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The evangelist, Luke. A marble statue, being one of the four statues of the evangelists, in a work by Giovanni Antonio Cosimo and Francesco Fanelli to designs by Pietro da Cortona, 1663. Located in the Museo Opera del Duomo, Pisa. Photo: C. Samuel.





INTRODUCTION

The Acts of the Apostles traces the rather triumphant progress of the Jesus Movement from Jerusalem into Judea then into Samaria and finally to “the ends of the earth” (I:8). Luke presents a rather stylised spread of Christianity from the vantage point of fifty years or so after Jesus’ death. He does not take into account that Jesus’ movement was spread from Galilee and parts of Samaria into Jerusalem and environs during Jesus’ own lifetime. Nor does he consider the possibility that Jesus’ followers, even after his death, regarded him as a mighty prophet before they came to understand him as Lord and Messiah and that this understanding continued for quite some time.

Some modern scholars, Crossan1 for instance, consider that this process took a number of years, perhaps at least three, before Jesus’ followers, having searched the scriptures, realised that resurrection and thus messiahdom was bestowed by God on Jesus.

Luke, writing in the last quarter of the first century and inheriting this understanding of Jesus as Messiah and Lord, wrote his first volume to show Jesus in this light from the very moment of his conception. Furthermore, Luke believed Resurrection to have preceded Ascension, rather than the other way round. Previously, mighty Jewish prophets who had gone before Jesus (such as Moses or Elijah) at the end of their lives were considered as having ascended to God in heaven. By the time of Luke, believers understood Jesus was resurrected by God “on the third day”. Only afterwards did he ascend to be with God.

The final stage in Jesus’ transformation will be when “he comes again” in a glorious Parousia at the end of time. Jesus’ followers came to understand that Jesus’ suffering and death, his passion, would not lead to an imminent Parousia. Luke reflects this prevailing end-of-century understanding. For Luke, Parousia will come in God’s good time. What is important is that God has vindicated Jesus as Messiah by raising him from the dead and taking him into His heavenly glory in an Ascension that will be the mirror image of a later Return. In this, his second volume, Luke aims to show the spread of Jesus’ Movement throughout the earth. For him, this time, the time before the Parousia, is God’s gracious invitation to the Gentiles to join His Kingdom. This requires the Holy Spirit to be at work in the Movement and so, Luke has the power of the Holy Spirit descending on first, the Twelve and then, mainly through baptism, newer followers of Jesus. Luke has simply glossed over the likelihood that the Movement founded by Jesus was a charismatic and spirit-filled one from the very start.2

We do need to remember that Luke was writing from a post-resurrection perspective convinced that God led Jesus’ followers to acknowledge him as Lord and Messiah by virtue of his resurrection. The drama of conversion is highlighted in Luke’s Gospel by the resurrection appearances and in Acts by Paul’s Damascus experience. Indeed, Paul almost serves as the template of one who, not believing, or at least not fully grasping who Jesus really is, has, by the power of God, come to a dramatic metanoia or change of heart.

In Luke’s narrative,3 the principal character is God; He is acting through His Holy Spirit thereby guiding the Jesus Movement.


Luke’s Aim in Writing Acts

Luke, like other historians in the Hellenistic world, writes his history as a succession of deeds that are presented for the edification of the reader4. A key difference is that, rather than concentrating on political and military concerns, Luke aims to tell the story of God at work in moving Jesus’ movement beyond its Jewish roots to include all, especially Gentiles, into His Kingdom people. Hence, Luke’s constant use of quotations and allusions from the Hebrew Scriptures. Luke’s audience would recognise the work as a history that is grounded in both Greek and Jewish literary forms. They would understand it was written to emphasise God as fulfilling His promises through the saving activity of Jesus working through the Holy Spirit, an activity that is still current in their day. Thus, it is both history and a revelation of God at work in the here-and-now. It is a work seeking to encourage contemporary believers, be they Jew or Gentile, to appreciate how God has been and is at work in their communities, as well as aiming to influence those well-disposed to be part of these communities.

Luke’s work is a continuation of that begun in his first text which we now know as the Gospel of Luke. Both texts begin with an address to Theophilus. In the opening sentence of Acts, Luke specifically refers to his first book. Given that Acts is the second volume of Luke’s writing, it is worth revisiting his first prologue.

Luke 1:1-4 presents Luke’s raison d’être—he is concerned, as a careful historian, to write in such a way that Theo5 “may know the truth concerning the things about which (he has) been instructed”. It is written to assure his audience that God is at work in Jesus. Now, with Acts, Luke reminds Theo of how he wrote it to show what Jesus did and taught. He makes the point that God continues to work through Jesus in His Holy Spirit which has been given first to the Apostles and then to all who will be baptised—to the whole Christian church in fact. Thus, the clear aim of Acts is to show that Jesus’ Movement is guided by God Himself and that it will spread out beyond the world of Judaism, represented by Jerusalem, to those on the margins of Judaism, represented by Samaria, and beyond to incorporate the Gentiles, referenced by Jesus’ specific reference in verse 8 to “the ends of the earth”.

Bock6 adds that another key feature of Acts is Luke’s use, particularly in the early speeches, of the Hebrew Scriptures which therefore shows that the Christian movement is not new or bizarre but rooted in the time-honoured culture of Judaism. Bock points out that in the ancient world the new or the novel was not necessarily considered better; that which had stood the test of time was always well-regarded. Luke is seeking to legitimise Jesus’ movement as it moves into the wider Hellenistic world. The promises made to Abraham, especially that through him “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3) are now being fulfilled as God draws every type of person into Jesus’ community. This community is in the here-and-now, insists Luke, and it is God’s plan that Gentiles are to be welcomed and incorporated with Jews into His Kingdom.

Furthermore, Luke assures every Theophilus that even the rejection by many of the Jewish people who refuse to listen to such good news has been foreseen. That the Gentiles “will listen” (Acts 28:28), and only a remnant of Jews will, is in keeping with the history of salvation from the Exodus and the earliest times. Luke’s point is that now God’s promises to Israel are being realised in the new communities founded by Jesus and preached by his Apostles and followers. It really is a continuation of Luke’s aim to give Theo assurance that what he has been taught is God’s truth.

Mullins adds7 that as well as writing a continuation of biblical history, Luke writes with an awareness of Graeco-Roman culture which also has the intention of seeing from the distant past a meaning and a divine plan. Luke, then, is offering to the Gentiles of his day an alternative divine plan, one which actually fulfils their destiny giving them a meaning and a place in God’s overwhelming care for them.




Luke, An Historian of His Time

Luke follows the basic format of Hellenistic histories. While perhaps not as impartial as writers who were less invested in their topic, Luke generally conforms to the accepted method of writing8. Thus, his work deals with a noble subject, one which will help and be meaningful to his readers. Study and preparation will have gone into his subject from which he will select and order his account. The construction of the narrative will employ a liveliness of language, ensuring that the composition of speeches will be in conformity with what is known about the orator and the situation in which the speech was delivered. Overall, Luke, as an historian in this mould, will write with both a political understanding and a pleasing use of Greek (koine) expression.

