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			Introduction

		

		
			Picture this: your coach has been running every practice, calling every play, and winning every game. The team depends on him completely. Then one day he walks into the locker room and says, “I’m leaving. The mission is yours now. Go win the championship.” And before anyone can ask a question, he’s gone.

			That’s essentially what happened at the beginning of the book of Acts. Jesus had spent three years teaching his followers, performing miracles, and demonstrating what the kingdom of God looked like up close. Then he rose from the dead, spent forty more days preparing them, and ascended into heaven. The mission to reach the entire world now belonged to a small group of ordinary men and women huddled together in an upper room in Jerusalem.

			They had no money. No political connections. No buildings, no organization, no strategy beyond a single command and a single promise. The command: be my witnesses to the ends of the earth. The promise: you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you.

			That’s it. That’s what they had. And within a single generation, the message of Jesus spread from a rented room in Jerusalem to the heart of the Roman Empire.

			The book of Acts is the story of how it happened.

			Where We Are in the Story

			Acts was written by Luke, the same man who wrote the Gospel that bears his name. Luke was a physician, a Gentile, and a careful historian who traveled with the apostle Paul on several missionary journeys. His Gospel told the story of what Jesus did and taught from his birth through his resurrection. Acts picks up right where the Gospel left off, which is why some scholars call it “Luke volume two.”

			But here’s the crucial detail. When Luke introduced Acts, he described his Gospel as an account of “all that Jesus began to do and teach.” That word “began” changes everything. Luke wasn’t saying the story of Jesus was finished. He was saying it was just getting started. The Gospel told what Jesus did in person, walking the roads of Galilee and Judea. Acts tells what Jesus continued to do through his Spirit, working in and through his followers as the gospel moved outward across the known world.

			To understand why this moment mattered so much, you need to remember the backstory. God had promised Abraham that through his descendants all nations would be blessed. That promise echoed through the centuries, through Moses and David and the prophets, always pointing forward to someone who would come and set everything right. Jesus was that someone. He lived the life Israel couldn’t live, died the death sinners deserved, and rose again to prove that God had accepted his sacrifice. But the rescue mission wasn’t finished when Jesus walked out of the tomb. The news still had to reach the world. Someone had to carry it.

			That’s where Acts begins. The risen King gives his followers their assignment, sends his Spirit to empower them, and the most unlikely revolution in history takes off.

			What You’re About to Read

			Jesus gave his followers a roadmap in Acts 1:8, and Luke used it as the outline for his entire book. “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” If you watch for that pattern, the book’s structure falls right into place.

			The first section (chapters 1–7) takes place in Jerusalem. The Holy Spirit arrives on the day of Pentecost, Peter preaches and three thousand people respond, the young church grows rapidly, and the religious leaders who killed Jesus begin pushing back hard. This section ends with the stoning of Stephen, the first follower of Jesus to die for his faith. His death seems like a disaster, but it turns out to be the spark that sends the gospel outward.

			The middle section (chapters 8–12) follows the gospel as it breaks beyond Jerusalem into Judea and Samaria. You’ll meet Philip, who carries the message to people the Jewish establishment would never have accepted. You’ll watch the dramatic conversion of Saul, the church’s most dangerous enemy, who becomes its most important missionary. And you’ll see Peter learn a lesson that shakes everything he thought he knew: God’s rescue isn’t just for Jewish people. It’s for everyone.

			The final section (chapters 13–28) follows Paul on three missionary journeys across the Roman Empire. He plants churches in cities you can still visit today. He faces riots, beatings, shipwrecks, and prison cells. He stands before governors and kings and never stops preaching. The book ends with Paul in Rome, the capital of the empire, still proclaiming Jesus to anyone who will listen.

			You’ll encounter some of the most dramatic scenes in the entire Bible. A room shaken by the Holy Spirit. A man struck blind on a road to Damascus. Prison doors blown open by an earthquake. A shipwreck survived by every soul on board. And sermon after sermon after sermon, because if there’s one thing the early Christians never stopped doing, it was talking about Jesus.

			Why This Book Matters

			

			Acts matters because it answers a question you might not realize you’re asking: What happened next?

			The Gospels tell us who Jesus is. The letters of Paul and the other apostles explain what it means to follow him. But Acts is the bridge between the two. It shows how the message got from a hillside in Galilee to living rooms and marketplaces across the Roman world. Without Acts, there’s a gap in the story you can’t fill.

