the Synagogue of those who came from Cilicia, as he came from Tarsus the
capital of Cilicia. He probably was the chief disputant of Stephen (See Acts 7.58).

The word ‘dispute’ here does not refer to an angry debate, but to search for the truth. A subject
of that dispute was: Is Jesus the anticipated Messiah? But that amiable atmosphere might have taken a
violent trend among the Synagogues’ members, when Stephen got the upper hand in them.

Stephen incited all those synagogues with his views, full of power, and wisdom, by which he
intended for them to be enlightened by the Spirit and to realize the truth of faith in the Lord Christ.

“And they were not able to resist the wisdom and the Spirit by which he spoke” (Acts 6.10).

His talk was so full of grace and wisdom by the Holy Spirit, that they were not able to oppose.
When he asked, they had no answer; and when they ask, they find in his answer a Spirit of truth that
could not be opposed. Despite their rejection of the faith, they felt weakness and defeat. They assumed
that, by joining forces together, by their capabilities, talents, and knowledge, they would be able to
overcome him, but they did not realize that they were not disputing with Stephen personally, but with
the Spirit of God in him. The two sides of disputants were far from equal.

The word “Spirit” here refers to the power, to the energy, or to the zeal of Stephen.

Having been a Jew who was raised outside Judea, and with Greek education and culture, he
was a Philosopher full of wisdom. His wisdom was sanctified by the power of the Holy Spirit that
made him convincing and full of grace, together with peace of Spirit, and an ability of doing signs and
wonders. That is why those Synagogues “were not able to resist the wisdom and the Spirit with which
he spoke”.

4- STEPHEN BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN

! Antig. 12.7, 2; Against Apion 2.4.
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“Then they secretly induced men to say, ‘We have heard him speak blasphemous words
against Moses and God” (Acts 6.11).

They realized the danger of Stephen’s preaching on the law, having been preparing the
listeners to be liberated from its literality, to practice it spiritually. This, according to them, constituted
a blasphemy against the law.

As to their charge against him of blasphemy against God, this was based upon his preaching
the Person of the crucified Jesus, as the Word of God, the One and equal to God the Father. This
according to them is blasphemy.

“And they stirred up the people, the elders, and the scribes, and they came upon him, seized
him, and brought him to the council” (Acts 6.12).

Whenever the Jews felt unable to resist the truth, they used to induce false witnesses to claim
that a certain person speaks blasphemous words against Moses, the law, the temple, or against God, in
order to cut him off from the people of God (Num. 15.30), and to have him stoned.

The Lord Christ Himself was accused of blasphemy, and now here is Stephen, to be followed
later by the apostle Paul (Acts 1.27-28).

Why were they particularly stirred up against Stephen more than against the rest of the
apostles?

1- Some think that they did not care much for the apostles, having been a bunch of illiterate
Galileans. They thought themselves of a much higher level, to dispute with them, while Stephen was
an educated person.

2- Others assume that they were intimidated by the apostles, especially after what happened to
Ananias and Sapphira, and the episode of their getting out of prison by the angel of the Lord.

3- Still others believe that the apostles, who spread the word of God in a simple way, chose
Stephen, as an educated man to enter into debates against the opponents. He was qualified for this task,
especially that some of them claim that he was taught at the feet of Gamaliel, like Saul of Tarsus, and
was accordingly capable of disputing with them on the same level.

4- As the apostles used to speak about Moses, the law, and the temple, with due respect, shared
with the Jews their worship in the temple, and partook of their feasts, yet without offering bloody
sacrifices, they “had favor with all the people” (Acts 2.47). But there was now a need for the
appearance of Stephen in Jerusalem, to proclaim, with the power of the Holy Spirit, the setting forth of
the Church of the New Testament, from the deadly letter and the narrow Jewish concepts gradually to
the freedom of the children of God, that the door of faith would be opened before the Gentiles, to be
no more committed to the literacy of the law. And as Peter the apostle of the circumcision said in the
first Council of Jerusalem, “Now therefore, why do you test God by putting a yoke on the neck of the
disciples which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear” (Acts 15.10)?
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The apostle Peter was probably wrestling between his commitment to the yoke of the law, to
gain the Jews to faith, and his wish to set himself free from it to gain the Gentiles. According to the
apostle Paul: “ when Peter had come to Antioch, I withstood him to his face, because he was to be
blamed, for before certain men came from James, he would eat with the Gentiles, but when they came,
he withdrew and separated himself, fearing those who were of the circumcision. And the rest of the
Jews also played the hypocrite with him, so that even Barnabas was carried away with their hypocrisy”
(Gal. 2.11-13).