At the same time, Mullins points out,9 Luke writes in a biblical style such that his work is a continuation of biblical history. There is a certain connection with the mode of Josephus’ histories. Like the Deuteronomist or Chronicler who gave an overview of Israel’s history and continued the story up to and including their own time, Luke situates Jesus in the salvation history of the people of Israel and develops his narrative to show how salvation history spreads beyond Israel and includes all peoples.

Luke, then, is an historian selectively treating his material to highlight the themes and connections he intends his audience to appreciate. There are some notable inaccuracies such as an impossible census from the time of Quirinius and an inadequate knowledge of Palestinian geography in his Gospel narrative. In Acts itself, Luke seems to have Gamaliel refer inaccurately to two rebels10 as well as to the Italica cohort in Acts 10:1. He also paints a somewhat idealistic picture of the earliest community life.11 Nonetheless, most scholars agree that Luke, to the best of his ability and with the sources available to him, located his narrative in the world of the first century and in the context of Roman and Jewish history. In fact, some of Luke’s material can be corroborated from outside sources such as Paul’s letters or known historical events. This includes: Paul’s escape from Damascus; his trip to Rome; the way Paul earned his livelihood; Herod Agrippa’s sudden death; Gallio as proconsul of Achaia; Felix and Festus being procurators in Judea; Drusilla, wife of Felix; Berenice sister of Herod Agrippa II; and Ananias as high priest. Other details such as the proper description of cities like Philippi being a colony, or the correct naming officials as politarchs in Thessalonica, show that Luke is careful of details when he knows them.12

Luke will detail miraculous events and a direct divine involvement mainly because he is writing history interwoven with theology. Such an approach is anathema to historians today. But to ancients who considered history as the relating of deeds for edification and to whom the world of the gods (or God) impacted on the world of mortals, Luke would not be out of place. He is writing, as we have seen, to give assurance to his audience, to persuade and teach, in short, to edify his audience. In doing so, Luke skirts around the res gestae13 genre. And while it is not strictly in the genre of the “Acts” of famous men, it transfers this approach from concentrating on the deeds of notable men to deal with the mighty “Acts” of God, Himself.

And so, Luke creates a narrative account of how God has worked to bring about a new era and a revitalised spirit-filled community.14




Does Acts Have an Ending?

The Book of Acts stops in the early 60s CE with Paul in Rome freely proclaiming the Gospel. It is a rather idealistic finish to the narrative especially considering the events of the last few chapters with Paul mobbed in Jerusalem, rescued to stand trial, appealing to Caesar, being shipwrecked in Malta before finally finding his way to Rome. About Paul encountering a martyr’s death, Luke is completely silent.

At first sight, the ending seems incomplete, but this is because the later tradition and history itself have given us the details of Nero’s vicious persecution of Christians from c64 CE in which Paul is considered to have met a martyr’s end.

However, this is to miss the point. Luke’s ending is a deliberately open-ended one. While some have posited Luke’s planning a possible third volume, one which obviously did not come to fruition, others see the ending of Acts as the definitive ending to Luke’s two-volume work.15 Luke’s last words have Paul preaching “with all boldness and without hindrance”. This becomes the climax of the narrative which Acts 1:8 has foreshadowed, and it represents the situation in which Luke’s audience find themselves: the Gospel is indeed spreading to the ends of the earth.

Acts is left open-ended in order to present Rome as a powerful symbol. Rome is the centre of the known world, the terminus to which all roads lead, and so it becomes the symbol Luke uses to show the spread of the Gospel is well underway. As the years pass, up until the time of Luke’s audience, the Jesus Movement is seemingly unstoppable. The subtext is that this will continue under the direction of the Holy Spirit until the end of time. An ending detailing Paul’s martyrdom, while it would draw parallels with Jesus himself and all who have subsequently suffered and died for the Gospel, would need much more narrative. Luke would have to have Paul-the-martyr vindicated by God. Luke does not seem to have the space to accomplish this. But in actuality a third volume is not necessary. Even a quarter of a century later, in the time of Luke’s audience, the Gospel has sufficiently spread so that Luke ending Acts on a note of triumph is more than acceptable.

As McKenzie notes, “the impossible has been achieved, and the Gospel has become a world Gospel”.16




Main Themes in Acts

Luke’s key themes are set in the narrative mode of journey.


	Journey is the motif for the universal spread of the good news that in Jesus, God has fulfilled His promises of old. This is fitting for a very early name followers of Jesus gave their movement was The Way. Following Jesus is now the Way a believer can be in relationship with God.


	The presence of the Holy Spirit is the over-riding theme of Acts. Indeed, it is not too fanciful to state that a very appropriate title for Luke’s work would be The Acts of the Holy Spirit.


	Luke has signposted the inclusion of Gentiles into the Kingdom of God from the very beginning of his first volume in the Infancy Narrative. In Acts, he details how Jesus’ movement came to understand that Gentiles are specifically invited by God and given the Holy Spirit just as Jewish believers have been given the Spirit.


	From Jews to Samaritans to Gentiles, Luke writes to show the spread of the Jesus Movement from Jerusalem “to the ends of the earth”. This is done with ever widening circles of belief. Firstly, Jesus’ intimates come to accept him as the Messiah of God; then, vast numbers of Jews, both more conservative and also more liberal Jews in Jerusalem become believers. With the persecution unleashed with Stephen’s death, the movement will be spread throughout Judea and beyond. The once excluded Samaritans are now included and validated by an outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Soon, the Gentiles, firstly God-fearers such as Cornelius are validated by both the Holy Spirit and the authority of Peter. Finally, formerly pagan Gentiles will be accepted.


	One of Luke’s concerns is to promote the tolerance of difference within the believing community. This tolerance is demonstrated firstly, by his highlighting the importance of dealing justly with Hellenistic and Hebrew members of the koinonia. Secondly, he wants Jewish and Gentile believers to respect each other. Thus, Luke details how Gentiles do not have to become Jews—circumcision and dietary laws are not to be foisted on them. At the same time, Gentiles are urged to respect Jewish sensitivities as indicated in James’ letter to the wider church.


	The whole mission of Acts is predicated on the power and importance of Jesus’ name. This is another way of emphasising the centrality of Jesus in God’s plan. The missionaries are sent out to proclaim Jesus and do so often working marvels and healings and baptising in his name.


	Another Lukan theme is based in his remnant theology. Luke will account for the large numbers of Jews who simply reject or even become hostile to the Way. Their reaction is in the tradition of their forefathers who had rejected the prophets and turned away from God. Luke is at pains to have missionaries like Paul, appeal firstly in the synagogues. When rejected, they will turn to Gentiles. Together with the remnant of true believers, and with both God-fearers and other Gentile believers, new Christian synagogues or house-churches will be founded to form a koinonia, a new inclusive community of God’s people.