			But Acts does more than fill a historical gap. It shows us what the church is supposed to look like. The earliest Christian devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to fellowship, to breaking bread together, and to prayer. They shared what they had. They cared for the poor. They told the truth even when it cost them everything. They weren’t perfect, and Acts doesn’t pretend they were. But they were serious about following Jesus, and the world noticed.

			Acts also shows us how people became Christians. This might surprise you if you’re used to hearing that all you need to do is “accept Jesus into your heart.” That phrase never appears in Acts. What you’ll find instead is a consistent pattern: people heard the good news about Jesus, believed it, repented of their sins, and were baptized or immersed. Every conversion story in Acts follows this shape. It happened on the day of Pentecost. It happened with the Ethiopian on a desert road. It happened with Saul in Damascus. It happened with Lydia by a river and a jailer in the middle of the night. The Christ who commanded the mission also defined the response.

			And Acts matters because it’s an honest book. The early church wasn’t a group of superheroes floating above the problems of ordinary life. They argued about money. They disagreed about who could be included. Their leaders made mistakes. One of their sharpest conflicts involved two of the greatest men in the movement. Luke doesn’t hide any of it. He shows us real people stumbling forward in faith, empowered by the Spirit, making Christ known in a world that didn’t always want to hear it.

			Before You Begin

			A few things to keep in mind as you read.

			Acts moves fast. Luke covers roughly thirty years of history, and he doesn’t slow down often. Cities, characters, and crises pile up quickly. Don’t worry if you can’t keep every name and place straight on the first pass. The big picture is what matters, and the big picture is always the same: the gospel is advancing, and nothing can stop it.

			The book has two main human characters: Peter dominates the first half, and Paul dominates the second. But the real main character is the Holy Spirit. Luke mentions the Spirit nearly sixty times. The Spirit empowers the preaching, directs the mission, opens doors, shuts doors, and transforms everyone he touches. Without the Spirit, nothing in Acts happens.

			There is also real suffering in this book. People are arrested, beaten, stoned, and killed for following Jesus. The road from Jerusalem to Rome is paved with sacrifice. Acts doesn’t romanticize this. It shows us what faithfulness costs, and it shows us that God is worth the price.

			Finally, Acts doesn’t really end. The last chapter finds Paul in Rome, under house arrest, still preaching the kingdom of God “with all boldness and without hindrance.” There’s no dramatic conclusion, no final curtain. Luke stops writing, but the story doesn’t stop. It keeps going, through the centuries, through Christ’s people in every generation, all the way down to you.

			The same Spirit who filled that upper room in Jerusalem is still at work. The same gospel Peter preached on Pentecost is still the power of God for salvation. And the same mission Jesus gave his followers is still waiting to be carried forward.

			Ready?

			Turn the page.
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			The Sequel Begins

		

		
			Have you ever watched a movie and then, right at the end, something happens that makes you realize the story isn’t over?

			That’s exactly what happens at the close of Back to the Future. Marty McFly has made it home safely. The adventure seems finished. But then Doc Brown comes screeching into the driveway in a flying DeLorean, tells Marty there’s an urgent new mission, and blasts off into the sky. The credits roll, and you know: the real adventure is only getting started.

			The book of Acts opens the same way.

			Luke, the same man who wrote the Gospel that bears his name, is picking up right where he left off. His first book told the story of what Jesus did and taught during his time on earth. It covered his birth, his miracles, his teaching, his death on the cross, and his resurrection from the dead. But that story, as incredible as it was, was only the beginning. Now Luke has a second volume to write. And it starts with the risen Jesus standing among his followers, giving them a mission that will change the world, and then ascending into the sky and disappearing into a cloud.

			The first adventure is over. The next one is about to begin. But the disciples can’t start yet. They’re missing something.

			The Story Continues

			Luke opens his second book by speaking directly to a man named Theophilus, the same person he had addressed in his Gospel. “I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and teach,” Luke says, “until the day he was taken up to heaven” (1:1–2).

			Did you catch that word? Began. Luke doesn’t say he wrote about everything Jesus did, as though the story were wrapped up with a bow. He says he wrote about what Jesus began to do. That single word tells you everything about why this second book exists. The story of Jesus didn’t end when he ascended into heaven. It continued. And the book of Acts is the record of how it continued, not through Jesus walking the dusty roads of Galilee anymore, but through his apostles, empowered by his Spirit, carrying his message to the ends of the earth.

