Becoming the Church Jesus Sends
The Book of Acts Overview

THE TITLE: Acts is the second volume of Luke-Acts, a unified history in two parts of “all Jesus began to do and teach”[endnoteRef:1] (Luke) and all he continued to do and teach through the Spirit-filled apostles and church (Acts).[endnoteRef:2] The book has no original title, but “Acts of the Apostles” dates to the late second century.  The book could more fittingly be titled “The Acts of the Holy Spirit,” “What Jesus Continued to Do and Teach,”[endnoteRef:3] or “The Acts of God through Jesus by His Spirit for the Church.”[endnoteRef:4] [1:  Acts 1:1.]  [2:  D. A. Carson and Douglas J. Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 285. ]  [3:  Carson and Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, 285.]  [4:  Darrell L. Bock, Acts, BECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 50, suggests, “More appropriate would be ‘The Acts of the Sovereign God through the Lord Messiah Jesus by His Spirit on Behalf of the Way.’”] 


THE PURPOSE: To record the global spread of the church, through faith in the universal message of the gospel, promised by the Father, directed by Jesus, empowered by the Word and Spirit, from the Jews and the heart of Israel, Jerusalem, to the Gentiles and the heart of the known world, Rome, and beyond.

THE THEME: God fulfills his mission as Jesus sends the church in the Spirit to the ends of the earth.

THE AUTHOR: Acts does not identify its author, but Lukan authorship has been upheld since Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho (ca. AD 150), the Muratorian Canon (ca. AD 170), and multiple other second century sources. Luke was a close and trusted associate of the apostle Paul and is identified as a physician in Col 4:14. His polished Greek and extensive vocabulary suggest a high level of education. In the ancient world, reality and knowledge were seen as a unified whole, so medicine was closely related to other disciplines such as rhetoric, ethics, and history. Both medicine and historiography often required extensive travel. Luke accompanied Paul on multiple journeys and likely served as his personal physician. The “we” sections of Acts indicate Luke’s firsthand participation, especially in sea travel, a key credential for ancient historians.[endnoteRef:5] As a well-traveled, educated companion of Paul, Luke was well suited to compile an accurate account of Jesus’ ministry and the spread of the early church. [5:   Acts 16:10–17; 20:5–8, 13–15; 21:1–18; 27:1 to 28:16; Eckhard Plümacher, “Luke (Person): Luke as Historian,” in The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary (AYBD), ed. David Noel Freedman, 6 vols. (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 4:398.] 


THE AUDIENCE: Acts is addressed to Theophilus, like the Gospel of Luke. Theophilus is a Greek name meaning “friend of or beloved by God.” He is probably Luke’s patron who paid for the compilation of Luke-Acts, a project that likely would have cost around $20,000-30,000 in today’s terms.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  Verlyn D. Verbrugge and Keith R. Krell, Paul and Money: A Biblical and Theological Analysis of the Apostle’s Teachings and Practices (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2015), 100-101, cite Richards as estimating the cost of Romans at $2,275 in 2004’s terms. Adjusting for length, size of scrolls, two volumes, and inflation since 2004, Luke-Acts would cost anywhere from $20,000-$30,000 in today’s terms. See further E. Randolph Richards, Paul and First-Century Letter Writing: Secretaries, Composition, and Collection (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2004), 156–70.] 


At the same time, Luke likely had a broader audience in mind. The introduction to Luke serves as an introduction to this two-part work, and there Luke states his purpose is, “so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught.”[endnoteRef:7] This goal of assurance about things taught indicates that Luke is likely writing to edify believers of his day toward full faith and commitment through a strong historical foundation for the Christian faith by showing the early church as the climax of biblical history. Beyond this goal and audience, there may be secondary ones: proving Christianity is legitimate to Romans and defending Paul’s character and gospel to Jewish Christians, among others.[endnoteRef:8] [7:  Luke 1:4.]  [8:  Carson and Moo, An Introduction to the New Testament, 285. ] 


DATE AND SETTING: Acts was written at or shortly after AD 62, since it recounts Paul’s imprisonment in Rome and ends with his two‑year house arrest.[endnoteRef:9] A date not long after AD 62 is likely because Acts makes no reference to major subsequent events: Nero’s persecution of Christians in AD 64–67, the martyrdoms of Peter and Paul, the Jewish revolt beginning in AD 66, or the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.[endnoteRef:10] Acts is a book of transitions: from the Gospels to the Epistles, from Judaism to Christianity, from Jerusalem to Rome, from Jews alone to Jews and Gentiles.[endnoteRef:11] It offers the clearest historical account of how the early Christian movement expanded from Judea across the Roman Empire and provides essential context for the rest of the New Testament, especially Paul’s letters, mostly written during the period narrated in Acts 13–28. [9:  Acts 28:16, 30–31; Bock, Acts, 25.]  [10:  Eckhard J. Schnabel, Acts, ZECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 28.]  [11:  Ken Boa and Bruce Wilkinson, Talk Thru the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1983), 354.] 


KEY VERSES: Acts 1:8: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.” 

