ACTS
TITLE
The Book of Acts may originally have had no title. The Greek manuscripts title it ‘Acts’ and many add ‘of the Apostles.’

CONTENT
Part 2 of Luke’s account of the good news about Jesus; how by the power of the Spirit the good news spread from Jerusalem to Rome

AUTHOR AND DATE
Since Luke’s gospel was the first book addressed to Theophilus (Luke 1:3), and Acts was also addressed to Theophilus, it is easily concluded that Luke is the Acts’ author. Although Luke’s name is not mentioned in Acts it is clear from his use of “we” in many sections of Acts that the author was a close companion of Paul (Acts 16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 27:1-28:16). Luke is the only person among the colleagues Paul mentions in his own letters (Colossians 4:14; 2 Timothy 4:11; Philemon 24) who fits the profile. This accords with the earliest tradition of the church which unanimously attributed Acts to Luke.

Very little is known about Luke. Both Eusebius and Jerome identified him as a native of Antioch which may explain why so much of Acts centres in Antioch (Acts 11:19-27; 13:1-3; 14:26; 15:22,23,30-35; 18:22,23). Luke was a frequent companion of Paul, at least from the time of the Macedonian vision (Acts 16:9,10) and right up to the time of Paul’s martyrdom (2 Timothy 4:11).

Paul referred to Luke as a physician (Colossians 4:4). Luke’s interest in medical phenomena is evident in the high profile he gave Jesus’ healing ministry (eg. 4:38-40;5:15-25; 6:17-19; 7:11-15; 8:43-47,49-56; 9:2,6,11; 13:11-13; 14:2-4; 17:12-14; 22:50,51). In Luke’s day, physicians did not have a unique vocabulary of technical medical terminology; so when Luke discusses healings and other medical issues, his language is not markedly different from that of other gospel writers.  

Luke and Acts appear to have been written about the same time – the gospel first and then Acts. Combined, they make a two-volume work addressed to ‘Theophilus’ (Luke1:3; Acts 1:1) giving a unique history from the birth of Christ to Paul’s imprisonment under house arrest in Rome 
(Acts 28:30,31).
Acts ends with Paul still in Rome, leading to the conclusion that Luke wrote these books from Rome during Paul’s imprisonment there (c.60-62). Luke records Jesus’ prophecy of Jerusalem’s destruction in 70AD (19:42-44; 21:20-24) but makes no mention of the prophecy’s fulfillment (cf. Acts 11:28), so it is unlikely he wrote these books after the Roman invasion of Jerusalem. Luke’s use of Mark means he probably wrote soon after Mark’s gospel became available. If a copy of Mark’s gospel was in Luke’s hands in the early 60’s, Luke probably wrote very soon after. Such a writing date would explain the seemingly abrupt ending of Acts – which leaves Paul awaiting trial before Caesar. Because Luke devotes more than half of Acts to Paul’s ministry, it would be inexplicable for him to omit the outcome of the trial, Paul’s subsequent ministry, second imprisonment (2 Timothy 4:11) and death, if those events occurred before he wrote Acts. Luke’s silence about such notable events as the martyrdom of James, leader of the Jerusalem church (62AD according to the Jewish historian Josephus) and the persecution under Nero (64AD) also suggest a writing time before these events.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING 
Luke dedicated his works to “most excellent Theophilus” (1:3 cf. Acts1:1). Theophilus is otherwise unknown, but in keeping with such prefaces in Graeco-Roman literature, he was probably the patron of Luke-Acts and so the publication’s underwriter. He was probably a Roman dignitary and so addressed as “most excellent” (1:3).

As Luke makes clear in the prologue to his gospel, he wrote to give Theophilus (and the others who would read his work) “an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us” (Luke 1:1) through Jesus in His earthly ministry. Acts continues that record, noting what Jesus accomplished through the early church. Beginning with Jesus’ ascension, through the birth of the church on the day of Pentecost, to Paul’s preaching in Rome, Acts chronicles the spread of the gospel and the growth of the church (1:15; 2:41,47; 4:4; 5:14; 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 13:49; 16:5; 19:20). It also records the mounting opposition to the gospel (2:13; 4:1-22; 5:17-42; 6:9-8:4; 12:1-5; 13:6-12,45-50; 14:2-6,19,20; 16:19-24; 17:5-9; 19:23-41; 21:27-36; 23:12-21; 28:24).

The implied readers, beyond Theophilus, are Gentile Christians.

