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Series Preface



The unfolding of your words gives light.


(Psalm 119:130)


The Hodder Bible Commentary aims to proclaim afresh in our generation the unchanging and unerring word of God, for the glory of God and the good of his people. This fifty-volume commentary on the whole Bible seeks to provide the contemporary church with fresh and readable expositions of Scripture which are doctrinally sensitive and globally aware, accessible for all adult readers but particularly useful to those who preach, teach and lead Bible studies in churches and small groups. 


Building on the success of Hodder’s NIV Proclamation Bible, we have assembled as contributors a remarkable team of men and women from around the world. Alongside a diverse panel of trusted Consultant Editors, they have a tremendous variety of denominational backgrounds and ministries. Each has great experience in unfolding the gospel of Jesus Christ and all are united in our aim of faithfully expounding the Bible in a way that takes account of the original text, biblical theology, the history of interpretation and the needs of the contemporary global church.


These volumes are serious expositions – not overly technical, scholarly works of reference but not simply sermons either. As well as carefully unpacking what the Bible says, they are sensitive to how it has been used in doctrinal discussions over the centuries and in our own day, though not dominated by such concerns at the expense of the text’s own agenda. They also try to speak not only into a white, middle-class, Western context (for example), as some might, but to be aware of ways in which other cultures hear and need to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.


As you tuck into his Word, with the help of this book, may the glorious Father ‘give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better’ (Ephesians 1:17).


Lee Gatiss, Series Editor
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Introduction to Acts



The book of Acts can be summarised in just three words: God’s unstoppable mission. The narrative covers the first three decades of the numeric and geographic expansion of Jesus’s first followers. As readers, we observe Jesus ascend to heaven and pour out his Spirit, and we wait with bated breath to see what will become of this fledgling movement of followers. Luke charts the miracles; the social care; the spread of the word and the growth of the church; the persecution, opposition and trials. 


One writer notes, ‘Taken simply as a tale of adventure, it is by far the most action-packed book in the New Testament.’1 But of course, it is so much more. As we reach the end of the book, the apostle Paul has reached the capital of the Empire. Though he is chained, the word is not. God’s unstoppable mission keeps going to the end and invites us to become the next instalment, witnessing to the transforming power of the risen Lord.


The book of Acts gives the contemporary reader great confidence that wherever we are and whatever we face, the one enthroned in heaven is still at work, through his people, empowered by his Spirit, to transform lives. In this brief introduction we are going to look at some of the main issues and themes before we move into the commentary on the text.


1. Author and date


The earliest tradition of the church claims that Luke, the doctor and co-worker of Paul (Colossians 4:14; Philemon 24), was the author of both the third Gospel and the book of Acts.2 Luke himself was not an apostle nor an eyewitness to the resurrection, but he was a close travelling companion of Paul.3 This connection likely gave him access to other apostles who were able to inform his account. This makes him a reliable source in recounting the story of the early church.


As to when Luke wrote his account, we cannot be completely certain. There are, however, some clues to help us. For example, Luke makes no mention of the outcome of Paul’s trial, the increased persecution of Christians under Nero or the Jewish war culminating in the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in AD 70. There is therefore a strong case to be made for dating Luke’s account to a period before all these events, and shortly after Paul’s Roman imprisonment – AD 62–4.4 


However, a number of other scholars date Acts to the AD 70s or 80s, based on the material in Luke 21 which appears to refer to the events of AD 70.5 This would require us to read Luke 21 with the perspective that the events described had already occurred, which is by no means certain. If this were the case, it would seem strange to find no other mention of these events in the rest of Luke–Acts. As Darrell Bock concludes, ‘Either Acts is written so much after AD 70 that these issues are no longer worth noting … or it is written before it. On balance, the latter is more likely.’6


2. Audience and purpose


The primary addressee of Luke’s two-volume work was an individual described as ‘most excellent Theophilus’ (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). He is one who has already received some measure of teaching (Luke 1:4), and Luke’s account is designed to provide greater certainty. The work therefore has both apologetic and didactic intent.


Luke’s self-stated aim in his two-volume work is to provide Theophilus with ‘certainty’ concerning the things he had been taught.7 Luke is at pains to demonstrate he has carefully investigated and ordered his material (Luke 1:1–4).8 Given Luke’s emphases, the ‘certainty’ would appear to be around the message of salvation and the legitimacy of the Gentile mission.9 We can see this in the repeated summary statements regarding the spread of the word, or the repeated portrayal of the legal innocence of ‘the Way’. Luke is providing an apologia for Christianity. He is keen to demonstrate that the Gentile church is not a dangerous sect, but rather emerged ‘in continuity from a faithful and restored Israel’.10


One way Luke provides assurance to his readership is through repetition, or what has been termed ‘functional redundancy’.11 Repetition highlights significant events or messages. We see this most notably in the conversion accounts of Paul (Acts 9; 22; 26) and Cornelius (Acts 10; 11; 15) and the call to Gentile mission (Acts 13:46; 18:6; 28:28). In this way, Luke further demonstrates the legitimacy of ‘the Way’ to both Jewish and Gentile audiences.


Another key feature of Luke’s narrative is his summary statements, charting the progress of the word. Growth and persecution walk hand in hand through the account. Luke’s summary statements appear in the following places:




• Acts 6:7 – ‘so the word of God spread’


• Acts 9:31 – ‘the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened … it increased in numbers’


• Acts 12:24 – ‘the word of God continued to spread’


• Acts 16:5 – ‘the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers’


• Acts 19:20 – ‘the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power’





These statements in part advance the plotline, but they also demonstrate that God’s hand was upon the church to advance the mission and protect against opposition.12 Luke’s main interest in the selection and ordering of his material is the ministries of Peter and Paul, and the expansion of the church from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth.13


In summary, Luke’s concern is with all that Jesus is continuing to do and teach, through his church empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:1–8). The apostolic message is credible, urgent and inclusive. Salvation is for all, in fulfilment of Israel’s Scriptures.14 It extends to the poor, the sick, the possessed, the outcast and those previously excluded.15 The church, in the power of the Spirit, is fulfilling the vocation given to Israel to be a light to the nations.


3. Structure and outline


Acts 1:8 provides us with the major structural outline that the book follows. The disciples were to wait in Jerusalem until they received the Holy Spirit. They were then to be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. We can trace this movement through Acts as follows:




• Acts 1–7: in Jerusalem


• Acts 8–9: in Judea and Samaria


• Acts 10–28: to the ends of the earth





The third section can be further divided into ever-expanding missionary circuits which start and finish (mostly) in Antioch.




• Acts 13–14: First missionary circuit


• Acts 16–18: Second missionary circuit


• Acts 19–21: Third missionary journey ending in Jerusalem


• Acts 22–8: From Jerusalem to Rome – the custody narratives





As can be seen, a significant amount of space is given to the custody narratives which run from Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem (Acts 22) to the end of the book as Paul awaits trial before Caesar (Acts 28). Commentators debate the reason why so much space is devoted to Paul’s trial and accompanying speeches. As already noted, Luke is keen to demonstrate the innocence of ‘the Way’ for his readership. In addition, we note the truth of Paul’s statement to the churches in Lystra, Iconium and Antioch: ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22). The Christian life is not triumphalist, devoid of sickness, suffering or persecution. Believers in every place should expect trials and opposition if they are standing faithfully for Christ. 


Around one-third of the material in Acts is given over to speeches.16 Peter delivers eight speeches; Paul delivers nine speeches; and other speeches are given by Stephen (7:2–53), James (15:13–21) and other officials.17 The speeches serve to provide the reader not just with historical events, but also with the theology of the gospel. Luke is both a historian and a theologian.18 He is not merely recounting historical events but also intends his narrative to have an impact in evangelising and discipling others. 


4. Major themes


God’s sovereign purpose and plan


The plan and purpose of God features prominently in the book, driving the narrative forward. This is in continuity with the opening of Luke’s Gospel where we see mention of ‘waiting for the consolation of Israel’ (Luke 2:25) and ‘looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38). On several occasions we see reference to the plan/purpose (boulē) as evidence of the divine hand behind the events of the narrative.


