
Life in the Early Church:
Recapturing the Spirit

What the Acts of  the Apostles 
Can Teach Our Parish Today



Today’s Class is … 

1. A Theological and Scriptural Introduction to the 
Formation and Spiritual Life of the Early Church

2. Listening primarily to two inspired voices →
o St. Luke in Acts of the Apostles

o St. Paul in 1, 2 Corinthians and Romans 8

3. Views the “Holy Spirit as the primary agent of 
evangelization” Pope Paul VI, US Bishops



Acts of the Apostles:
“The Gospel of the Holy Spirit”

“But you will receive power
when the holy Spirit comes 
upon you, and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, 
throughout Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of 
the earth.”  Acts 1:8



“In the beginning…”

• Pentecost – “Then there appeared to them tongues 
as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each 
one… and they were all filled with the holy Spirit… 
They were all astounded and bewildered and said 
‘What does this mean?’ Acts 2:3,13

• Reconnecting to our roots can foster 
“dangerous memories”



Part 1: Ten Insights from Acts that will 
speak to us today about Our Parishes

Can You 
Envision 
these 
Insights 
Active at 
Your Parish?



1. Embrace the Power of the Resurrection

• “With great power the apostles bore witness 
to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus”  Acts 4:33

• Vindicated Jesus’ claims as messiah

• Death has been triumphed over

• Affirms a new logic: strength in weakness



2. The Holy Spirit is directing the Divine 
Plan of Salvation

• Peter: “This man [Jesus], delivered up by the set plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you killed, using lawless men to 
crucify him” Acts 2:23

• The Lord to Ananias about Paul: “… this man is a chosen 
instrument of mine to carry my name before Gentiles, kings 
and Israelites”  Acts 9:15

• Gamaliel principle – Acts 5:38-39



3. Collaboration in Discerning God’s Plan

• The Council of Jerusalem (c. 49 AD) – Acts 15

• Lk enables us to see the early Church reaching a key decision 
by articulating its faith through a process of discernment of 
God’s activity (James cites Amos)

• Fundamental principle Lk offers: Church’s responsibility is not 
to dictate God’s action but to discern it, and not to close the 
Scriptures to further interpretation but to open them

• Lk sees conflict/debate as legitimate and maybe even 
necessary in ecclesial discernment (cf. Galatians 2)



4. Change Can Happen When We Listen to 
the Holy Spirit 

• Paul’s “conversion” – Acts 9, 22, 26

• Peter’s Speeches – Acts 2, 3, 9

• Peter and Cornelius – Acts 10

• Peter: “You know that it is unlawful for a Jewish man 
to associate with or visit a Gentile, but God has 
shown me that I should not call any person profane 
or unclean” Acts 10:28



5. Help in Discerning the Way is Available

• Philip and the Eunuch – Acts 8

• 7 “Deacons” appointed – Acts 6

• Apollos, Priscilla and Aquila – Acts 18



6. Discipleship is a Journey

• Journey to Jerusalem – Lk 9-19

• Road to Emmaus – Lk 24

• Acts 1:8 – “…witnesses in Jerusalem, throughout Judea and 
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

• Paul’s 3 missionary trips



7. Reconnect with the Paschal Mystery

• The journey to 
Emmaus – Lk 24

• Acts 12:25, 15:2, 
19:21, 20:16, 21:13, 
25:1 portray return 
trips to Jerusalem –
for Lk a symbol of 
Jesus’ dying and rising



8. Discipleship involves the Cross

• “On that day there broke out a 
severe persecution of the 
church in Jerusalem…” 

Acts 8:3

• Stephen, James killed; Peter, 
John, Paul, Barnabas, Silas 
threatened, arrested, beaten



9. True Church

Acts 2:42-47 – “They 
devoted themselves to the 
teaching of the apostles 
and to the communal life, 
to the breaking of the 
bread…”

• Kerygma/Word

• Leitourgia/Worship

• Koinonia/Community

• Diakonoia/Service



10. Evangelization is Essential

• Paul’s missionary journeys – Acts 13, 15, 18

• “Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel” 1 Cor

9:16

• Paul at the Areopagus – Acts 17

• “Paul received all who came to him, and with 
complete assurance and without hindrance he 
proclaimed the kingdom of God and taught 
about the Lord Jesus Christ – Acts 28:31



Questions to Consider…

1. How do you experience the power of the 
Resurrection at Your Parish? (Both personally and 
as a community of faith)

2. Where do you witness the Holy Spirit active in the 
discernment of God’s Plan for Your Parish?

3. What resources can aid Your Parish in its self-
reflection?



4. What challenges to fulfilling God’s plan do you 
foresee? How should you best deal with them?

5. If True Church is built on Word, Worship, Community 
and Service; articulate how these are actively present at St. 
James today. How can they have a stronger presence?