EMPHASES 

The good news of God’s salvation through Jesus is for Jew and Gentile alike, thus fulfilling Old Testament expectations; the Holy Spirit guides the church in spreading the good news; the church sides with God regarding His salvation and the inclusion of the Gentiles; salvation for all is God’s gift and nothing can hinder it; the good news is accepted in joy by some and rejected in anger by others
OVERVIEW
In writing his larger account of the good news about Jesus, Luke has shaped the two parts to correspond in some significant ways. In Acts, for example, the geography is now reversed; it starts in Jerusalem and then branches out to the other parts of Judea (chapters 1-12); in its large central section, Paul takes the gospel from Antioch to Europe (chapters13-20); the final third (chapters 21-28) portrays Paul’s trials before the same three tribunals as Jesus (the Jewish Sanhedrin [Luke 22:66-71/Acts 22:30-23:10]; the Roman Procurator [Luke 23:”1-5,13-25/Acts 24:1-27]; and one of the Herods [Luke 23:6-12/Acts 25:23-26:32]) – which in Paul’s case results in him getting the gospel to the heart of the Empire (Rome).
The key to Acts is recognizing the movement of the gospel from Jerusalem to Rome, narrated in six parts (panels) and signaled by Luke’s summary statements in 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5 and 19:20. In each case the narrative seems to pause for a moment before it starts up in a new direction – sometimes geographically, sometimes ethnically and sometimes both. The good news that is being spread is God’s salvation (the forgiveness of sins) offered to all people (Jew and Gentile alike) through the death and resurrection of Jesus and by the power of the Holy Spirit. The promise to Abraham (Genesis 12:2,3 cf. Acts 3:25) expressed repeatedly by the prophets as part of their hope for the future – that Gentiles would join Israel as the people of God (Isaiah 2:1-5; Micah 4:1-5; Zechariah 14:16-18) – is now fulfilled.

The first panel (1:1-6:7) tells the story of the spread of the good news about Jesus in Jerusalem by the apostles. The second (6:8-9:31) marks the first geographical expansion to neighbouring Judea and Samaria (cf. 1:8), where Stephen and the Hellenists play the major role. The third (9:32-12:24) narrates the first expansion to the Gentiles (Cornelius) and the conversion of the key figure (Paul) in what is to be its still greater expansion. With Paul now the central figure, the fourth panel (12:25-16:5) narrates the expansion to Gentiles in Asia, and how the early leaders dealt with the ‘problem’ of Gentile inclusion ‘law-free.’ The fifth (16:6-19:20) marks the move of the gospel from Asia to Europe. The church is also now steadily more Gentile than Jewish. The sixth (19:21-28:31) tells how Paul (the apostle to the Gentiles) finally got to Rome (the capital of the Gentile world) with the good news – but he did so, Luke reminds us, by way of Jerusalem through a series of trials very much like those of Jesus.
UNDERSTANDING ACTS
The story in part 2 is still about Jesus, as the briefer prologue tells us (1:1,2). The first part was about what “Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven”. With some carefully chosen connections to part 1, Acts begins by picking up the prophecy from Luke 3:16 by John the Baptist about the coming Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5). The disciples are promised the “power” of the Holy Spirit (cf. Luke 24:49 “clothed with power from on high”) so as to bear witness to Jesus. Luke then narrates the ascension (cf. Luke 24:51) in the context of Jesus’ promised return; the clear implication is that through the Spirit they are to carry on the story until He comes (cf. the parable in Luke 19:11-27).
Note how Luke does this in the rest of Acts:

(1) the large number of speeches that Luke records throughout the narrative (Peter in 2:14-39; 3:11-26; 10:27-43; Stephen in 7:1-53; Paul in 13:16-47; 17:22-31; 20:17-35). These tend to appear at key points and illustrate how the gospel is preached (or defended) in a variety of settings. In each case the speech either includes the essence of the story of Jesus or focuses on Him at the end. So Jesus’ story continues in Acts as the early believers bear witness to Him.
(2) note (1) the connection between Jesus Christ and the Spirit, and (2) that the Spirit is ultimately responsible for every major turning in the narrative. Luke had established in his gospel that the Spirit was the key to Jesus’ earthly ministry (cf. Acts 10:38). Now “exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear” (Acts 2:33). Christ is the great bearer of the Spirit so that others will receive the Spirit and so bear witness to Christ. It is then not surprising that at every turn, the Spirit is the driving force behind the forward movement of the gospel.

