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Introduction
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The author of this book is identified with the author of the third Gospel, Luke 1.14, Acts 1.1,2, and is personally present three times in the events he narrates: 16.10 to 17, 20.5 to 21.25, 27.1 to 28. He is the "beloved physician" mentioned by Paul in Colossians 4.14 and 2 Timothy 4.11. He probably wrote between the years 60 and 67. The book covers the thirty years from Pentecost to Paul's arrival in Rome.

The key verse is 1.8, which outlines the geographical progress of evangelism: "You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem [in Chapters 1 to 7], and in all Judea [8.1 to 4], and in Samaria [8.5 to 25], and to the end of the earth [8.26 to the end].

The two main sections of the book are Chapters 1 to 12, centered on Jerusalem and Peter, and Chapters 13 to 28, centered on Antioch and Paul.

Note the verses that summarize the growth of the assemblies:


6.7 The word of the Lord grew, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and many of the priests also obeyed the faith. 

to the faith.

9.31 Then the churches had peace throughout all Judea, Galilee and Samaria; and they were edified, walking in the fear of the Lord, and were strengthened by the Holy Spirit.

12.24 The word of the Lord grew and multiplied.

16.5  The churches were confirmed in the faith, and increased in number daily.

19.20 The word of the Lord grew and prevailed mightily.

28.31  ... preaching the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ, 

openly and without hindrance.



Five themes can be distinguished:

1. Continuation Luke wants to show that the ascended Lord Jesus continues his work on earth through his people. Therefore the book neither begins at its beginning (because in 1:1 he alludes to the existing gospel) nor ends at its completion (because Paul is still preaching in 28:31). In a sense that work is still in progress, because there is still much to evangelize.

Glorification The outstanding features of Acts are the presence in heaven of a glorified man, 1.2, and the power on earth of the Holy Spirit, 2.4. The resurrection and exaltation of the Savior form the core of the apostolic preaching: 2.36, 3.14,15, 4.10,11, 5.30,31, etc. 

Transformation The Spirit of God, already manifest, empowers weak disciples. Because of this, violent enemies like Paul are transformed into messengers of the cross.

4.  Initiation Luke documents the origin of the Church and the growth of local assemblies wherever the gospel is carried. The step-by-step transition between Judaism and full Christianity occupies most of the book and gives rise to many of the unusual problems that arose.

5.  Proclamation As a manual of the preaching of the gospel, Acts includes approximately eighteen discourses to an assortment of listeners. Every evangelist and teacher should study them carefully.
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Chapter 1 
The Ascension of the Lord

[image: ]




The second volume of Luke's history of the beginnings of Christianity begins with the climax of the Lord's earthly ministry. This is the basis of all that follows, just as in his previous treatise that faith is founded on the rock of historical certainty. It would give Theophilus confidence to know that he had not followed "cunning fables," 2 Peter 1:16, in trusting in the Lord Jesus Christ.

Thus Luke summarizes the events of the forty days between the resurrection and the ascension, events that guarantee the legitimacy of that resurrection and prepares the disciples for the ascension through the teaching and the gospel commission. Even though the Lord Jesus had laid the perfect foundation in the work completed on Calvary, there remained the task of spreading the message of salvation to a lost world that stretched from pious Jerusalem to pagan Rome. And that unfinished work was entrusted to a handful of weak disciples, including Peter the denier and Thomas the unbeliever. How would they do it?

The answer is found in the truth that whenever the Lord entrusts a task to his people, he also enables them to perform it. Only Luke tells us that the Lord gave orders "by the Holy Spirit," introducing his special emphasis on the work of the Spirit in Acts. The Holy Spirit provides the teaching; v. 2, John 16.3; engages in that baptism which incorporates all believers into the Body of Christ, v. 5, 1 Corinthians 12.13; gives the power required for witnessing, v. 8; and inspires the Scriptures, v. 16.

Through these inspired Scriptures the believer finds direction today, as did the early disciples, vv 15 to 26. Peter's use of Psalms 69 and 109 shows confidence in the inability of God's Word: "it was necessary that the Scripture should be fulfilled". It shows his intention to comfort (since Judas' defection was foreknown) and to counsel (since a replacement is authorized).

Let us take encouragement from the fact that we can proclaim the same historic gospel message, experience the same dynamic power of the Spirit and rely on the same solid authority of God's Word.
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Chapter 2
The Foundation of the Church
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A birthday is always a special occasion, and that of the Church was no exception. On the day of Pentecost all living believers were incorporated into the Church, the Body of Christ, by the descent of and baptism in the Holy Spirit, and through this Church the Lord continues, in their absence, His work in the world. That day was marked by miraculous signs, a sobering sermon by Peter and the salvation of some three thousand people. Certainly God was calling attention to the beginning of something new just as He had done before in the singularity of Calvary, Matthew 27:50 to 54.

Like the cross and the resurrection, Pentecost admits of no repetition. The atoning work of the Savior was done once for all, and thus also a gift of the Spirit was given. It is that the Spirit of God has already come and in grace has taken up residence, from the moment of conversion, in all who trust in the Savior:


Romans 8.9 if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to him.

Galatians 3.14  redeemed us ...  that through faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.

John 7:37-39  ... the Spirit which they that believe on him shall receive.



We learn more of his ministry from those Pentecostal signs. The wind speaks of his invisible power, 2.2, John 3.8; the fire suggests his intrinsic holiness, 2.3, Hebrews 12.29; and the tongues spoken highlight his purpose to assist in our witness to Christ, 2.4, Luke 24.46 to 49. The signs have passed but the reality endures and it is the presence within of a holy Person who desires to use us to glorify the Lord Jesus.