	Luke is concerned to show that the eschatological Kingdom of God has already begun with the death and resurrection of Jesus. He implies that the message has to be spread first to the ends of the earth so that Gentiles are given an opportunity to be in relationship with God. Then, in God’s good time, the glorious parousia whereby Jesus as Christ will visibly return can be ushered in.


	Luke underscores that the price of belief could well involve suffering and persecution. He does not gloss over the difficulties entailed in being a disciple of Jesus. Opposition can run the full gamut from anger and vilification to physical pain in terms of beatings, flogging and imprisonment. Ultimately, some will pay the price of their own life for their faith and trust in Christ. As such, Luke speaks to believers in his own day who are also subject to opposition in varying degrees.












	See Crossan. Digital Edition 1994/September 2009.Jesus a Revolutionary Biography. (e-book ) Chapter Six “Searching the Scriptures Once Again” and Chapter 7 “How Many Years was Easter Sunday?”↩︎


	See discussion of the early Jesus Movement below in the Background Information Section.↩︎


	A narrative account, the Greek term for which is diêgêsis, is a literary form with a particular meaning in the Greek world of Luke’s day. It is more than a simple historical chronicle. The second century rhetorician, Theon, defined diêgêsis as “an expository account of things which happened or might have happened”. Mullins. 2010.The Gospel of Luke.pp104-105 cites a number of Hellenistic authors’ understanding of this narrative literary form.↩︎


	Bock. 2007.op. cit. pp10-11 has an interesting discussion of various ancient historians and their methods of writing. He especially considers the way authors wrote about events they did not witness, considering this in relation to the speeches ancient authors composed.↩︎


	I use the more familiar form of Theophilus’ name because, as far as we can determine, not only was he the possible patron of Luke’s work and perhaps an influential member of the elite, Theophilus actually means “Friend of God” and so can refer to all followers of Jesus and even to those well-disposed, even if not full members of the Christian community.↩︎


	Bock. 2007. op. cit. p23-24↩︎


	Mullins. 2013. op. cit. p17↩︎


	Bock 2007. op. cit. p2 cites the work of two scholars in setting out some of these basic rules for writing history in the Hellenistic world.↩︎
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	See the Commentary below for a discussion of Acts 5:36-37 concerning Gamaliel and the rebels Theudas and Judas, the Galilean.↩︎


	See Acts 2:42-47; 4:32-35; 5:12-16↩︎


	Bock. 2007. op. cit. pp9-11↩︎


	This term is the opening phrase which also serves as the title of Augustus’ memoir: res gestae divi Augustus or The Acts/deeds of the divine Augustus.↩︎


	Bock.2007. op. cit. p 3f and Mullins. 2013. op. cit. pp38-42 Mullins has an informative discussion of Luke as an ancient historian.↩︎


	This is the view of Perrin and Duling. 1982. The New Testament: An Introduction. p232.Drane. 1986. Introducing the New Testament. p237 and McKenzie.1975 Dictionary of the Bible. p12.Mullins. op. cit. pp46-47 and Bock. 2007. op. cit. p6ff.↩︎
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OUTLINE OF ACTS

Luke has constructed Acts to portray the saga of Peter and Paul. For Luke, they were the two outstanding leaders and proclaimers of the Jesus Movement. Within this saga are a number of cycles with the motif of the Holy Spirit defending and guiding each of the witnesses to Jesus.


The Narrative Begins in Jerusalem


Luke then moves the narrative back and forth from Jerusalem to various missions.

He details a final confrontation beginning in Jerusalem, and describes Paul’s last journey to Rome.

As the disciples come together in Jerusalem and Jesus ascends to heaven with the Holy Spirit soon descending upon his followers, the community grows in number. It is Peter who in chapters 1-5 is predominant (even more so than Jesus’ own Brother).


The First Set of Cycles (Up to Chapter 12) Concerns Peter


In chapters 1-2, Peter’s position as leader and spokesman for the Apostles and community is described. Here, he insists that the Eleven be reconstituted as the Twelve and he explains the events of Pentecost to the assembled crowds. His is the witness that comes with prayer and signs and wonders that support his teaching.


In Chapters 3-5, Peter’s healing of the lame beggar results in


	appearances before the Jewish authorities.


	the Apostles being punished for witnessing to Jesus.


	The community sharing goods presents Barnabas contrasted with Ananias and Sapphira.


	Gamaliel’s warning of the Jewish authorities is presented.




In chapters 6-7, a problem concerning equity between Hellenist and Hebrew widows in the Jerusalem community is overcome by commissioning the Seven.


	Stephen is introduced and after a lengthy speech before the Sanhedrin is killed, but not before he witnesses to seeing Jesus at God’s right hand.



In chapters 7-8, the movement out of Jerusalem is propelled by Stephen’s martyrdom and the resulting persecution of Jewish Hellenistic Jesus followers.


	Philip takes the Gospel to Samaria from where it will spread to the Gentiles.


	He will meet and baptise the Ethiopian eunuch.




Chapter 9 details Saul’s conversion and his preaching in Syria


	and Peter’s miraculous healings.



Chapter 10 details Peter’s vision of unclean animals being made clean.


	This leads to the descent of the Holy Spirit on Cornelius et.al. and their baptism.



Chapter 11 focuses on Peter convincing the Jerusalem church that God accepts the Gentiles.


	It shows the importance of Antioch as a centre for Jesus’ followers and this


	will lead to the acceptance and inclusion of formerly pagan Gentiles.




Chapter 12 focuses on a persecution in Jerusalem with the death of James, Son of Zebedee, and the miraculous release of Peter from prison.

Luke then moves in chapters 13-14 to set the scene in Antioch, the community from which Paul and Barnabas will launch their missionary travels.


Luke’s Second Set of Cycles Now Concerns Saul/Paul


This cycle inaugurates the full-time mission to the Gentiles.

Paul’s First Missionary Journey (with Barnabas) in Asia Minor is detailed.

As a result of many Gentiles becoming believers, Chapter 15 will focus on the question of the extent Gentiles need to follow Jewish Law and practices. The Council of Jerusalem will attempt to resolve the issue allowing for Gentiles to be absolved from the need for circumcision.

Chapters 16-18 concentrate on Paul’s further travels. His Second Missionary Journey (with Silas) will see them being sent from Antioch through Syria and Cilicia and establishing and consolidating churches in mainland Greece: Philippi, Thessalonica, Corinth together with a small sojourn in Athens, before returning to Antioch.

Paul’s Third Missionary Journey is detailed in Chapter 19-20, whereby he spends at least three years in Ephesus before moving on to Macedonia and then journeying back to Jerusalem.