On the day of Pentecost, Peter speaks of Jesus’s death occurring in fulfilment of God’s ‘deliberate plan [boulē] and foreknowledge’ (Acts 2:23). In Acts 4:28, as the believers pray on the release of Peter and John from custody, they too refer to Jesus’s death: ‘They did what your power and will [boulē] had decided beforehand should happen.’ God’s sovereign purpose enables the believers to have confidence as they continue to speak boldly in Jesus’s name. In Paul’s farewell to the Ephesian elders, he assures them that he has not failed to declare to them ‘the whole will [boulēn] of God’ (Acts 20:27). In Acts 21, Paul receives a prophecy from Agabus of the trouble that awaits him in Jerusalem. He reiterates his resolution to go, to which those with Paul said, ‘The Lord’s will be done’ (Acts 21:14). Elsewhere, the little Greek word dei (‘it is necessary’) appears twenty-eight times in Luke–Acts to demonstrate the present fulfilment of God’s plan and purpose.19


God is portrayed as the almighty ruler of all creation, to whom allegiance is owed. He is described in the following ways: the one who ‘made the heavens and the earth’ (Acts 4:24; 14:15); ‘the earth is [his] footstool’ (Acts 7:49); he ‘made the world and everything in it … he made all the nations … he marked out their appointed times’ (Acts 17:24, 26). He is the King of kings and the Lord of lords, and there is no other name under heaven by which men may be saved (Acts 4:12). The God of Israel is also the God of the nations. And we see repeatedly that the God of the whole earth desires the good news to be taken to the whole earth (Acts 1:8; 3:25; 13:47). As Squires notes, the ‘scope of this divine plan is cosmic and universal’.20


As we read Luke’s summary statements concerning the spread of the word, we see the divine hand directing the events. As Bock says, ‘At key junctures God enables, directs, protects, and orchestrates.’21 This all lends credence to Luke’s apologia for the identity and mission of Jesus and the early church as the gospel is taken to the Gentiles. As Chris Green notes, God is the one ‘who plans and guides the route the gospel takes from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth, and if Acts has a hero at all, it is God’.22 We may wish to go further (as the next sections will argue) and say that the hero of Acts is God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As Squires puts it, the ‘plan of God is an important way by which Luke nurtures and equips the church of his time for its God-given task’.23


Jesus Christ – risen and exalted


For the attentive reader of Acts, what is particularly striking is Jesus’s ubiquitous presence throughout the narrative. The opening chapters (even the opening words) set the scene for Jesus’s active and present rule. In Acts 1:1 Luke speaks of ‘all that Jesus began to do and teach’. This immediately implies that Jesus, in Acts, is continuing to ‘do and teach’, albeit from heaven.24 In Acts 1 we see Jesus’s ascension into heaven, and the events and speech of Acts 2 inform the reader of Jesus’s current place and status. Peter’s speech on the day of Pentecost tells us that Jesus is risen and exalted to the right hand of God (Acts 2:32–3). Peter’s conclusion is, ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah’ (Acts 2:36).


As the narrative progresses, we see repeatedly that Jesus is no absent king, enthroned but distant from his people. The first Christian martyr, Stephen, sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55–6). Jesus appears to Paul at various points in his own journey, promising his presence with him (Acts 9:3–6; 18:9–10; 23:11). 


Jesus is described as the one who will restore all things at the eschaton (Acts 3:21) and who will also be the judge of all (Acts 17:31). There is therefore an urgency in calling people to repent and turn to him as the one who has power to condemn and acquit. 


At numerous points, the name ‘Lord’ is used interchangeably to refer to God and Jesus.25 The one enthroned at the right hand of the Father is no less than God the Son, fully divine and worthy of worship. Chris Green is right in observing the following: ‘To put it starkly, Luke claims to be writing not the Acts of the Apostles, nor even the Acts of the Holy Spirit, but volume two of the Acts of Jesus.’26


The Holy Spirit (and the spirit world)


The Holy Spirit is clearly a key character in Acts, but we must also note the wider context of a spiritual realm if we are to understand Luke’s portrayal of him and his work. It is worth recalling Luke’s wider purpose – to provide ‘certainty’ to his reader.27 The Spirit proves himself to be the true Spirit of God amid the other spiritual forces at work in the Graeco–Roman world. The Spirit speaks, fills, acts upon and empowers the main characters in the advance of the narrative.28 


Just as the Spirit gave miraculous conceptions to Elizabeth and Mary (Luke 1–2), so too he brings forth the birth of the new covenant community (Acts 2). The Spirit empowered Jesus’s ministry and he empowers the ministry of Jesus’s eyewitnesses. At each new junction in the narrative (geographical and social), the Spirit brings fresh empowerment as the orchestrator of the mission. George Bonnah says, ‘The Holy Spirit directs, determines and legitimates almost all that the narrator writes about in the Acts of the Apostles.’29 The Spirit points away from himself and towards Jesus as the risen and exalted Messiah.


We can see this most clearly in the early chapters of Acts. At Pentecost the Spirit descends upon Jesus’s apostles. They are then empowered to be witnesses to the gospel, and the work of the Spirit is multifaceted. The Holy Spirit enables them to speak with great boldness (Acts 4:8, 31). He empowers ministries of compassion (Acts 6:5). The Spirit strengthens and encourages the church (Acts 9:31). The Holy Spirit directs and even blocks missionary endeavour (Acts 13:2; 16:6). The Spirit warns of hardship (Acts 20:23). And the Holy Spirit appoints overseers (Acts 20:28).


At this point we must also consider the other spiritual forces at work that appear to compete with the Spirit of God. We see such encounters with Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8:9–24); Elymas the sorcerer (Acts 13:6–12); the girl with the python spirit (Acts 16:16–23); and the seven sons of Sceva (Acts 19:11–20). At each point there is a threat to the gospel from another spiritual force. 


In the ancient world it was easy to group all spiritual forces together. Magic and miracle were dangerously close to one another in the syncretistic culture of Luke’s day.30 Luke’s concern is to bring clarity where there may have been confusion. Magicians – portrayed as ‘diabolical agents – are the perfect vehicle for Luke to illustrate Satan’s impotence in the period after Jesus’s exaltation to glory’, as Susan Garrett puts it.31 Luke, with his skilful characterisation of magic (in its source, efficacy and motive), demonstrates that Christ has bound the ‘strong man’ (Luke 11:21–2) and therefore magic is to be repudiated and Christ’s name extolled (Acts 19:17–19).


Readers are left in no doubt that the source of magic is the devil. The efficacy of magic, while real, is no match for the power of the risen Christ. The motive of magic is one of self-promotion and self-interest. The Holy Spirit is the only one who can bring real healing, life and transformation.


At this point it is worth providing a general comment on the role of the miraculous in Acts. At numerous points in the narrative we see the apostles perform signs and wonders, we see examples of prophecy and tongues-speech, and we see angelic appearances. Since the rise of Pentecostalism in the twentieth century, many have seen such things as desirable and normative for the church today. However, we must remember the unique position of the apostles as eyewitnesses to the resurrected Christ. The signs and wonders authenticated them, as Paul makes clear in 2 Corinthians 12:12. The miracles performed mirror those done by Jesus, and demonstrate them to be his authorised witnesses.32 In the history of God’s redemptive work we see clusters of miracles at significant moments – Moses and the Exodus, the ministries of Elijah and Elisha, and around Jesus and his apostles. Therefore, we need to be careful to read the narrative within its redemptive historical context, recognising the unique authority of the apostles.33 


Similarly, it will be argued that tongues-speech serves a particular purpose for Luke in authenticating both the apostolic witness and, in the post-Pentecost narrative, mission to controversial people groups. Many of the things recorded serve to demonstrate the fulfilment of Joel 2:28–32 cited in Acts 2:17–21. Prophecy, too, serves a purpose for the church in the era before the apostolic teachings are written down and circulated, later becoming canonical. We must remember that in the first three decades of the church’s life they were without the collected writings that we call the New Testament. It is notable that in the post-apostolic era the command of Paul in the pastoral epistles is to teach the things passed on by the apostles. We will explore these themes more fully at the relevant points in the commentary.


The church – Jews and Gentiles


One of the distinctive differences between Luke’s Gospel and Acts is the birth of the church. That small band of disciples explodes at Pentecost and, with Jesus ascended into heaven, organises itself around the apostles as a new ekklesia. As Bosch notes:


There is no church in Luke’s gospel, only ‘disciples’ … One might say that what distinguishes Acts from the gospel is the church … The Lordship of Christ is not exercised in a vacuum but in the concrete historical circumstances of community which lives under the direction of the Spirit.34


The early chapters of Acts provide two summaries of the life of the early church (Acts 2:42–7; 4:32–7). We are provided with a picture of a church devoted to the apostles’ teaching, to fellowship, to prayer and to the breaking of bread. They exercise radical generosity in meeting the needs of one another. We see the church tackling serious immorality (Acts 5:1–10) and structuring itself to meet the needs of the community (Acts 6:1–7). 