“They also set up false witnesses who said, ‘This man does not cease to speak blasphemous
words against this holy place and the law” (Acts 6.13).

There was no way to have Stephen stoned, except by stirring up the people, by claiming that he
threatened the destruction of the temple, the highest symbol of the whole nation and its glory, that
expressed the legacy of the people since their exodus from Egypt. It was one of the wonders of the
world, and, in their sight, the holiest place in the whole world that represented heaven itself.

Stephen’s speech actually was a testimony to the glory of God and His work in the life of
Abraham, the father of fathers, and of the prophet Moses. In it as well, was reverence to the temple
that David, the king and prophet, yearned to build, but was built by his son Solomon. Despite all that,
and because they felt the danger of Stephen’s presence, they set up false witnesses, in order to get rid
of him.

Those literal people had neither realized the truth, nor come in touch with the power of the
Spirit, to see that what Stephen preached was actually the goal of Moses and the law; that what is set
inside the soul is the temple of the Holy Spirit; that the cross has consummated the temporary goal of
the animal sacrifices; that Baptism is the circumcision of the Spirit and the heart, and not that of the
flesh; and that the presence of the Lord Christ in the middle of His Church is the incessant feast.

“For we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change
the customs which Moses delivered to us” (Acts 6.14).

The charges were very serious, as, because it included a true part, and another false, it made the
defense difficult. The same charge was addressed to the Lord Christ during His trial, to which he gave
no answer (Mark 14.56-60), not because he was unable to, but because the charge was false, as He did
not say that He would destroy the temple, but said, “You destroy”. He did not come to destroy the law
but to fulfill it, and not to destroy the temple, but, as they destroy it by condemning Him to death (LE.,
destroying the temple of His body), He would raise it up by His divine power.

Although He has indeed proclaimed the destruction of the temple, He did not say that He
would be the One to destroy it, but, through rejecting faith in Him, their house would be destroyed.

306



¢ "Here we have a great multitude. And observe the difference in the form of accusation: for since
Gamaliel had stopped them from finding fault on the former plea, they bring in another charge"l.

(St. John Chrysostom)

“And all who sat in the council, looking steadfastly at him, saw his face as the face of an
angel” (Acts 6.15).

Having concentrated on the Person of Christ, disregarding the opposition of the wicked, the
Lord’s splendor reflected upon Stephen, and his face became as the face of an angel. When Moses
came down from Mount Sinai, the skin of his face shone that the children of Israel feared to come near
him (Exod. 34.29-30; 2 Cor. 3.7, 13). The believer, serious in his spiritual life, as he enjoys grace over
grace and bears the fruit of the Spirit, of love, joy, peace, etc, his features bear a living portrait of the
peace of the Spirit in him, to sing together with the apostle, “He made us sit together in the heavenly
places in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 2.6).

Stephen testified by his behavior, as well as by his words, and ultimately by the shining of the
Lord’s glory on him, as St. Paul says, “We all with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of
the Lord, are being transformed into the same image” (2 Cor. 3.18).

All those present, including the chief priest and those around him, saw that magnificent scene,
yet, as the eyes of their hearts were sealed against beholding the truth, and the love of vain glory and
wealth corrupted their insight, the shining face of Stephen became a witness against them.

St. Jerome believes that the splendor of Stephen’s face is a kind of an advance payment of the
eternal glory, in which a believer grows here and enjoys glory after glory (2 Cor. 3.18).

+¢ "For this refers to the glory which is then to be revealed (1 Pet. 5.1) to His saints; just as also in
another place we read the words "from glory to glory" (2 Cor. 3.18), of which glory the saints have
even in this world received an earnest and a small portion. At their head stands Moses, whose face
shone exceedingly, and was bright with the brightness of the sun. (Exod. 34.20; 2 Cor. 3.7), Next to
him comes Elijah, who was caught up into heaven in a chariot of fire, (2 Kings 2.11), and did not
feel the effects of the flame. Stephen, too, when he was being stoned, had the face of an angel
visible to all (Acts 6.15) "*.
(St. Jerome)
He has been charged by blasphemy against the law and the customs delivered by Moses, whom
they honored, whose face also shone, as it came in (Exod. 34.35), as a sign of the grace of God
dwelling upon him. Yet God Himself who granted Moses that grace has granted it also to Stephen,
whose face shone as the face of an angel. If it was true that he blasphemed against Moses, God would
never have granted him that same gift.

