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            WHO IS LUKE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul is the most prolific writer in the New Testament. Who’s second? Doctor Luke.

      Luke wrote a biography of Jesus, called “The Gospel According to Luke” (or simply Luke). Later, he detailed the activities of the early church in a sequel, “The Acts of the Apostles” (or just Acts). These two books account for about one-quarter of the content in the Bible’s New Testament and give us valuable historical information about Jesus and his followers. Luke’s writings provide a compelling two-book set that can inform our faith and enlighten the practices of our church community.

      Luke is the only non-Jewish writer in the New Testament. As such, his words are that of an outsider, which may more readily connect with those on the outside, that is, non-Jews. This includes me, and it may include you. Luke wrote with simple, yet captivating language.

      However, despite having penned two major books in the Bible—which are the longest two in the New Testament—we don’t know much about Luke. The Bible only mentions him three times.

      Here are the few details we know:

      First, we learn that Luke is a dear friend of Paul. Next, he’s a doctor. Third, he’s esteemed by Paul as a fellow worker. Finally, in one of his darker hours, Paul laments that everyone is gone. Only Luke has stayed with him. As such, we see Luke as a faithful, persevering friend. Luke emerges as a man of noble character.

      We also know that Luke is a firsthand observer in many of the events he records in the book of Acts. We see this through his first-person narratives in some passages when he uses the pronoun we.

      Although Luke wasn’t a church leader or an apostle, his contributions to our faith and our understanding of Jesus and his church are significant. Doctor Luke’s ministry function wasn’t leading people or preaching sermons. Instead, he played a silent, and almost unnoticed, supporting role.

      Though his work was quiet, his legacy lives on, loudly influencing Jesus’s followers two millennia later.

      

      Questions: What can we do to influence others for Jesus, both now and in the future?

      

      [Discover more about Luke in Colossians 4:14, 2 Timothy 4:9–11, and Philemon 1:24.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL ABOUT ACTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Acts is one of the sixty-six books in the Protestant Bible. It details the actions (“the Acts”) of Jesus’s band of followers. As such, Acts supplies a compelling narrative of life in the early church as it emerges after Jesus’s execution.

      Authored by Doctor Luke, Acts records the work of Jesus’s followers as they navigate unmapped territory. It forms a new faith perspective based on the teachings of Jesus and the supporting work of the Holy Spirit. Luke gives a valuable narrative to inform us and to reform our church practices. As a Gentile, Luke is also an outsider to Judaism—just like most of us.

      As the narrative in Acts progresses, we see Luke sometimes shifting from a third-person perspective, that of a reporter, to a first-person point of view as a participant. Though the good doctor writes his first book, Luke, as an outsider, he emerges in his second book, Acts, as an insider, where he takes part in the work of Paul to develop Jesus’s church.

      Clearly Luke, the former reporter, has become a follower of Jesus and part of his growing community of believers. This book explores what Luke shares in his informative description about the early church in the book of Acts, which can teach us much about faith and inform our church practice.

      Each of Luke’s two books, Luke and Acts, address Theophilus.

      We don’t know who Theophilus is, only that Luke writes both of his books to Theophilus so that he may know for sure what others had taught him about Jesus.

      Luke has two notable traits to make him ideal for this task. First, as a doctor, he’s a trained observer. This makes him an ideal investigative reporter for Theophilus.

      Second, as a non-Jew, Luke has a fresh take on the subject, without historical baggage to distract him on his mission.

      This helps Theophilus, and it helps us.

      

      Questions: What steps are we willing to take to help someone, like Theophilus, know for certain what they were taught?

      

      [Discover more about Theophilus in Luke 1:1–4 and Acts 1:1–2.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1: WAIT FOR IT

          

          ACTS 1:1–8

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about.” (Acts 1:4)

      

      

      

      Acts picks up where the book of Luke ended. As with many sequels, Acts opens with a review of what happened in the first book. Again addressing Theophilus, Luke references his first letter, which we call Luke, the third book in the New Testament.

      Here’s the recap: In the forty days between Jesus’s resurrection and his return to heaven, he appears to his followers many times. He proves he’s alive and reminds them about the kingdom of God. Slowly, things begin to click for them. Jesus isn’t a military leader who will overthrow the Roman rule. He’s a spiritual revolutionary to fulfill God’s plan for humanity, set in motion before time began.

      Finally, Jesus’s teaching starts to take on new meaning. The misconceptions of his followers’ prior thinking fall away. But it takes time to reorient their perspective from the physical world to a spiritual reality. When one of his followers asks if Jesus is ready to restore Israel as a nation, his answer is “not now.” The timing is secret.

      Instead, Jesus tells his followers to wait.

      Waiting is counter to our modern-day thinking. Delay represents lost opportunity. We must maintain momentum to propel our cause forward. Yet Jesus says, “Wait.” It seems ill-advised. However, much of what Jesus says is contrary to human wisdom. We should expect the unexpected from Jesus. If he says to wait, this shouldn’t cause dismay. Sometimes inaction is the best action—especially when God says to delay.