It is impossible to read Acts without perceiving the tension that runs throughout between Jew and Gentile. As the gospel reaches into Samaritan then Gentile territory, the relationships between these groups become strained, requiring apostolic intervention (Acts 8:14–17; 11:1–18; 15:1–33). 


Perhaps most significantly we see Gentiles welcomed into the church, with the conversion story of Cornelius taking up two whole chapters. Things are not entirely straightforward, however, as Jewish and Graeco–Roman cultures clash. In Acts 15 we see the church wrestling over the issue of circumcision and how Jewish Law ought to be applied to Gentile converts. The Jerusalem consultation (and the accompanying letter to the churches) is one of the most significant moments in the book. The early Christian leaders did not want to make it difficult for Gentiles turning to God, yet they wanted these Gentiles to exercise sensitivity towards the new Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ (Act 15:19–21).


It is important to note that Luke does not see the church as the replacement for Israel as the people of God. Rather, he sees the ingrafting of Gentiles as the fulfilment of God’s plan for Israel.35 It is because the Messiah has come to bring restoration and refreshing that Israel can fulfil her vocation to be a light to the nations. The new covenant people of God are thus made up of Jew and Gentile, united by the Spirit under the Lordship of Christ.


As the mission grew, churches were planted and Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in every church (Acts 14:23). In Acts 20, we see Paul charge the elders of the church at Ephesus. They were to be the overseers in the absence of the apostle. Their role was to preserve the apostolic teaching. This is how the church was to be provided for and protected in the post-apostolic era. Thus the organic and organised elements of ecclesial life are both seen as important.


Acts presents a picture of a dynamic movement of disciples, not without difficulties but distinctive in their countercultural boldness and compassion. They met in the Temple courts and house to house (Acts 2:46). They broke bread in homes and organised themselves under deacons and elders.36 The large and the small, and the organic and organised, were all part of the life of the early church as they sought to encourage one another and bear witness to those around them. They understood themselves to be local communities on mission for Christ.37 


The mission


One of the big themes in the book of Acts is that of mission. Jesus’s first followers were instructed to be his witnesses (Acts 1:8), something the early churches took seriously. Bosch notes, ‘The noun “witness(es)” (martyrs/martyres) occurs thirteen times in Acts but only once in Luke’s gospel … In Acts, “witness” becomes the appropriate term for “mission.”’38 


We can see from Acts that the theme of mission or ‘witness’ is broad and varied. Goheen states, ‘Witness defines the people of God in the entirety of their lives – all of life is witness!’39 It clearly involved their verbal witness and preaching (Acts 2:14–39; 4:31; 8:4). It involved the strategic planting of churches (Acts 14:21–8). It also involved deeds of compassion (Acts 6:1–7; 9:36–9). And it also involved a countercultural way of living which attracted the favour and interest of those around them (Acts 2:47). With the pouring out of God’s Spirit, the ‘witness’ become democratised – something the whole community was drawn into, everyone playing their part.40


We also see variety in the apostolic approach to preaching, Paul being the most obvious example. In Pisidian Antioch he gave a history of God’s dealings with Israel (Acts 13:16–41). In Athens he appealed to the God of creation (Acts 17:22–31). This sensitive contextualisation is a distinctive feature of the mission which reaches priests and slave girls. It is a good reminder to us to think carefully about how we can best reach our own communities with the good news of Jesus Christ.


Transformed people came together to form a new community – the church, a group with a constantly outward orientation that refused to be drawn in on itself. The church is constantly looking out at the needs of the least and the lost. Mission is an ‘ecclesial enterprise’ and every believer a ‘missionary’.41


Salvation and the gospel 


The word ‘salvation’ (sōzō) has a range of meanings in Acts, including rescue, healing and the bringing of eternal life, with the latter being the most common.42 The most striking feature of this message of salvation is that it is a free gift, given in grace, received by faith (Acts 15:11). Nothing needs to be added to earn salvation. Repentance and faith are all that is required (Acts 2:38; 16:31). As we have noted, this message was for Jew and Gentile alike (Acts 11:14). There were no boundaries as to who may receive the gift.


This was the basic apostolic message of salvation – repent and believe for the forgiveness of your sins. This is still the church’s message today. Peterson states, ‘Salvation is essentially status reversal for Luke. The kingdom of God displaces other kingdoms, drawing Jews and Gentiles, even social outcasts, into a new community around Jesus.’43 Nearly one hundred years ago C. H. Dodd identified five elements that are common in the apostolic gospel:44




• It is the age of fulfilment (Acts 2:16; 3:18; 13:26)


• Achieved by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (Acts 2:23; 4:10–11; 10:39–40; 13:28–30)


• Who is now exalted to the right hand of the Father (Acts 2:32–6; 3:15; 5:31–2; 10:40–41)


• And will one day return as judge (Acts 3:20–21; 17:31)


• So repent and believe (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 13:39; 17:30)





Green’s summary of the message overlaps and simplifies Dodd’s. The repeated elements identified are ‘you killed him, God raised him, we saw him, so repent’.45 This is the core of the gospel message that is adapted to different audiences. The apostolic preaching was characterised by boldness and the call for response. Thompson describes the apostolic preaching as ‘response oriented’ rather than ‘response driven’. They were not adapting the message to get a favourable response; indeed, the response was often mixed, yet a clear call to repentance was a critical element in the faithful preaching of the gospel.46


It is sometimes suggested that atonement theology is absent from the book of Acts. While it is true that the resurrection, ascension and exaltation of Christ are prominent, it is not true to say there is no reference to the atoning death of Christ. In Acts 8:32–5 Philip helps the Ethiopian eunuch understand that Isaiah 53 was about the atoning death of Christ. In Acts 20:28 Paul describes God’s church as ‘bought with his own blood’, which strongly suggests redemption through substitutionary atonement. Further, language of Christ setting us free from sin and justifying us (Acts 13:38–9) and the necessity of his suffering (Acts 17:3) would also point to Jesus’s atoning death being a key part of the apostolic preaching. An emphasis on the resurrection does not imply that the message of the cross was not present or prominent. Further, Paul’s writings suggest it would have occupied an important place within the speeches, of which we only have summaries, for example, 1 Corinthians 2:2. 


It is also worth noting that the gospel and conversion were not for Luke a purely individualistic act of commitment. As one friend recently commented, the gospel is not merely fire insurance! Conversion drew the convert into the life of the community and involved a radical change of life.47 As Marshall notes, ‘Whereas the gospel is often understood to be the good news of salvation, it includes the announcement of God’s judgment, a call to repentance, and a programme for a new life for the “saved” that may sharply challenge their former, sinful way of life.’48 Salvation for Luke is not simply a ‘ticket to the sky when you die’ but a whole-of-life transformation in the community of the saved.49


Ethics


Marshall notes the social and ethical elements built into the new life created by the gospel. These include the sharing of possessions, care for the needy, preaching and healing, and financial generosity.50 One of Luke’s distinctive interests is in the needs of and concern for the poor defined in socio-economic terms.51


Luke’s interest in ethics is linked closely to his understanding of mission. Mission is not simply gospel proclamation but includes the outworking of the transformed lives of the community.52 Hays notes, ‘The power of the apostles’ “testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” is linked directly by Luke to the community’s economic sharing (Acts 4:32–5). The testimony is credible because the evidence of God’s power is palpable in the community’s life.’53


Luke’s depiction of the community’s attitude towards money and possessions in particular draws on Old Testament ideals of justice and generosity. Particularly striking is the statement in Acts 4:34, that ‘there was no needy person among them’. This is almost a direct quote from Deuteronomy 15:4. Here is an idealised portrait in miniature of the renewed Israel fulfilling its God-given vocation. The church’s ‘economic relations are a practical and symbolic medium for displaying and enacting Luke’s central message of the dawning of a new age’.54


It should be noted that this is not a ‘programme’ of social mission, but rather ‘the social implications of the gospel’.55 Luke is not presenting a vision of the church interested only in social action without any need for gospel proclamation. Proclamation and ethics belong together for the people of God in their witness to the transforming power of the risen Christ. As Hays describes it, the church ‘turns the world upside down not through armed revolution but through the formation of the church as a counter-culture, an alternative witness-bearing community’.56


Persecution and suffering


Luke’s Gospel presented Jesus as man destined to suffer (Luke 24:27), and the disciples too must follow in the Master’s footsteps as they seek first the kingdom, deny self, take up their cross and follow him. In Acts we see multiple episodes of imprisonment, trial, beating, being chased out of town and even martyrdom.57 The apostles in particular continually live in the shadow of death as they remain faithful to Christ.58


The weaving together of growth and suffering cautions the modern Christian against living in an ‘over-realised eschatology’ where we think all the promises of kingdom victory can be had now. The book of Acts shows us that suffering and gospel progress walk hand in hand together. Hays says, ‘The apostolic hardships of the Acts narrative can be read as the fulfilment of Jesus’s call to surrender everything and take up the cross in order to follow him … Despite the power unleashed … Luke does not minimize suffering.’59 


As Thompson observes, ‘The Lord reigns and is accomplishing his saving purposes, yet his reign remains contested, the fulness of the kingdom is still “not yet”.’60 As Paul said when he revisited the churches he had previously planted, ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22).


