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Introduction 

Jesus is alive. 

For those of us who are Christians, this is uncontroversial. We know that 

Jesus died, and rose from the dead, and is alive today. And the fact of the 

resurrection, as witnessed by the apostles, is the foundational truth in 

which we have faith. 

But the fact that Jesus is alive does not only point us back to the 

resurrection. It also points us to today: Jesus is alive, and is therefore 

active in the world. Luke begins the book of Acts by saying that the events 

in Luke’s gospel (Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and ascension) were just 

the beginning of what Jesus does. So what is he doing in the world today? 

The answer we find in the book of Acts is that Jesus is growing the kingdom 

of God, as the apostolic message of who he is and what he has done is 

proclaimed. We might say that the “Acts” which the book describes are the 

Acts of Jesus Christ done through his apostles and in the power of his 

Spirit. 

This means that for Christians today, Acts is our book. It gives us our 

foundations – the message of the apostles and what they witnessed about 

Jesus. And it gives us our purpose – the worldwide spread of that message 

as the kingdom of God reaches the ends of the earth. Acts describes “the 

church on mission” - the activity of the church in the days in between 

Jesus’ ascension and his return. It is a story of church growth, church 

planting, and church persecution. And so it will encourage us to be 

passionate about God and his gospel, and also realistic about the nature of 

the task we face as Christ’s ambassadors today. 

Today, the risen Lord Jesus continues to draw people from every nation to 

himself, growing his church through the preaching of the word and the 

ministry of the Spirit. 

We can join in! 
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Series Prayer 

Heavenly Father, 

you have brought us into your kingdom, 

and fill us with the Holy Spirit. 

Help us to know with deep insight, 

to trust with growing confidence, 

and to proclaim with great boldness  

the word of your Son Jesus Christ, 

so that we are renewed in heart and mind, 

and the gospel continues to spread to 

the ends of the earth. 

Amen. 

 

Why did Luke write Acts? 

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 

(Acts 1:1) 

In the opening sentence of Acts, we see that it is the second of a two-part 

volume. And so to understand Acts and its purpose, we also need to 

consider part one, the gospel of Luke. 

Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled 

among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eye-

witnesses and servants of the word.  Therefore, since I myself have carefully 

investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an 

orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus,  so that you may know the certainty 

of the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1-4) 

Here we see Luke’s overall purpose in writing Luke-Acts. It is to give us 

certainty in what we believe. An orderly account, based on eyewitness 

testimony and careful investigation can give us confidence in the gospel. 
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The importance of the apostles 

therefore becomes clear. They are 

the eyewitnesses whose testimony 

can be believed! Actually later in 

Acts (from 16:10 onwards), Luke 

starts to use “we” language – at 

that point he himself was present 

from the time of Paul’s second 

missionary journey. But the foundational testimony of the Christian faith 

concerns Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. 

At the end of Luke’s gospel, we find a great summary of both books: 

46 [Jesus] told them, "This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the 

dead on the third day,  47 and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his 

name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. (Luke 24:46-47) 

Here, v46 is a good summary of the message of Luke’s gospel, and v47 is 

a summary of the book of Acts – the proclamation of the gospel of Christ 

as it spreads from Jerusalem to the whole world. 

And so here we find a second reason for why Luke wrote the book of Acts. 

It is so that we (the church) understand our mission to proclaim the 

gospel to all nations. By the end of the book we find the Apostle Paul has 

reached Rome – the furthest limit of his three missionary journeys. In one 

sense this is him reaching the “ends of the earth” – the gospel has 

certainly spread a long way from Jerusalem. But in a greater sense, Rome 

is just a staging post for the gospel to expand throughout the empire, and 

then further still. So Acts ends with work still to be done – and as the 

church today we must be ready to take the baton and press on with the 

work. 

  

Luke’s two purposes: 

To give us confidence to believe 

the gospel 

To give us boldness to proclaim 

the gospel 
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Understanding Acts 

Acts is one of the most contentious books of the Bible. Evangelical 

Pentecostal, Charismatic and Conservative churches in large measure 

draw their distinctives from their different approach to this book. So we will 

need to be careful as we go through it together. 