Peter's sermon provides a noble pattern for all who proclaim the gospel. He explains what happened by quoting Joel's prophecy about the outpouring of the Spirit, lightly reviews the historical facts about Jesus Christ as proof that the Messiah will rise from the dead and ascend to heaven, and deduces from this that the Crucified One is therefore all that he claims to be. His method admits of imitation: it is thematic, scriptural (eleven among the twenty-three verses are quotations from the Old Testament!), specific in its challenge and entirely logical in its presentation. Above all, its message is Christ-centered.

Spiritual preaching of this kind produces conviction and genuine conversion, which is characterized by continuity in the things of God. The pattern still applies!
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Chapter 3 
A Healed Cripple
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At Pentecost the Lord had demonstrated his interest in the nation of Israel and now manifests, through the apostles, his compassion for the individual. The incident appears in two sections: the miracle up to v. 11 and then the message.

The miracle itself has a threefold significance. First, it authenticates the apostles and sets the seal of divine approval upon their testimony to the Lord Jesus. The Savior himself had appealed to his works as proof of who he was, John 5:36, and in the same way his apostles could point to "wonders and signs," for Peter stresses that they had no power in themselves. Herein lies the difference between the miracles in the Gospels and in Acts: the Savior worked them by Himself, Mark 2:10,11, but the apostles did them in His name. Thus all praise ascends to the exalted Lord.

Peter emphasizes in his sermon the contrast between man's and God's estimation of Jesus. Men betrayed and denied Him the perfect Servant, but God glorified Him. Men opted for a murderer and not for the Holy and Righteous One, killing the very Author of Life. However, God overturned the verdict and raised Him from the dead, a fact proven by the eyewitness testimony of the apostles and the miracle performed in His name.

Furthermore, he says, the Savior is the focal point of OT prophecy, the source of messianic blessings and the prophet like Moses. In short, he is the longed-for Messiah sent to deal with sin. 

How appropriate that all this should take place in Solomon's porch, where on a previous occasion the Jews had demanded evidence that Jesus was the Messiah, John 10:23 to 25. Now the evidence, a healed lame man, was there for all to see.

Finally, the miracle illustrates salvation. The lame man had been helpless from birth and his healing is instantaneous, perfect, by the power of Christ and received by faith. Such deliverance naturally produces joy and adoration. And we, who have been rescued from sin, should we not be fervent in our praise of the Lord?
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Chapter 4 Official 
Opposition
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The preaching of the gospel always generates two reactions: the response of faith, as in v. 4, and the opposition of unbelievers, as in v. 18. 

v. 4, and the opposition of unbelievers, as in v. 18. The miracle of Chapter 3 with all its implications could not have gone unnoticed on the part of the religious authorities, especially since the Sadducean anti-supernaturalists were now the dominant party, 4.1,2, 5.17. However, the most striking detail of the chapter is not the Jewish antagonism toward the apostles, but the response of the believers.

Just a few months earlier Peter collapsed under an unofficial interrogation (The maidservant gatekeeper said to Peter, "Are you not also of this man's disciples? He said: I am not", John 18.17), but now he demonstrates the difference effected by the coming of the Holy Spirit. He boldly affirms his convictions as to the person of Jesus Christ, and when commanded to desist from preaching he responds with the irrefutable assertion that God's authority supersedes all others. The lesson is clear: the attacked believer can defend himself with the help of the Spirit. "I will give you a word and wisdom, which all who oppose it will not be able to resist or contradict," Luke 21:12 to 15.

Then Peter and John return "to their own" and share with them all that has happened. The comment suggests to us the value of the communion of the assembly! At once the believers seek divine provision for every situation, namely prayer. There can be no fruit in evangelism, no growth in the assembly, no authentic blessing, without this communication with God. 

There is no element of ritualism in this prayer; it is as fresh, biblical and spiritual as Peter's testimony before the leaders of the Jews. Nor is it a request that the opposition be silenced or that the disciples be relieved of their bitterness. Rather it is a spontaneous and enthusiastic expression of praise to God their creator and omniscient (had not David prophesied the rejection of the Messiah?) and sovereign God whose plans can never fail. Gloriously his prayer is granted for boldness, for it pleases our God to answer the prayers of his people. May we learn to say, "Sovereign Lord," and like those early disciples, enjoy the peace he grants to all who trust in him. "Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known unto God. And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus," Philippians 4:6,7.
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Chapter 5 
The Enemy Attacks
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Let us not forget that we have a subtle enemy with whom to contend. This chapter contains the first reference to Satan in Acts, for wherever God is at work, the devil sows seeds of hatred, division and antagonism to the truth. In Chapter 4 he was unsuccessful in trying to discourage the apostles by official intimidation, but now he tries two new tactics: corruption within the church and persecution from without.

Sometimes Luke sets aside his narrative and gives a striking summary of the practices of the early Church, as in 2:41-47 ("they persevered in the doctrine ...") and 4:32-37 ("the multitude of those who had believed were of one heart"). In the second of these we learn that in Jerusalem communion was taken so seriously that some believers sold their goods and set aside the proceeds to a common fund for the needy. This frank demonstration of Christian love became a target for the devil. Barnabas' selfless initiative provoked in Ananias and Sapphira an imitation inspired by Satan. Their sin was a preconceived deception, an attempt to be seen as kinder than they really were. 

Judgment was swift and sure, for God must manifest that His Church, so recently formed, is a holy company of people where sin is not tolerated. "The temple of God, which temple ye are, is holy," 1 Corinthians 3.17. Biblical discipline characterizes the assembly where the name of the Lord is honored. The solemn example of Ananias and Sapphira should make us recognize that communion is a sacred privilege not to be enjoyed lightly.
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