6. How can Your Parish have a more powerful outreach 
in sharing the Good News of Jesus with others?



Part 2:

St. Paul
God’s “chosen instrument” 

Acts 9:15

“I hold you in my heart, you who are 
all partners with me in grace”  

Phil 1:7



1. 2. 

3. 

4.



1 Corinthians  9:19 

Although I am free in regard to all, I have made myself a slave to all so as to 
win over as many as possible. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew to win 
over Jews; to those under the law I became like one under the law—
though I myself am not under the law—to win over those under the law. 
21 To those outside the law I became like one outside the law—though I 
am not outside God’s law but within the law of Christ—to win over those 
outside the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, to win over the weak. I 
have become all things to all, to save at least some. 23 All this I do for the 
sake of the gospel, so that I too may have a share in it. 

24 Do you not know that the runners in the stadium all run in the race, but 
only one wins the prize? Run so as to win. 25 Every athlete exercises 
discipline in every way. They do it to win a perishable crown, but we an 
imperishable one. 26 Thus I do not run aimlessly; I do not fight as if I were 
shadowboxing. 27 No, I drive my body and train it, for fear that, after 
having preached to others, I myself should be disqualified.



The value of 1 Corinthians

“One cannot read 1 Cor w/o being grateful to Paul for 
enriching us at so many points. It is here that we have 
the oldest account of the Lord’s Supper and of Jesus’ 
resurrection, the hymn to love, and a considerable 
body of practical counsel still worth pondering – not to 
mention P’s own theological insight. Without 1 Cor our 
knowledge of earliest Christianity would be immensely 

poorer…”

Leander Keck, The New Testament Experience of Faith



Issues in Corinth

• Disunity / factions

• Lawsuits against fellow-believers

• Sexual immorality

• Eating meat offered to idols

• Conduct at Eucharist

• Spiritual elitism

• Jerusalem Fund

• Critics of Paul’s leadership

• Confusion about Resurrection of the Body



1. Paul was a Diaspora Jew



Brief Overview of St. Paul’s Life

1. “Paul of Tarsus, educated in the Greek tradition, a Diaspora Jew with 

Pharisaic training, of the tribe of Benjamin, former persecutor of the 

Christian church, 

2. had a ‘religious experience’:  he received a revelation of Jesus Christ which 

he associated with his call to become apostle to the Gentiles.  

3. He became a Christian missionary who was especially equipped by his 

background and training to communicate his gospel to the non-Jewish 

inhabitants of the Roman Empire.  



4. With zeal he planted house-churches in the major urban centers of 
Asia Minor and Macedonia-Greece.  Although he would stay for a 
short period, we mainly catch glimpses of him on the move, as he 
established a small community where none had existed, or on his 
travels.  

5. He usually supported himself as a tentmaker.  

6. Often he encountered opposition from political authorities and 
religious opponents.  

7. He stayed in touch with his communities and nurtured them 
primarily through letters.”

-- from The New Testament – An Introduction by Perrin + Duling



2. Paul’s World of Meaning

• Creation – good, ordered, Spirit of God

• Adam – sin, disorder, death, chaos

• Exodus + Covenant + Law – “my people” / sin

• Kings + David – “my son” / sin

• Exile

• OT Prophets – God will rule supreme, evil will be 
defeated, righteous will be rewarded



Prophetic Mindset in the OT

Day of 
the 

Lord
Age to 
come

Present 
age

Sin, death, evil resurrection of dead, life, 

justice 



3. Paul experienced the Risen Christ



Coming of the Son of Man in the NT

Present Age
Age to 
Come

Life, Death and Resurrection of Jesus Christ

Day of the 

Lord / ‘the 

already but not 

yet’



Acts/Luke vs. Letters/Paul

• Acts 9, 22, 26

• Graphic, memorable

• Paul’s vocation

• “persecute me”

