History: AGTS

INTRODUCTION

The book of Acts is a profound narrative of divine empowerment, the birth of the church, and the
unfolding of God'’s sovereign plan through the work of the Holy Spirit. Acts explores the mysteries
of divine guidance and the expansive reach of the gospel. This book, while recounting historical
events, addresses the deepest questions of purpose, mission, and the working of God in a broken
world. Acts is more than a mere history of the early church; it is a theological masterpiece that
demonstrates how God orchestrates the spread of the gospel from Jerusalem to the ends of the
earth. Written by Luke, a physician and companion of the Apostle Paul, Acts continues the narrative
found in the Gospel of Luke. It is both simple enough for a new believer to grasp and profound
enough to challenge the most seasoned theologian. Acts reveals how God uses ordinary people,
filled with the Holy Spirit, to achieve extraordinary things for his kingdom.

Beginning with Jesus’ commission to his disciples and the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost,
Acts chronicles the birth of the Christian church and its expansion throughout the Roman Empire.
The narrative follows the apostles’ missionary journeys, the conversion of Paul, and the
establishment of Christian communities in various cities. In Acts, we see the apostles not only
preaching but also facing immense opposition and persecution. The apostles endure hardships and
yet remain steadfast in their mission. Their perseverance underlines the principle that suffering and
trials are not necessarily a result of personal sin but can be a part of God’s divine plan to reveal his
glory and further his purposes. Throughout the book, Acts addresses the vital question: How does
the church grow and thrive in a hostile world? We witness the apostles’ cries to God in prayer, their
bold proclamations of faith, and the miraculous works that confirm their message. Early believers
face opposition and misunderstanding, yet they hold firmly to the truth of Christ’s resurrection and
the promise of his return.

By the end of Acts, we see a clear demonstration of God’s faithfulness. The church, despite
numerous challenges, continues to grow and flourish. This reflects the truth that God’s plans,
though sometimes hidden and mysterious, are always good and sovereignly directed. The book of
Acts reminds us that the journey of faith involves trusting in God’s unseen hand. Acts teaches us
about humble submission to God’s will, the necessity of communal support, and the importance of
perseverance in the face of trials. It underscores the peace, comfort, and strength that come from
the Holy Spirit, who empowers believers to endure and overcome. The book culminates in the
realization that God restores and redeems all things, pointing to the ultimate redemption through
Jesus Christ, who is the cornerstone of our faith and the anchor in all our trials.

In conclusion, Acts is a testament to the transformative power of the gospel, the unshakeable
sovereignty of God, and the enduring hope we have in Christ. It encourages believers to remain
faithful, to trust in God’s plan, and to participate actively in His mission, no matter the obstacles
faced. Acts serves as a historical record of the early Christian movement, illustrating the fulfillment
of Jesus’ promise to build his church and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers.
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IMAGE FOR UNDERSTANDING

Imagine a small flame igniting in a dark room, gradually spreading its light to every corner. This
image captures the essence of Acts as it portrays the early church empowered by the Holy Spirit,
spreading the light of the gospel throughout the world. Just as the flame grows and spreads, so, too,
does the message of Jesus Christ, beginning in Jerusalem and reaching the farthest corners of the
Roman Empire. The early believers, like the flame, are fueled by the power of the Holy Spirit, boldly
proclaiming the truth of the gospel despite persecution and opposition.

As the light of the gospel shines brightly, it dispels the darkness of sin and ignorance, illuminating
hearts and minds with the knowledge of God’s love and salvation. Acts invites us to join in this
mission of spreading the light of Christ to all nations, empowering us with the same Holy Spirit that
emboldened the early church.

BOOK ORGANIZATION

“Be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8) in:
e Jerusalem (Acts 1-7)
e Judeaand Samaria (Acts 8-12)
e Endof the earth (Acts 13-28)

JESUS IN THE BOOK OF ACTS

The book of Acts provides a continuation of the narrative that began in the Gospel of Luke,
underscoring the significant role of Jesus Christ in the early church. Acts reveals Jesus’ active and
ongoing participation in the establishment and expansion of the church. Moreover, the book
underscores Jesus’ continuing presence with his followers through the Holy Spirit. The Spirit serves
as the driving force behind the church’s growth and expansion, empowering believers to perform
miracles, preach boldly, and endure persecution (Acts 4:31). Though Jesus is not physically present,
His spiritual presence is unmistakably evident in the lives of his followers, as they embody his
teachings, proclaim his name, and advance his kingdom to the end of the earth (Acts 9:20-22).

