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NT Lesson Nine - ACTS

Authorship 


Luke the physician and companion of Paul


Luke was a very accurate historian, recognized by all historians.

Date

· 61-63 A.D. Probably a defense document for Paul, written while he was awaiting trial under house arrest in Rome. Carefully outlines the ministry of Paul, attempting to show he was no enemy of Rome. 

· Covers the middle 33 years of the NT. First 33 yrs.- life of Christ, last 33yrs are covered in Peter, and John’s letters dealing with heresies that were springing up, encouraging the believers under persecution (1,2,3 John, Jude, 1,2 Peter, Revelation) written to a more mature church.

· Acts is the key to understanding Paul's letters, like a clothes-bar with Paul's letters the hangars. You can place them in historical order along the bar. It is helpful to study Acts and Paul’s letters together, stopping to read the letter associated with Paul’s visit to that city/province, providing a helpful context within which to understand those to whom he is writing. The letters are written to follow up with the churches he has planted.
Intro: Three things are clarified in Acts that illustrate the momentous, sweeping changes that were taking place.
A. God’s “chosen people” are no longer the Jews, but the Church; not blood ties, but faith is the basis for belonging. Jews are included in the community of faith, but it is no longer Jews alone. 

B. The advent of the Age of the Spirit, it’s significance and necessity:

· Commanded by Jesus:  Jesus commanded the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy Spirit before going out for mission (Acts 1:4-5,8). The Holy Spirit is the essence of the new community as it is formed. He brings the presence of Christ in reality (Matt 28 - "I will be with you till the end of the age"). The Holy Spirit is the presence of Christ with us.
· The Holy Spirit is absolutely essential for ministry: The Holy Spirit is central to the book of Acts. There is no possible way to fulfill the mission Christ gave to go to the ends of the earth and make disciples of all nations in our own power. To do so would be like those who tried to enter the Promised Land when God said "go back." It would be futile. He is the power to accomplish the work, He does it through us.

There are many frustrated Christians trying to live the Christian life without the power of the Spirit, living it in their own strength – it’s too hard, there’s no joy.

1. Experience of the Holy Spirit: In Pentecost (Acts 2) we see the empowering of the church, making His entrance almost immediately (40 days after Jesus' ascension). He baptizes everyone who is waiting there - not one is passed over.  What is "normal Christian experience". 

Two main opinions: 

1. The Western Church has assumed the Holy Spirit breaks in from outside. A person becomes a Christian, then at some later point receives the baptism of the Holy Spirit as a second experience. 

2. Eastern Church (Orthodox) - if Christ is in us then the Holy Spirit is in us – the baptism of Holy Spirit is a matter of releasing him.

The most important thing is that you are filled, empowered, baptized, however you understand it to happen.

3. Effects of the Spirit-filled life/evidence of the presence of the Holy Spirit
· Tremendous power - real spiritual power that sets people free from the bondage of Satan. Modern church growth specialists are seeing that church growth, especially in third world countries, takes place in the presence of signs and wonders - healing, deliverance, miracles. 

· Massive growth – Peter’s first sermon resulted in 3,000 converts; there were probably 100,000 by the end of Acts. The effectiveness of the ministry of the early church was not disputed, just opposed. How can you dispute the reality of healing, miracles, growth?

· Boldness of their witness – the incredible transformation of a group of men hiding after the death of their leader, to Peter's bold statements to the authorities (Acts 4:18-20, 23-30; 5:29,41-42)




· Church discipline took place with power - Ananias and Sapphira (Ch. 5). There was no tolerance of evil, there is a cleansing power in the Presence of the Spirit - notice that God's priorities in the establishment of the new covenant community are the same as in the old - purity of heart, single-minded obedience.

· Perseverance in the midst of persecution - Stephen (Ch. 7, 8:4) The disciples preached the word wherever they went. Initially people were drawn by the power encounters, but eventually it turned to persecution. The darkness hates the light.

· Developing community:  We have a picture of what early Christian community looked like in Acts 2:43-47; 5:12-16.

a. Met together daily, sharing teaching, meals, had everything in common, gave to each as they need. There is tremendous opportunity for growth and discipleship when you meet together daily - accountability, burden-bearing, sharing our pain, burdens, spiritual dryness. Individually we can bury it, allow our struggles to remain "private;" we can be "nice", wear masks when we only see each other a couple of times a week for a few hours.

b. The community grew rapidly: 2:47, 5:14, 9:31 The Lord added daily to their number. They grew through persecution as well as in the good times.

Ch. 4-7 persecution mounted, culminating in the death of Stephen.  Jesus warned us to expect persecution (Jn 15:18-16:4). But God's purposes were being fulfilled even through the assault of the enemy on the church (Matt 16: 18 "On this rock I will build my church and the gates of hell [ie. all forces opposed to Christ and his kingdom] will not overcome it!"). The church was both unified and dispersed through persecution.
C. The Church on Mission: "You will be my witness in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth." (Acts 1:8). 
Judea: The disciples effectively preached the gospel in Jerusalem and Judea: Acts 4: “filled the city with their teaching.” 
The role of persecution in accomplishing God’s mission:  Persecution moved the Christians out from their "holy huddle" and scattered them throughout the world (Ch.8:1,4). 

There is a difference between doing evangelism in Jerusalem and elsewhere. The context in which to understand the gospel was Judaism. In Samaria there was a syncretistic mix of Judaism and paganism. In “the ends of the earth” Yahweh was one of many gods. 
It is important to understand the spiritual environment in which we are sharing Christ.  
Question: What is the spiritual context in which you share your faith today? What were the major paradigm shifts for the early Christians? How did these help advance the gospel into new cultural groups?
· Samaria

1. The Samaritans were reached by Phillip - a breach in the wall of separation. The Holy Spirit clearly went ahead of the disciples preparing people to receive the gospel. Note the receptivity of the Ethiopian (8:26-39), a “person of peace.” 

