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Read Acts 8:1-8 (nlt)
1Saul was one of the witnesses, and he agreed completely with the killing of Stephen.

A great wave of persecution began that day, sweeping over the church in Jerusalem; and all the believers except the apostles were scattered through the regions of Judea and Samaria. 2(Some devout men came and buried Stephen with great mourning.) 3But Saul was going everywhere to destroy the church.  He went from house to house, dragging out both men and women to throw them into prison.

4But the believers who were scattered preached the Good News about Jesus wherever they went. 5Philip, for example, went to the city of Samaria and told the people there about the Messiah. 6Crowds listened intently to Philip because they were eager to hear his message and see the miraculous signs he did. 7Many evil spirits were cast out, screaming as they left their victims. And many who had been paralyzed or lame were healed. 8So there was great joy in that city.

Previously in Acts 2:43, we saw the young Jerusalem church described as enjoying the “favor of all people.”  How quickly things changed. With the testimony and subsequent martyrdom of Stephen, it seems like these followers of Christ had finally run afoul of the religious establishment.  A peaceful co-existence gave way to a forceful eviction.

But the dispersion of the Jerusalem church did not catch God off guard.  In fact, with the hindsight of history, we see that this was actually how Christianity began to spread.  This could not have happened, though, without the faithfulness of these early Christians.  As people were scattered, they continued to testify about Christ and the new life made possible through him.  In this way, the number of Christians flourished in spite of—or perhaps because of—the persecution.

You face trails every day.  Some are minor; others are life-altering.  There are two things to remember: First, God is not surprised by these trials; second, staying faithful to God in the midst of these trials will bring glory to God.  When we do this, we play a role in God’s work to redeem all trials for his good. God will bring us through difficult times.  When we remain a testimony to his greatness during trials, we show the world that God is worthy of being worshipped, obeyed, and followed.

In the passage we just read, we see that we’re entering a rough time for the young church in Jerusalem.  And while these Christians were persecuted and ultimately run from their homes, they kept their focus and hearts on God. Let’s see what we can learn from their experience.

1. Our trials and troubles don’t catch God off guard

· What is the most unexpected event that’s happened to you recently?  Why did you not expect it to happen, and what feelings did it evoke inside you?

Sophia shared about her grandmother getting cancer this year.  They questioned God, “Why?”, but her mom said that this situation really brought her close to God.

Seth shared that a friend from school committed suicide on Christmas Eve.  It really caused him to have compassion on others and feel for the victim, like the shooter at Newtown, Connecticut.  It also reminded him of the urgency of introducing others to the person and hope of Christ.   
· As you read verses 1 through 3 of this passage, what emotions do you experience? What thoughts might you have had if you’d been one of those Christians facing persecution and opposition?

· Why would God allow the early Christians in Jerusalem to experience persecution? (Consider what Jesus said in Matthew 10:16-26 and John 15:18-27 to 16:1-4) For that matter, why does God allow any Christian to experience trials and troubles? (Consider James 1:2-4 “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.  But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.”)  What does God want to accomplish in us through these moments of testing?  What does God want to accomplish in others through our testing?
· Knowing that God is aware of your trials, what encouragement does this give you in the midst of a low time?

Nothing takes God by surprise.  God knows the trials you go through, and God is faithful to walk with you through them.  If we know this, we can begin to see our trials as opportunities to be drawn closer to God and experience God’s protection and provision.  It’s not easy, but knowing that God is with us in our trials is a huge step toward coming out of them in a healthy way.
2. God creates good results out of bad circumstances

· What role does your attitude play in encountering tough times?  How important is it?
· This passage tells of how Christians left Jerusalem and moved elsewhere to escape persecution.  What if the Jerusalem church had never been scattered?  What if the church had stayed in Jerusalem?  How might that have affected the spread of Christianity?

It seems that God is always scattering His people.  He commanded Adam and Eve in Genesis 1:28 to “…be fruitful and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it…”.  When their descendants failed to obey that edict in Babel (Genesis 11:4-9), God took matters into His own hands and confused their language and “scattered them abroad over the face of ALL the earth.”  With so many people trying to congregate in big cities like New York City and New Orleans, the recent hurricanes Sandy and Katrina seemed to have displaced some people from there as well.  Something to think about as you consider where to live in the future and how to best take His presence and His message to all the earth (Matthew 28:19, Mark 16:15 “And He said to them, ‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature.”)  
· Throughout Scripture, we see God doing this over and over again: taking bad situations and bringing about good through them. How might this knowledge help you as you are dealing with a tough situation?

