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The Book of Acts

Objective:

· To understand the background and the theme of the book of Acts
· To learn from the strength of the first Church
Memory Verse:

“And you shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
References:

· The Book of Acts

· “Interpretation of the Book of Acts,” Fr. Tadros Y. Malaty

Introduction:


Jesus’ last recorded words have come to be known as the Great Commission: “You shall be witnesses to Me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). The Book of Acts, written by St. Luke, is the story of the men and women who took that commission seriously and began to spread the news of a risen Savior to the most remote corners of the known world.

Lesson Outline:


While the apostles are mentioned collectively at several points, this book really records the acts of St. Peter (1-12) and of St. Paul (13-28).

I. The Author of the Book of Acts


Acts 1:1 refers Theophilus to “The former account,” that is, the Gospel of Luke. St. Luke’s source for the “we” sections in this book (16:10-17; 20:5-21:18; 27:1-28:16) was his own memory, if not some kind of diary. For the remainder of this book, St. Luke no doubt followed the same careful investigative procedures that he used in writing his gospel (Luke 1:1-4). As a close traveling companion of St. Paul, St. Luke had access to the principal eyewitness for chapters 13-28.

II. The Time of Writing the Book of Acts


St. Luke’s perplexingly abrupt ending about St. Paul awaiting trial in Rome has led many to believe that Acts was completed prior to St. Paul’s trial (AD 62). If it was written after this crucial event, why didn’t St. Luke mention the outcome? St. Luke may have had a reason, but the simplest explanation of his silence is that St. Paul had not yet stood before Caesar. Acts gives no hint of the persecution under Nero (AD 64), St. Paul’s death (AD 68), or the destruction of Jerusalem (AD 70).

III. The Theme of Acts


The resurrected Savior is the central theme of the sermons and defenses in Acts. The Old Testament Scriptures, the historical Resurrection, the apostolic testimony, and the convicting power of the Holy Spirit all bear witness that Jesus is both Lord and Christ (see St. Peter’s sermons in 2:22-36 and 10:34-43). “To Him all the prophets witness that, through His name, whoever believes in Him will receive remission of sins” (10:43). “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (4:12).

IV. Outline of the Book of Acts


This is the only book that covers the story from Christ’s Ascension to the period of the New Testament epistles. Thus, Acts is the historical link between the gospels and the epistles. Acts is a pivotal book of transitions from the gospels to the epistles (history), from Judaism to Christianity (religion), from law to grace (divine dealing), from Jews alone to Jews and Gentiles (people of God), and from kingdom to Church (program of God).


The three movements in Acts follow its key verse (1:8): Witness in Jerusalem (1:1-8:4), witness in Judea and Samaria (8:5-12:25), and witness to the end of the earth (13-28).

A. Witness in Jerusalem (Acts 1-4)


After appearing to His disciples for forty days (1:3), the Lord tells them to wait in Jerusalem for the fulfillment of His promise concerning the Holy Spirit. Ten days after His Ascension, this promise is fulfilled as the disciples are empowered and filled with the Holy Spirit. The disciples are transformed and filled with courage to proclaim the brand new message of the resurrected Savior. St. Peter’s powerful sermon, like all the sermons in Acts, is built upon the Resurrection, and 3000 persons respond with saving faith. After dramatically healing a man who was lame from birth, St. Peter delivers a second crucial message to the people of Israel, resulting in thousands of additional responses. The religious leaders arrest the apostles, and this gives St. Peter an opportunity to preach a special sermon to them.


The enthusiasm and joy of the infant Church are married by internal and external problems. Ananias and Sapphira receive the ultimate form of discipline because of their treachery, and the apostles are imprisoned and persecuted because of their witness. Seven men, including Stephen and Philip, are selected to assist the apostles. St. Stephen is brought before the Sanhedrin; in his defense, he surveys the Scriptures to prove that the Man they condemned and killed was the Messiah Himself. The members of the Sanhedrin react to St. Stephen’s words by dragging him out of the city and making him the first Christian martyr.

B. Witness in Judea and Samaria (8:5-12: 25)


St. Philip goes to the province of Samaria and successfully proclaims the new message to a people hated by the Jews. Sts. Peter and John confirm his work and exercise their apostolic authority by imparting the Holy Spirit to these new members of the body of Christ. God sovereignty transforms Saul the persecutor into St. Paul the apostle to the Gentiles, but He uses St. Peter to introduce the gospel to the Gentiles. In a special vision, St. Peter realizes that Christ has broken down the baffler between Jews and Gentiles. After Cornelius and other Gentiles come to Christ through his preaching, St. Peter convinces the Jewish believers in Jerusalem that “the Gentiles had also received the word of God” (11:1). Even while experiencing more and more persecution, the Church continues to increase, spreading throughout the Roman Empire.

