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The scholarly interpretation of the Acts of the Apostles throughout the twentieth century has been shaped by a dynamic interplay of historical developments, methodological shifts, theological debates, and new discoveries in biblical studies. The book of Acts, attributed to the evangelist Luke, stands at the intersection of history and theology, presenting a narrative that traces the expansion of early Christianity from Jerusalem to Rome. Over the past century, scholars have grappled with fundamental questions regarding its historical reliability, literary composition, theological intent, and social context. These inquiries have been influenced by broader intellectual movements such as historical positivism, form criticism, redaction criticism, literary theory, and the increasing interest in sociological and postcolonial perspectives. This introduction seeks to provide an analytical foundation by exploring the historical trajectory of Acts scholarship in the twentieth century, examining key figures, significant works, and the major conceptual frameworks that have emerged.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, the field of biblical studies was heavily influenced by the legacy of the nineteenth-century historical-critical method, which sought to analyze biblical texts using the tools of historical inquiry. Scholars such as F. C. Baur (1792–1860) had already laid the groundwork for viewing Acts through the lens of theological tendencies, arguing that the text reflected an attempt to harmonize competing factions within early Christianity, particularly the so-called Petrine (Jewish-Christian) and Pauline (Gentile-Christian) traditions. This thesis, emerging from the Tübingen School, cast a long shadow over subsequent studies, even as it was challenged and refined in the twentieth century.

Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930), a towering figure in early twentieth-century biblical scholarship, played a crucial role in reassessing the historical value of Acts. Harnack, a historian and theologian, sought to rehabilitate Luke as a historian, arguing that Acts contained valuable historical information despite its theological agenda. His seminal works, including Die Apostelgeschichte (1908), defended the reliability of Luke’s portrayal of early Christianity, particularly in relation to its geographical and political context. Harnack's studies on the medical language in Acts also contributed to the ongoing debate regarding Luke’s identity as the "beloved physician" mentioned in Colossians 4:14. His approach was largely positivist, assuming that historical reconstruction was possible through careful textual and linguistic analysis.

However, Harnack’s optimism regarding Luke’s historical credibility was met with skepticism by scholars such as Martin Dibelius (1883–1947) and Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976), who pioneered form criticism (Formgeschichte). This method sought to analyze the oral traditions underlying the New Testament writings, including Acts, by identifying distinct literary forms or Gattungen. Dibelius, in his influential Studies in the Acts of the Apostles (1956), argued that Acts was composed primarily of stylized narratives that reflected early Christian preaching rather than eyewitness historical accounts. His analysis of set speeches in Acts led him to conclude that these were largely editorial creations meant to serve theological and didactic purposes rather than faithful reproductions of historical discourse. This perspective significantly influenced mid-century scholarship, shifting the focus from Acts as history to Acts as kerygma (proclamation).

The rise of redaction criticism in the mid-twentieth century further reshaped scholarly engagement with Acts. Hans Conzelmann (1915–1989) emerged as one of the most influential proponents of this approach. In Die Mitte der Zeit (1954; The Theology of St. Luke, 1960), Conzelmann challenged the assumption that Acts provided an objective historical account of early Christianity. Instead, he argued that Luke-Acts was a carefully crafted theological narrative designed to reinterpret history in light of later Christian concerns. Conzelmann's analysis of the delay of the Parousia (the Second Coming of Christ) as a key theme in Luke-Acts underscored the theological motivations behind the text’s composition. His work reinforced the idea that Acts should not be read as a neutral chronicle but as a theological document shaped by the needs of the early Christian community.

Simultaneously, the field of historical Jesus and Pauline studies underwent a renaissance, further complicating interpretations of Acts. Scholars such as Ernst Haenchen (1894–1975) and Eduard Schweizer (1913–2006) continued to explore the disparities between Paul's portrayal in Acts and his self-representation in the Pauline epistles. Haenchen’s Die Apostelgeschichte (1956) became a landmark study, emphasizing the literary artistry of Acts and challenging its historical accuracy. He famously declared that the speeches in Acts "are as free compositions as are the speeches of Thucydides," reinforcing the view that Luke was less concerned with preserving verbatim historical events than with constructing a coherent theological narrative.

By the latter half of the twentieth century, new methodological approaches emerged, broadening the scope of Acts scholarship beyond traditional historical and theological concerns. The advent of narrative criticism, championed by scholars such as Robert Tannehill and Mikeal Parsons, shifted attention to Acts as a literary work with a cohesive narrative structure. This approach underscored the importance of plot, character development, and thematic coherence, allowing scholars to appreciate Acts as a sophisticated piece of storytelling rather than merely a repository of historical data. At the same time, social-scientific criticism, influenced by the works of Bruce Malina and John Elliott, introduced sociological and anthropological insights into the study of Acts. These scholars examined the social dynamics of early Christianity, exploring issues such as honor and shame, patron-client relationships, and the role of communal identity in Luke’s depiction of the early church.