• “a revelation of Jesus 
Christ” – Gal 1:12

• “appeared to me”  – 1 

Cor 15:8

• “knowing Jesus Christ 
my Lord” – Phil 3:8

• “heard ineffable things” 
– 2 Cor 12:4

• “Christ lives in me” – Gal 

2:20



4. What Christ did for us

• Justified – Rom 3:21-28

• Liberated – Gal 5:1,13

• Sacrificed – 1 Cor 5:7

• Saved – Rom 1:16

• Sanctified - 1 Cor 1:30

• Reconciled – 2 Cor 5:17-21

• Transformed – 2 Cor 3:18

• Redeemed – Gal 4:5

• Expiation – Rom 3:25

• New creation – 2 Cor 5:17



Paul’s Guiding Principle:
‘Justification by grace through faith’

• Law / Torah → 613 precepts – “in righteousness based on the 

Law I was blameless” – Phil 3:6

• The Law – “holy, just and good” - Rom 7:14

• “could not give life” – Gal 3:21,   “obsolete” – Rom 7:6

• “a person is justified by faith apart from works of the Law –
Rom 3:28

• “For by grace you have been saved through faith… it is not 

from works – Eph 2:8

• “for if justification comes through the Law, then Christ died for 

nothing” – Gal 2:21



5. Paul felt compelled to preach the gospel

• “Woe to me if I do not 
preach the gospel” – 1 
Cor 9:16

• Jesus is Lord – Rom 10:9

• “I have become all things 
to all” – 1 Cor 9

• Proclaim him to the 
Gentiles – Gal 1:16

• “beaten with rods” – 2 
Cor 11

• How do you / we proclaim 
the gospel?



6. Paul founded + cared for Churches



Paul as Leader

• House churches – Philemon 1-2, 1 Cor 16:19

• “daily pressure… anxiety – 2 Cor 11:28

• “nursing mother” “father” – 1 Thes 2:7, 11

• “working night and day” – 1 Thes 2:9

• “worked harder than all” – 1 Cor 15:10

• “Imitate me” – 1 Cor 11:1, 4:16, Phil 3:17, 2 Cor 4:5

• “I am afraid on your account that perhaps I have 
labored for you in vain” – Gal 4:11

• “I hold you in my heart, you who are all partners with 
me in grace” – Phil 1:7







7. Paul Communicated with Letters

• 13 letters – “occasional” + varied

• Pre-Gospels – c. 51-58

• Difficult? – 2 Peter 3:15, easy? 2 Cor 1:13

• “severe + forceful” – 2 Cor 10:10

• authorship – undisputed (Rom, 1+2 Cor, Gal, 1 Thes, Phil, Phlm)  

deutero-pauline – (Col, Eph, 2 Thes), non-Pauline – (1+2 Tim, 

Titus), 

• “composite letters” – (2 Cor, Phil)

• Writing process



Letter Structure

• Introduction
- Sender + identifier

- Addressee

- Greeting – grace and peace

• Thanksgiving

• Body

• Exhortation

• Conclusion
- Travel plans

- Greetings

- Benediction



8. The Church is the Body of Christ

• “In one Spirit we were all baptized into one Body… if one part 
suffers, all parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts 
share its joy”– 1 Cor 12:13,26

• Gifts of the Spirit – “for building up the church” – 1 Cor 12-14 

• Problems at Eucharist – 1 Cor 11

• Jerusalem fund

• How well do we maintain the integrity of the Church as the Body of 
Christ?



9. A Life of Holiness

• Faith / Works? – “paranesis” 1 Thes 5:14-22

• Baptism: Dying / rising with Christ – Rom 6:3-5

• “the mind of Christ” – 1 Cor 2:16, Gal 2:20

• Life in the Spirit – Rom 8 “conformed to the image of 

Christ” (8:29)

• “Ministers of a new covenant, not of letter but of 

spirit” – 2 Cor 3:6

• Whoever is in Christ is a new creation” 2 Cor 5:17



10. Paul and Women

• “I do not permit a woman to teach or have authority over a 

man. She must be quiet….” 1 Tim 2:9-15

• “… there is not male or female, all are one in Christ” Gal 

3:28

• Phoebe, (“a minister of the church” “benefactor” Rom 16) Priscilla

(“coworker in Christ” (Rom 16:3) Lydia (Acts 16), Junia (fellow prisoner, 

Rom 16:7) Euodia, Syntyche (struggled at my side to promote the 

gospel” Phil 4:2-3)