(3) because the gospel is God’s, initiated by Him and expressing His faithfulness to Israel through Christ, and carried out by the power of the Spirit, Luke also regularly reminds his readers that nothing can hinder it – not the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem (Chapters 3-5 “you will not be able to stop these men; you will find yourselves fighting against God” 5:39); not unbelieving Jews like Saul of Tarsus, bent on destruction (8:1-3); not the church in Jerusalem (11:1-18) “who was I to think that I could stand in God’s way?” Peter asks in v.17); not secular leaders like Herod (12:1-24 “Herod … was eaten by worms and died. But the word of God continued to increase and spread” vs.23,24); not Judaisers within the church (15:1-35 “why do you try and test God?” v.10); not religious or secular opposition from Greeks (16:16-40; 19:23-41); not  shipwrecks or snakes (chapters 27,28). With the coming of Jesus and the Spirit, the time of God’s favour has come. The gospel is God’s activity in history; salvation is for all people, Jew and Gentile alike, and nothing can hinder it. And so the book concludes with Paul preaching in Rome with all boldness and without hindrance (28:31).
In Luke’s gospel, the universal nature of salvation was expressed in a vertical way to include the poor of every kind. In Acts, Luke has concentrated horizontally on the Gentile mission – those ultimately marginalised by Israel. But throughout the narrative the restoration of Israel (Acts 1:6) is always kept in view. The gospel begins as good news to Israel, “heirs of the prophets and of the covenant” (3:25), so that thousands turn to Christ from the start. As it moves outward, carried by Hellenistic Jews, it embraces fallen Jews (the Samaritans 8:4-25) and a Jewish proselyte (8:26-40). The first Gentile convert is a “God-fearer” (10:2), and wherever Paul goes, he always begins in the synagogue, where some believe. And at the end, in Rome, he still pleads with Israel to believe in Jesus (28:17-28), but they refuse, so “God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen” (v.28).

There was another side to Simeon’s prophecy, faithfully recorded by Luke (Luke 2:34,35) – that Jesus will be a “sign that will be spoken against.” As the narrative progresses, the church becomes more and more composed of Gentiles, while Diaspora Jews and the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem lead the opposition. Luke continues to remind his Gentile readers that they belong to the Israel that God is reconstituting through Christ and the Spirit.
At 16:10 (in Troas) the pronoun “we” is inserted, which goes on until verse 17 (in Philippi), is picked up again at 27:1 through 28:16 (from Caesarea to Rome). The author presents himself without fanfare as a sometime travelling companion of Paul. In these passages the details are more abundant and vivid, suggesting that he may be using something like a diary.

Finally, Luke understands his Gospel and Acts to be two parts of one story. It ended up being two books of about equal length, rather than one long book, because each would fit on one papyrus scroll. But in putting together the New Testament canon, the early church separated Luke from Acts, since both would have existed on separate scrolls, even when copied. In the canon, Luke now belongs to the fourfold Gospel, while Acts serves as a bridge between the Gospels and Paul.

These notes have drawn heavily on “How To Read The Bible Book By Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.296-299), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.327-337)

ACTS IN OUTLINE
1:1 – 6:7 The Good News begins in Jerusalem

After the prologue that picks up where the gospel left off (1:1-11), Luke first narrates the filling of the twelve (1:12-26) since they serve as representatives of/to Israel. The coming of the Spirit then marks a new beginning (2:1-13; the Gentile world is already present in microcosm) followed by Peter’s explanation of the phenomenon of tongues and the results (2:14-41). This is followed by a series of sketches that illustrate the early life of the church in Jerusalem – its common life (2:42-47; 4:32-37); its preaching and healing ministry (3:1-26; 5:12-16); the opposition (4:1-22; 5:17-42); and judgement within the community for “testing the Spirit” (5:1-11). The new community of believers continues to live within Judaism.
Carrying over from the last chapter of Luke’s gospel, (1) the disciples’ ministry is primarily in the temple courts – the same temple courts cleansed by Jesus and made the arena of His final days of teaching (see Luke 19:45-21:38), and (2) everything in this section is seen as fulfillment of very cardinal moments of the Old Testament story: the end-time gift of the Spirit promised by Joel (Acts 2:16-21), the resurrection of Jesus as David’s true heir (2:24-32); the present exaltation of Jesus as the exalted Lord of Psalm 110:1 (2:33-35); that the Messiah would suffer (3:17-23); that the promise to Abraham that they would bless the nations is about to be fulfilled (3:25); that the rejected Jesus is the rejected cornerstone of Psalm 118:22 (4:11), and the Messiah against whom the nations rage (4:25,26)
The section ends (6:1-7) by noting that two groups have emerged within the community: Greek speaking (Hellenistic) Jewish Christians and Aramaic speaking (Jerusalem based) Jewish Christians. The Greek speaking (Hellenistic) Jewish Christians who belong to the Hellenistic synagogue in Jerusalem will become the key to the next expansion. Verse 7 brings the panel to a conclusion.

