LESsON 9 *February 20-26

The Great Controversy and
the Early Church

SABBATH AFTERNOON

Read for This Week’s Study: 4cts 1:6-8, 2:5-12, Gen. 11:

1-9, Acts 4:1-30, 7:54, 10:12-29.

Memory Text: “When they saw the courage of Peter and John

and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were
astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus”
(Acts 4:13, NIV).

conceived opinions. The disciples took little notice of what Jesus

said if it did not fit in with their own ideas of who He should be.
Right up to the time of His ascension, the disciples still quizzed Jesus
about freeing Israel from the Romans.

It was only after 10 days of prayer and close fellowship in the pres-
ence of God that dominant preconceptions were finally beginning to
be replaced with the truth, and the disciples were ready to hear what
God told them. This paved the way for the incredible events at that first
Pentecost after the death of Jesus.

Of course, the church still faced many challenges, especially from
local religious leaders, some of whom were just as determined to stop
the church as they were to stop Jesus.

Thus, in this week’s lesson, we will see the great controversy played
out in different ways. We will see it manifested openly, as those in
power are inspired by Satan to repress the truth. But we will also see it
played out in a subtler but more crucial area: the human heart.

The greatest barrier Jesus faced with His followers was their pre-

* Study this week's lesson to prepare for Sabbath, February 27.
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The Beginning of a New Beginning

After His resurrection, Jesus spent 40 days meeting with the dis-
ciples to confirm the resurrection and to help them better understand
the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3, 1 Cor. 15:4-7). However, even as they
assembled, just before Jesus departed into the heavens, the thing upper-
most in their minds was whether or not this was the time for Jesus to
finally conquer the Romans (4cts 1:6).

Their own ideas of what should happen were so strong that they
simply did not listen to what Jesus had been saying to them. Even after
three and a half years of close instruction (the equivalent of a university
degree) from the best Teacher the world has ever known, the disciples
still had many wrong notions to unlearn.

Read Acts 1:6-8. In the face of such ignorance, how did Jesus answer?

Jesus focused on the real issue rather than wasting time trying to cor-
rect their every misunderstanding. The empowerment of the Holy Spirit
was far more important than political discussion.

After watching Jesus ascending into the clouds and disappearing, the
disciples noticed two men standing by them. The two men told them
that Jesus would return. Just as He was accepted into heaven as a con-
quering King, so He will come again as the King and Conqueror they
dreamed of when they asked Him about the restoration of the kingdom
to Israel. But that day will surpass even their greatest dreams—for He
will come as King of all creation, not just king of a piece of land in the
Middle East.

The eleven disciples returned to Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives,
their heads swimming with memories and their hearts glowing with the
truths revealed by Jesus (at least the ones they understood). But they
needed something more. Jesus told them to wait for a few days until the
Holy Spirit baptized them (Acts 1:4, 5), for though the enemy had been
defeated, he wasn’t done yet, and they would need power from on high
in order to do what Jesus had called them to do.

Read Acts 1:14. What was the major difference in how the dis-
ciples related to each other now, as compared to before, such as
seen in Matthew 20:20-24, and what message is there for us in
this change of attitude? In what ways can you put aside self in
order to prepare for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit?
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Pentecost

For ten days the followers of Jesus prayed, evaluated their experi-
ences with Jesus in the light of Scripture, showed humility and accep-
tance to each other, and finally allowed the Holy Spirit to impress the
truth upon them. Just as the Spirit hovered over the face of the waters at
the beginning of the Creation process, so, too, the Spirit of God hovered
over each of the disciples, appearing as divided tongues of fire on each
of them (4cts 2:2, 3). It was a new beginning, a new creation.

Read Acts 2:5-12. What is the significance of what happened as
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revealed in these texts? Compare it with Genesis 11:1-9.

Sometime after the Flood, the inhabitants of the earth decided to
build a tower that reached heaven (Gen. 11:1-9). To prevent them from
this arrogant and foolish endeavor (as well as the new evils they had
been devising, Gen. 11:5, 6), God confused their common language
and scattered them “over the face of all the earth” (Gen. 11:7-9, NKJV).

At Pentecost, God did the opposite. Here He could see a group of
people, not building a new tower of Babel, but who were ready to
proclaim the good news that evil would one day be forever banished.

People “from every nation under heaven” were in Jerusalem that
day (Acts 2:5, NKJV; compare the scattering at the tower of Babel),
and they gathered together in amazement as they each heard their own
language being spoken by the disciples (Acts 2:6-11).

Peter uses this as an opportunity to address them. He speaks of an
outpouring of the Holy Spirit preparing a people to meet God (Acts
2:17-21). He points out the Messiah’s true mission and rebukes them
for crucifying Him (Acts 2:23). They are “cut to the heart” (Acts 2:37,
NKJV), and 3,000 are baptized and join the disciples (Acts 2:41).