Chapter 21-26 sees Paul arriving in Jerusalem, being arrested in the temple and then after at least two years’ imprisonment in Caesarea and an appeal for his case to be heard by the emperor, being sent to Rome.

Chapters 27-28 describes Paul’s journey to, and sojourn in, Rome. Luke has Paul preaching the Gospel for two years before triumphantly concluding his narrative.





CHAPTER 1

Introduction and Link to Luke’s Gospel (Acts 1:1-5)


Acts is the second volume of a two-part work. Some have seen the possibility of a third work being planned given the reference in verse 1 to his “first book” and the seemingly abrupt ending of Chapter 28 with Paul still alive in Rome. However, two books are what we have and even the ending of the second, while seemingly not as polished as the first, can be accommodated.

Luke links this second work to key events in the last chapter of his Gospel narrative. He will begin with the “forty day” period just after Jesus’ resurrection whereby Jesus will instruct his Apostles prior to their reception of the Holy Spirit (1:1-5) and then, in more detail than in his Gospel, he will describe the Ascension of Jesus (1:6-11).


Commentary on Acts of the Apostles








	The Title of Acts

The title we have now, i.e., The Acts of the Apostles, was probably not the original title although it was in use by the middle of the second century. References to it as “Acts” situates it within the genre of the Greek praxis or the Latin res gestae that is, the genre of the acts of famous men such as the Greek, Alexander or the Roman, Augustus.

While the text refers to the Twelve Apostles, notably in the first chapter, only the deeds of two of the Twelve (i.e., Peter and John) are recounted. Instead, Acts actually references the deeds of a number of witnesses and disciples.

Other witnesses include:

Stephen and Philip from the list of seven helpers or “deacons” chosen to serve;

James, Jesus’ brother, who will lead the church in Jerusalem; Paul and his companions Barnabas, Silas, Timothy and Titus as well as Priscilla and Aquila et.al.

That Peter appears largely in the first half of the text and Paul dominates the second half may account for the use of the term Apostles in the title, especially because by the second century they were linked as co-founders of the church in Rome.

The role of the witnesses whose acts and deeds together spread the mission of Jesus into the world are, as Bock points out, but a channel for God and His Holy Spirit. The central character in the Jesus Movement “from Jerusalem to Rome” is God at work. He has “raised up witnesses” (Acts 2:32) who can testify to Jesus being Lord and Messiah and it is God who propels the mission forward.

Thus, the acts are not just those of the famous but the acts of one far more powerful and important, that of God, Himself. His acts are carried out through the agency of “those who are sent,” the actual meaning of the term Apostle. In a very real way then, the title The Acts of the Apostles refers to the Acts of God through those who are sent.

The book is the acts of those sent by God, acts that will fulfil His purpose in the world.








Luke writes in an educated koine Greek. His language shows a familiarity with the Greek of the Septuagint which is probably the origin of the large number of Aramaisms he employs. At the same time as drawing on the vocabulary of the Septuagint, a great deal of vocabulary overlaps with that of classical authors such as Plutarch. This shows Luke to be a well-educated writer. Indeed, “only Paul and the author of Hebrews are comparable in their range and use of Greek”.1








	Sources for Acts

Unlike Luke’s Gospel where his significant use of Mark has enabled scholars to identify both Q material and L material in his work, the Book of Acts has no parallels on which to work. Scholars speculate that the early part of Acts draws on sources and traditions from Jerusalem and Antioch, but these are impossible to clearly identify, so strongly has Luke creatively represented them.

It is possible that there were strong traditions about the patterns of Kerygmatic Proclamation, of Peter’s preaching and deeds, the witness and death of Stephen, the hostility of the chief priests and Sanhedrin as well as a picture of the shared life of the Jerusalem community. Mullins sees Luke as drawing on these well-established memories and early narratives. His editing of such material and creative use of it Mullins feels, gives “an actual picture of the situation as it would have been and of the characters who were known and remembered”.

When it comes to Paul, his conversion and missionary journeys, we are probably closer to first-hand witness accounts and some parallels can be drawn with Paul’s own letters. The “we” passages in Acts also point to the possibility of Luke’s own connection to Paul on some of his journeys or at least to a first-hand source Luke was able to use.

However, because Luke has taken over his sources and written the story in his own particular style, the ability to clearly discern sources is limited. Yet, because we have Luke’s first volume and can see how he used his sources, particularly Mark and Q so carefully, we can be confident that his use of the sources available to him was scholarly and was in Luke’s own words, “investigated carefully”.







Luke’s dedication to Theophilus becomes a dedication not only to a particular patron but to the whole Christian community, for as we know, the very name, Theophilus, means “friend of God”. All those well-disposed to the community are addressed, are included, and are invited to see God at work in Jesus through His Holy Spirit.

That Luke’s Acts is a continuation of his first work is evident by both texts’ address to Theophilus and with Luke’s retrospective summary of the first book: ”I wrote about all that Jesus did and taught from the beginning until the day he was taken up to heaven”. He begins Acts at the point he finished the Gospel—with Jesus in the ”forty days” prior to his Ascension. Luke also mentions John the Baptist whose story began his Gospel. Further indication that both texts are linked, and that Acts is a continuation of the story, is his repetition of the instruction to stay in Jerusalem until their “clothing” or baptism of the Holy Spirit—that “power from on high”. With this power, his followers will be commissioned as witnesses sent out to spread the good news of God fulfilling His promises.


The link between Acts and Luke’s Gospel (Acts 1:1-5)


Before detailing the Acts of God Who pours out the Spirit on His followers and the story of all that is to follow in the progress of the Gospel to Rome itself, Luke emphasises that Jesus is alive, in the very Presence of God, directing the Holy Spirit who will instruct his Apostles.

A point of interest arises when considering verse 2 and the statement that Jesus was “giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the Apostles whom he had chosen”. While some have interpreted the Apostles as referring only to the soon-to-be Twelve it is likely that Luke is including those Jesus has chosen as witnesses to his being alive. Indeed, the term Apostle, as we have seen, refers to one who is sent, that is, one who is a representative acting and speaking for the person who has commissioned him2 to speak on his behalf. Just what these instructions consist of is a matter for conjecture although it seems to be about the mission of the Kingdom of God.

However, if speaking “through the Holy Spirit” is indicative of Jesus speaking prophetically, bringing them to understand the scriptures that appertain to himself,3 then we have an instance of Jesus modelling for subsequent witnesses who will speak prophecy under the influence of the Spirit. Indeed, Jesus will continue to “instruct those whom he has chosen” through the activity of Christian prophets in the early communities. These Christian prophets recalled the words and teachings of Jesus. In a real sense, they gave instructions to Jesus’ followers speaking authoritatively in the name of Jesus and because they were under the influence of the Spirit, those were the words and the instructions of Jesus himself which they spoke.4 Luke, then, is laying the foundations for what he, and indeed, followers of his day, will regard as the hallmark of Jesus’ community: a community filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. It is in Chapter 2 that Luke will explore how the community is to be charismatic and spirit-filled.