[image: Paragraph break image]


The attentive reader of Acts will find themselves challenged, encouraged, even inspired to persevere in ‘running the race’ of faith. While hardships await, the presence of God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – gives the church great confidence to be bold and courageous in bearing witness to the risen Lord. The task of ‘witness’ remains urgent, but Jesus is still active, through his church, empowered by his Holy Spirit. And the word of God continues to spread … 












1


New Beginnings


ACTS 1



1. Commission and ascension • Acts 1:1–14



Acts 1:1–3: The ongoing work 




Jesus taken up into heaven


1 In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2 until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen. 3 After his suffering, he presented himself to them and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.





‘In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach …’ (Acts 1:1).


These opening words set the scene for Luke’s second volume and tell us what we ought to expect as readers. 


Theophilus is a name also mentioned at the start of Luke’s first volume (Luke 1:3). We know almost nothing about him. His name means ‘loved by God’, but this is not necessarily an indication he was already a Christian.1 He may have been a seeker; he could have been young in faith seeking clearer understanding.2 He apparently had some interest in Luke’s work, and it is possible Luke saw him as a potential sponsor, an official of rank, who could enable his work to be taken before a greater audience.3 


Luke reminds Theophilus that in his former book he had spoken of that which Jesus ‘began’ (ērxato) to do and to teach. Luke–Acts is a unity, with both parts narrating the ministry of Jesus, on earth and from heaven. The contrast between the two parts is not between the ministry of Jesus and the ministry of the church, but, as John Stott put it, ‘between two stages of the ministry of the same Christ’.4


In this second volume, Luke will report all that Jesus is continuing to do, from the right hand of the Father, by the power of his Holy Spirit, through the community of his followers.5 The book of Acts is not merely an account of the growth and spread of the church. It is an account of the acts of the risen Lord seen in the remarkable spread of the gospel through the Graeco–Roman world. 


Admittedly, ‘The Acts of the Apostles’ is a much snappier title than ‘The Acts of the Risen Jesus, through his Apostles, by the power of his Holy Spirit’, but the latter would be a more accurate description. It is an important reminder to us that the source, power and efficacy of our endeavours comes not from ourselves, but from our living Lord Jesus who is still at work today, advancing his mission through his church.


John Stott notes that this opening verse sets Christianity apart from every other world religion: ‘These [other religions] regard their founder as having completed his ministry during his lifetime; Luke says Jesus only began his.’6


Luke highlights the multiple post-resurrection appearances of Jesus to his disciples over a forty-day period, giving ‘many convincing proofs that he was alive’. Paul also mentions the post-resurrection appearances in 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 and will later remind King Agrippa that the events of Jesus’s life, including his death and resurrection, were ‘not done in a corner’ (Acts 26:23–6). Luke wants his audience to be assured that his account is historically credible, there are ‘many convincing proofs’, and what we are about to read is not myth or fable, but history. There are solid grounds for faith in Christ. The Jesus who really lived is the same Jesus who really lives. 


It is also worth noting that Jesus’s resurrection is an affirmation, not a denial, of the physical body. This is not a platonic escape from the physical to a higher realm. Neither is it a reincarnation or transmigration of the soul. While this idea may be popular in some cultures, Jesus demonstrates that resurrection is nothing less than the renewal and glorification of our physical bodies.7


Acts 1:4–8: Power to witness




4 On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this command: ‘Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. 5 For John baptised witha water, but in a few days you will be baptised witha the Holy Spirit.’


6 Then they gathered round him and asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’


7 He said to them: ‘It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8 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.’
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Verse 4 sets the expectation that carries the narrative towards Pentecost. Jesus tells his followers to wait in Jerusalem for ‘the gift my Father promised’. Just as John baptised with water, so the disciples are to be baptised with the Holy Spirit. It is another indicator of the dynamic nature of Luke’s work. The Holy Spirit will be a central character in the narrative driving the mission forward. The Spirit will enable signs and wonders (2:19), cause believers to speak with boldness (4:31), help the church to administer compassion (6:3), lead and guide individuals (8:29), encourage the church (9:31), begin (and prevent!) new missionary initiatives (13:2; 16:6) and establish elders over the church (20:28). The Holy Spirit is mentioned more than fifty times in the book of Acts. The Spirit is not an added extra to the life of the Christian or the church but is the life-giving power who births and animates the church. He is a divine person, not merely some sort of impersonal force. A Christian or a church without the Spirit is an oxymoron.


However, these verses do raise a question as to the possibility of being a Christian without the Holy Spirit. Are we meant to see the disciples as unregenerate pre-Pentecost?8 And if they are already regenerate, is this ‘baptism in the Spirit’ a second blessing as in Pentecostal theology? At this stage we should note the Spirit is clearly at work before the Day of Pentecost, and we must affirm that, post Pentecost, ‘becoming a Christian’ and ‘baptism in the Spirit’ are synonymous.9 The New Testament does not teach a second-blessing or post-conversion baptism in the Spirit. The Day of Pentecost, as we shall see, rather inaugurates a new and fuller blessing on the church in fulfilment of Joel’s prophecy. Joel speaks of a day when the Spirit would be personally and permanently present to every believer. Pentecost is a unique and unrepeatable event in the history of God’s redemptive plan, and not something the contemporary church should seek to repeat. We will explore this again as we encounter subsequent Spirit baptisms in the book of Acts.10


In verse 6 the disciples ask Jesus a question: ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ What do they understand or expect in asking this question? Calvin said their question contained almost as many errors as words.11 Yet the question is surely correct. Acts 1:3 has told us that Jesus was teaching about the kingdom of God. He spoke frequently of the kingdom in the Gospel (Luke 4:43; 7:28; 10:9; 12:31; 17:21). He described the kingdom as being ‘near’ (Luke 10:9, 11; 21:31). And Jesus has just conquered death itself. The question is surely a natural one – ‘Are you now going to restore the kingdom?’12


The misunderstanding in the question is in continuing to think of the kingdom as a political and ethnic entity – ‘Are you now going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’ It seems the disciples understood Jesus’s teaching on the kingdom to be about restoring something like the Davidic kingdom – a place of political power, wealth and status, with a Davidic king on the throne and the Romans expelled from their occupation. It is this understanding that Jesus corrects.


He begins by reminding them it is not for them to know the times or dates the Father has set.13 This is a timely warning for those who wish to indulge in eschatological speculation. ‘The secret things belong to the LORD’ (Deuteronomy 29:29), and these things are for the Father alone to know. 


In Jesus’s answer we see that kingdom restoration is most certainly on the agenda, but perhaps not in the way they are expecting. Exactly how or when the fullness of kingdom restoration will come is not for them to know. ‘But you will receive power … and you will be my witnesses.’ This is not a change of topic, but rather an answer to the question. They may not know the times or dates, but in the meantime they have a role to play in the unfolding plan of kingdom restoration. 


