THE CRITICAL PROBLEM
The book of Acts presents an outline of the history of the church from its earliest days in Jerusalem to the arrival of Paul in Rome, the chief city of the Roman Empire. The book gives a picture of the life and preaching of the primitive Jerusalem community and traces the movement of the gospel from Jerusalem via Samaria and Antioch to Asia Minor, Greece, and finally Italy. Acts reports a number of sermons by Peter, Stephen and Paul that provide the data for the faith of the early church. Since these messages, particularly those of Peter, are ostensibly the primary source for the beliefs of the Jerusalem church, the critical question must be faced as to whether these chapters with their report of apostolic messages are historically trustworthy.

Much debate has gone on as to Luke’s accuracy.
 While scholarship has been divided, there remains strong evidence that Luke was the companion of Paul and a competent historian who drew both upon personal experience and personal investigation. In the introduction to the Gospel, which also serves as an introduction for the Acts, he claims to have gained his information from ‘those who from the first were eyewitnesses and servants of the word’ (Luke 1:2) and that he had personally investigated the matters about which he was to write (Luke 1:3). If Luke was with Paul during the Caesarean imprisonment (Acts 21:18; 24:27; 27:1), he had ample opportunity to meet and talk with people who had both known Jesus and had been participants in the life of the earliest church. 
While a basic pattern can be detected in the way the speeches are reported in Acts, there is also considerable variety. There are ‘Semitisms’ in the first half of Acts which betray Luke’s imitating Septuagint Greek but from an Aramaic background. Luke seems to have been able to give a very clear picture of the undeveloped theology of the early Christians. Further, in areas where Luke’s writing can be checked with knowledge drawn from secular sources, he is quite accurate. All these points speak for the historicity of Luke’s writing.
The early chapters of Acts are a reliable source for the theology of the Jerusalem church. This does not mean Luke’s accounts of preached messages are verbatim. They are clearly too short for that. They are brief but accurate summaries of the earliest preaching of the apostles. Luke is not writing as a critical historian in any contemporary sense of the expression. He is highly selective as to which events he relates. He introduces important facts without explanation (11:30). His characters appear and disappear without further comment (12:17). All historical writing involves selection and interpretation, and Luke selects from the sources of information available to him, both written and oral, what to him are the most important events in tracing the extension of the church from a small Jewish community in Jerusalem to a Gentile congregation in the capital city of the Roman Empire.
This study is largely a summary of ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ by G.E.Ladd. Revised Edition edited by D.A.Hagner (William Eerdman’s Publishing Company: Grand Rapids, Michigan) 1988, Chapter 24 ‘The Theology of Acts: the Critical Problem’ 
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� For a summary see G.E.Ladd ‘A Theology of the New Testament’ Revised Edition (William Eerdman’s Publishing, Grand rapids, Michigan, 1998, pp.347-349)