2:42–47: “They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles. And all those who had believed were together and had all things in common; and they began selling their property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need. Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people. And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved. 

28:30–31: “And [Paul] stayed two full years in his own rented quarters and was welcoming all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all openness, unhindered.”

KEY PHRASES: “Filled with/full of the Holy Spirit;”[endnoteRef:12] “Jesus whom God raised from the dead;”[endnoteRef:13] “the word of God/the Lord grew/increased/prevailed.”[endnoteRef:14] [12:  Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 6:3, 5; 7:55; 9:17; 11:24; 13:9, 52.]  [13:  Acts 2:24, 32; 3:15, 26; 4:10; 5:30; 10:40; 13:30, 33, 34, 37; Jesus as the resurrected and exalted Lord is the core proclamation in Acts. C. F. D. Moule, The Birth of the New Testament (London: A. & C. Black, 1966), 160–66. Also, Thomas R. Schreiner, New Testament Theology: Magnifying God in Christ (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 291.]  [14:  Acts 6:7; 12:24; 19:20.] 

 
KEY WORDS: “Lord” (107x),[endnoteRef:15] “Spirit/Holy Spirit” (70x),[endnoteRef:16] “Jesus” (69x), “witness/testify/proclaim good news” (54x),[endnoteRef:17] “nations/Gentiles” (43x), “word of God/the Lord” (10x), “increase/add” (8x),[endnoteRef:18] “kingdom” (8x).[endnoteRef:19]  [15:  Luke repeatedly applies Lord (Gk. κύριος) to Jesus, identifying him with Yahweh-language from the OT and grounding early Christian Christology.]  [16:  Acts is fundamentally a narrative of the Spirit’s work: empowering witnesses, directing mission, and constituting the church. Scholars regularly refer to Acts as “a narrative of the Spirit.” At the same time, Luke consistently portrays the Spirit as Christ‑exalting: sent by the Father and the risen Jesus to advance Jesus’s mission and exalt his lordship rather than his own activity. ]  [17:  “Witness” provides the programmatic theme of the book: Spirit‑empowered testimony from Jerusalem to the nations (Acts 1:8). As the apostles “witness” and “proclaim good news,” they fulfill the final stage of Luke’s summary for God’s plan in three verbs: the Christ must suffer, then rise, and the gospel should be proclaimed (Luke 24:46-48). Darrell L. Bock, Luke 9:51-24:53, BECNT (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 1996), 1938-42.]  [18:  At several key places in the book, Luke gives a summary statement about the number of disciples, the church, or the Word increasing, growing, or multiplying. These phrases highlight the expansion of the gospel and the church.]  [19:  The kingdom frames Acts from beginning (1:3) to end (28:31), showing continuity between Jesus’ ministry and apostolic mission.] 


SIGNIFICANT OBSERVATIONS:
1. The spread of “the word of God/the Lord” and “the church(es)/disciples” is Luke’s favorite phrase to highlight the growth of the church and mark Acts’ structure.[endnoteRef:20] [20:  Acts 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20; cf. 28:30–31.] 

2. The location meant by the phrase “to the remotest part of the earth” is debated: 1) Rome as the center of the known world, 2) Spain as the furthest place of the known world, or 3) a fulfillment of Isa 49:6 (echoed in Acts 13:47) to mean the whole world. This third meaning seems most likely.[endnoteRef:21]  [21:  David Wenham and Steve Walton, Exploring the New Testament, vol. 1: The Gospels and Acts, ExpNT (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2001), 271.] 

3. The title “Lord” is applied to Jesus throughout Acts, notably from Peter’s first testimony of the risen Jesus to the Jews of Jerusalem on Pentecost, to attest that he is equal to Yahweh of the OT (Acts 2:36). “Lord” was a common way in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek to refer to Yahweh among Palestinian Jews of the first century. This is well attested in extrabiblical material from that period.[endnoteRef:22] [22:  Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, AYB 31 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 260–61.] 

4. Scholars believe that Luke’s emphasis on the name of Jesus is rooted in a name theology rooted in the OT that evokes authority equal to Yahweh. This is clearly seen in Acts 2:21’s use of Joel 2:32 where the name is Yahweh’s now applied to Jesus. It is further believed that Jesus’ name was revered in early Christian devotion.[endnoteRef:23] [23:  Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003), 199–206. Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 297-98.] 

5. In Acts, the primary opponent of Jesus and the apostles has shifted from the Pharisees to the Sadducees. This makes sense when considering that the resurrected Lord Messiah Jesus is the central focus of the apostles’ proclamation and that the Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection.[endnoteRef:24] [24:  Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 291.] 


CHRIST IN ACTS: Jesus is seen as the resurrected Lord Messiah, equal to Yahweh, whose name holds power over sin, death, and evil. He will come again to restore the kingdom to Israel and judge the living and the dead.

SUMMARY STRUCTURE:
1. Witness to Jerusalem (1:1-7:60)
2. Witness to Judea and Samaria (8:1-12:25)
3. Witness to the whole world (13:1-28:31)
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