In Acts, we witness the transformative power of the gospel as it breaks down barriers of race,
ethnicity, and culture, uniting diverse peoples into one body, the church. Acts teaches us that the
gospel is not confined to any one place or people, but is meant to be proclaimed to all nations,
fulfilling the Great Commission given by Jesus (Acts 1:8). The apostles, empowered by the Holy
Spirit, boldly preach the gospel, perform miracles, and establish churches, echoing the redemptive
work of Christ. As the church faces persecution and hardship, Acts emphasizes the necessity of faith
and reliance on God’s guidance. The apostles’ experiences demonstrate that suffering can lead to
greater faith and understanding of God'’s purposes. Just as the church grows and thrives through
the Holy Spirit’s power, believers today are encouraged to remain steadfast in their faith.

In Acts, Jesus’ role as the Messiah is evident through the fulfillment of prophecies and the
continuation of his work through his followers. The narrative shows that Jesus is the ultimate
restorer, bringing hope and redemption to all who believe in him. Acts serves as a testament to
Jesus’ promise to build his church and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit, encouraging believers to
trust in God’s plan and participate in his mission. In summary, the book of Acts illustrates the
fulfillment of Jesus’ promise and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the early church. It

Page 20of 6



underscores the themes of suffering, redemption, and divine sovereignty, pointing to Jesus as the
ultimate redeemer who restores and unites his people through the gospel.

BIBLE STUDY SPECIFICS: HOW TO APPROACH THE BOOKS OF ACTS
OBSERVATION

Identify the author: Acts was written in Greek by Luke, according to church tradition.
Note any contextual information given in the heading.

What is the organization of the Book of Acts? See Acts 1:8.

What is God teaching us in the text?

0O O O O

Location: Where are we?

Events: What is happening?

Purpose: Why is it happening? Or do we know?

People: Who is speaking? What is their point?

Time: When did this happen?

What literary devices and types are being used?

What is the author emphasizing, contrasting, and bringing attention to?

Literary Devices to Look for:

Parallelism: Acts often uses parallelism, a literary device that repeats similar ideas or
phrases for emphasis or to draw a connection between different parts of the text.
Acts frequently uses parallelism to highlight the spread of the gospel and the similar
experiences of different apostles. For instance, the accounts of Peter and Paul
performing miracles, facing persecution, and defending their faith before authorities
are presented in a parallel manner to show the consistency of God’s work through
different leaders (compare the healings by Peter in Acts 3:1-10 and by Paul in Acts
14:8-10).

Speeches: The speeches in Acts are a key literary device that provide theological
insights, summarize key points of the narrative, and offer a rhetorical structure for
conveying the message of the gospel. The speeches of Peter (Acts 2:14-41) and Paul
(Acts 17:22-31) serve as central elements that articulate the core doctrines of the
early Christian faith. Peter’s Pentecost sermon explains the fulfillment of Old
Testament prophecies through Jesus Christ, while Paul’s address at the Areopagus
engages with a Gentile audience, emphasizing the universality of the gospel.
Miracle Stories: The miracle stories in Acts are used to authenticate the apostles’
ministry, demonstrate the power of the Holy Spirit, and validate the message of the
gospel. The book of Acts contains numerous miracle stories that serve these
purposes. For instance, the healing of the lame man by Peter and John at the temple
gate (Acts 3:1-10), Paul’s healing of the crippled man in Lystra (Acts 14:8-10), and
the dramatic story of Paul’s survival of a snake bite (Acts 28:3-6) all underscore the
divine power working through the apostles and the truth of their message.
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INTERPRETATION

How to interpret the Book of Acts:

O

Literary context

How do you read your passage considering the given genre: History of the New
Testament?

What is the significance of the literary devices used? What do they teach or
emphasize?

Acts is a historical narrative written by Luke. As a genre, history in the biblical
context serves to provide an accurate account of events while also conveying
theological truths. In Acts, Luke employs various literary devices such as
foreshadowing, parallelism, and symbolism to emphasize key themes and messages.
For example, the repetition of certain phrases or actions underscores their
importance, while symbolic events like Pentecost highlight the coming of the Holy
Spirit and the birth of the early church (Acts 1:8, 2:1-4, 3:1-10, 4:8-12; 14:8-10,
24:10-21).

Narrative context

Who is the author, who is the original audience, what was the intended message, and
where/how does this book fit into the overarching narrative of Scripture?

How does the author want the reader to respond?

Luke is the author of Acts, addressing his work to Theophilus, a person of high rank
or status, likely a patron or benefactor. The intended audience extends beyond
Theophilus to all believers, as Acts serves as a continuation of Luke’s Gospel,
detailing the spread of Christianity after Jesus’ ascension. The overarching message
of Acts is the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise to build his church and the ongoing work
of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers. Luke wants readers to respond by
recognizing the power and presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives and actively
participating in the mission of spreading the gospel (Acts 1-2).