Introduction Continued: The Ascension of Jesus (Acts 1:6-12)


In this pericope, Luke presents in more detail than his Gospel ending the Ascension of Jesus.

There is first an admonition by Jesus to his followers pertinent to those of Luke’s day and even beyond. Verse 7 seems a rather stern rebuff to his followers’ question. While the emphasis is on God alone knowing when the eschaton will be and thus removing the expectation of an imminent arrival, there is also an implied rebuke concerning restoration of the kingdom to Israel. Given the followers being Jews in the land of their forbears and their belief that the Messiah would inaugurate a glorious kingdom, better even than that of David here in Israel, their misunderstanding is fair enough. But the whole tenor of Luke’s narrative will be that the Kingdom of God not only is open to non-Jews but is not, at least in the “now”, an earthly kingdom. Instead, the Kingdom of God is a community of spirit-filled believers who will witness to what God has done in Jesus and one that extends the invitation to join in this koinonia. Thus, with the authority of Jesus himself, Luke has relegated the parousia into the time of the not-yet.

Now then is the time to be Jesus’ emissaries. Jesus will send out his witnesses (v8) to Jerusalem/Judea—not just the city and land for they are but a metonymy for all Jews—to Samaria, also a term which embraces those on the margins of Judaism, and then the ends of the earth. The latter phrase again refers not just to geography but to the Gentiles in general. So, while Jerusalem is the centre of the Jewish world, Luke will end his story in Rome, the centre of the Gentile world as it was then known. That all roads lead to and from Rome indicates that Rome is the hub that leads to “the ends of the earth” for Jesus’ followers are sent to help establish the reign of God over all nations so that ultimately, all peoples can be included in the kingdom. Mullins uses the term theopolitical to describe that which is more than geographical in intent. Nonetheless, Jerusalem, Samaria and eventually Rome provide a clear structure and locations in which Luke can tell the story about the way God’s Kingdom was spread.5

The actual Ascension of Jesus in verse 9 completes Jesus’ Exodus begun with his glorious Transfiguration and journeying through Suffering, Death and Resurrection to now be completed in a glorious Ascension. Furthermore, the angelic messengers proclaim that there will be a Return. There will be a Parousia and indeed, as per Jewish tradition, it will be evident at this very spot on the Mount of Olives to which Jesus will come “in the same way,” that is, in the clouds of Glory from Heaven itself. The cloud which takes Jesus from the sight of his followers is the cloud of the Shekinah, the Presence of God. It is another sign that would give assurance to the followers in Luke’s day as well, that Jesus is indeed the Beloved Son of God.

The Ascension, whereby Jesus is now in the Presence of God, marks as it were, Jesus directing, through the Holy Spirit, the mission of the church. Jesus continues his ministry no longer just from an earthly perspective but from the very heart of heaven itself.


Completing the Number of the Twelve (Acts 1:12-26)


In order to begin the ministry of the church, Luke has the Eleven and other key disciples, prepare for the coming of the Spirit and their mission with constant prayer. It is in the context of prayer, just as it was when Jesus made key decisions including the choice of the original Twelve, that Luke presents the reinstatement of Twelve Apostles.

So, the disciples return to Jerusalem which Luke notes is a Sabbath journey from the Mount of Olives. The reference to a Sabbath journey (basically up to 1120 metres or three-quarters of a mile6) strongly indicates the Jewishness and piety of the original disciples. Whether it also indicates Jesus’ Ascension on a Sabbath day is rejected by Bock but there is a certain symmetry in Jesus ascending to the Creator on the very day set aside for reflecting on the power and goodness of the Creator, the One Whose creative activity will continue in the acts of the coming mission. And then, again, in a very real sense, Jesus may now “rest from his labours” having completed his earthly exodus. Soon the mission journey will go well beyond a Sabbath journey and well beyond adherence to the minutiae of Mosaic Law. But at this stage the earliest followers of Jesus are not moving beyond their Jewishness—indeed, it will take decades’, well up to Luke’s day and entail the destruction of Jerusalem and of the Jerusalem church, before Judaism is no longer seen as having a guiding role in Jesus’ communities.

Luke repeats the names of the Eleven Apostles, with only a few differences in the order from that of Luke 6:14-16. Present with them in prayer and therefore present as close witnesses to Jesus, are “certain women”—presumably those who followed Jesus from Galilee (Luke 8:1-3) and were closely associated with Jesus’ inner circle of Apostles. The Apostles are also joined by Mary, Jesus’ mother, as well as his brothers. This gathering, perhaps in the very “upper room” of the Last Supper, and if that is the case, in “mission headquarters”7 of the community, emphasises the Eleven. Luke will move on to detail the restoration of the Twelve with the election of Matthias who will replace Judas. The number Twelve is highly significant, not only because it restores Jesus’ image of them sitting on twelve thrones as eschatological judges in the Kingdom of God (Luke 22:30). The number twelve is a number that signifies the completeness of God’s people.8

However, Luke, writing towards the end of the first century, reflects the Apostles’ pre-eminent leadership position back into the first few years of the movement. Luke seems to read this pre-eminence back into his narrative giving the Apostles and Peter in particular, a primacy in the leadership of the Jerusalem community. Significantly, Jesus’ brothers are not named, his sisters are not even mentioned. It seems that Luke will name James as the leader in Jerusalem only after the Apostles move out on mission and that won’t be until verse 17 of Chapter 12. This seems to fly in the face of the understanding that Jesus entrusted to his brother James and other members of his family and close friends, including the Twelve, leadership in his mission. In actuality, James would have been prophet and leader in Jerusalem at least from the death of Jesus. Luke’s mention of Jesus’ mother by name, the only member of his family openly recognised, looks as if it becomes a validation of the Twelve. Instead of acknowledging the importance of Jesus’ natural family, the leadership role is placed almost solely with the Twelve. But then, given the way the mission spread so widely to include non-Jews, and given that the Jerusalem church lost its pre-eminence with the Roman destruction of 70 CE, this may account for Luke’s privileging of the Twelve.9

And so, Peter, who by Luke’s day will have assumed an importance that subsequent church leadership will make even more important, “stood up among the believers”. (v15)

The Jerusalem community numbered about 120 people. The size of this group should not be taken to encompass the entirety of Jesus’ followers. Although it is likely that some may have moved from the regions to join their compatriots in the capital, there would have been more communities, some set up by Jesus himself, throughout Palestine. Nonetheless, 120 is a reasonable sized number for a community Luke describes as “believers”.10 (v15)