C. Witness to the End of the Earth (13-28)


Beginning with chapter 13, St. Luke switches the focus of Acts from St. Peter to St. Paul. Antioch in Syria gradually replaces Jerusalem as the headquarters of the Church, and all three of St. Paul’s missionary journeys originate from that city. The first journey (AD 48-49) concentrates on the Galatian cities of Pisidia, Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. After this journey, a council is held among the apostles and elders of the Church in Jerusalem to determine that the gentile converts need not submit to the Law of Moses regarding circumcision. The second missionary journey (AD 50-52) brings St. Paul once again to the Galatians’ churches, and then for the first time, on to Macedonia and Greece. St. Paul spends much of his time in the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth, and later returns to Jerusalem and Antioch. In his third missionary journey (AD 53-57), St. Paul spends almost three years in the Asian city of Ephesus before visiting Macedonia and Greece for the second time. Although he is warned not to go to Jerusalem, St. Paul cannot be dissuaded.


It is not long before St. Paul is falsely accused of bringing Gentiles into the temple. Only the Roman commander’s intervention prevents him from being killed by the mob. St. Paul’s defense before the people and before the Sanhedrin evokes violent reactions. When the commander learns of a conspiracy to assassinate St. Paul, he sends him as a prisoner to Felix, the governor in Caesarea. During his two-year imprisonment there (AD 57-59), St. Paul defends the Christian faith before Felix, Festus, and Agrippa. His appeal to Caesar requires a long voyage to Rome, where he is placed under house arrest until his trial.

Applications:

· Pray that God works with His Holy Spirit in the Church now as He did in the early days.

· Start witnessing to the resurrected Savior to non-believers around you.

Conclusion:


The book of Acts is the only book in the Bible that documents the history of the original apostolic Church since her initiation on Pentecost.




St. Paul’s Farewell Address
	17
	From Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called for the elders of the church.

	18
	And when they had come to him, he said to them: "You know, from the first day that I came to Asia, in what manner I always lived among you,

	19
	"serving the Lord with all humility, with many tears and trials which happened to me by the plotting of the Jews;

	20
	"how I kept back nothing that was helpful, but proclaimed it to you, and taught you publicly and from house to house,

	21
	"testifying to Jews, and also to Greeks, repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ.

	22
	"And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing the things that will happen to me there,

	23
	"except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations await me.

	24
	"But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race with joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.

	25
	"And indeed, now I know that you all, among whom I have gone preaching the kingdom of God, will see my face no more.

	26
	"Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all men.

	27
	"For I have not shunned to declare to you the whole counsel of God.

	28
	"Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.

	29
	"For I know this, that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock.

	30
	"Also from among yourselves men will rise up, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after themselves.

	31
	"Therefore watch, and remember that for three years I did not cease to warn everyone night and day with tears.

	32
	"So now, brethren, I commend you to God and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.

	33
	"I have coveted no one's silver or gold or apparel.

	34
	"Yes, you yourselves know that these hands have provided for my necessities, and for those who were with me.

	35
	"I have shown you in every way, by laboring like this, that you must support the weak. And remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He said, 'It is more blessed to give than to receive.' "

	36
	And when he had said these things, he knelt down and prayed with them all.



THE BOOK OF ACTS(
I. The Author

· All the Church fathers and the biblical scholars agreed that St. Luke is the author of the third Gospel, as well as the Book of Acts.
· Both the Gospel of St. Luke and the Book of Acts are dedicated to Theophilus, St. Luke's friend, who holds a high Roman position.
· Both are similar in language and style.
· St. Luke, in the opening words of Acts, refers to the Gospel in which he has dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach until the day when he was taken up, after he had given commandment to the Apostles whom he had chosen. The reference here is manifestly to the Gospel, and we are clearly intended to conclude that the Book of Acts is a continuation of the Gospel, and consequently, the work of the same author.
· There are some words which are either very rare or do not occur at all elsewhere in the New testament but which are fairly frequent in Luke & Acts. Such as "as his custom was" is found only at LK 4:16 and Acts 17:2, and in each case it is connected with entry into a synagogue on the Sabbath.
· The writer of these two books was a companion of the Apostle Paul as the "we" sections of Acts indicate: "Now after he had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go to Macedonia, concluding that the Lord had called us to preach the Gospel to them, therefore, sailing from Troas, we ran a straight course to Samothrace, and the next day came to Neapolis" [Acts 16:10-11]. "Now it came to pass, that when we had departed from them and set sail, running a straight course, we came to Cos," [Acts 21:1]. In these sections of Acts, the author includes himself in the journeys of St. Paul. St. Luke was a close companion of St. Paul: "Luke, the beloved physician and Demas greet you" [Col 4:14], "Only Luke is with me, get Mark, and bring him with you, for he is useful to me for ministry" [2 Tim 4:11].
· St. Luke was born in Antioch of Syria; he was a physician, writer, and painter. He accompanied St. Paul on his journeys and offered him his medical service and cooperation in spreading the Gospel [Good News] of Jesus Christ.
· A manuscript of the second century says that “St. Luke was a Syrian from Antioch, a medical doctor, a disciple of the Apostles, a follower of Paul up to his martyrdom, working in the Lord undistracted, without children, and died 84 years old in Thevis.”
II. Characteristics