6:8 – 9:31 The Good News to Judea and Samaria

The gospel has made significant inroads into the Greek-speaking synagogue (6:8-15). The first two of the leaders mentioned in 6:5 (Stephen and Philip) are responsible for the next phase of the story. Stephen’s speech (chapter 7), patterned after such passages as Nehemiah 9:6-37 and Psalm 105 and 106, takes up the next two crucial issues –  from their accusation (Acts 6:13) – where the new wine cannot be contained in old wineskins (Luke 5:36-39): (1) the temple (God does not dwell in buildings made by hands, in fulfillment of Isaiah 66:1,2, and (2) the law (the true law breakers are those who crucified Jesus, not the believers). In Stephen’s defence, Moses is highlighted as having been “rejected” by Israel (Acts 7:23-29, 35,39) and the prophet who foretold that God would send them “ a prophet like me from your own people” (v.37), who was also rejected (vs.51,52).
Next comes the expansion to Samaria and to a Gentile proselyte through Philip’s ministry (chapter 8). Importantly, Jesus is understood to be Isaiah’s suffering servant (vs.32-35). The panel then concludes with the conversion of one of the chief leaders of the opposition in the Hellenistic synagogue – Saul of Tarsus, who will be responsible (for the most part) for the next two phases of the expansion (Asia, Europe). Acts 9:31 sums up and so concludes this section.
9:32 – 12:24 The Good News Spreads to the Gentiles

Luke begins and ends this panel with Peter stories (9:32-43; 12:1-19). The first is intended to set the stage for the Cornelius story and to remind readers that the apostles continue to do mighty works. The conversion of Cornelius is so important that Luke narrates it twice (10:1-48; 11:1-18). The significance is that the first Gentile was brought to faith, not through the Hellenists (who might be suspect in Jerusalem), but through Peter, resistant though he is. When criticised in Jerusalem, Peter tells the story over again. Because of the work of the Spirit, Peter could not hinder God (11:17). Jerusalem is amazed: “even the Gentiles” (v.18) are accepting the gospel. Also crucial in this panel is the founding of the church in Antioch by the Hellenists (vs.19-30),  since it will be the sending church for the mission to Asia and Europe. The Peter story with which the section ends (12:1-19) not only illustrates the “nothing can hinder it” motif but also sets the stage for the death of the opposition in this case (12:19-23).The summary sentence of 12:24 sits in direct contrast to verse 23.
12:25 – 16:5 The Good News Spreads to Asia

There are pivotal changes taking place in this section 

(1) the church in Antioch is the new centre (12:25-13:3; 14:26-28)

(2) Paul becomes the predominant figure (13:4-12)

(3) the sermon in Pisidian Antioch (13:16-41) illustrates preaching in the Diaspora synagogues

(4) the spread of the gospel; also leads to the first open breach with Judaism, specifically over the Gentile mission, supported by Isaiah 49:6 (Acts 13:47)

The three accounts in Acts 14 reinforce these themes, especially the power of God that accounts for the inclusion of many Gentiles and the widening breach between Diaspora Jews and the early believers in Christ. The Jerusalem Council (15:1-35), with the chief roles played by Peter and James, affirm a ‘law-free’ gospel to the Gentiles. Acts 16:5 is the brief summarising sentence.
16:6 – 19:20 The Good News Spreads to Europe

Here Luke records Paul’s second and third missionary trips (16:6-18:22; 18:23-19:20). Paul always goes out from and returns to Antioch. The mission to Europe is especially orchestrated by the Holy Spirit (16:6-10) – and here the author joins the story. In this panel Luke also records instances of conflict with pagan authorities (16:16-40; 17:5-9; 18:12-17), which tend to be instigated by Diaspora Jews (17:5,13; 18:12). In each case the state either will not intervene or apologises. Luke also includes here an example of preaching in a totally pagan environment (17:16-34). Acts 19:20 functions as the conclusion to the section.
19:21 – 28:30 The Good News (and Paul) Reaches Rome

Most of the narrative here deals with how Paul gets to Rome – through a series of trials similar to those of Jesus. At the beginning and at the end, Paul is still reaching out to his fellow Jews (21:17-26; 28:17-28). But they resolutely reject Christ, so the final word is one of judgement in the words of Isaiah 6:9,10 (cf. Luke 8:10) and acceptance by the Gentiles (Acts 28:26-28). Note how Paul in his two ‘defences’ (22:1-21; 26:2- 23), tells his story so as to highlight his role in the Gentile mission. Also crucial to the story is the constant reminder that just as with Jesus (who, even though he died as a state criminal, had three times been pronounced ‘not guilty’) so with Paul: both he and the church are found ‘not guilty’ of wrongdoing against Rome (22:29; 23:26-30; 26:32).
In his vivid narrative of shipwreck in 27:1-28:16, Luke also makes it clear that Paul’s reaching Rome was ultimately God’s doing. So when the apostle to the Gentiles arrives in the Gentile capital, still reaching out to the Jews but affirming the Gentiles, Luke’s story can come to an end.   
These notes are a full summary of “How To Read The Bible Book By Book” by G. Fee and D.
Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.300-303)