			But before any of that could happen, Jesus had some final preparation to do.

			After his resurrection, Jesus didn’t disappear immediately. He spent forty days with his apostles, appearing to them, eating with them, and teaching them about the kingdom of God (1:3). Forty days. Think about that. Nearly six weeks of personal, face-to-face instruction from the risen Son of God. Luke tells us that Jesus gave them “many convincing proofs” that he was alive. He wasn’t a ghost or a hallucination. He stood among them in a real, physical body. He ate fish with them. He let them see his hands. He walked and talked and taught, and he did it all so that when the time came for them to stand up in front of hostile crowds and declare that Jesus had risen from the dead, they could speak as men who knew it was true because they had seen it with their own eyes.

			And what did he teach them during those forty days? The kingdom of God. This was always Jesus’ central message. Before his death he preached it constantly, and now, after his resurrection, he returned to the same subject. He was showing his apostles how everything that had happened to him, his suffering, his death, and his rising, fit into God’s plan for the world. He was opening their minds to understand the Scriptures in a way they never had before.

			Wait for It

			During one of those meals together, Jesus gave his apostles a specific command. Don’t leave Jerusalem. Stay there and wait for “the promise of the Father,” which he described as being “baptized with the Holy Spirit” (1:4–5). John the Baptist had baptized people in water, Jesus reminded them, but something far greater was coming. The Spirit of God himself was about to come upon them with power they had never experienced.

			This must have been frustrating to hear. These men had just spent three years following Jesus. They had watched him die. They had seen him alive again. They were ready to do something. And now he was telling them to sit still and wait.

			But waiting was part of the plan. The apostles couldn’t carry out their mission on their own strength. They needed power that only God could give them. Without the Holy Spirit, they would be unprepared for the enormous work ahead. The mission was far too big for human effort alone. Before the gospel could go anywhere, the power had to come down.

			The Wrong Question and the Right Answer

			The apostles, though, had something else on their minds. “Lord,” they asked, “are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (1:6).

			It’s an honest question, and you can understand why they asked it. For centuries, the Jewish people had lived under the control of foreign empires. The Babylonians, the Persians, the Greeks, and now the Romans had all ruled over them. The prophets had promised that God would one day restore Israel’s glory, that a king from David’s line would reign forever. The apostles believed Jesus was that king. And now that he had conquered death itself, surely the time had come for him to throw off the Romans, sit on David’s throne, and make everything right.

			But they were thinking too small.

			Jesus didn’t exactly say no to their question. But he completely redirected their thinking. “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority,” he told them. “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (1:7–8).

			Read that last verse one more time. It’s one of the most important sentences in the entire Bible.

			The apostles were thinking about political power and national borders. Jesus was thinking about something far bigger. He wasn’t interested in overthrowing Rome. He was launching a mission that would reach every corner of the globe. And he was handing that mission to them.

			Notice the roadmap. First, Jerusalem. Then the surrounding region of Judea and the neighboring territory of Samaria. And finally, to the ends of the earth. This isn’t just a general instruction. It’s actually the outline for the entire book of Acts. Chapters 1–7 take place in Jerusalem. Chapters 8–12 move into Judea and Samaria. And from chapter 13 to the end, the gospel spreads outward across the Roman Empire, all the way to the capital city of Rome itself.

			Jesus wasn’t being vague about what he wanted. He was giving them a map. And the commission he had given them before, to go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature, immersing those who believed, was the key to the entire journey that lay ahead. Everything the apostles would do in the coming years would flow from these marching orders.

			Into the Cloud

			After saying these things, something happened that none of them could have expected. “He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight” (1:9).

			Try to picture this moment. The man they had followed for three years, the one they had watched die on a cross, the one they had touched and eaten with after he rose from the dead, was now rising upward, right in front of them, until a cloud swallowed him from view.

			This was no ordinary cloud. Throughout the Old Testament, clouds represented the visible presence and glory of God. A cloud had covered Mount Sinai when God gave Moses the law. A cloud had filled the tabernacle and later Solomon’s temple. And now that same kind of glorious cloud received Jesus as he entered heaven to take his throne at the right hand of God. This was the moment when the Father gave him all authority and crowned him as Lord and King. The kingdom the apostles had asked about was being inaugurated, not on an earthly throne in Jerusalem, but on a heavenly throne from which Jesus would rule over all things.