Issues in Corinth

• Disunity / factions

• Lawsuits against fellow-believers

• Sexual immorality

• Eating meat offered to idols

• Conduct at Eucharist

• Spiritual elitism

• Jerusalem Fund

• Critics of Paul’s leadership

• Confusion about Resurrection of the Body



NT 2 Assignment Question

Write a Pauline-type letter to a faith community that you are familiar 
with (e.g. your parish, prayer group, fellow-ministers, pastoral council, 
parish staff, perhaps another Christian denomination or sect, K. of C., 
etc.).  Please try to emulate the format that Paul used in his letters. In 
this letter include the following features as Paul did:
• problems/concerns that you hear of/see in the community
• effective spiritual advice and theological rationale for each of your 

directives

N.B.  This exercise in emulating Paul’s style and method of theologizing 
is not intended to be critical of individual Christians.  Every community 
has various issues and problems and could use some prophetic 
guidance.  Also, Paul’s approach was always very practical and 
problem-centered.  If you find this assignment overly critical, please 
feel free to create a fictional situation.

Email to JMcgrath02@gmail.com

mailto:JMcgrath02@gmail.com


St. Paul’s Basic Theological Principles

1. Power of the Resurrection / Presence of the Life 
Giving Spirit

2. Unity of Body of Christ / Christian Community

3. Paradoxes

- strength/weakness

- wisdom/foolishness

4.  Pastoral Leadership



1. Power of the Resurrection & 
Presence of the Life Giving Spirit

• “With great power the apostles bore witness to the power of the 
resurrection” Acts 4:33

• “Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed” 1 C 5:7

• “if Christ has not been raised, our faith is in vain” 1 C 15:17

• “we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord” 2 C 4:5

• “the last Adam [Christ] has become a life giving Spirit”  1 C 15:45

• God has put his seal upon us and given the Spirit in our hearts as 
a first installment” 2 C 1:22

• “Behold, now is the day of salvation” 2 C 6:2



2. Unity of the Body of Christ / 
Christian Community

• “there is immorality among you… you are inflated with pride, 
your boasting is not appropriate”  1 C 5:1,2,6

• “we, though many, are one body, for we all partake of the same 
loaf”   1 C 10:17

• “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body… if one part 
suffers…”  1 C 12:13, 26

• “Love is patient, kind…”   1 C 13

• Spiritual gifts… to build up”  1 C 14

• “one body, Spirit, Lord, faith, baptism, God & Father of all…”   Eph 
4:4-5



3. Paradoxes

• “Has not God made the wisdom of the world foolish?”       
1 C 1:20

• The wisdom of the world is foolishness in the eyes of 
God” 1 C 3: 19

• “the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom and 
the weakness of God is stronger than human strength”     
1 C 1:25

• I will boast gladly of my weaknesses in order that the 
power of Christ may dwell with me… for when I am weak, 
then I am strong”  2 C 12:9-10



“We preach Christ crucified” 
1 Cor 1:23



4. Pastoral Leadership

• “I have made myself a slave to all so as to win over as 
many as possible” 1 C 9:19

• “I planted, Apollos watered, but God caused the 
growth” 1 C 3:6

• “We are God’s co-workers” 1 C 3:9

• “We are fools on Christ’s account… when ridiculed 
we bless, when persecuted we endure, when 
slandered we respond gently. We have become like 
the world’s rubbish, the scum of all” 1 C 4:10-13



• “we are treated as deceivers and yet are truthful  2 C 

6:3-11

• “five times… I received 40 lashes…” 2 C 11:24

• “we do not preach ourselves but Jesus Christ as Lord 
and ourselves as your slaves for the sake of Jesus” 2 C 

4:5

• “woe to me if I do not preach the gospel” 1 C 9:16

• “I have become all things to all, to save at least some” 
1 C 9:22

• “be imitators of me” 1 C 4:16, 11:1



Closing Prayer
O Lord Jesus, as St. Paul was converted 

to you, continue to convert many 
again.

As Paul responded to your call, call 
new ministers to the service of the 
Church.

As Paul preached the truth of your 
Gospel, call us to sound doctrine 
and righteous living.

As Paul taught the life of the Spirit, give 
us an outpouring of the Holy Spirit, 
a renewal of charisms, and unity 
within the Church.

All for your glory, for you, Jesus, are 
Lord , forever and ever. Amen



Reading Suggestions

• 101 Questions and Answers 
on Paul – Fr. Ronald 
Witherup

• What Saint Paul Really Said
– N.T. Wright

• Apostle of the Crucified 
Lord – Michael Gorman

• Praying With Paul – Fr. John 
Cameron OP, Magnificat