The closing decades of the twentieth century also witnessed increasing engagement with Acts from feminist, postcolonial, and liberationist perspectives. Feminist scholars such as Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza and Beverly Gaventa challenged traditional readings of Acts, drawing attention to the roles of women in the early Christian movement and the ways in which gender dynamics shaped the text’s portrayal of leadership and authority. Meanwhile, postcolonial critics interrogated Acts’ depiction of the Roman Empire, questioning whether Luke’s narrative subtly endorsed imperial ideology or provided a subversive critique of Roman power structures. The rise of liberation theology in Latin America further influenced interpretations of Acts, with theologians emphasizing its themes of justice, communal solidarity, and resistance against oppression.

Throughout the twentieth century, the interpretation of Acts remained deeply contested, reflecting broader shifts in biblical scholarship and intellectual history. While early-century scholars such as Harnack sought to defend its historical accuracy, mid-century critics like Conzelmann and Haenchen emphasized its theological and literary dimensions. Later, narrative and sociological approaches diversified the field, leading to richer and more nuanced understandings of the text. By the century’s end, Acts had been analyzed through a multiplicity of lenses, from historical and redaction-critical to feminist and postcolonial. These developments set the stage for ongoing debates in the twenty-first century, ensuring that the study of Acts remains a vibrant and evolving discipline.

This book will explore these themes in greater detail, tracing the trajectory of Acts scholarship across the twentieth century. Each chapter will focus on key methodological developments, major figures, and pivotal debates, providing a comprehensive examination of how this foundational New Testament text has been interpreted and reinterpreted over time. Through this exploration, we will gain deeper insight into the enduring complexities of Acts and its significance within biblical studies.
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Chapter 1: The State of Acts Scholarship at the Dawn of the 20th Century
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At the beginning of the twentieth century, the study of the Acts of the Apostles was still profoundly shaped by the intellectual currents of the preceding century. The field of biblical studies had undergone significant transformations in the nineteenth century, particularly with the rise of historical criticism, which sought to analyze the Bible through the lens of historical context, linguistic analysis, and literary development. This approach had deeply influenced how scholars viewed Acts, leading to a series of debates over its historical reliability, theological motives, and literary composition. The dawn of the twentieth century saw scholars grappling with these inherited debates while also incorporating new methodological developments, marking a period of transition in Acts studies.

One of the most dominant influences on Acts scholarship in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was the Tübingen School, led by Ferdinand Christian Baur (1792–1860). Baur’s critical approach to the New Testament, rooted in Hegelian dialectics, argued that the early Christian movement was characterized by a fundamental conflict between a Jewish-Christian faction, associated with Peter, and a Gentile-Christian faction, represented by Paul. Baur viewed Acts as a work of theological synthesis, written in the second century, aiming to harmonize these opposing factions by presenting an idealized vision of unity between Peter and Paul. According to Baur, the speeches in Acts, rather than being historical records, were theological constructs meant to support this reconciliatory agenda. His conclusions were controversial but highly influential, setting the stage for a century of debates regarding the historical reliability and theological motives of Acts.

In response to Baur’s skepticism, scholars such as Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930) sought to defend the historical credibility of Acts. Harnack, a towering figure in early twentieth-century biblical scholarship, argued that Acts was not a second-century composition but rather a first-century document, likely written by Luke, a companion of Paul. His works, including Die Apostelgeschichte (1908), provided a detailed defense of Luke’s authorship and argued that Acts contained valuable historical material despite its theological emphasis. Harnack’s method was primarily philological and historical, focusing on linguistic analysis and the historical accuracy of geographical and political details in Acts. He famously declared, “A writer who is proved to be exact in numerous particulars must be presumed to be exact in others,” defending the idea that Luke was a reliable historian. His work was instrumental in shifting the debate toward a more balanced view, acknowledging both the theological intent of Acts and its historical core.

At the same time, British and American scholars were contributing to the discussion with a focus on archaeology and historical geography. William Mitchell Ramsay (1851–1939), a Scottish archaeologist and biblical scholar, played a significant role in rehabilitating the historical credibility of Acts through his extensive research in Asia Minor. Initially skeptical of Luke’s historical accuracy, Ramsay was gradually convinced of its reliability after discovering numerous correspondences between the geographical and political details in Acts and the archaeological record. His major works, including St. Paul the Traveller and the Roman Citizen (1895), argued that Luke was an exceptionally accurate historian who faithfully recorded the social and political realities of the first century. Ramsay’s research demonstrated that the titles of Roman officials mentioned in Acts, such as “proconsul” for the governor of Cyprus (Acts 13:7) and “politarchs” for the city officials of Thessalonica (Acts 17:6), were historically precise. This archaeological corroboration lent weight to the argument that Acts, though a theological narrative, also contained reliable historical information.