" Hom. On Acts. Hom. 15.
? Letter LI. From Epiphanius, Bishop of Salamis, in Cyprus, to John, Bishop of Jerusalem.
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+¢ "For there are, yes, there are faces full-fraught with spiritual grace, lovely to them that love, awful

. 1
to haters and enemies" .

% As that man was falsely charged, his features defended him before all people?.
(St. John Chrysostom)

In his speech about the resurrected body, the scholar Tertullian says® that The change of
something does not mean its perdition, as for example Moses’ face which shone (Exod. 34.29, 35), yet
remained as it was, despite its splendor that made everyone unable to look at it. So also the appearance
of Stephen as that of an angel, although it was the same it used to be, yet that did not save Stephen of
being stoned.

St. Stephen with his heavenly features presented an evangelic thought to Saul, having preached
to him in truth that faith in the Lord Christ is a true invitation to enjoy the royal heavenly life. This
lesson became a main line in the life of St. Paul, to be felt beyond his writings.

+¢ I wish you always set your minds on these things (Col. 3.1), as this would set us free from the earth
and bring us up to heaven®. (St. John Chrysostom)

+¢ There would be no entrance into that land (the land of the light of light and the world of eternity) to
him who does not experience it from now.

He would not get into it, he who does not tread through it here, as the eye of his insight would
suffer a cloud that interferes with his enjoyment of that light. Once the sun of this world sets before his
eyes, hse would forsake his inheritance, and depart to encounter the great sun, the light of the exalted
worlds™.

! Hom. On Acts. Hom. 15.

2 Hom. On Acts. Hom. 15.

3 on the Resurrection of the Flesh, 55.

* Baptismal Instructions, 7.14.

> The Spiritual Elder. Ep. 3.1. CF. the Epitaphs of Fr. Selim Dekash, the Jesuit. Elshrouq Printing House: Beirut, and the book of the
Spiritual Elder: the Coptic Printing House, 1952 (taken from a manuscript found in Elmoharaq Monastery).
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AN INSPIRATION FROM THE BOOK OF ACTS 6

SANCTIFY, O LORD, THE TABLE MINISTRY

% How amazing You are in Your love!
You, who satisfy the souls and bodies.
Not wishing to let the multitudes go hungry,
You stretched Your hand, to let Your disciples offer an abundance of food.
All were satisfied, and an abundance of leftovers remained.

X/

* Now, Your disciples bear Your Spirit;

And Your Church cares for the needs of Your children.

The apostles, to concentrate on praying and preaching the word,
Chose deacons for the table ministry.

Grant Your priests the spirit of exalted fatherhood.

Together with preaching the word, they also preach practical love.
And together with their yearning to save,

They also yearn to edify everyone, spiritually, physically, and socially.

X/

*» Also grant our people the spirit of testimony to Your gospel.

Together with their love to fulfill the needs of the poor,

They would not stop praying and striving for the salvation of the world,
For every believer to testify to Your joyful gospel,

And yearn to the edification of the whole world by Your Holy Spirit.

¢ How amazing! The table ministers are full of the Holy Spirit and the wisdom.
The Archdeacon never stopped testifying to You.

With courage he entered the Synagogues to debate with them with love.
With courage he faced the forces of darkness.

The features of his face muted the tongues of those who charged him.

His face shone with an amazing splendor.

All saw his face as the face of an angel.

*» How amazing! He offered spiritual food to the hungry.
To the non-believers, he offered the word of truth.
And to the men of darkness, he offered a heavenly light.

X/

+» Let me become like Your deacons, full of Spirit and wisdom,
To acquire You, O Wisdom of God,
Not to suffer the bitterness of inner widowhood,
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But always enjoy an incessant heavenly spiritual wedding,

To consummate my joy, as many are drawn to You,

Not one single widow,

As all unite to you.

You alone, work in and by me,

For the sake of the enjoyment of humanity of the eternal wedding.
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CHAPTER 7
ST. STEPHEN’S ADDRESS

St. Stephen’s address was neither to defend himself, nor the Christian faith, but he found it a
convenient opportunity to stand before the chief priest and some rulers and Jewish leaders, to present to
them a true Scriptural invitation to enjoy the living faith. He addressed them from the Scripture, as
though the Holy Book was open before him. He uttered by the Holy Spirit, to give new concepts for the
Scriptures that concern the people of God. Having been a Hellenist Jew, he quoted gospel verses from
the Septuagint Version, in a first class preaching address.