Here are a few general issues to help as we consider individual passages. 

The plot line 

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  

(Acts 1:8) 

Jesus’ final words to the apostles in 1:8 set the structure for the whole 

book. First the Holy Spirit comes at Pentecost (chapter 2), and then the 

gospel is proclaimed in Jerusalem (3-6), Judea and Samaria (6-9), the 

Gentile world (10-12), and then further and further in each of three 

missionary journeys of Paul (12-15, 16-19 and 20-28). In each of these six 

sections of gospel proclamation, there are the same components: 

 A description of how the gospel spreads 

 A representative sermon / speech 

 A concluding summary 

Have a look at the six concluding summaries:  

So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and 

a large number of priests became obedient to the faith. (Acts 6:7)    

Then the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace. It was 

strengthened; and encouraged by the Holy Spirit, it grew in numbers, living in the fear 

of the Lord. (Acts 9:31)    

But the word of God continued to increase and spread. (Acts 12:24)    

But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and 

preached the word of the Lord. (Acts 15:35)    
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In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power. (Acts 19:20)    

Boldly and without hindrance he [Paul] preached the kingdom of God and taught about 

the Lord Jesus Christ. (Acts 28:31)    

These show that the main storyline of Acts is about the growth of the 

gospel. In our series this term we will be looking at the coming of the initial 

Pentecost of Chs 1-2, and then the first stage of gospel proclamation 

(based in Jerusalem, ending at 6:7). 

Acts as narrative 

Acts gives a narrative account of the growth of the early church. This is the 

main reason for why Acts is so contentious – because narrative can be 

hard to understand and apply to today. 

A key issue is whether or not we are to understand the events recorded as 

being normative or merely descriptive. Is what someone did or 

experienced back then the norm expected for us today, or not? 

Sometimes this is easy. For instance in 2:42 we are told that the first 

church in Jerusalem “devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, and to 

the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” – and people agree 

that this is mentioned as a good blueprint for what the church should be 

devoted to today. 

Or take Paul’s vision in Acts 16:9 of a Macedonian man begging him 

“Come over to Macedonia and help us”. Here it is clear that this was an 

individual instruction given to Paul at that point in time, and not an 

instruction for all of us today. (Though we might add that it fits in with our 

general mission to take the gospel to all nations). 

But sometimes it is not so easy to tell what is normative from what is 

descriptive.  

For instance, in 1:26, the selection of Matthias as a replacement apostle 

for Judas is done by the casting of lots. Can we then conclude that casting 

lots (or a modern equivalent such as tossing a coin) is a good way for a 

Christian or a church to make decisions today? 
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Or in 2:44-45, it says “all the 

believers were together and had 

everything in common. Selling to 

their possessions and goods, they 

gave to anyone as he had need.” Is 

this given as a description of what 

that particualr church did, or is it an 

instruction for how all churches are 

to manage their possessions today? 

For these harder questions, the 

answer will come when we look harder at the text! It is not for us to pick 

and choose according to our preference, but rather to try to understand 

what Luke is teaching us.  

We’ll have a chance to look at both of these case studies in our series, but 

briefly, the casting of lots was particularly appropriate for the selection of 

Matthias, because part of being an apostle was to have been specifically 

appointed for the role by God, and so they wanted the final decision to be 

out of human hands, So no, the casting of lots is not being help up as a 

good means of us making decisions today.  

And later at the end of chapter 4 and beginning of chapter 5, it becomes 

clear that selling property and giving it to the community of the church was 

not a requirement, but rather an optional choice of individuals (and a great 

encouragement to others when people did so). So whilst theses description 

should challenge us about our generosity to others and give a suggestion 

for us to consider, it would be wrong to use them to command Christians to 

sell everything and give to the church. 

Apostles: foundational or typical? 

Much of the book of Acts focuses on the activity of the apostles (in 

particular Peter and Paul). 