Romans 8:28 says “And we know that all things work together for the good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose.”  To whom does this promise apply to?  Does it give you more urgency to invite more people to love God and to embrace His purpose for their lives?  Otherwise all things may not necessarily work out for their good at all times.

· What words come to mind when you think about being driven forcibly from your home and family and possessions?

· Having an idea of what these Christians might have felt like, what does it say about their commitment to talking about Christ as they were scattered? After all, they were relatively new to their faith, and their faith in Jesus was the reason they were being persecuted.

We can’t control what happens to us, but we can control how we react.  When we stay faithful to God, we express the same faithfulness God has always shown to humanity and to us.  It is the only choice that truly honors God and gives us the right perspective in the long run.
3. Our responsibility is to trust God and remain faithful

· If you stay faithful to God in times of trial, praising Him, praying to Him, trusting Him to see you through, how does this play a role in working alongside God to redeem a bad situation?

· According to vs. 4, persecution and being scattered did not slow down Christians from preaching to Good News about Jesus whenever they went.  How can you going through your tough times be used by God to encourage others and to bring them to Christ?
· How do we see faithfulness demonstrated in verses 5 through 8?  Do you think people are more eager to hear your message when you go through struggles?  (As an analogy, consider Chen Guangcheng’s story and how everyone now is listening to his message: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/19/world/asia/chen-guangcheng-is-safe-in-new-york-but-thinks-of-china.html?_r=0 )
· What does it say to your friends about God when they see you trusting God in tough times?

· How might your faithfulness through a difficult situation open up the door in someone else’s life to be used by God as well?

· If you continue to trust God and remain faithful when things are going badly, what effect can that have on your relationship with God?

When your faith stays strong in the midst of a trial, you tell the world a few things.  First, you show God to be a real source of strength, not just a myth or a half-truth.  Second, you show others that God has the ability to bring us through tough times in a way that both delivers us and honors Him.  Third, you provide God rich soil in which to work His sovereign will.  When we stand firm and faithful, God can honor our faithfulness by using us to bring glory to Him.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Peter 4:12-19 (nlt)
12Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials you are going through, as if something strange were happening to you. 13Instead, be very glad—for these trials make you partners with Christ in his suffering, so that you will have the wonderful joy of seeing his glory when it is revealed to all the world.

14So be happy when you are insulted for being a Christian, for then the glorious Spirit of God rests upon you. 15If you suffer, however, it must not be for murder, stealing, making trouble, or prying into other people’s affairs. 16But it is no shame to suffer for being a Christian. Praise God for the privilege of being called by his name! 17For the time has come for judgment, and it must begin with God’s household. And if judgment begins with us, what terrible fate awaits those who have never obeyed God’s Good News? 18And also,

“If the righteous are barely saved, what will happen to godless sinners?”

19So if you are suffering in a manner that pleases God, keep on doing what is right, and trust your lives to the God who created you, for He will never fail you.

· Read 1 Peter 4:12-19. What are some specific ways Peter’s teaching in these verses differs from how our culture might say we ought to respond to suffering?
James 5:10-11 (nlt)
10For examples of patience in suffering, dear brothers and sisters, look at the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. 11We give great honor to those who endure under suffering. For instance, you know about Job, a man of great endurance.  You can see how the Lord was kind to him at the end, for the Lord is full of tenderness and mercy.

· Read James 5:10-11.  How does it make you feel knowing that people throughout history have walked with God through tough times?
· Look at verse 10.  Why would Christians honor other followers of Jesus who have endured and persevered through suffering?

· What can you learn from the example of those in the Bible?
· Are there people in your own life who can serve as models of staying true in the midst of trying circumstances?  What can you learn from their example?
APPLICATION

· When you are going through a tough time, how can you choose to respond—both good options and bad options?

· What can we do now that makes leaning on God easier when things get rough?
· How do we learn to look for the good in a bad situation and seek it out?  Is this something you can be aware of before bad situations strike?  Explain.
· In some parts of the world today, Christians face significant persecution.  They can lose their jobs or property or respect from family members—and in some places, they even face the threat of death.  How might we honor people who endure these circumstances, and how might we play a part in encouraging and helping them?
SUMMARY 

The dispersion of the Jerusalem Christians in Acts 8 marked an escalation of hostilities toward followers of Christ.  But God used these circumstances to advance the kingdom.  God still works in this way.  God uses us and our negative circumstances and creates something good.  All we have to be willing to do is look for those opportunities and make the best of them, as you discovered in this lesson.
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

But the believers who were scattered preached the Good News about Jesus wherever they went (Acts 8:4 NLT).
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