Despite these defenses, skepticism persisted among scholars influenced by the emerging field of form criticism, which sought to analyze the pre-literary traditions underlying the New Testament writings. Martin Dibelius (1883–1947), one of the pioneers of form criticism, applied this method to Acts in his influential work Studies in the Acts of the Apostles (1956). Dibelius argued that Acts was composed primarily of stylized narrative units rather than historically precise accounts. He suggested that the speeches in Acts, which make up nearly a third of the book, were not actual historical speeches but rather literary constructions reflecting early Christian preaching traditions. This view was further developed by Rudolf Bultmann (1884–1976), who extended form criticism to argue that much of the New Testament, including Acts, was shaped by oral traditions that had been freely adapted by later editors.

The debate over the speeches in Acts became one of the central issues in twentieth-century scholarship. While scholars such as Harnack and Ramsay viewed them as reliable historical records, form critics like Dibelius and Bultmann contended that they were theologically motivated reconstructions. This divergence reflected a broader methodological tension between historical positivism, which sought to extract historical facts from the biblical text, and literary-critical approaches, which emphasized the theological and narrative shaping of biblical literature.

A further complicating factor in Acts scholarship was the relationship between Acts and Paul’s letters. Scholars noted significant discrepancies between Paul’s self-representation in his epistles and the depiction of Paul in Acts. For instance, Paul’s speeches in Acts often emphasize themes of Jewish continuity and accommodation to the Law (Acts 21:20-26), whereas his letters, particularly Galatians, stress his independence from the Jerusalem leadership and his break from the Law. This led many scholars to question whether Luke’s portrayal of Paul was historically accurate or whether it was a literary construct designed to present a more harmonious vision of early Christianity. Ernst Haenchen (1894–1975), in his seminal commentary Die Apostelgeschichte (1956), argued that Acts was primarily a theological work rather than a historical account, echoing the conclusions of earlier critics like Baur.

By the mid-twentieth century, redaction criticism emerged as a new method for understanding Acts. Scholars such as Hans Conzelmann (1915–1989) argued that Luke-Acts should be read as a unified theological narrative rather than as a simple historical chronicle. Conzelmann’s Die Mitte der Zeit (1954) introduced the idea that Luke had reinterpreted history to address the concerns of his own community, particularly the problem of the delayed Parousia. He argued that Luke structured Acts to show that God’s plan was unfolding in three distinct epochs: the time of Israel, the time of Jesus, and the time of the Church. This theological framework suggested that Luke was more concerned with providing a meaningful interpretation of history than with offering a precise historical account.

The early twentieth century was thus a period of intense debate and methodological diversification in Acts scholarship. While Harnack, Ramsay, and other defenders of Acts’ historical reliability sought to uphold its credibility, scholars influenced by form and redaction criticism, such as Dibelius, Bultmann, and Conzelmann, emphasized its theological and literary dimensions. This period laid the foundation for later developments in Acts studies, as scholars continued to grapple with the complex interplay of history, theology, and literary artistry in the book of Acts. These debates would only intensify as new archaeological discoveries, social-scientific methodologies, and postmodern hermeneutical approaches entered the field, further enriching and complicating the scholarly interpretation of Acts in the twentieth century.
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Chapter 2: Source Criticism and Acts
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The study of the Acts of the Apostles in the twentieth century was profoundly shaped by ongoing debates about its sources, origins, and literary composition. Source criticism, a methodological approach that seeks to identify the underlying materials used by biblical authors, played a significant role in shaping scholarly interpretations of Acts. The question of Luke’s sources had been raised in the nineteenth century, particularly in relation to his Gospel, but the issue took on new dimensions as scholars sought to determine whether Acts was based on earlier written accounts, oral traditions, or the author’s own theological creativity. This chapter explores how twentieth-century scholarship approached the problem of sources in Acts, examining key figures, their methodologies, and the implications of their findings for understanding the historical and theological dimensions of the text.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, many scholars operated under the assumption that Luke, the author of Acts, had access to pre-existing sources, much like those he referenced in the prologue to his Gospel (Luke 1:1-4). The most prominent advocate of this view was Adolf von Harnack, who argued that Luke was a historian who made careful use of sources in both his Gospel and Acts. Harnack suggested that Luke relied on earlier documents, possibly including travel diaries, missionary reports, and oral traditions that had been circulating within the early Christian communities. He pointed to the so-called "we-passages" in Acts (16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 27:1-28:16), in which the narrative shifts from third-person to first-person plural, as evidence that Luke was drawing from a firsthand travel account. Harnack proposed that these passages reflected an original source that Luke incorporated into his larger narrative, possibly written by a companion of Paul.
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