Now we know that Peter and Paul are Christians (like us). But we also know 

that today the church is built on their foundational apostolic ministry 

(Ephesians 2:20). And so the question arises: are we to understand their 

Definitions 

NORMATIVE: the things detailed 

in the text are to be considered 

normal for us today, and we are 

to copy them. 

DESCRIPTIVE: the text is simply 

describing what happened, not 

telling us to imitate it. 
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actions and the instructions given to them by God to be typical (because 

they were Christians like us), or atypical and foundational (because they 

were apostles and we aren’t)? 

An obvious way in which they are not like us is that they were witnesses to 

the resurrection. In fact, in Chapter 1, the explicit criteria for the new 

apostle Matthias who is appointed to replace Judas is that he was with 

Jesus during his earthly ministry, was a witness to Jesus’ resurrection, and 

was appointed by Jesus for the role. The apostles’ testimony therefore is 

the evidence on which our faith is based, and their message carries God’s 

authority. 

What about the miracles that the apostles perform? For instance, both 

Peter and Paul perform extraordinary miracles. In Peter’s case (Acts 5:15), 

his shadow passing over someone is enough to heal them, and for Paul 

(19:12), a handkerchief he has touched is taken people who are sick or 

who have evil spirits, and they are healed.  

This is surely not typical, but rather part of their foundational ministry as 

apostles – the dawning of the gospel age through their eyewitness 

testimony of the resurrection is accompanied by a demonstration of God’s 

saving power in the world. 

Indeed, whilst at times miracles are performed by people such as Stephen 

and Barnabas (men one step outside that inner circle of apostles), 

dominantly the book records that “signs and wonders” were done by the 

apostles (c.f. 2:43, 5:12). That description of the events as “signs and 

wonders” is Exodus language – the plagues in Egypt, and the parting of the 

Red Sea, were signs and wonders through which God redeemed his 

people. So too now with the inaguration of the gospel message of Christ! 

Staged Pentecost 

Most people accept that the events of Acts 2:1-6 were a one-off event in 

the history of the church. The “Day of Pentecost”, where the Holy Spirit was 

first given to Jesus’ followers, and was accompanied by a rushing wind, 

flames of fire, and the sudden ability to preach the gospel in the many 

different languages of the crowds in Jerusalem. 
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But what about the rest of Acts? In the months and years that followed the 

Day of Pentecost, we have descriptions of other people who received the 

Holy Spirit with powerful manifestations (for instance the speaking of 

tongues). Do these descriptions therefore show us what is typical of people 

who live after the Day of Pentecost, but before Christ’s return – including 

us today? 

Some say yes. And this has 

led some people to 

conclude that it is possible 

to be a Christian, and not 

yet to have received the 

Holy Spirit – a ‘second 

blessing’ is still required 

(like the group in Acts 19:1-7). Others suggest that the sort of phenomena 

which we see some of the time in Acts is what we should expect today (with 

the speaking of tongues as a mark of spiritual life being top of the list). 

However this does not do justice to Acts. For a start it ignores the many 

other people who become Christians with no such ‘second blessing’, nor 

any spiritual gift like speaking in tongues or prophecy. For instance, the 

Ethopian Eunuch (8:26-40), Lydia (16:14), or the Philippian jailer (16:25-

34).  

But also it fails to see that rather than a single Day of Pentecost, what we 

get in Acts is a series of mini Days of Pentecost, as the gospel breaks 

through its successive barriers. We have already seen that the plotline for 

Acts is set in 1:8 –  

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 

witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.  

(Acts 1:8) 

So we find a special and extraordinary gift of the Holy Spirit coming through 

the apostles when the gospel first goes to Jerusalem (2:1-11), to Samaria 

(8:14-17), and to the Gentiles (10:44-48).  

2:1-11 – first 

gift of Spirit 

in Jerusalem 

8:14 – first 

gift of Spirit 

in Samaria 

10:44-47 – first 

gift of Spirit to 

Gentiles 

Day of Pentecost followed by smaller ‘pentecosts’. 
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Gospel growth through struggle and suffering of the church 

So far we have seen that we need to be cautious when reading Acts, not to 

read ourselves into the story too quickly. We are not apostles, and today is 

not the day of Pentecost. 