When the Spirit comes, they will be witnesses (martyres). The meaning of ‘witness’ can include the sense of providing a legal testimony, or attestation.14 As we move through the book of Acts, we will see that ‘witness’ will occur through both words and deeds. Later, martyros came to have an association with those who lost their lives on account of their testimony.15 


In one sense, the apostolic testimony is unique – they were first-hand witnesses of the resurrection. They have a unique authority, which is why we take their testimony, as found in Scripture, with utmost seriousness. Yet as they pass on the story of Jesus, each subsequent generation takes up the call to proclaim the message. It is worth noting the obvious here – they are described as ‘my witnesses’ – the church witnesses to Christ. While our stories are always personal, he is the centre and the hero. It is his story before it is mine. Here also is a reminder both of the necessity of gospel proclamation and of the cost that such proclamation may bring. Many of these ‘witnesses’ did indeed lose their lives on account of their testimony. To be a part of God’s mission is exciting, but it can also be incredibly costly, as many around the world and throughout history can testify. 


As Jesus commissions them, he wants to cause them to ‘think upon this triumph which they hoped to have been so nigh at hand’.16 It is only the resurrection of Christ (and the hope it provides) and the power of the Spirit that enable the church to keep speaking of Christ and his kingdom. Without a humble dependence on the ‘power from on high’ (Luke 24:49) and a conscious submission to his agenda, the church will lose its passion and power for witness. 


The believers will speak of all Jesus said and did, and in so doing, little by little, the kingdom reign of the Lord Jesus grows, as its life-transforming power reaches further into the darkness. We must remember that the church is not the kingdom, and the kingdom is not the church, but the kingdom reign of Christ expands as he uses the church as his Spirit-empowered means in bearing witness to him. The church is the recipient and instrument of kingdom blessing and power. The church is much more than a merely social phenomenon, yet we must be careful to recognise that the full blessings of the kingdom are both now and not yet.17 


We must beware of the extremes of over-spiritualising or over-politicising the kingdom. It is not established by military force or political coercion. It grows as individual lives are transformed by the power of the Spirit. Yet it will have social implications as kingdom values encounter secular values.18 The gospel of the kingdom requires Christians and churches to recognise that while the kingdom is not established by force, the power of God’s kingdom rule can (and should) have transformative power over individuals and the societies in which they live.


We ought not to rush past the significance of Jesus’s commission in verse 8. For those first Jewish apostles, the idea of mission beyond the borders of Israel would have been surprising, if not shocking. In the Old Testament, mission is seen as predominantly centripetal – the nations will come to Israel as they see the attractiveness of her way of life (see Deuteronomy 4:5–8). There are notable exceptions (e.g., Jonah), but generally the outsider would come to Israel, rather than the other way round. In practice, mission did not largely figure in the reality of Israel’s life, and a deep loathing of Gentiles was not uncommon – something Roman occupation did nothing to dispel. The idea of centrifugal mission to the ends of the earth would have taken some processing – a fact seen in the church’s reaction to the conversion of Cornelius’s household (Acts 10–11) and disputes over Gentile converts seen in Acts 15. It is tempting to pride ourselves on having moved beyond such racial blinkers, but the doctrine of indwelling sin should remind us of our own bias (conscious or unconscious) against the very people towards whom God would have us reach out. This will be a theme we return to through the narrative.


The reference to Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria and the ends of the earth (1:8) provides the structural outline for the book of Acts. In Acts 1–7 we see the witness of the apostles in Jerusalem. In Acts 8–12 the believers are scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. And in Acts 13–28 we see the mission expanding, ultimately arriving with Paul in Rome at the end of the book.19 In one sense, of course, Rome is not the ‘ends of the earth’. But in another sense – the sense of political centre – all roads lead to Rome. At the start of Luke’s Gospel, Caesar issues his decree to take a census of ‘the entire Roman world’ (Luke 2:1). At the start of Acts, Jesus issues his decree that news of him would reach the ‘ends of the earth’ (1:8).20 To take the gospel to the power-centre of the Empire really could be seen as the gospel expanding to the ends of the earth. Rome does not exhaust the reference to ‘the ends of the earth’, but it can certainly be seen as a remarkable fulfilment of the promise.21


Acts 1:9–11: Jesus taken up to heaven




9 After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.


10  They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. 11  ‘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.’





The disciples must have had many questions, but Luke tells us at this point Jesus is taken from them as he ascends into heaven and is hidden from their sight.22 As Chris Green notes, ‘God’s glory was frequently masked by cloud, as at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:9 etc.); in the tabernacle (Leviticus 16:2); and in the temple (1 Kings 8:10).’23 Jesus’s ascent in the cloud is a picture of his exaltation to glory – to the right hand of the Father. It is not a space you or I could go and find with a suitably advanced spacecraft. It is a realm of glorious rule and providential care.24 Jesus is not abandoning his followers; he is entering into operational command from the throne room of heaven.25


As the disciples stare, wondering what just happened, two men, presumably angels from the description of their dress (see Luke 24:4; Acts 10:30), assure them that this same Jesus will one day return in the same way they have seen him go. As Marshall notes, ‘The promise of the parousia forms the background of hope against which the disciples are to act as the witnesses to Jesus.’26 These verses assure us of the personal return of the eternal and glorified Son. The personal return of Christ is the comfort and the challenge that motivate the church’s mission. As with 1:6–7, the gazing speculation into the unknown is not the task of Jesus’s followers. As we await the eschatological ‘ends of the earth’, we engage in our mission to the geographical ‘ends of the earth’. That is the concern of the church in the period between Jesus’s ascension and return.


As Stott notes, the error of 1:6 was too earthly, and the error of 1:10 was too heavenly – one a politicist; the other a pietist. The remedy: ‘Witness to Jesus in the power of the Spirit, with all that this implies of earthly responsibility and heavenly enabling.’27


Acts 1:12–14: Together in prayer




Matthias chosen to replace Judas


12  Then the apostles returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day’s walkb from the city. 13  When they arrived, they went upstairs to the room where they were staying. Those present were Peter, John, James and Andrew; Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and Matthew; James son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James. 14  They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.
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b 12 That is, about 5/8 mile or about 1 kilometre





The apostles returned to Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives to the place they were staying.28 Luke names the apostles, eleven in number, with the notable absence of Judas Iscariot, preparing the way for the narrative to follow. 


Luke reports their devotion in prayer and the presence of other women, Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers. Whether we would describe ourselves as ‘complementarian’ or ‘egalitarian’, we should not miss the presence and participation of Jesus’s female followers. It is easy to ‘baptise’ our own practice as the biblical ideal, without examining ways in which we’ve fallen short or gone beyond the data of Scripture. Though the women are not apostles by the criteria applied in Acts 1:21–6, they play a significant role in the life of the community.


The description in verse 14 of them ‘joined together constantly in prayer’ speaks of their devotion and what Peterson describes as their ‘exemplary unity’.29 It is often assumed, based on 1:13 and 2:2, that the location of their prayer is the place where they are staying. However, given Luke 24:53 and Acts 3:1, it is possible, perhaps likely, that the ‘prayer’ refers to the set times of prayer in the Temple. One of the striking things in the early chapters of Acts is the community’s continuity with the Jewish practices. Just as the Reformation was an attempt at reform, not escape, from the established church, so the early church understood themselves to be in continuity with, and indeed the fulfilment of, Israel’s story. 


The importance and centrality of prayer in the life of the apostles and the early church is a reminder of the need for constant dependence on God in his mission. The apostles understood the need for prayer to be a central part of their life together. The church today must do likewise.30 It is also interesting to note how unity and prayer walk hand in hand. The church over the last two millennia has found many ways to divide. Sometimes this has been sadly necessary, but at other times division has crept in, which must grieve our Lord. Here is a glimpse, and one we shall see again, of the God-glorifying power and beauty of the church united on her knees.



2. Restoring the Twelve • Acts 1:15–26



At this point in the narrative, the expectant waiting for the gift of the Spirit is interrupted by an episode which, at first glance, may seem of questionable relevance or importance. However, as we will see, the reconstitution of ‘the Twelve’ is an important part of the story Luke is recounting.




15  In those days Peter stood up among the believers (a group numbering about a hundred and twenty) 16  and said, ‘Brothers and sisters,c the Scripture had to be fulfilled in which the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those who arrested Jesus. 17  He was one of our number and shared in our ministry.’


18  (With the payment he received for his wickedness, Judas bought a field; there he fell headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out. 19  Everyone in Jerusalem heard about this, so they called that field in their language Akeldama, that is, Field of Blood.)


20 ‘For,’ said Peter, ‘it is written in the Book of Psalms:


‘“May his place be deserted;


   let there be no one to dwell in it,”d


and,


‘“May another take his place of  leadership.”e


21  Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus was living among us, 22 beginning from John’s baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection.’