A. Its place in the New Testament

It is between the Gospels and the Epistles to serve as a link between the records of Jesus Christ and the apostolic correspondence. The Book of Acts makes a vital contribution to the discussion of the relationship between the teaching of Jesus Christ and apostolic doctrine. 
B. Its view of history

The many references to the Holy Spirit in the Book of Acts are a sufficient indication that the writer regards the development of Christian history as due to a superhuman control.
He does not gloss over the difficulties which the Christian mission encountered, but he purposes to show that God was directing each movement of the history.
As Christian influence spreads from Jerusalem to Rome there is no impression given that this progress is due ultimately to human achievement, but God was hedging His people round, preventing undesirable developments here and prompting to sustained evangelistic efforts there.
C. Its portrait of primitive communities

The Book of Acts gives a valuable general impression of primitive Church life. St. Luke, as the author of the Book of Acts, clearly portrayed the spiritual and moral characteristics of the early Christians.
D. Its record of primitive theology

The main doctrinal themes presented in apostolic preaching and teaching
E. Its focus on Sts. Peter and Paul

One of the features about the Book of Acts is that it says so little about the other apostles and so much about St. Peter and St. Paul.
III. Date


Since the record in Acts concludes with St. Paul's arrival in Rome to begin his first confinement in that city, one would judge that the book was written about 63 A.D. in Rome during that first imprisonment. If it were written later, it would by very difficult to explain why St. Luke did not mention such momentous events as the burning of Rome, the martyrdom of St. Paul and the destruction of Jerusalem itself.

IV. Purpose

A. A Narrative of History

St. Luke wrote the Book of Acts as a continuation of his Gospel, so his primary purpose was historical. The Gospel gives us the history of our Lord Jesus Christ and His salvation, and the Book of Acts gives as the history of the Christian Church in the first century, from 33 A.D until 65 A.D.
B. A book of the Spirit

For example: The Church comes into being through the baptism of the Spirit [2:38]. Fullness of the Spirit was the evidence of true Christianity [2:4, 6:3, 8:17].
V. Language


St. Luke wrote the Book of Acts in the Greek language, the universal language of his time and his native language.

VI. Contents

A. Introduction: [1:1-26]

1) Prologue [1:1-3]

2) Jesus Christ's last words and his ascent to heaven [1:4-11]

3) The apostles return to Jerusalem and join together in one accord for prayer in the upper room. [1:12-14]

4) St. Peter's speech and Matthias is chosen [1:15-26]

B. Part I: Preaching the Gospel in Jerusalem [2:1-8:3]

1) Establishing the Church in Jerusalem [2:1-47]

(a) Descent of the Holy Spirit [2:1-13]

(b) St. Peter's first sermon [2:14-36]

(i) St. Peter explains the gift of speaking in many tongues [2:14-21].
(ii) Speaking of the Lord Jesus Christ as the awaited Messiah [2:22-33] and His ascent to heaven [2:33-36]

(c) Results of St. Peter's sermon [2:37-41]
(d) Life of the first Christian community and growth of faith [2:42-47]

2) Spread of Christianity and persecution of the apostles [3:1-4:13]

(a) The healing of a lame man at the gate of the temple which is called Beautiful [3:1-11]

(b) St. Peter's sermon [3:21-26] shows that the miracle happened by the power of Jesus Christ [3:12-16], pointing out the ignorance of the Jews and their rulers [3:17-18] and inviting the people to repentance [3:14-26].
(c) Sts. Peter & John's address to the council [4:1-22]
The arrest of St. Peter and St. John [4:1-4]
The council meets and St. Peter's sermon [4:5-12]
The recommendation of the council to Sts. Peter & John [4:13-22]
(d) Prayers of the faithful [4:23-31]
3) God protects the Church from internal and external dangers [4:32-5:42]
. The unity of the faithful [4:22-37]
. The lying of Ananias and Sapphira and their punishment [5:1-11]
. Signs and wonders done through the hands of the apostles and growth of faith [5:12-16]
. Second imprisonment of St. Peter and St. John [5:17-18]
. The apostles are freed and their appearance in the temple [5:19-26]
. Gamaliel's advice and the apostles are freed [5:27-40]
. The apostles’ feeling and their work after they departed from the council [5:41-42]
4) St. Stephen's martyrdom [6:1-8:3]