Some who had, under the inspiration of Satan, consented to the
death of Jesus were now, under the influence of the Holy Spirit,
converted to Jesus. What does this tell us of the power of God not
only to forgive the worst of sins but also to change the hardest of
hearts?
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Facing the Sadducees

Read Acts 4:1-30. How is the great controversy theme being manifested
here? In what ways is this just one example of how it has played out
all through history? How do we see Satan working here, and how
do we see the Lord working, as well?

“The priests and rulers saw that Christ was extolled above them. As
the Sadducees, who did not believe in a resurrection, heard the apostles
declaring that Christ had risen from the dead, they were enraged, real-
izing that if the apostles were allowed to preach a risen Saviour, and to
work miracles in His name, the doctrine that there would be no resur-
rection would be rejected by all, and the sect of the Sadducees would
soon become extinct.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 78.

What got these leaders especially upset was the healing that the Lord
did through Peter (see Acts 3:1-10). But, when confronted by these
leaders, the disciples didn’t waver. The priests were not expecting this
from “uneducated and untrained men” (Acts 4:13, NKJV). Sending the
disciples out of the room, they conferred among themselves, thinking
that if they commanded these men not to teach in the name of Jesus,
they would meekly comply (Acts 4:18). How wrong they were.

Instead, the disciples went back and joined the others, and together
they praised God (Acts 4:24). They prayed for more boldness and that
God would stretch out His hand for more healing (Acts 4:29, 30). They
did not need to wait long. Because of the disciples’ growing popularity,
people brought their sick out onto the streets to allow Peter’s passing
shadow to fall on them (Acts 5:15). Multitudes came from nearby
towns, and their sick were all healed (Acts 5:16).

All through here we can see the great controversy unfolding: unscru-
pulous leaders seeking to suppress truth; faithful people reading the
Scriptures and praying for divine power, sickness healed, and souls
won. Though things, at least on the surface, don’t always work out as
well as they did here, we must never forget how, ultimately, the great
controversy will play out, and the final victory that is ours because
what Jesus had accomplished for all humanity is certain.
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The Stoning of Stephen

The disciples weren’t the only ones to be confronted by the religious
establishment during the earliest days of the church. Stephen, who was
filled with “faith and power, [and] did great wonders and signs among
the people” (Acts 6:8, NKJV), was brought before them. His witness
was so compelling, in fact, that his opponents manufactured false and
incriminating stories against him, for which he was dragged before the
council (Acts 6:9-14).

Acts 7:2-53, Stephen gives a powerful message to those who accused
him. Read Acts 7:54, which says they were “cut to the heart”; that
is, they were convicted by his words. In Acts 2:37-41, after hearing
Peter make a similar accusation, others also were convicted. What
was the difference in response to conviction, and what does that tell
us about how crucial a surrendered heart before God is?

The apostles had so far gotten away with challenging the leaders,
but when Stephen tried to do the same, he was killed by an angry mob.
Stephen’s death marked the beginning of a concerted effort by Satan to
wipe out the new movement. Up until this point, the followers of Jesus had
been harassed and threatened, but Stephen was the first one to be killed.

But what did they expect? If Satan could inspire some leaders to
execute Jesus, His followers certainly should not have expected any
less for themselves.

Of course, all through the great controversy the Lord would, time and
time again, bring victory out of what often seemed like defeat. It was
no different here.

“After the death of Stephen, Saul was elected a member of the
Sanhedrin council in consideration of the part he had acted on that
occasion. For a time he was a mighty instrument in the hands of Satan
to carry out his rebellion against the Son of God. But soon this relent-
less persecutor was to be employed in building up the church that he
was now tearing down. A Mightier than Satan had chosen Saul to
take the place of the martyred Stephen, to preach and suffer for His
name, and to spread far and wide the tidings of salvation through His
blood.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 102.

Sometimes we see the good that arises from what’s obviously evil.
That’s great. What do we do, though, when we don’t see any good
arise from evil but, in fact, only more evil?
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Changing Attitudes

The disciples not only struggled with preconceived ideas that kept
them from understanding what Jesus taught them, but they also shared
national prejudices. One example of this is the story of the Samaritan
woman from whom Jesus asked a drink of water. The disciples were
surprised that He even spoke to the woman (John 4:27, NKJV).

National prejudices also came to the fore in the account of Cornelius,
a Roman centurion based in Caesarea. Cornelius was “a devout man
and one who feared God” (Acts 10:2, NKJV) and highly respected by
the local people (Acts 10:22). An angel instructed him to send for Peter
in Joppa (Acts 10:22, see also Acts 10:3-8).

Meanwhile, in Joppa, Peter goes up to the rooftop to pray (4cts 10:9).
With shelter from the sun and the cool sea breezes, he relaxes and
begins to feel hungry, and while waiting for his hosts to prepare lunch
he sees a strange vision. Heaven opens and something like a huge sheet
tied at the four corners is let down. Inside the cloth is an assortment of
creatures that he regards as either polluted or “unclean” and from which
he is told to kill and eat (Acts 10:11-14).

