Acts of the Apostles.
1. Introduction – The longest book in the NT telling the story of the growth of the Christian church both geographically and ethnically - from rural Palestine to the urban Greco-Roman world and finally to Rome itself. It is a unique book in the canon of the NT and provides a link between the Gospels and the Letters. 

a. Author 
i. Second part of a two volume work (1.1) - compare the overlap between the ending of Luke’s Gospel (Luke 24.44-53) and the beginning of Acts (1.1-11) and try to identify the themes that Luke will cover in the rest of the book.

ii. There is a continuity of language, style and theology. 

iii. The “we” passages (16.10-17; 20.5-15; 21.1-18; 27.1-28.16) indicate that the author was an eye-witness to some parts. (but be aware of the objections, especially the different picture of Paul in Acts when compared with that of Paul from his own letters). 

iv. From the second half of the second century Luke/Acts has been associated with “the beloved Physician” (Col. 4.14) and Paul’s “fellow worker” (Philemon 24). (look up the “Muratorian Canon”)

b. Date – Acts ends with Paul waiting trial in Rome. He was sent by Festus who was procurator of Judea from 60-62 CE. It is believed that Paul was executed during the persecution of Christians by Nero around 64 CE. If Acts was written after then, why is Paul’s death not recorded? But Acts was written after Luke’s Gospel which is believed to have been written after the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE. Most would now date Acts in the 80s

c. Title – Called Acts of the Apostles by mid second century.

d. Genre – It doesn’t seem to fall neatly into any one type. It’s written in a narrative style clearly aimed at a wide variety of readership despite the opening dedication. It has components of a history and is pretty accurate with respect to aspects of Roman civil structures and legal proceedings. Some have concluded that it is more like a technical work (Loveday Alexander). 


2. Purpose – “So that you may know the truth concerning the things about which you have been instructed” (Luke 1.4). Acts 1.1 reminds the reader that he is beginning volume two of “an orderly account” but now the principle focus is on the spread and nature of the Christian Church that Jesus’ death, resurrection and exaltation make possible. Key themes are the inclusion of Gentiles and the role of the Holy Spirit.

a. Theological - God is in control and it is God’s overall plan that is being worked out. 

i. The Christian church is the true fulfilment of God’s overall plan from the beginning. It is first addressed to the Jews of Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria (1.8) but the ultimate aim is “to the ends of the earth” and the most significant event is the incorporation of the Gentiles. What is happening has all been foretold in scripture: look at Peter’s Pentecost sermon (2.14-36); Stephen’s address to the council (7.1-53); Paul’s sermon in the synagogue at Pisidian Antioch (13.16-41) and even the move to the Gentiles (13.44-49)

ii. At strategic points in the text he includes summary phrases about the growth of the church using phrases such as “the word of God; the word of the Lord; the Kingdom of God” (look at 6.7; 9.31; 12.24; 16.5; 19.20; 28.30). This is God at work. But do the Apostles always get it right? See later.

iii. The Holy Spirit provides the power and direction. The disciples are to wait for the promised power and only then to begin their roles as witnesses. (1.4-5; 8; 2.2 etc). That power was clearly evident in the transformed disciples (contrast the Peter of Acts with the Peter in the courtyard of the High Priest following Jesus’ arrest) and in the signs and wonders they were able to do. Being filled with the Holy Spirit was the clear physical evidence of God’s acceptance – read what happened to Cornelius and his family (and to Peter and his companions!) as they listened to Peter (10.44-48) and Peters’ account to the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem (11.15-18 – “the Holy Spirit fell on them just as it had upon us at the beginning”.  Ananias tells Paul that he was sent by Jesus so that he may regain his sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit (9.17). The Holy Spirit is so central to Acts that it has often been suggested that the book should be re-titled, “The Acts of the Holy Spirit”

b. Apologetic – Christians are peace loving, and as far as the Romans are concerned, are law-abiding. 

i. The Jewish leaders are responsible for Jesus’ death rather than the Romans – look at 3.13-14 and 7.51-53.

ii. Paul was innocent of the charges made and would have been released had he not appealed to Caesar (26.31-32). In fact none of the Roman officials who dealt with Paul found him doing anything unlawful and some of them trusted him (look at 13.7; 16.37-39; 27.3; 28, 16).

c. Historical 

i. To record how Christianity spread

ii. To set this in the context of the geography and practices of the Roman world.

iii. To record the unity of the church, the harmony of its leaders and the uniformity of its developing policies.

3. Structure/ Outline – Acts 1.8 has been seen by many as a brief contents summary and we can follow the spread of the Christian church through the witness of the Apostles from Jerusalem to Judea, Samaria, “and to the ends of the earth”.  Luke also provides summary statements of the spread of that witness (see above) and these serve to close one section and prepare for the next. But the transition is not sharp and scene is often set for the next section before the present one closes. An outline which roughly follows these and puts emphasis on the narrative flow is given by Loveday Alexander (Oxford Bible Commentary) and is the basis of that given below

Prelude (1.-26)


Introduction, ascension, and the election of Matthias to re-establish the twelve

Act 1: The Church in Jerusalem (2.1-7-60)


Pentecost (2.1-47)


Healing at the Temple Gate and the imprisonment of Peter and John (3.1-4.22)