Question: Who were other “persons of peace” that Jesus ministered to, breaking down cultural barriers?

2. Note as well that God gives each people group the same experience of baptism in the Holy Spirit that the first disciples have (8:14-17). No one is set apart as "better" than the others (tendency in the charismatic movement of the 1960s-70s - "we have something you don't," that alienates rather than draws people to desire the same).

· "The ends of the earth" - Gentiles

1. Paul was chosen to go to the Gentiles (9:15) (Could it be that God chose Paul as the twelfth apostle rather than Matthias? The choice of Matthias smacks of man's attempts to fulfill prophecy. See 1:16-26)

2. Peter was sent very specifically to Cornelius. God has to convince Peter that salvation is for the Gentiles too (Ch. 10). The Gentiles also had same experience of baptism in the Holy Spirit (10:15-18).

3. Antioch was the first Gentile church (11:20-26). Here too the Holy Spirit went ahead, the disciples came along later to see what God was doing. The first disciples who were called Christians were Gentiles in Antioch. Because of Antioch, and the move of God among the Gentiles, a clear-cut decision was made, clarifying that Christianity was not a Jewish sect, ie. Gentiles did not have to become Jews in order to be Christian. This was a defining moment in the development of the early Church, and the world Christian movement. (More on that later)
Paul's First Missionary Journey
Following the establishment of the church at Antioch, the missionary work begins in earnest. Paul and Barnabas are commissioned by the church and sent off as missionaries, not by necessity (persecution) but by choice. Four churches were established - Pisidion Antioch, Iconium, Lystra and Derbe. 

They were just commissioned and sent - no monetary support or instructions were given. This is a gift of apostleship - an apostle starts a church, moves on to start another, and comes back to encourage and appoint leadership (all of them new Christians!). It seems that Paul’s approach was “If it can't survive on its own there's no life in it.” Paul wrote letters later to straighten out problems, and give further instruction. Leadership in most cases arose from within the church. (Ex. 14:21-23)

Jerusalem Council

Galatians was the first letter written by Paul to straighten out doctrinal issues. The issue was raised by Jews who had become Christians, but still held to certain Jewish laws, i.e. circumcision and the Mosaic law, and were teaching that the Gentiles had to be circumcised upon becoming Christians, i.e. become Jewish Christians. They came to Antioch as well, and Paul and Barnabas were sent to Jerusalem to discuss the matter with Peter and the other church leadership there. 

In Acts 15 we read the official doctrinal statement adopted by the church (15:6-11,19,24-29). Gentiles can become Christians without becoming Jews; Jews cannot undercut the gospel of salvation by grace. They were to abstain from things having to do with the worship of idols: sexual immorality, food offered to idols, and food with the blood still in it (strangled animals).
This was a decision that would change the course of Judeo-Christian religion, and impact the future of missions throughout history. Christianity was not a sect of Judaism, but something different. The decision meant that it is a religion for all people, not just the Jewish people. As Christianity is taken around the world the barrier today is that it is a “Western religion.” 

It is critical that God’s ambassadors seek to understand the core of the Gospel without its cultural trappings, so cultural barriers can be removed.

Question: What are cultural practices that are part of your belief system that may not be biblical, and might be a barrier to those of other cultures?
Second Missionary Journey

· Churches are established where we have no copies of follow-up letters.

· Paul receives his "Macedonian Call" - Ch. 16:6-10. The Holy Spirit directed his mission work. Plans to go to Asia changed by God.

· Some places no church was established - even Paul didn't have 100% success. No church in Cyprus (first journey), or Athens.

· Learns in Athens that debate and “worldly, intellectual discussions” are not as effective as just preaching Christ crucified (17:32-34; 1 Cor. 2:1-5).
· Four churches established - Phillipi, Thessolonica, Berea, Corinth. Paul left Aquilla and Priscilla in Ephesus, although he did not establish a church there himself. The Ephesians asked him to stay, but he declined.

Third Missionary Journey

· Paul visits established churches, keeps his promise to return to Ephesus, probably establishes a church here this time (19:1-7).He stays for some time and it seems all Asians heard the gospel (19:10).Probably the Colossian church was established by now. 

· Paul plans to go to Macedonia, then on to Rome, but runs into trouble (20:3) and has to return to Macedonia. He is in a hurry to return to Jerusalem, knowing that he'll be imprisoned there. He is told by the Spirit what to expect (20:22-23), and is warned again by a prophet in Tyre (21:10-11).

Jerusalem

· Paul is arrested on false charges of bringing a Gentile into the temple. But Paul respects Judaism and is consistent in saying Jews don't have to give up Judaism in order to become Christians, but neither do Gentiles have to become Jews in order to become Christians. When he declares the gospel is for Gentiles too, he is saved only by his Roman citizenship (Ch. 22).

· God promises Paul that he will also testify about Jesus in Rome (23:11). He spends 2 years in prison in Jerusalem before he goes (59-60 AD), 61-63 AD spent in Rome under house arrest.

We don't know what happened to him, but he was probably released. Tradition holds he was martyred in 68 AD during Nero's persecution. 

Philippians, Colossians, Ephesians, and Philemon  were written during his imprisonment. 1 & 2 Tim, Titus (pastoral epistles) written just before death.

1 & 2 Corinthians, 1 & 2 Thess, Rom and Gal he wrote while traveling.

In closing:

Acts ends abruptly, the unfinished “Acts of the Apostles” - the challenge to us is to complete the book of Acts, to carry on the great commission. The task of being his witnesses to "the ends of the earth" remains and is in our hands! Jesus is Lord!