In Luke’s narrative, Peter takes a leadership role in directing them to choose a replacement for Judas Iscariot. Placing Peter and Judas at the start of the church’s story is a masterful literary juxtaposition. Both men had betrayed Jesus but both men are figures of what God can do if one brings forth fruits worthy of repentance. On the one hand, Peter boldly stands forth—a leader prepared to take his place in the ministry of Jesus (v17) and on the other we have a ghastly image of the result of Judas’ wickedness. While Judas had also been given the office of “overseer” (v21) his lack of repentance ended in his blood being spilled in a shocking waste of his life. The symbol of his bowels gushing out is the consequence, that is the judgment by God, for his wickedness. It is a sad image of waste. There is a long-standing biblical imagery of “bowels” signifying one’s very feelings especially that of compassion.11 Here we are left with the understanding that Judas’ very self is destroyed. That Luke details the place of his death as the well-known “Field of Blood” (v19) suggests he had an Aramaic source with a strong memory of Judas’ demise. Luke’s scriptural references not only emphasise prophecy being fulfilled but serve to emphasise divine punishment for betrayal of Jesus.12 This would resonate with members of Luke’s community who may also be in a position, as a result of persecution by authorities or by family members, to apostatise. The stark lesson becomes, if you repent like Peter, you can be restored to the fellowship of God’s community; but if you persist in your betrayal, like Judas, God’s judgment will utterly destroy you.

Significantly, in an indication that there was a more egalitarian time in the early movement, it is the community who propose the two candidates. Peter sets out the conditions they need to fulfil (although in line with the patriarchal values of the day, they were to be male). That is, they should have been with Jesus from the very beginning of his ministry to the time of his Ascension. It is in this way that the chosen disciple will “become a witness with us to his resurrection” (v22). Joseph or Justus Barsabbas and Matthias are proposed “and the lot fell on Matthias”—perhaps no indication as to why neither he nor the other are ever mentioned again in the Christian scriptures! Such a lottery is only mentioned elsewhere in reference to the division of Jesus’ garments at the foot of the cross. The use of an oracular device, while present in the Hebrew Bible, does not seem to have been necessary in Jesus’ communities. This is because the guidance of the Holy Spirit, especially through Christian prophets, will enable the making of major decisions. This can be seen for example with the community’s decision concerning Gentile believers as well as decisions Paul will make under the Spirit’s influence.13







	Bock. 2007. op. cit. p13↩︎


	Usually in the ancient world, it was mainly males who were entrusted to speak on behalf of the one sending them; however, in these early stages of Jesus’ Movement there is every reason to consider that women witnesses to Jesus’ appearances would also be in view (along with other males) being “apostles” sent on Jesus’ behalf. see Bock. 2007. op. cit. pp53-54. See also, discussion of Pentecost below.↩︎


	As Luke 24:44-48 states.↩︎


	Indeed, this is how many of the sayings and deeds attributed to Jesus became source material for later Gospel writers.↩︎


	Mullins. 2013. op. cit. pp62-63↩︎


	Bock explores the different interpretations of what constitutes a Sabbath journey and the various distances this might entail. Bock.2007. op. cit. p76↩︎


	I use the term deliberately here because Luke tells us in Luke 22:8-13 of the Passover preparations Jesus had organised with the owner who must have been a follower of Jesus, at the very least recognising him as “the Teacher”.↩︎


	The completeness of the number twelve can be seen when Luke refers to the twelve baskets of food left over after Jesus’ miracle in Luke 9:17. It has a long association in Hebrew scripture in referencing the tribes of Israel and thus is a metonymy for the Jewish people see Exodus 24:4 and 1Kings 18:30-32. Twelve steps, representing Israel, will lead from the Court of the Priests to the very Sanctuary of the Temple. In fact, the first century Qumran community also looked to a group of twelve as a symbolic leadership of Israel. Mullins.2013. op. cit. p66↩︎


	He will be in good company for as the Church developed its institutions subsequent leaders, i.e., bishops, will bolster their authority with a theology of what is termed “Apostolic Succession”. See Dictionary below.↩︎


	Although the Greek could be translated as “brothers”. Either way, both men and women are in view and the familial sense of the term “brothers” indicates a unity of belief and purpose.↩︎


	see entry on Bowels in biblehub.com↩︎


	Bock.2007. op. cit. pp83-85 Mullins. 2013. op. cit. pp66-67↩︎


	”It has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us” (Acts 15:28) is the guiding principle of Christian prophets and community acceptance.↩︎








CHAPTER 2

Having restored the Twelve, Luke begins the story of the growth of the Jesus Movement. He presents this with a dramatic burst of the Holy Spirit into the life of the community. The preaching of the Apostles and followers of Jesus led to an explosion in the number of followers. Luke seems to have glossed over the charismatic nature of the movement which existed in Jesus’ lifetime. Perhaps he drew on sources which enabled him to present a two-act literary formula with the life, death and resurrection of Jesus followed by the bridging resurrection and ascension of Jesus and the coming to life in the Spirit of his subsequent followers.








	The Holy Spirit Today and Then

For Jesus’ followers the Holy Spirit is central.

Christians believe the Holy Spirit guides and enables them to witness even in the face of persecution. For Christians, the Holy Spirit is the Presence of God at work in both the church and the world. As Christianity evolved over time, the Holy Spirit seems to have been somewhat institutionalised, at least in mainstream variants. All of these churches would see the Spirit guiding them in their deliberations, but this is usually mediated through scripture and sacrament and in the discernment that comes from prayer. Orthodoxy and Catholicism would see the Spirit authoritatively speaking through the institution of bishops who are successors of the Apostles, especially when they are gathered in the Councils or even synods. Catholicism would want to add the pope as a vehicle for the Spirit in his teaching and pronouncements. In recent times, a seemingly less institutionalised charismatic Christianity has had a resurgence whereby the Spirit manifests itself in various phenomena such as tongues and prophecy. Even Catholics and other mainstream groups have some of their members visibly affected in the charisms of the Spirit.

But for Luke, the Holy Spirit was visibly poured out, firstly at Pentecost and subsequently for those baptised in the name of Jesus. Early communities had the assurance of Christian prophets who spoke the words of Jesus under the influence of the Holy Spirit.

The Spirit manifested itself visibly enabling men and women to speak in tongues, to prophesy and interpret the truth of the word of God in both scripture and the words of Jesus. It enabled followers to have a spirit of boldness and thus helped them witness to what God had done in Jesus. When times were tough and persecution or even death loomed, it gave followers the words by which to proclaim their truth.

Luke and others saw that the Spirit helped Jesus’ Movement to spread like wildfire. And it accounted for the large numbers of Gentiles who joined the Jesus communities.

In Luke’s day, the Holy Spirit was not institutionalised although it acted through and in the communities, their worship and their fellowship.