The Spirit filled life of the church (4.23-5.16)


The Apostles on trial (5.17-42)

The appointment of the seven and the first Christian martyr, Stephen - the scene is set for the first 
expansion of the church from its base in Jerusalem. (6.1-7.50, notice the summary phrase (6.5))
Act 2:  The church is persecuted and scattered – Samaria to Antioch (8.1-12-25)


Philip’s ministry in Samaria and to the Ethiopian (8.1-40)

The call of Paul and on to Damascus (9.1-31) – the scene is set for expansion to the Gentiles (summary phrase 9.31)


More of the ministry of Peter (9.32-42)


Cornelius and his household – the inclusion of the Gentiles (10.1-11.18)


The Christian church at Antioch (11.19-30)

Back to Jerusalem and the death of James and the imprisonment and release of Peter (12.1-25, nb summary phrase
12.24 and also 12.17, “James the brother of Jesus” introduced).

Act 3: Paul’s missionary journeys (13.1-21.16)


First journey (13.1-14.28)


The Council of Jerusalem (15.1-35, nb role of James)

Second journey – through Macedonia and onto Greece (15.36-18.22, nb summary, 16.5)

Third journey - Ephesus, Macedonia and Greece (18.23-21.16, summary 19.20 and look ahead to Rome 19.21)

Act 4: Paul the prisoner (21.17- 28.31)


Imprisonment and trial in Jerusalem (21.17-23.22)


To Caesarea and trials before Felix, Festus and Agrippa (23.23- 26.32)


The eventful journey to Rome (27.1-28.16)


Paul in Rome (28.17-28.31)

4. Some issues for the church of today? So many turn to Acts for guidance (or justification!) about the behaviour and focus of the church. Does Acts give us a normative model we should strive to follow? Is it meant to provide a picture of the ideal church? Is the relevant teaching of Acts all that plain? It is all too easy to lift “teaching” from Acts out of context and give it an importance not reflected in the original setting. We need to try to keep Luke’s purpose firmly in mind. The following examples are by no means exhaustive.

a. The Church’s key purpose is mission. There is no question that the key aim of Luke in Acts is to record the spread of the gospel from its beginning in Jerusalem through the cities and provinces of present day Turkey, into Macedonia and Greece and finally onto Rome. The way Acts ends clearly anticipates a continuing process. It also emphasises a movement which begins from within Judaism but moves on to a predominantly Gentile focus.  A vision for the church of today which does not put mission as its chief priority misses the key point of Acts.

b. Focus of mission is proclaiming Jesus and in particular his resurrection (2.24-32; 4.8-12; 10.34-43; 13.16-42; 17.22-31; 26.2-23).

c. The power and direction of mission is from God. This is emphasised in the summary statements (see above) and in the constant references to the Holy Spirit. A particularly good example is the story of the conversion of Cornelius (10.1-11.18). Another is the way Luke describes how Paul is directed to Macedonia and onto Greece (16.6-10).  There are repeated direct references to God’s direction (e.g. 4.19; 5.39; 11.17-18; 11.21-22).

d. The church that goes it alone may well go wrong? A couple of examples:-
i. The church decided to choose Matthias to restore the Twelve but then we hear no more of him. But Jesus directly picks Paul who then becomes the key character in witnessing to “the ends of the earth” and becomes the principal figure in Luke’s account (notice that Luke give us three accounts of Paul’s calling, 9.1-22; 22.3-21; 26.2-23).  
ii. Another possible example is the choosing of “the seven” (6.1-6; nb not called “deacons”). They are chosen for administrative tasks but, from Luke’s account, God seems to have a different purpose in mind: two of them at least (Stephen and Philip) “preach the word” with great power. But notice that the seven have Greek names and Luke is preparing the way to describe how the Hellenists begin to spread the message outside Jerusalem.
e. The Christian life? Is the picture of the early church that Luke portrays one that that church of today should try to emulate (see 2.41-47; 3.32-35; 11.29-30)? These descriptions certainly challenge contemporary attitudes to relationships and to the appropriate use of wealth and power.
f. Church structure – It’s clear that Luke is not primarily (or even secondarily) concerned with how churches are structured. Yet he does give us some examples of how churches operated: the “multitude of disciples” chose the seven (6.2-5); at Antioch the leaders (“prophets and teachers”) of the church were inspired by the Spirit and commissioned Saul and Barnabus for their first mission (13.1-3); the church at Ephesus had “presbyters (elders)” and Paul seems to act like their bishop (20.17-38). Is it fair to justify any type of present day church structure from these examples?
g. Baptism / Confirmation?  
i. Baptism is clearly integral to the process of becoming Christian. To Luke there is no such thing as a non-baptized Christian. But the order in which things happen is not fixed (compare 2.37-38 with 10.44.48). He says nothing directly about the way baptism is done or if children are baptised! 
ii. Read acts 8.14-17. This has been used as a theological justification for the service of Confirmation and the laying on of hands by a bishop. Is that fair? Why did Luke include this incident?
h. Eucharist / Breaking bread? Notice the different contexts in which Luke refers to “breaking bread” (2.46; 20.7, 11; 27.35). Are these fellowship meals? Do they relate to the descriptions Luke gives in his Gospel (Luke 22.19; 24.30)?
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