St. Stephen set the living spiritual Theological foundation for the people of the Church later on.
What preoccupied the defender was not to defend the Lord Christ and His Church, because the Lord is
capable of defending Himself and His Church, But he bears a spacious heart to reveal the evangelic truth
to the oppressors, to make them, together with him, convinced by the glorified work of salvation.

St. Stephen presented a magnificent parade of the Old Testament as a whole, to demonstrate that
the faith in the Lord Christ is the goal of the law, the prophets, and all the books of the Old Testament.

The saint did not address them as an accused defending himself, but as though he was in a
position of strength, to let those present reconsider themselves, their concepts, the hardness of their
hearts, and their uncircumcised ears, in order not to appear as opponents to the Holy Spirit like their
fathers (Acts 7.51).

He invited them to lift themselves up together with him, as though to heaven, to see by a spiritual
eye, the law, the prophets, the temple, and all the rites of worship, to see in Jesus Christ, the origin of
history, and the source of salvation, so as not to fill up the measure of their fathers, the opponents of the
divine truth.

If this speech is addressed to the Jewish leaderships, full of hatred toward Jesus the Lord of glory
and His Church, it is also indirectly addressed to the believers of Jewish origin, who were still unable to
set themselves free of the literality of the law and the Jewish rites. It was a speech that he gave during
the last moments of his life on earth, to correct the path of the Church of the circumcised, not to be
preoccupied by the letter of the law, and not to be attached to the temple of Jerusalem.

1- The Lord of glory appearing to Abraham in a heathen land

1-10
2- Jacob, father of the tribes, going down to Egypt 11 19
3- Moses brought up in Pharaoh’s palace. 20-29
4- The burning bush and the holy ground 30-36
5- Their fathers’ opposition to Moses 37-43
6- The tabernacle of witness in the wilderness 44 - 45
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7- God does not dwell in temples made with hands 46 — 50
8- Their fathers persecuted the prophets, and did not keep the law

51-53
9- The open heaven 54 - 56
10- The martyrdom of Stephen 57-60.

1- THE LORD OF GLORY APPEARING TO ABRAHAM IN A HEATHEN LAND

“Then the high priest said, ‘Are these things so”’ (Acts 7.1).

The high priest demonstrated some kind of justice, in giving the chance to Stephen to defend
himself against the accusations directed to him. He probably expected the saint to use that chance to
reconsider his thoughts to avoid death by stoning.

Caiaphas the high priest, in his authority as the head of the Sanhedrin, asked the accused about
the charges directed against him, concerning the destruction of the temple, and the opposition to the law.
He probably wished to catch out of his mouth a word that would justify the previous verdict by the
Sanhedrin against Jesus, condemning Him to death. He probably wished for something to keep the
people from protesting against the crucifixion of Jesus and the stoning of Stephen.

The question of the chief priest meant: “Having heard the charges directed against you, Are you
guilty or not?" St. Stephen responded by a prolonged defense, characterized by the following:

1- His answer concentrated directly on the points of accusation in a clearly defined way.

2- His defense revealed his deep knowledge of the Scriptures and the Jewish tradition.

3- What he believed in and preached was but a living and a spiritual extension of the path of the
fathers, and the history of salvation that goes according to God’s plan, as proclaimed by the fathers and
the prophets.

4- Intending to answer their accusations, he paraded their history from the beginning, revealing
God’s exalted compassion in His relationship with His people, and how the people reacted to that divine
love with persistent denial and murmur along the generations. Having consummated the cup of their
evil, they brought themselves down under the fruit of the rebellion, and deprived themselves of God’s
mercies.

5- Going through the Holy Books, he clarified that God’s Church or God’s people did not start
with the Hebrews or the land of Canaan, but He had faithful believers in other regions before the
building of the temple. It is therefore not strange to seek for Himself a people in the world as a whole.

“And he said, ‘Men and brethren and fathers, listen: the God of glory appeared to our father
Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Haran” (Acts 7.2).

Despite the intense hatred they had shown, Stephen showed them great compassion, and
addressed them with respect and reverence, yet with no hypocrisy. He spoke to them as one of their own,
calling them ‘Brethren and fathers’.