			The apostles stood there, staring upward, trying to make sense of what they had just witnessed. And who could blame them? But while they were still gazing into the sky, two men in white clothing appeared beside them. These were angels, and they had a message.

			“Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven” (1:11).

			Two things matter here. First, the angels gently corrected the disciples. There was no point in staring at the sky. Jesus had given them work to do, and standing on a hilltop wasn’t getting it done. Second, the angels gave them a promise. Jesus would return. The same Jesus, in the same visible, physical way, would come back one day. The departure was real, but it was not permanent.

			The Upper Room

			The apostles did exactly what Jesus told them to do. They returned to Jerusalem, about a half-mile walk from the Mount of Olives, and gathered in an upper room. Luke lists all eleven by name: Peter, John, James, Andrew, Philip, Thomas, Bartholomew, Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus, Simon the Zealot, and Judas the son of James. Also with them were certain women who had followed Jesus, Mary his mother, and his brothers.

			And what did they do? They prayed. Together. Constantly. With one mind and one purpose.

			This is the picture Luke wants you to see before the story takes off. A small group of about 120 believers, gathered in a room in Jerusalem, praying and waiting for a promise they didn’t fully understand. They had no money. They had no political influence. They had no army. They had been given a mission to reach the ends of the earth, and they were starting with nothing but each other, a promise, and a prayer.

			But they were about to receive the one thing that would make all the difference.

			The Twelfth Man

			Before the Spirit came, there was one piece of unfinished business. Judas Iscariot, the disciple who had betrayed Jesus, was dead. He had purchased a field with the money he received for his treachery, and there he met a gruesome end. His position among the twelve apostles was empty.

			Peter stood up and addressed the group. He pointed to passages in the Psalms that spoke of a man whose dwelling place would be left desolate and whose position another should take. Peter saw in these words a prophecy fulfilled by Judas and a clear instruction for what should happen next. Then he laid out the requirements for a replacement. The new apostle had to be someone who had been with them the entire time, from the days of John’s baptism all the way through to the ascension. Most importantly, this person had to be a witness to the resurrection of Jesus (1:21–22).

			That was the heart of the matter. The twelve apostles existed, above all else, to testify that Jesus was alive.

			The group put forward two men who met these qualifications: Joseph, called Barsabbas, and Matthias. Then they prayed. “Lord, you know everyone’s heart,” they said. “Show us which of these two you have chosen” (1:24). They cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias, who was then numbered with the eleven, bringing the total back to twelve.

			Why did the number matter? Because Jesus had originally chosen twelve apostles to represent the twelve tribes of Israel. The full number was a signal that God was doing something with his people, and it required every appointed witness in place before it could begin. The eleven needed to become twelve again. And they needed the Lord himself to make the choice, not a committee vote.

			The stage is now set. The twelve apostles are assembled. The prayers are rising. Jerusalem is waiting.

			What This Means for Us

			First, the mission continues through ordinary people. Jesus didn’t assign the task of reaching the world to angels or to some heavenly army. He handed it to a small group of frightened, imperfect human beings. That’s still how he works. God uses people like you and me to carry his message forward. You don’t have to be powerful or famous or have everything figured out. You just have to be willing.

			Second, waiting is not wasting time. The apostles were eager to get moving, but Jesus told them to wait. Sometimes the most faithful thing you can do is slow down and prepare your heart. Rushing ahead of God’s timing doesn’t show faith; it shows impatience. The disciples used their waiting time to pray, and that prayer shaped them into the people they needed to be for what was coming.

			Third, God’s plans are always bigger than ours. The apostles wanted a kingdom for Israel. Jesus gave them a mission for the world. It’s easy to ask God for small, comfortable things when he has something far greater in mind. When his answer doesn’t match your question, pay attention. He might be redirecting you toward something better than you ever imagined.

			Fourth, Jesus is coming back. The angels made this promise, and nothing in the centuries since has changed it. Jesus ascended visibly and physically, and he will return in the same way. That promise shapes how we live right now. We are not waiting aimlessly. We are working and watching for a king who keeps his word.

			Talking Points

			1. The disciples asked Jesus about restoring Israel’s kingdom, and he redirected their attention to a worldwide mission. Why do you think it’s hard for people to see beyond their own group or their own country to care about what God might be doing across the world?

			2. Jesus told the apostles to wait in Jerusalem before starting their mission. When has waiting been difficult for you? What did you learn during a time when you had to be patient before moving forward?
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