The Descent of the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:1-13)


The one hundred and twenty disciples of Jesus in Jerusalem had gathered, possibly to celebrate the great Feast of Pentecost.1 A house seems to be indicated in verse 2 and it seems likely that the place where 120 were previously gathered to hear Peter’s proposal is in view here. Archaeological evidence shows that it was possible for such a large number to be accommodated in a private house after a mansion has been unearthed with a meeting hall measuring 11 by 6.5 metres.2

Pentecost, or the Feast of Weeks, is still celebrated by Jews to this day. Pentecost was one of the three pilgrimage feasts to the temple which explains why people from many nationalities are present as per verses 5-11. It is a covenant renewal feast and occurs fifty days after the second day of Passover. There is a nice symmetry if the event of Pentecost could occur in the same upper room where the Passover meal was celebrated by Jesus and his followers.

The covenant experience of the people at Mount Sinai is recorded in Exodus Chapter 19. Here the people are consecrated preparing for “the third day” when God will descend in cloud and fire and thunderous noise. As Mullins points out,3 the allusions to Sinai and Torah and to Jesus as the promised Mosaic prophet (Dt.18:15-19) prime the reader to see the events of Pentecost as a covenant renewal newly established in Jesus.

Luke makes these links when he describes the house filled with sound like a violent wind and fire resting on each of the disciple’s heads “like tongues”. The tongues of fire bring about speech in tongues or more specifically, in other languages.








	The Gift of Tongues—Glossolalia

(Greek glossa tongue + lalein talk, babble)

Speaking in tongues is a phenomenon common to a number of religions both ancient and modern. Examples include: the Delphic and other oracles which required an interpreter to deliver the priest/priestess’ oracle; ancient Greek and Oriental cults and mystery religions; animistic and shamanistic practices, as well as the current Japanese God Light Association. It is also common among Pentecostals, surfacing from time to time in other mainstream Christian variants.

In Hellenism, glossolalia, that is, uttering unintelligible speech, was a cultural expression of religious exaltation.

It was prevalent in early Christianity and recorded in Mark 16:17; Acts 10:46; 19:6 and explored in more detail by Paul in 1Corinthians:14.

The description of the speaking in tongues described by Luke in Acts Chapter 2:4-12, notably in verses 6b, 8 and 11 is more properly termed xenoglossia which refers to the ability to speak another language one has not previously learned. As such, the account in Acts 2 seems separate from glossolalia which is more accurately described as speech in an unintelligible language and one which requires interpretation as Paul notes in 1Cor.14:5.

In early Christian communities, Paul explains that the gift of tongues is:—


	addressed to God concerning “mysteries in the Spirit” (1Cor 14:2)


	it edifies or increases the faith of an individual (1Cor14:4)


	it becomes a sign for unbelievers (1Cor 14:22)




Paul notes that it can lead to disorder in worship and so needs to be regulated.

McKenzie. op. cit. pp896-897; Whelan, Christal. 15 May 2015. God Light Association wrldrels.org







What is in view at this Pentecost after Jesus’ ascension, is properly termed xenoglossia. This is because these Jerusalem followers of Jesus are able to speak in languages that, being uncouth Galileans, they could not possibly know. Indeed, Luke makes the point that the gathered crowd is “amazed and astonished” (v7) at these people from Galilee. Galileans were often seen as both provincial and uneducated,4 people who could not possibly have the sophistication to speak any of the languages mentioned in verses 9-11. However, the very phrasing of this question in the context of the crowd being “amazed and astonished” can be seen as these people’s affirmation that God is at work here. It sets up the explanation that Peter will subsequently give and explains the 3,000 converts who will welcome Peter’s message. (v41) Yet, as Luke notes (v13) there will always be those who cannot see God at work amongst His people. These are they who scoff at the message attributing drunkenness to those speaking. Sadly, they do not listen or else they would hear the Spirit speaking to them. It is another indication of the hardness of heart that these by-and-large Jewish non-believers have. Ironically, they do not understand that “the new wine” that fills these witnesses is the new way Jesus’ teaching will expand, becoming the Way people can come to the Father.5

The “devout Jews” who come from every nation, refers to the fact that these are Jews from the diaspora who have come to Jerusalem, presumably for this temple feast, although it is likely that some have returned to Jerusalem to live there, some even permanently. Indeed, the long-awaited return of at least a remnant of Jews may be alluded to here. At this stage, Luke references both Jews and proselytes rather than mentioning God-fearers. Thus, the Pentecost audience and therefore the first converts will be Jews and those who follow every aspect of Judaism, for a proselyte was a convert who completely followed the Law and a Jewish way of life.6 The list in verses 9-11 mixes people (Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Romans, Cretans and Arabs) with lands (Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, Egypt, and Libya). Bock7 has discerned a movement in the lists from east to west as well as from northwest to southwest. These locales indicate the scope of Jewish diaspora settlement, but they also situate Jerusalem as the location from which the faith will spread out even to Rome, the locus of the imperial world and the location in which Luke will complete his story. In effect, Luke is foreshadowing the widespread movement of the Gospel message and the communities that will be founded around it. His story will end with the establishment of the Gospel in Rome itself.

In Luke’s account the language of the Holy Spirit brings the nations together. With so many foreign languages and peoples being represented here there is the sense that this is a reversal of the old story of The Tower of Babel from Genesis11:1-9.

This unique account of the Spirit enabling believers to speak in an intelligible language they could not possibly have known is so markedly different from recorded instances of speaking in tongues both in Paul and Luke’s day, as well as in other instances of ecstatic religion, that midrash8 may be at work here. Whether Luke has composed this account or drawn on an earlier source, the symbolism of the Christian message breaking geographical and linguistic barriers, the Spirit restoring humanity’s unity, and the descent of the Spirit in biblical terms of wind and fire and prophetic speech seems to be an embellished enlargement of what well may be an original event.


Peter’s Proclamation (Acts 2:14-36)


The crowds who hear the sound of the Spirit’s descent in “a rush of violent wind” gather near to where the 120 had assembled. That many are generally well-disposed, seeing God at work, is signalled by Luke’s description of them as “amazed and astonished” (v7). Thus, many will be receptive to Peter’s proclamation.

Peter, as leader of the newly reconstituted Twelve, addresses “the entire crowd”9 not in tongues but in everyday language, although with the sense that the Spirit is inspiring him. The speech is, in effect, a commentary on the significance of these events much like a Greek chorus in the theatre. It also is prophecy because it expounds the basic God-given message (or kerygma) about Jesus.







	Peter’s Speeches

The Pentecost speech (2:14-36) is constructed along rhetorical lines familiar to a Graeco-Roman audience. It has distinct parts as described in the second century by Lucian of Samosata in his treatise How to Write History:


	an introduction, v14


	a judicial section vv15-21 where the spirit-filled followers are > defended as prophesying just as Joel promised.


	an indictment section vv22-24 whereby the authorities are held > accountable for what was done to Jesus.


	a deliberative section vv24-36 designed to persuade the listeners > to accept that Jesus is the promised Lord and Messiah.




The three speeches by Peter (2:23-24; 3:13-15; 4:10) have as their central theme the proclamation that, while Jesus was put to death unjustly, God has raised him up. Thus, everything that follows is God’s renewal of Israel as He pours out HIs Spirit.

