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1
Introduction

Why do we read Acts?

Acts is a similar genre to Old Testament History – historical narrative. Its purposes (two-fold) are similar too, although with a significant difference.

· Inspiration – an exciting narrative recalling God’s miraculous power operating through ordinary followers in extending the Kingdom, continuing the work of Jesus and building the Church.

· Teaching. This is where most of the hermeneutical problems arise, because the use of Acts as a model for doing church holds some problems which aren’t quite as obvious as the OT narratives.

How do we read Acts?

With the above in mind, I recommend the following approach to a full understanding and appreciation of the book of Acts.

· Read it all the way through – preferably in one or two sittings.

· Note down the key people, places and themes – the motifs – what really interests Luke? 

· Identify the key divisions and their summary statements.

· Finish off by trying to answer the question ‘Why did Luke write this book? What was his purpose?’

2
Historical Context
Author – Luke – doctor, companion of Paul and only gentile author in the Bible.

Date – 64 AD (before death of Paul) or 70 AD (after fall of Jerusalem, because of his use of Mark)?

Recipient – Theophilus – probable benefactor and underwriter of the book. 

A continuation of Luke’s gospel.

3
Structure
People have used the focus on Peter (up to ch 12) then Paul (13-28) to divide Acts, others the geographical expansion (Jerusalem 1-7, Samaria and Judea 8-10 and to the ends of the Earth 11-28), but best way is surely to adopt Luke’s own divisions, or panels.

4
Assignment
Read through Acts this week and try to identify 6 sections (‘Panels’) which end with summary statements. The first one is Acts 6:7

‘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.’

There – only 5 more to go!
An Overview of Acts

Panel 1 – Early days - Acts 1:1 - 6:7

Notice how Jewish everything is – the sermons, the opposition, the regular meetings in the temple and synagogues.
Records the early sermons, the common life and the initial spread and opposition.

Ends with the summary of Acts 6:7

‘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.’

Panel 2 – The first expansion - Acts 6:8 – 9:31

The first geographical expansion, carried out by the Greek-speaking Jewish Christians. Includes Stephen’s martyrdom (key to the first expansion) and Paul’s conversion.

Ends with the summary of Acts 9:31

‘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.’

Panel 3 –To the gentiles - Acts 9:32 – 12:24

The key to this is the conversion of Cornelius and God’s use of Peter, the acknowledged leader, to do it. The church in Antioch is introduced.

Ends with the summary of Acts 12:24

‘But the word of God continued to increase and spread.’

Panel 4 –To the gentile world - Acts 12:25 – 16:4

Paul is now leading an expansion into the gentile world. This is a hot issue for the Jews, and the Council of Jerusalem is a very important event, and key to further gentile expansion.

Ends with the summary of Acts 16:4

‘As they travelled from town to town, they delivered the decisions reached by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for the people to obey.’

Panel 5 – Westward into Europe - Acts 16:4 – 19:20

Ends with the summary of Acts 19:20

‘In this way the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power.’

Panel 6 – Paul and the Gospel go to Rome - Acts 16:4 – 19:20

Ends with the summary of Acts 28:31

‘Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.’

Acts 9 - Breakthroughs
What did you feel were the dominant themes of Acts? Review your answers to the questions posed in week 1 - ‘Why did Luke write this book? What was his purpose?’
Purpose/Dominant theme

……………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
The gospels can be read through many different lenses, but surely one of the most important perspectives is that of the Kingdom of God. Jesus announced that the Kingdom had arrived or the Kingdom was close many times. Acts takes this on with the outworking of the Kingdom of God. For a simple explanation of this theology read Chapter 2 of Power Evangelism.
The reality of our Christian lives brings out the Now and the Not Yet nature of the Kingdom of God - the disappointments, the tensions, the inconsistencies, the uncertainties, all set against the triumphs, the hope, the times when it all comes together, the blessing and the times when God displays His sovereign power.
In Acts 9 we have a massive breaking through - massive for 3 reasons

1. dramatic

2. contrary to the run of play
3. big consequences 
And we then have a series of smaller snapshots, where we see the compassion and power of the Kingdom breaking through into this world. Breaking through into this evil world to heal it. Note the cosy summary statement at 9:31.
But what of Ananias – the unluckiest disciple in the world?

2 Cor 5:20 – we are Christ’s ambassadors – God is making his appeal through us. The Kingdom breaks through whenever we respond to the opportunities he sets up for us. Ananias responded when asked.

Exercise – read a gospel and underline or note down every time the Kingdom breaks through, and note the result. Do the same for Acts – does the pattern continue? Now do it in your life story.

Reflection – what benefits does the above exercise have? Link this into the purpose of Acts (Luke’s reason for writing, and the consequent style and content of the book).
Response – is there an appropriate response to this? Can you quote Paul at all on this?
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