319



Stephen’s address came as a historical record, with a deep Theological concept that bears a
testimony to the Lord Christ and His gospel, and not a defense of himself. He divided his defense into
three stages:

The first stage: The time of the Patriarch [2 to 16].

The second stage: The time of Moses and the prophets [17 to 43].

The third stage: Between the tabernacle and the temple [44 to 50].

In this record, he demonstrated the following facts:

1- God blessed their fathers when they were not in Palestine or Canaan, in particular Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob.

2- The people of Israel were not bound, throughout history, to worshipping in the temple, until
the time of Solomon.

3- Even after the temple was built, it did not keep Israel from rebelling against God.

It is as though Stephen intended to confirm that there is what is greater than the earthly Canaan,
and the temple of Jerusalem; that is, the enjoyment of reconciliation with God, through the promised
Messiah.

“Men and brethren and fathers”: He addressed the elders of the congregation as brethren, and
the priests and the chief priest as fathers.

“Listen”: He speaks with the spirit of strength, proclaiming the word of God, to which they
should listen.

“The God of glory”: so he called God, to confirm that he is no blasphemer as they claimed.

He started by the call to Abraham to get out of Ur the land of the Chaldeans, to be dedicated to
God, qualified to gain the divine promises and to become a father of men of the Old Testament. “When
he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Haran”: as God wishes to encounter the believers
wherever they are. He did not appear to Abraham in Jerusalem, in the tabernacle, or in the temple, but in
Mesopotamia, in Ur of the Chaldeans (Gen. 15.7, 11.31-32; Neh. 9.7).

Here he calls God “The God of glory”. If Moses’ face shone through the reflection of God’s
glory on it, The God of glory also shone on Abraham, the father of fathers, before the provision of the
law, in a heathen land. He then shone with His glory on Moses the Recipient of the law, and then, it
shone on Stephen in the era of grace. God is as He always is, yesterday, today, and forever, who desires
to shine with His glory in all eras, and on all mankind. He does not limit Himself to a certain place or to
a certain people.

+¢ "Both the temple was not, and sacrifice was not, and yet a vision of God was vouchsafed to Abraham,
and yet had he Persians for his ancestors, and was in a strange land. And he does well at the
beginning of his speech to call Him, "the God of glory:" seeing that He has made them that are
without honor to be glorious. "Because" (says he) "it was He that made them glorious, He will make
us also." Observe how he leads them away from things of the body, from the place, in the first

320



instance, as the place was in question. "The God of glory," says he: implying again, that He needs not
the glory which comes from us, which comes by the Temple: for Himself is the Fountain thereof.
Think not, he would say, in this way to glorify Him"".

(St. John Chrysostom)

God’s call to Abraham came when he was among the heathens in Ur of the Chaldeans before
departing to the Promised Land. The divine call was to go first to Haran, to dwell for some time, and
from there to go to Canaan or Palestine.

He did not say “He came to this land in which you now dwell”, but said,”And from there, He
moved him to this land”, As though God set forth, carrying him on His arms, from Haran to the
Promised Land. It was a divine gift and a divine promise executed by God Himself.

God, who carried Abraham to this land, because of his practical faith and obedience, is He, who
expels now his children through their lack of faith and their rebellion. Stephen, as a son of Abraham, by
faith enjoyed the heavenly Canaan, whereas the opponents of faith would be expelled from the earthly
Canaan, as well as the heavenly one, even though they considered themselves children of Abraham.

“And said to him, ‘Get out of your country and your relatives, and come to the land that I will
show you” (Acts 7.3).

Abraham presented the strongest example of faith (Heb. 11.8-9), a living portrait of the
simplicity of trust in God. If Abraham, in faith, got out of his country, his relatives, and his fathers
house, to set forth to somewhere of which he knew nothing, It was fitting for the children of Abraham
not to connect to a temporal thing in a literal way, as for instance the flesh reference to Abraham, the
practice of Jewish customs, or being proud of the building of the temple.

Abraham got out to go to some land he knew nothing about its nature, nor the nature of its
inhabitants, with no army or weapons to support him, other than “the divine promise”.

St. Stephen used God’s call to Abraham to obey Him, and to get out of his land, his relatives, and
his father’s house, as though to say to them, ‘You are not like your father Abraham, as instead of
obedience, “you resist the Holy Spirit”’ (Acts 7.51).

“Then he came out of the land of the Chaldeans and dwelt in Haran. And from there, when
his father was dead, He