What was Peter’s reaction when he was told to eat “unclean” food, and
what did the vision mean? Acts 10:12-29.

In this vision God teaches Peter an important lesson. Some people
today think that this is the time when God changes the human diet to
allow people to eat whatever they like. That is not what Peter receives
from the vision. First he wonders what it means; it is not at first obvious
(Acts 10:17). When Cornelius’s men arrive and explain their mission,
Peter feels compelled to return with them (Acts 10:22, 23). When Peter
meets Cornelius, he is able to tell Cornelius the meaning of the vision.
Christ is the Savior of all the world. Gentiles, too, are precious souls
for whom Christ died (Acts 10:34—48).

Peter was learning a lesson that we all, still, need to learn. In Christ all
barriers have been torn down and the distinction between Jew and Gentile,
between all people, no longer exists, “but in every nation he that feareth
him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted with him” (Acts 10:35).

It’s nice to believe that we are all one in Christ; that’s what the
Bible teaches. Unfortunately, even in the church that’s not always
how we feel in our hearts, is it? First, how can we recognize the
prejudices that we hold, and, second, in the power of God, how
can we be purged of those prejudices?
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Further Thought: Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky wrote about

Jesus returning to the earth, but not as predicted in the Bible. Instead,
in this made-up story, Jesus returned at the height of the Inquisition,
when religious leaders used their power for evil. The Grand Inquisitor
had Jesus, who came as a humble peasant, arrested and thrown in a
dungeon. That night he visited Jesus in jail and castigated Him for giv-
ing humans freedom. “Instead of taking men’s freedom from them,”
he declares, “Thou didst make it greater than ever! Didst Thou forget
that man prefers peace, and even death, to freedom of choice in the
knowledge of good and evil? Nothing is more seductive for man than
his freedom of conscience, but nothing is a greater cause of suffering.”
Despite his audacity and cynicism, the cleric has a point. Look at what
humans have done with their freedom. Pain, evil, sin, suffering, death—
all have arisen from freedom, or from the abuse of it. But God created
us as loving beings, and the only way we could love is if we were cre-
ated free. So much of how the great controversy plays out in this world
is impacted by what people have done and still do with the sacred but
very costly gift (the Cross reveals the cost) of freedom. As we saw this
week, some, when confronted with the gospel, repented and gave their
hearts to Jesus; others, when confronted with it, murdered the messen-
ger. Freedom is a precious gift, but we need to be so careful about what
we do with it.

Discussion Questions:
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© No question, the New Testament emphasizes the oneness that
we have in Christ. This is a very powerful idea, one that was
revolutionary in its time. Unfortunately, even now in the 21st cen-
tury, one of the greatest evils that still exists is ethnic, racial, and
national prejudice. Only God knows the full extent of what this
evil has wrought. And though we expect this in the world, what
about the church, even our own church? How is it manifested?
Why is this kind of attitude so contradictory to the most basic and
fundamental teaching of the gospel?

@ At times we all feel convicted by the Holy Spirit. How do you
respond when that conviction comes? It’s in the heart that the
great controversy truly rages. How do the choices you make when
convicted by the Spirit reveal whose side you might be on?
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“Thais Is Your Last
Opportunity”: Part 2

The story thus far: Dorandina was a Satanist high priestess. She
performed rituals at night and was paid well to channel spirits and to
cast spells. Twice she received dreams of a man dressed in white, tell-
ing Dorandina that God had a plan for her, but she always dismissed
the dream. After becoming very ill, Dorandina ended up at the hospital
and fell into a coma.

When I awoke, I was sure that I had again dreamed about the man
dressed in white. He was beautiful: a light shone from his face. He said
to me, “This is the last opportunity you will be given. God has a plan
for your life.” The angel reached out and took my hand. He beckoned
me to follow him. I followed him up some steps.

I asked the man, “What do I need to do?”

The man told me to go to the Marcos Seventh-day Adventist Church.
“That is God’s church,” he said, “and the people there follow Him.” His
voice was soft and full of love. I kissed the man’s hand, and then he
disappeared.

During the two weeks that I stayed in the hospital, I thought a lot
about what I had seen in the dream. I decided that as soon as I was
strong enough I would find the Marcos Adventist Church. I did not
know anything about the church or this denomination, except that it
met on Saturday.

I told my husband about my dreams and the man’s command to visit
this church. He warned me to stay away from the church, but as soon
as [ was able, I slipped out of the house very early on Saturday morn-
ing and went to the church, but the gate was locked. I waited for two
hours by the gate in front of the church. At 8:00 A.M. a man opened
the church gate. He invited me in to join the Sabbath School teachers’
class that was starting soon.

Inside the church he introduced me to a woman who made me feel
welcome. After the teachers’ class ended, she took me to the audito-
rium for Sabbath School and introduced me to the Bible worker. She
greeted me warmly and offered to come to my home and help me learn
more about God. I was delighted to have her come to my home, the
home I had purchased with the devil’s money.

To be continued in next week's Inside Story.
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