(a) Seven deacons chosen [6:1-7]
(b) St. Stephen does miracles which affect the people, and he’s brought him to the Council [6:8-15].
(c) St. Stephen's address [7:1-53]: The patriarchs [7:2-16], Moses' time [7:17-34], Times of David and Solomon [7:44-50]; Outcome of St. Stephen's address [7:51-53] 

(d) Martyrdom of St. Stephen [7:54-60] and the persecution of the Church [8:1-3]

C. Part II: Preaching the Gospel in Samaria, Damascus and Antioch [8:4-12:25]

1) Preaching to the Samarians and the baptism of the eunuch of Candace [8:4-40]
2) Faith of St. Paul [9:1-19] and his ministry in Damascus and Jerusalem [9:19-30]

3) St. Peter's ministry [9:31-11:30]

(a) St. Peter in Lydda and Joppa [9:31-43]; Aeneas was healed [9:31-35]; Tabitha is raised from the dead [9:36-43]

(b) St. Peter converted Cornelius and accepted the gentiles [10:1-11:18].

(c) Establishing the Church in Antioch and its origin to the Church in Jerusalem [11:19-30]
4) Herod's persecution of the Church [12:1-25].

(a) The martyrdom of St. James the brother of St. John [12:1-2]

(b) St. Peter was kept in prison [12:3-5] and miraculously freed from prison [12:6-11].

(c) St. Peter went to the house of Mary, the mother of St. John whose surname was Mark [12:12-17].
(d) The death of Herod [12:18-25]

D. Part III: Preaching the Gospel to the gentiles [13:1-28:31]

1) St. Paul’s first trip [13:1-14:28]

Sts. Paul & Barnabas’ trip to Cyprus, Asia minor, Perga in Pamphylia, Antioch in Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, and back to Antioch
2) The Jerusalem Council [15:1-35]: certain men rose against those not circumcised according to the custom of Moses [15:1-5]
The Jerusalem Council convene; St. Peter’s speech [15:6-12] as well as St. James speech [15:13-21]; the Jerusalem decree delivered to Antioch [15:22-35]

3) St. Paul's second trip [15:36-18:22]

(a) From Antioch to Macedonia [15:36-16:11]
(b) His split from Barnabas [15:36-41]
(c) He went to Derbe and Lystra meeting Timothy [16:1-5], and his trip from Phrygia to Macedonia [16:6-11]

(d) In Philippi [16:12-40], his words to Lydia the seller of purple and her faith [16:12-15]
(e) The slave girl possessed with a spirit of divination is cured [16:11-18]

(f) St. Paul & Silas seized [16:19-24], thrown in prison [16:25-34] and subsequently released [16:35-40]
(g) St.  Paul in Thessalonica, Berea and Athens [17:1-34]
(h) St. Paul and Silas in Thessalonica [17:1-9]; his trip to Athens [17:16-21] and his ministry there [17:22-31]; the outcome of his preaching [17:32-34]
(i) His ministry in Corinth and his return to Antioch [18:1-22]; He faces Gallio the proconsul of Achaia [18:12-17]

(j) His return to Antioch via Ephesus and Jerusalem [18:18-22]

4) St. Paul's third trip [18:23-21:16]

(a) His trip to Ephesus: visit to Galatia [18:23]; Apollos comes to Ephesus and departs to Corinth [18:24-28]

(b) He  meets with St. John’s disciples in Ephesus  [19:1-7]

(c) His withdrew from the Ephesus council [19:8-12]

(d) The itinerant Jewish exorcists in Ephesus [19:13-20]

(e) Rioting against St. Paul [19:21-41]

(f) St. Paul’s journey to Macedonia and Halace (Greece) and back to Jerusalem [20:1-21:16]; St. Paul's journey to Troas via Macedonia, Halace [20:1-6] and Miletus [20:7-16]; His ministry in Miletus to the elders of the church in Ephesus [20:17-18]; His journey back to Jerusalem [21:16]
5) St. Paul’s imprisonment in Caesarea and Rome [21:17-28:31]

(a) The Jewish laid hand on him [21:17-40]

(b) St. Paul preaches the Jews in Jerusalem [22:1-21]

(c) From the prison in Jerusalem to Caesarea [22:22-23:35]

(d) St. Paul and Felix [24:1-27]

(e) St. Paul and Festus [25:1-26:32]

(f) From Caesarea to Rome [27:1-28:15]

(g) St. Paul in Rome [28:16-31]












































( Biblical Studies, New Testament I, Fr. Mikhail E. Mikhail, D. Min., Pope Shenouda III Coptic Orthodox Theological Seminary, Fall 1998





3

[image: image1.png]