But nonetheless, there will still be plenty for us to learn about our mission 

as the church, as we continue the work of spreading the word of Christ to 

the ends of the earth. 

One of the big themes in Acts (shown particularly in Chapters 21-28, but 

also present in our series this term) is that the growth of the gospel comes 

through the struggle and suffering of the church. The word of God 

continues to spread only as the church endures persecution and hardship 

from outside, and overcomes potential problems of distraction, disunity 

and sin from inside. And the story of the church through history and around 

the world today is the same! 

  



11 

 

The Holy Spirit in Acts 

Acts has much to teach us about the Holy Spirit. He is mentioned 57 times 

through the book. Whilst generally called “The Holy Spirit”, he is also 

referred to simply as “the Spirit” a number of times, and twice as “the 

Spirit of the Lord”. Here we see some of the glory and depths of the Trinity. 

The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus. And such is the close-working of the 

godhead that in 1:2 Jesus gives the apostles instructions “through the Holy 

Spirit”. And when the Holy Spirit comes on them, it is to give them power to 

witness about Jesus. 

Indeed those 57 references to the Holy Spirit are not spread evenly 

through the book, but instead are particularly clustered in the sections in 

which the Holy Spirit is pushing the church outwards into new missionary 

activity, focussed on telling people about Jesus. Ultimately, the “gospel 

age” in which we live today is described in terms of Joel’s prophecy. We are 

blessed to live in the times when the Holy Spirit is poured out on all people, 

so that the church can fulfil its role in proclaiming the apostolic message of 

Christ. 
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Series Overview 

24 Jan Acts 1:1-11 – The mission of the church 

The book begins with a summary of Jesus’ time with the apostles after the 

resurrection and before his ascension. He instructs them to wait until they 

receive the Holy Spirit, and then to be his witnesses as the gospel spreads 

from Jerusalem, through Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. 

This spread of the gospel in 1:8 sets the plotline for the book of Acts, and is 

what Jesus continues to do today, until his return.  

The mission of the church thefore is to see the apostolic gospel continue to 

spread throughout the world, empowered by the Spirit, and awaiting the 

return of Jesus. 

31 Jan Acts 1:12-26 – The foundation of the church 

A new apostle is needed to replace Judas (who has died, having betrayed 

Jesus). 12 apostles are needed as the church begins it’s mission because 

they represent the new Israel (which had 12 tribes.) God’s people are now 

the gospel people. 

The foundational ministry of the apostles depends on them having been with 

Jesus for the whole of his earthly ministry, having been eye-witnesse to his 

resurrection, and having been specially appointed by God for the role. And so 

Matthias is chosen as the twelfth apostle. 

This apostolic message is the foundation of the church – both in what we 

believe, and in what we proclaim 

7 Feb 

HC 

Acts 2:1-41 – The power of the church 

The Holy Spirit comes on the apostles, giving them a supernatural ability to 

speak the gospel in many different languages. They go into the crowds in 

Jerusalem, who are amazed that they can hear and understand the wonders 

of God. Peter explains that the prophecy of Joel 2 is now fulfilled. In these 

‘last days’ (in which we still live) God’s Spirit is being poured out on all 

people so that all can understand and speak the word of God, and all people 

can respond to it and be saved. This is the fundamental ministry of the Holy 

Spirit to us today. 

Peter then proclaims the gospel to the crowd, calling them to repentance. 

3000 believe and are baptised. 

14 Feb Acts 2:42-47 – The devotion of the church 

Luke gives us a brief description of the newly Spirit-filled church, by telling us 

what they were devoted to and how they lived. It was a learning church, a 

loving church, a worshipping church, and an evangelistic church. 

This is an interesting passage, where the issues mentioned in the “Acts as 

narrative” section above are particularly relevant. Some of what is 

mentioned we should take as being instructive for what the church should 

be like today, but there are also some detals which are merely descriptive of 

this early church in Jerusalem, without commanding that we are the same. 
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21 Feb Acts 3:1-26 – The message of the church 

Peter heals a lame man. The crowds are astonished, but Peter then explains 

to them that this has been done “in Jesus’ name and the faith that comes 

through him”. Peter gives a model evangelistic talk about Jesus: “God 

promised and sent him; you killed him; God raised him; we saw him; you can 

believe in him and receive God’s blessing.” 