23 So they nominated two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias. 24 Then they prayed, ‘Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen 25 to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he belongs.’ 26 Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles.
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c 16 The Greek word for brothers and sisters (adelphoi) refers here to believers, both men and women, as part of God’s family; also in 6:3; 11:29; 12:17; 16:40; 18:18, 27; 21:7, 17; 28:14, 15.


d 20 Psalm 69:25


e 20 Psalm 109:8





In verse 15 we see Peter standing up among the believers – a larger group than that mentioned in 1:14, numbering around 120. The remainder of the chapter describes a brief speech of Peter followed by the selection of a replacement for Judas. This, says Peter, is all in fulfilment of Scripture. The speech begins by reminding the hearers of the words spoken by the Spirit through David concerning Judas. As an aside, it is worth simply noting here the high view of Scripture held by the first followers of Jesus. These were not just the words of King David, but also the words of the Holy Spirit.


Before citing the scriptures he has in mind, Peter reminds his hearers of Judas’s share in the ministry, and his role in the betrayal of Jesus. In verses 18–19 Luke inserts a historical note regarding the fate of Judas. With the money he received he purchased a field. In that place his body fell and burst open, spilling his intestines. As a consequence, this place came to be known as the ‘Field of Blood’.


Many have pointed out the discrepancy here between this account of Judas’s death and the account given in Matthew 27:3–8. In Matthew’s account we are told that it was the chief priests who purchased the field, and that Judas had gone away and hung himself. Here in Acts 1, it seems it is Judas who buys the field, and there is no mention of hanging.


Commentators suggest it is quite possible and plausible to harmonise the accounts here.31 Whether the formal transaction is done by Judas or, as Matthew suggests, the chief priests, it is still the money paid to Judas for his betrayal that buys the field. The hanging and the ‘fall’ may both describe Judas’s end. The Greek phrase, prēnēs genomenos, is translated in the NIV as ‘fell headlong.’ It is possible it could also be translated as he ‘became swollen’.32 Either way, it is possible that a body that has been hanging for a period of time will eventually distend and break down, leading to its rupture and the spilling of the intestines. This would make good sense of the two accounts. It seems implausible for someone simply to fall over and burst open, spilling their intestines. The graphic description given by Luke accentuates the grim end of the wicked. Matthew and Luke are describing the same event, but from different points in the timeline. There is therefore no contradiction in the accounts. The emphasis in both accounts is on the wickedness of Judas and the tragic end that befalls the evildoer.33 Luke inserts Judas’s demise here, rather than at the end of his Gospel, to demonstrate how the Scriptures are fulfilled and God’s plans are not thwarted.34


In verse 20, Peter cites the writings of David referred to in 1:16. Psalm 69:25 says, ‘May his place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it,’ and Psalm 109:8 says, ‘May another take his place of leadership.’ The conclusion (verse 21) is that it is necessary to choose another to take the place of Judas. This is the proper and necessary fulfilment of Scripture.


One important question in our interpretation of Acts concerns the use of Old Testament texts. We repeatedly see the apostles relate the events happening around them to the fulfilment of Old Testament scriptures. It is worth briefly considering their approach in order to understand how they view the events of their day. This particular example is fairly typical of the apostolic hermeneutic which we shall see repeated. 


The question revolves around the sense in which Psalm 69:25 and Psalm 109:8 are being fulfilled. In both psalms, David speaks of his enemies as those who surround and oppose him, seeking to do him harm. It would be difficult to argue that David understood these to be an explicit reference to Judas, a figure that lay a thousand years after him. The sense of both psalms is more general. There are enemies who oppose God’s anointed king, and David prays that God would deliver him and overcome those who oppose. Yet Peter is clear – the events surrounding Judas’s betrayal, death and replacement are the fulfilment of that which David spoke about in Psalms 69 and 109. 


To understand this way of reading the Old Testament texts we need to remember Jesus’s teaching to his disciples in Luke 24:


And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself. (Luke 24:27)


He said to them, ‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’ (Luke 24:44)


Jesus taught his followers that the entirety of the Old Testament pointed towards him as its climax and fulfilment. This does not mean that every single word or phrase was about Jesus, but the trajectory of Israel’s story was irresistibly moving towards him as the goal. The apostles do not read Judas as the fulfilment of Psalms 69:25 and 109:8 because that was David’s intent, but because they now read all of the Old Testament through the lens of Jesus’s fulfilment of Israel’s story. They are employing what Peter Enns has described as a ‘Christo-telic’ hermeneutic.35 Peter looks around and sees the Davidic King ascended to his throne, the enemies silenced and overcome, and the necessity of re-establishing the Twelve as necessary elements in restoring the kingdom. Hence the replacement of Judas is not simply recruiting an extra pair of hands. It is the symbolic restoration of God’s covenant community and its vocation to the nations, in fulfilment of Scripture.


This obviously raises a question around our own interpretation of the Old Testament. Are we permitted to replicate the apostolic hermeneutic? It seems to me that the principle of reading the Old Testament through a ‘Christo-telic’ lens is surely correct, given Luke 24:27, 44. However, we still need to exercise great care in employing all the tools of responsible exegesis, including paying attention to genre, context, authorial intent, etc. There are many helpful tools available to help us grow and develop in our hermeneutical skill and awareness.36


As we consider the rest of Peter’s speech, we see the necessary qualifications given in 1:21–2. The man must have been present with the group from the beginning, and a witness to the resurrection. Again, it is worth noting here that if we want to use biblical terminology in a way that respects its original meaning and context, we have to say that the term ‘apostle’ should only be used of those who were eyewitnesses to the resurrection of Christ. These men had a unique experience, calling and authority, and using the term ‘apostle’ of church leaders today has the potential to confuse.


Two men are nominated – Joseph and Matthias. As in 1:14, we observe the central role of prayer in the life of the community. The prayer appeals to the Lord who knows the heart, an echo of 1 Samuel 16:7, and a reminder of the importance of character over gifting. After they have committed the decision to the Lord in prayer, they cast lots, with the lot falling to Matthias.


Casting lots is a method used in the Old Testament for making decisions.37 However, as the narrative progresses beyond Pentecost we find statements like, ‘it seemed good the Holy Spirit and to us …’ (Acts 15:28). As Peterson observes, ‘There are no further examples of such decision making in NT.’38 In this instance we stand at a historically unique moment in between the ascension of Jesus and the coming of the Spirit. Given the uniqueness of the circumstances, we should not conclude that casting lots would be an appropriate method for decision making in the life of the church today. 


The restoration of the Twelve signifies the beginning of the restoration of Israel (see 1:6–8; 3:19–21; Luke 2:25, 38).39 The Twelve were now to be the new tribal heads and judges of Israel restored.40 As Wall states, ‘The group’s return to its full complement heralds the apostles’ inspired roles as agents of God’s plan to restore the “twelve tribes of Israel.”’41 To the reader acquainted with Israel’s story it is hard not to see various Old Testament echoes in play. Just a few weeks prior, the Passover meal has been eaten, the darkness has descended, the lamb has been slain and the death of the firstborn has come. Yet out of that darkness deliverance has dawned. The Davidic King has overcome. The prophet like Elijah has ascended. Israel is being redeemed and restored. And now this redeemed new ‘Israel’ is awaiting the fiery leading of God’s presence with them. 


As Turner notes, the early chapters of Acts bring together the fulfilment of Mosaic and Davidic Christologies.42 We might add Elijah and see Jesus as prophet, priest and king par excellence, carrying Israel’s vocation and hope to fulfilment. All that has been promised is beginning to come true. The inauguration of the kingdom has happened; its restoration is under way; one day its consummation will come. The reader should be in no doubt – the plans, purposes and promises of the Lord are on their way to being fulfilled, and no power or force of evil will ultimately be able to derail the divine purpose. The disciples now need to wait until the promised gift of the Spirit comes, and their mission begins in earnest.












2


The Day of Pentecost


ACTS 2


1. The Spirit comes • Acts 2:1–13


In Acts 1:4–5, the risen Lord Jesus had commanded his disciples not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for the promised gift of the Holy Spirit. This gift would serve to empower his followers to be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (1:8). Having restored the Twelve in 1:15–26 we now come to the moment when the promised gift is to be given. God the Son has ascended; now God the Spirit is to descend so that those present on earth are empowered to witness.




The Holy Spirit comes at Pentecost


2 When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2 Suddenly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3 They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4 All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tonguesa as the Spirit enabled them.