      From a human perspective, they should organize, plan, and deploy across the region to tell others about Jesus. They have experience going out two-by-two. Jesus trained them to do just that. They seem ready, but Jesus says to wait.

      Wait for a special gift promised by Papa: a new kind of baptism, a supernatural anointing. While John uses water, this new baptism will be with the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will empower them to tell others about Jesus.

      This new baptism doesn’t have the tangible use of water but the intangible power of Spirit. Yet the two are connected, for the Holy Spirit shows up when John baptizes Jesus with water.

      Consider John’s baptism. He lowers people into the water, submerges them, and lifts them out. John’s baptism symbolically parallels death, burial, and resurrection. Cleansing takes place. It’s a powerful, beautiful imagery.

      When Jesus emerges from the waters of his baptism, heaven opens and the Holy Spirit, in a visible form that resembles a dove, comes upon him. God’s voice booms. He confirms Jesus as his son, whom he loves and whose actions he affirms. In this case, Jesus’s water baptism links to the Holy Spirit. This foreshadows what is to come for his disciples with the promised gift of the Holy Spirit.

      While different streams of Christianity explain the Holy Spirit’s work in different ways, with varying present-day implications, we should use what happened then to inform our understanding and practices now.

      

      Questions: Do we need to reconsider the role of the Holy Spirit in our life and our church to better align with the Bible?

      

      [Discover more about the Holy Spirit in Acts 2:38, Acts 10:44–45, Acts 11:15–16, Acts 19:2–6, Romans 15:13, 1 Corinthians 6:19, and Jude 1:20–21.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 2: THERE’S NO NEED TO VOTE

          

          ACTS 1:9–26

        

      

    

    
      
        
        So they nominated two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias. (Acts 1:23)

      

      

      

      After Jesus tells his followers to wait for the Holy Spirit, he rises into heaven. Though Jesus tells them to wait, he doesn’t say to do nothing.

      They spend their time in constant prayer. This could mean nonstop, around-the-clock prayer or just that they prayed a lot. Regardless, I suspect they prayed much more than we ever do.

      Their numbers grow, reaching 120. Peter speaks. He reviews what happened, ties in Old Testament prophecy, and quotes Psalm 109:8. He recommends they pick a replacement for Judas.

      Peter gives one requirement: it must be someone who followed Jesus the whole time, from his baptism to his ascension, a person who can confirm Jesus’s resurrection. Peter gives no other credentials. A connection with Jesus stands as the only requirement. Education, social status, and reputation aren’t a consideration. Power, money, and influence don’t matter. We might want to consider this as we pick our church leaders.

      In most churches today, we would nominate and then vote. This democratic solution is what most modern thinkers hold up as the ideal approach. Yet the Bible does nothing to promote democratic rule. Yes, if we search God’s Word looking to support democracy, we can find hints of it. However, looking through different lenses we could also conclude the Bible points toward socialism, communism, or even dictatorships. Yet the early church often relies on consensus. But theocracy, under God’s Holy Spirit authority, might be the ideal biblical conclusion for government.

      Following Peter’s advice to pick someone who walked with Jesus, the group nominates two men: Barsabbas and Matthias. Then the brothers and sisters pray. They acknowledge that God knows everyone’s heart, including the two nominees. The church affirms God has already chosen Judas’s replacement, and they simply ask God to reveal his decision. Then they cast lots. They do so, confident that God will let the results fall to the person he wants in this role. The church accepts the outcome in complete faith.

      While we may equate this to drawing names from a hat, a better understanding is akin to throwing dice. This seems most undignified, even a bit pagan. Yet picking the next disciple resembles a game of chance, albeit with a God-orchestrated outcome. The lot falls to Matthias. He replaces Judas to become the twelfth disciple and an apostolic minister.

      Though the church casts lots in this instance to select a leader, we must note that Luke merely describes their process. It’s not a command. We may follow this model or not.

      In all this I feel sorry for Barsabbas. It isn’t that he loses a human election. Instead God decides, and he dismisses Barsabbas. If he wallows in self-pity, he could conclude that God rejected him. Barsabbas could stomp off in anger and leave the church, embarrassed over the Almighty not picking him. As a testament to his character, he doesn’t leave in a huff. He sticks around and becomes an esteemed leader. Later the church taps him for an important assignment with Paul, Barnabas, and Silas.

      Interestingly, we never hear of Matthias again in the Bible.

      

      Questions: While Barsabbas rose above his disappointment, could it be that Matthias squandered his God-given opportunity? What can we learn from their examples?

      

      [Discover more about casting lots in Joshua 18:10, Judges 20:9, Nehemiah 10:34, and Jonah 1:7, as well as Luke 23:34.]
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