[Acts 2 also gives a model evangelistic sermon, but in that passage we will 

have mainly dealt with the gift of the Holy Spirit to the church.] 

28 Feb Acts 4:1-22 – The persecution of the church 

The Jewish leaders bring Peter and John to trial before the Sanhedrin. They 

do not like their message, but cannot deny the miracle that Peter has just 

performed. So they order the apostles to remain silent and threaten them. 

Peter and John’s response is a great encouragement to any who face similar 

persecution, threats, or calls to be slinet today. They are committed to doing 

what is right in God’s eyes, and will go on speaking about Jesus! And despite 

this persecution and attempt to silence the gospel, the word of God 

continues to spread even while Peter and John are in jail – the gospel 

cannot be chained! 

6 Mar Acts 4:23-37 – The boldness of the church 

On their release, Peter and John rejoin the church community. They 

understand the opposition they have faced in simply fulfilling what the Bible 

teaches about the world’s hostility to Christ. And so they pray that God will 

give them boldness in response to the threats they face. This is answered 

with a fresh outpouring of the Spirit, so that they speak the word of God 

boldly. 

For us today, boldness is often what we lack! And often this is not because 

we have received an explicit threat, but rather comes from threats that we 

imagine! We need to have the same Spirit to enable us to have courage to 

follow Jesus and proclaim Jesus. 

13 Mar Acts 5:1-11 – The fear of the church 

This is the passage is which the word ‘church’ is first used. The new 

community of God’s people has formed. But what happens when that 

community has internal sin? 

The sinful greed of Ananias and Sapphira is told in a way that draws a 

parallel with Achan’s sin on Joshua 7 (also at a time when God’s people 

were newly established). Just as Achan kept back for himself what should 

have been the Lord’s, so too Ananias and Sapphira are deceitful, telling the 

church that they are giving the whole proceeds from the sale of some of the 

their property, whilst secretly keeping some for themselves. God’s response 

is the same as for Achan - judgement comes on them and they are stuck 

dead in turn. The result is a renewed fear of the Lord in the church. It is no 

small thing for God to be present with his people! 
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20 Mar Acts 5:12-16 – The healing of the church 

The apostles perform many “signs and wonders” among the people. These 

miracles served to authenticate the apostolic message which we have seen 

already. This is both alarming to some (who keep their distance), and 

appealing to others (who are added to the believers). Others bring those who 

are sick or tormented by evil spirits, and all are healed – a remarkable 

demonstration of the power of God to heal and free human beings. 

For us, passages such as this authenticate the apostlic message, and point 

to the promises of God in the new creation. They also prompt us to think 

about what expectation we should have of healings / other miracles today. 

27 Mar 

Easter 

HC 

Acts 5:17-42 – The joyful suffering of the church 

The apostles are persecuted again. They are jailed, then miraculously freed 

by God, and then brought before the Sanhedrin. In the face of opposition, 

they stick to their message of the resurrection, and rejoice that they have 

been counted workthy of suffering disgrace for the sake of Jesus’ name. 

On Easter Sunday, this is a great encouragement to us to continue to 

proclaim the resurrection, and to rejoice in any hardships we may face. 

3 Apr Acts 6:1-7 – The priority of the church 

Instead of external persecution, the apostles now face an internal problem 

of disunity and distraction. An unequal treatment of Grecian and Hebraic 

widows in the church community leads to discord. Rather than be deflected 

from the ministry of the the word and prayer, the church chooses seven 

godly men to oversee the care for widows, so that the apostles can continue 

their focus on their ministry. The result is the continued growth of the gospel. 

For us, distraction and internal disunity can be frequent enemies to growth, 

and so we too will need to ensure that we work together well so as not to 

neglect the ministry of the word and prayer. 

 

 