5 Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. 6 When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard their own language being spoken. 7 Utterly amazed, they asked: ‘Aren’t all these who are speaking Galileans? 8 Then how is it that each of us hears them in our native language? 9 Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,b 10  Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 11  (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs – we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!’ 12  Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, ‘What does this mean?’


13  Some, however, made fun of them and said, ‘They have had too much wine.’


[image: Line image]


a 4 Or languages; also in verse 11


b 9 That is, the Roman province by that name





Luke tells us that it was the day of Pentecost, when a violent wind came from heaven and blew through the house where they were staying. The noise, wind and fire were all part of Old Testament theophanies alerting us to the presence of God. Tongues of fire came to rest on each person. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other languages. 


As Barrett notes, Pentecost was celebrated fifty days after Passover, and in the Old Testament was the Feast of Weeks.1 This was a harvest festival and later came to be associated with the giving of the Law at Sinai.2 Israel had emerged from her slavery in Egypt. The Passover lamb had been slain, the tyrant had been overcome, they had passed through the waters and were on their way to the Promised Land. When Israel came to the foot of Mount Sinai, Exodus 19:18 tells us YHWH descended on the mountain in fire. The Law was given. The people were to be a kingdom of priests bearing witness to the nations through their distinctive lives (see Exodus 19:6; Deuteronomy 4:5–8). The fire of God would continue to lead them on their journey to the Promised Land (Exodus 40:38).


It is not difficult to see why a number of commentators see Acts 2:1–13 as a new Sinai.3 It is fifty days since Christ, the Passover Lamb, has been killed. His death released people not from slavery to Egypt, but from slavery to sin. The new life comes as people pass through the waters of baptism. The fire of God descends, establishing a kingdom of priests. The Law is written now not on tablets of stone but on the tablets of human hearts. And the believing community journeys on, led by the fire, towards the Promised Land. 


The phenomenon that would have most shocked an early Jewish hearer would be the fact that the fire of God had now come, not upon a mountain, or in the Tabernacle/Temple, but upon the people. At Sinai the people were not to go near or touch the mountain, but now the fire of God has come near and touched them. The fire is not hovering above a holy place (i.e., the mountain in Exodus 19 or the Tabernacle in Exodus 40), but the people now seem to become this holy place in which God makes his dwelling (see 1 Peter 2:4–10). 


Acts 2:1–13 is depicting a new Exodus. Redemption has come and now this ‘kingdom of priests’ are empowered to be a witness to the nations. The once-for-all cleansing achieved by Christ’s death on the cross makes it possible for God’s empowering presence not just to be with them, but also to be within them. This will make the critical difference in the vocational success of the believing community.


We noted in 1:5, and will continue to see throughout Acts, that the people of God are utterly dependent on the Spirit to enable and empower their missional efforts. Success will not depend on human ingenuity, courage or luck, but will come through the emboldening of God’s presence within them. One of the most vital things for the church to affirm is her complete dependence on God’s Spirit for her existence, life, sustenance and mission. Without this we will all too easily become discouraged in the face of difficulty, or proud if we enjoy success (however we have defined it). Without a humble and prayerful dependence on God’s Spirit we will put our hope in the latest programme, leadership course, communications strategy, big personality or any number of other things. I recently heard of a pastor proclaiming that churches that fail to develop an online strategy will die. At the time he made this claim, the church was growing fastest in Iran, where persecution is severe. This is not to disparage planning, strategy and many other useful tools and resources. All of these can be useful in their place, so long as we remember Paul’s words: ‘I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me’ (Galatians 2:20).


As the disciples begin to speak in new languages, a large crowd gathers. Since it is the time of the festival, there are many people in Jerusalem. Luke describes them as being from ‘every nation under heaven’ and his list in 2:9–10 gives the sense of people present from every point on the compass. Tannehill suggests the list is not meant to be exhaustive but rather representative of the ‘intended scope of the mission’.4 The mission begins in Jerusalem, but already we see a glimmer of its power to reach the ‘ends of the earth’.


The crowd are described as being ‘in bewilderment’ as each hears their own language being spoken. The list of places demonstrates this isn’t just an ability to speak a slightly different regional dialect, but a completely different language. The crowd’s description of the disciples as ‘Galileans’ further highlights the unlikeliness of them having learned these different languages. It may have been a slightly reproachful way of drawing attention to their lack of formal education – they were considered unschooled and uncultured people who somehow had the ability to speak in many different languages.5 God delights to use the foolish things to shame the wise.6 We are often drawn to the articulate, intelligent and impressive communicators, yet God often uses the proverbial ‘Galilean’ to accomplish his purposes.7 The glory is always his and never ours.


This is clearly a miracle that brings people divided by language together. Some have seen this as a reversal of Babel.8 At Babel, God judged man’s self-exalting pride (Genesis 11:1–9). He dispersed and divided people by confusing their language. Here we see people from ‘every nation under heaven’ brought back together by a divine act that unifies. As Stott notes, ‘At Babel earth proudly tried to ascend to heaven, whereas in Jerusalem heaven humbly descended to earth.’9 Here is a parody of Babel – the nations are gathered with the intention of scattering them again to the ends of the earth.10


The languages (glōssa) described here are human languages that were able to be understood by the people from their various regions. The ability to speak in other languages is an appropriate sign foreshadowing the Gentile mission.11 This does raise the question of the relationship between tongues-speech in Acts and that described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 12–14. In Acts the languages seem to be recognisable human languages, whereas in 1 Corinthians there is a suggestion that they are not and therefore require interpretation.12 Often, in contemporary Pentecostalism, tongues-speech is identified with the latter rather than the former. Further, tongues-speech is seen as the sign of a ‘baptism in the Spirit’ subsequent to conversion. However, we should note that what is happening in Acts 2 is the description of a unique moment in the fulfilment of God’s redemptive historical plan and therefore should not be seen as prescriptive for contemporary Christian experience.13 There is clearly something unrepeatable about this unique moment in redemptive history. 


As interpreters of narrative we need to be careful in differentiating the descriptive from the prescriptive. I would argue that Acts 2 gives us the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy concerning the last days and the coming of the Spirit. It is not evidence of the normal Christian experience of Spirit-baptism or speaking in tongues. The apostles occupied a unique point in the unfolding plan of salvation. They had already received the Spirit (John 20:22), but this was an empowering in fulfilment of Scripture that initiated the mission to the ends of the earth. 1 Corinthians 12:13 makes clear that Spirit-baptism happens at conversion and is not a subsequent post-conversion blessing for only some Christians. Acts 2 does not support the idea of a normative ‘baptism in the Spirit’ subsequent to conversion, evidenced by tongues-speech, as something available for Christians today. We will return to consider some of these issues again as we encounter other ‘fillings’ of the Spirit in the narrative. A careful understanding of Luke’s depiction of the Spirit as a central character will help us to understand how we interpret and apply the Spirit’s work to our lives today. It is also worth saying that much confusion could be avoided if we were to stop conceiving of the Spirit as if he were like petrol put into a car – something we needed to keep topping up – and instead consider him a person in relationship with his people.


The content of the believers’ speech is described by the crowd as the ‘wonders of God’ (ta megaleia tou theou). Peterson suggests that, given the content of Peter’s sermon, the ‘wonders’ must refer to the exaltation of Jesus and the pouring out of his Spirit.14 They ask, ‘What does this mean?’ 


While some dismiss them as drunk, Peter explains the meaning of these events to the watching crowd.15 Almost before the disciples have begun the mission, they, like their master, face opposition from those quick to rationalise and discredit.16 With the passing of centuries, some things do not change.17 This reminds us that the miracles alone will not be sufficient. Ultimately it will not be some kind of ‘power evangelism’ that will bring conviction and conversion, but the inward work of the Spirit, through the proclamation of the gospel.


The interpreter must make their choice regarding the degree to which they see Pentecost as a new Sinai within a new Exodus motif, or tongues-speech as a reversal of Babel. What Peter is about to make clear is critical for every generation of believers. Pentecost, in a nutshell, means that the Jesus who was crucified is Lord and Messiah, and the only appropriate response is repentance (2:36–8).