Mullins. 2013. op. cit. p71f See also The Speeches in Acts in More Detailed Background Information







In defending those who are spirit-filled from the charge of drunkenness, an indication that there may be a certain euphoric parallel, Peter refers to the earliness of the day. The day started at sunrise and the third hour of the day would equate to nine o’clock in the morning. It is the hour of prayer before the first meal of the day. The significance of prayer-in-the-Spirit should not be overlooked. This also makes the sneering of some (v13) a further indictment that they cannot recognise that this happening is in the context of prayer.

Peter quotes the prophet Joel in order to explain what the rushing wind, the speaking in other languages and above all, the prophesying means. Luke is employing a pesher-style interpretation10 in Peter’s speech to connect the scripture with this particular Pentecost. He uses the authority of the prophet Joel and the authority of God speaking directly to His people through that prophet. Now, God is speaking directly to the crowd by his pouring out HIs Spirit on all—both sons and daughters, young men and old, even upon slaves—be they male or female. Such figurative language would also resonate with Luke’s audience at the end of the century. It would reassure them that they too, male and female, slave and free, above all, especially Gentiles, are inheritors of this Spirit poured out at Pentecost. This scripture validates the charismatic community that is Jesus’ followers. Their hallmark is being filled with the Spirit and this includes speaking in tongues, prophesying and other forms of enthusiastic worship.

Peter’s speech is constructed to emphasise that all people are in “the last days”. And while the complete fulfilment of God’s covenant promises awaits the final eschaton, it has spectacularly begun. There is perhaps a sense that very soon apocalyptic “signs and portents” will take place. In terms of Peter’s speech and its intended impact on both his listeners and Luke’s audience, signs of the Spirit’s outpouring are taking place already and symbols of wind, tongues of fire and prophetic speech emphasise this. So, while Joel has the “great and terrible Day of the Lord” in view at the end of time, Luke strikes a balancing act looking forward to this “great and glorious day” (v20) of salvation for all who “call on the name of the Lord” and at the same time indicating, while these last days have begun,11 there is still time for Jesus’ message to be preached and for people to come into the fellowship of Jesus’ community, a foretaste of the very Kingdom of God. Indeed, “calling on the name of the Lord” was a phrase early followers used to describe themselves and to describe people responding to the good news.

While the first part of Peter’s speech provides the scriptural basis for the spirit-filled community of Jesus’ followers, the next section explains the proclamation of what God has done for Jesus. Jesus certainly had a reputation as a wonderworker and exorcist. Jewish tradition holds that he was a “magician” of sorts and Josephus states that he “was a doer of remarkable or strange works”.12 From Peter’s perspective, speaking what will become the standard Christian point of view, Jesus’ “deeds of power, wonders, and signs” (v22) are not magic but are performed through and validated by God Himself. Even his death and suffering were foreseen by God and are part of His plan. (v23).

A difficulty emerges when reading Peter’s charge that “the Jews” handed Jesus over to be killed. Luke refers to the responsibility for Jesus’ suffering and death a number of times in Acts, specifically: 2:36; 3:13;4:10; 5:30; 7:52. Unfortunately, over time13 anti-Semitism will lay the guilt for Jesus’ death on the entire Jewish people.

The double emphasis of the plural form of “you” in verse 23 is surely rhetorical. Luke has Peter set up a stark dichotomy, a “this-but-then-that” pattern. There is no doubt that on the one hand, Peter is directly charging Jews with Jesus’ death and on the other, he is proclaiming that God has rescued Jesus from the chains of death. Jesus being “handed over” by you cannot refer to all Jews or even those in the crowd, for many of them have come from abroad and would not necessarily have been present for Jesus’ death. Nor are the Jewish residents in view, which is one interpretation we may understand “Israelites” in v22 to mean. The reality is that, according to Luke and later tradition, Jesus was handed over to the Romans by “the Jews”. But the term “the Jews” is a way of referring to the elite or to authorities. Such a metonymy is common in the Hellenistic world as can be seen when for instance, Thucydides refers to “the Athenians” or “the Corinthians” et.al. he has the ruling elite responsible for policy and government in view. When Peter states that “you” handed Jesus over to be put to death, he is using a figure of speech to emphasise what happened to Jesus. It in no way implies the guilt of a whole people nor should it ever be interpreted as such. Sadly, “you Christians” bear a terrible responsibility for the horrors inflicted on subsequent Jews.

In any case the emphasis here is not on fixing blame or culpability but on the glorious vindication God has wrought. Luke again refers to the authority of scripture applying David’s psalms14 to Jesus’ delivery from death.

While the Davidic psalmist speaks of himself in Psalm 16, his trust that God will deliver him from the corruption of death to be in His presence has been and still is applied by any person who trusts in God. Peter’s reference to “Holy One” in verse 27, while accurate, refers in the Psalms and has been translated into English, to mean one who has been sanctified or made holy by God, that is, to a faithful person. This is the sense we can see in 2Samuel 22:26 and in the Psalms 4:3; 12:1; 16:10; 18:25 for these are the “holy ones” David refers to in the beginning of Psalm 16 (v3).

Peter quotes David’s psalm because it is one that portrays confidence in God’s presence so that come what may one will not be shaken but be glad, rejoicing in hope. Peter sees this as certainly applicable to Jesus who was tested in great suffering. Furthermore, this psalm is appropriate for Peter’s purpose because it seems to emphasise a bodily resurrection. The references to flesh (v26) not being abandoned in Hades nor experiencing corruption (v27) but having “the ways of life” in God’s presence (v28) are connected by Peter to resurrection. Luke has Peter make the next step that it is the resurrection of the Messiah David had in mind (v31) and not just the rescue of a faithful person.

The way Luke presents David’s psalm and Peter’s interpretation of it certainly enables followers of Jesus in Luke’s day and in subsequent generations to understand “Holy One” as a reference to the Messiah. So, while “Holy One” does appear 77 times in the Septuagint and Luke is right to include it in Peter’s quoting of David, by Luke’s clever literary exegesis, the term now applies to Jesus.

Luke has Peter emphasise this by pointing out that those disciples the crowd saw as being under the influence of God15 were witnesses to Jesus being “raised up” to the very right hand of God. (vv32-33). Coupled with what the crowd can see and hear with the Spirit being poured out in front of them, the proof of Joel’s prophecy and David’s too should be evident to all.

Luke includes the same argument that he has Jesus use in Luke 20:41-44 of David referring in vv34-35, not to himself but to “his Lord”. This is the One greater than David, he is the Messiah whom God will vindicate and because he is at God’s right hand, his enemies will be made his footstool.

Peter concludes his address with a triumphant proclamation (v36) that becomes a summary of the Christian message.

Jesus is










	What Is Meant By “Repent”?


















































	“Selling possessions”: Primitive Communism or “Communalism”?
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