Historical context

What was happening at this point in history?

At the time Acts was written, the Roman Empire held sway over much of the known
world. Christianity was emerging as a distinct movement within Judaism, with Jesus’
followers facing persecution and opposition from both Jewish religious leaders and
Roman authorities. The events of Acts occur in the first century A.D. following Jesus’
death and resurrection, and they detail the expansion of the Christian faith from
Jerusalem to Rome. (Acts 1:8, 2:5-6, 4:1-3)

Cultural context

What customs, practices, actions, and attitudes were common then?

In the first-century Greco-Roman world, various customs, practices, and attitudes
influenced daily life. Judaism was prevalent in Judea and beyond, with the temple in
Jerusalem serving as a central religious and cultural institution. Roman rule brought
with it a mix of Hellenistic and Roman customs, while Greek philosophy and
language also exerted significant influence. The early Christian community
navigated this cultural landscape, facing both acceptance and resistance as they
spread their message. (Acts 17:22-23, 18:2-3)
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APPLICATION

o Readinlight of Christ: In Acts, Jesus is the central figure, albeit not physically present.
The entire narrative revolves around the continuation of his ministry through the
actions of his disciples empowered by the Holy Spirit. Thus, every event, every speech,
and every miracle in Acts can be interpreted in light of Jesus’ teachings and mission.

o Isthere acommand to obey? Yes, throughout Acts, there are commands given by Jesus
and the apostles. For example, in Acts 1:8, Jesus commands his disciples to be his
witnesses, starting from Jerusalem and extending to the end of the earth. This command
emphasizes the imperative for believers to share the gospel message with others.

o Is there a sin to repent from? Acts portrays various instances of sin and the need for
repentance. One notable example is the sin of hypocrisy demonstrated by Ananias and
Sapphira in Acts 5:1-11. They lied about the proceeds from selling their property,
leading to their deaths. This account highlights the seriousness of deceit and the
importance of genuine repentance.

o Isthere a promise to cling to? In Acts, there are numerous promises given by God to his
people. One significant promise is the gift of the Holy Spirit, as foretold by Jesus in Acts
1:4-5 and fulfilled at Pentecost in Acts 2:1-4. This promise assures believers of God’s
presence, guidance, and empowerment in their lives.

o Is there an example to follow or to avoid? Acts provides numerous examples of both
positive and negative behavior for believers to emulate or avoid. For instance, the
apostle Peter serves as an example of boldness and faithfulness in proclaiming the
gospel, as seen in Acts 2:14-41. Conversely, figures like Ananias and Sapphira
demonstrate the consequences of deceit and hypocrisy. The narrative of Acts
encourages readers to follow the examples of faithfulness, courage, and obedience
demonstrated by the early Christians while avoiding the pitfalls of sin and disobedience.

PRAYER

o Prayer for Boldness and Witness (Acts 4:29-31): Reflecting on the courage of the early
apostles, how can you boldly share your faith in your daily life? Pray for the Holy Spirit
to grant you the confidence to speak God’s Word with boldness and to be a courageous
witness for Christ in all circumstances.

o Prayer for Unity and Community (Acts 2:42-47): Consider the fellowship and unity of
the early believers. How can you contribute to building a strong, supportive community
within your church? Pray for the Lord to help you foster meaningful relationships and to
encourage others in the faith, sharing resources and caring for one another as the early
Christians did.

o Prayer for Guidance and Mission (Acts 13:2-3): Reflecting on how the early church
sought the Holy Spirit’s guidance for their mission, how can you seek God’s direction in
your life’s purpose and ministry? Pray for clarity and discernment in your calling, asking
the Holy Spirit to lead you in fulfilling God’s mission for your life and spreading the
gospel wherever you go.
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WHAT CHURCH HISTORY HAS SAID ABOUT THE BOOK OF ACTS

“The book of Acts. .. is full of the energy and excitement of the early Christians as they found God
doing new things all over the place and learned to take the good news of Jesus around the world. It
is also full of puzzles and problems that churches faced then and today—crisis over leadership,
money, ethnic divisions, theology, and ethics, not to mention serious clashes with political and
religious authorities. It's comforting to know that ‘normal church life,” even in the time of the first
apostles, was neither trouble-free or plain sailing, just as it’s encouraging to know that even in the
midst of all their difficulties the early church was able to take the gospel forward in such dynamic
ways.”

—N.T. Wright

“This is what we want; we want the Holy Ghost. We often speak about this; but, in truth, it is
unspeakable, the power of the Holy Ghost, mysterious, divine. When he comes upon a man, he is
bathed in the very essence of the Deity. The atmosphere about him becomes the life and power of
God.”

—Charles H. Spurgeon
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