2. The events explained • Acts 2:14–40



The speeches in Acts provide us with summaries of what would have been longer addresses – Acts 2:40 tell us as much. To read Acts 2:14–40 takes just a few minutes. It seems likely Peter would have spoken for longer, but here Luke records the main contours and emphases of Peter’s address. The speeches in Acts occupy around one-third of the total material. Witherington suggests the reason for the large amount of speech material is because the growth of the church is ‘carried forward in the main by evangelistic preaching’.18 If this is correct, it is a good reminder that evangelistic preaching is the means by which God grows his church. We should never be embarrassed by this or quick to seek new methods to reach and influence, as useful as these may be. God uses what older theologians have termed the ‘ordinary means of grace’ (ministry of word and sacrament) to grow and sustain his church.19 Any move away from this in the search of greater relevance or efficacy will not be a step forward.


This speech is undoubtedly one of the best known in Acts, alongside Paul’s address to the Areopagus in Acts 17. It is a speech that connects three separate but related events by means of three Old Testament citations. They are the coming of the Spirit (Joel 2), the resurrection of Christ (Psalm 16) and the ascension and enthronement of Christ (Psalm 110). These three events together, predicted in the Old Testament and fulfilled by Christ, are evidence of the truthfulness of his claims, the efficacy of his work and the ushering in of the ‘last days’. The speech concludes with an appeal based on Deuteronomy 32:5 to repent, be baptised and ‘save yourselves from this corrupt generation’ (2:40). If they will repent, they too will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. An astonishing three thousand people were added to their number that day.


The fulfilment of prophecy (Acts 2:14–21)




Peter addresses the crowd


14  Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: ‘Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. 15  These people are not drunk, as you suppose. It’s only nine in the morning! 16  No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel:


17   ‘“In the last days, God says,


 I will pour out my Spirit on all  people.


Your sons and daughters will  prophesy,


your young men will see visions,


your old men will dream  dreams.


18   Even on my servants, both men and  women,


I will pour out my Spirit in those  days,


and they will prophesy.


19   I will show wonders in the heavens  above


and signs on the earth below,


blood and fire and billows of  smoke.


20  The sun will be turned to darkness


and the moon to blood


before the coming of the great and  glorious day of the Lord.


21   And everyone who calls


on the name of the Lord will be  saved.”c


[image: Line image]


c 21 Joel 2:28-32





Peter begins the speech by appealing to the crowd to listen carefully, refuting the charge of drunkenness, since it is only nine o’clock in the morning. The events witnessed are the fulfilment of that which was prophesied by Joel. The prophesy begins with the phrase, ‘In the last days …’ This refers to the eschatological fulfilment of the Old Testament promises. It is not, as is sometimes thought, just concerned with events surround Christ’s parousia, but is a period that covers the time from the incarnation to the return of Christ. Many in the first century understood the phrase to refer to an imminent end of all things. However, the New Testament makes clear that the ‘last days’ is the period in which Jesus is building his church before his final return.20 We occupy those same last days.


The promise is for the pouring out of the Spirit on all people: 


Your sons and daughters will prophesy, 


your young men will see visions, 


your old men will dream dreams. 


Even on servants, male and female, the Spirit will come, and they will prophesy.21 In the Old Testament, the Spirit had come on particular individuals for specific seasons, offices or tasks. Moses had prayed for the day when all would have the Spirit (Numbers 11:29). This is the fulfilment of Moses’s wish. Now all of God’s people, not just some of his people, have the Holy Spirit within them. Dreams and visions were all part of the prophetic activity in the Old Testament.22 Joel foresaw a day when all people would have access to, and understanding of, the Word of God, and an empowerment to speak given by the Spirit.


All words have a semantic range, and so require careful interpretation. Prophecy in the Old Testament was a wide-ranging phenomenon including declarative praise, preaching of the Law and prediction of events to come.23 In the New Testament we also find a range of meaning with language of ‘prophecy/prophesy’. There is the narrower sense of prophecy – the gift of an individual – and a broader sense – that which is given to all believers. Within Acts we encounter individuals with a special gift of prophecy (Acts 11:27; 21:10), and we have Joel’s statement that all shall prophesy.24


Are all prophets? Yes and no. In the narrow sense we have to say ‘no’. There are individuals gifted to bring revelation from God. These people are often listed alongside apostles in the New Testament.25 Such gifting, and the authoritative revelation that accompanied it, died out with the apostles.26 Yet in a broader sense we would have to say ‘yes’. There is that sense in which, in the era of the new covenant, every believer has the sort of access, by the illuminative work of the Spirit, to the revelation of God that was once only enjoyed by a very few.27 That same Spirit empowers believers to speak of this apostolic truth, as witnesses to the good news of the gospel. In this sense we are all prophets. By his Spirit we now know him and make him known.28


It is worth saying, however, that we need to be careful in our use of language. For me to describe myself as a ‘prophet’ is in one sense true, but in another not true. Given the potential for confusion, we are best to explain our usage carefully to ensure we are not putting ourselves on a par with the New Testament ‘apostles and prophets’ who possessed a unique authority.


For Joel, the idea that all God’s people would prophesy speaks of a new way in which every member of God’s family would know his Word, would understand his truth and would be equipped to proclaim it to others. 


In 2:19–20, a number of signs and wonders are described using imagery of blood, fire, smoke, the darkening of the sun and the moon being turned to blood. All of these things must happen ‘before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord’. This imagery is associated in the Old Testament with both the Exodus and prophetic speech which signifies political convulsion.29 Some have tied some of these signs to the death of Jesus – the darkening of the sun being the most obvious connection (Luke 23:44–5). However, it would seem preferable to consider how this imagery is used in the Old Testament and by the prophets themselves. They would often connect these sorts of cosmic portents to political upheaval (see Isaiah 13:9–13; Ezekiel 32:7–8; Amos 8:9). Employing this sort of imagery is a way of saying that the powers that have set themselves against God will be overthrown. If that were the case, then Peter’s citation of Joel 2:30–32 would show that the powers have been vanquished and a new order has been established, with a new king on the throne. This would make good sense of what initially looks like a clumsy transition to the resurrection and ascension of Jesus. In other words, the blood, fire, smoke and darkness are not things yet future, but things that have already happened as Jesus has triumphed over his enemies to lead a new exodus liberation.30


In verse 21, Peter reminds his hearers that there is still time to call on the name of the Lord and be saved. Peter is about to introduce a staggering application of Joel’s prophecy as he explains who exactly the Lord is – the one on whose name people must call.31


Ascended and exalted (Acts 2:22–36)




22 ‘Fellow Israelites, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. 23 This man was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men,d put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 24 But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. 25 David said about him:


‘“I saw the Lord always before me.


 Because he is at my right hand,


 I will not be shaken.


26  Therefore my heart is glad and my  tongue rejoices;


 my body also will rest in hope,


27  because you will not abandon me  to the realm of the dead,


 you will not let your holy one  see decay.


28  You have made known to me the  paths of life;


  you will fill me with joy in your  presence.”e


29 ‘Fellow Israelites, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day. 30 But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne. 31  Seeing what was to come, he spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, that he was not abandoned to the realm of the dead, nor did his body see decay. 32 God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it. 33 Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. 34 For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said,


‘“The Lord said to my Lord:


 ‘Sit at my right hand


35  until I make your enemies


  a footstool for your feet.’”f


36 ‘Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah.’


[image: Line image]


d 23 Or of those not having the law (that is, Gentiles)


e 28 Psalm 16:8-11 (see Septuagint)


f 35 Psalm 110:1





Peter moves from the citation of Joel as an explanation for that which the crowd has witnessed to an explanation of where (or better who) this has come from. Peter mentions the miracles, wonders and signs God did among them, through Jesus. He then refers to the death of Jesus, with two interesting details. The first is that ‘you’ put him to death. Of course, many in the crowd would not have been in Jerusalem fifty days earlier, but perhaps some of those listening had a more active involvement. The Jewish people, represented by their leaders, had sought his death. And there is, of course, that sense in which all of us must bear responsibility. There is a real sense in which my sin is the cause of his death.


The second interesting detail is that Peter says this happened according to ‘God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge’. The crucifixion was not an unfortunate accident, or an evil that had gotten out of control. Jesus’s mission was to die. It was part of God’s sovereign plan that he should die for our sins. The providence of God was in no way frustrated by the death of the Son. Here we must affirm the mysterious sovereign power and purpose of God. His ways are higher than our ways, and here we see perhaps the greatest example of how God can intend good while others intend evil (see Genesis 50:20). The Son is not an unwilling victim suffering under an abusive Father. There is no division in the will of the triune God. He came willingly, knowing what lay before him, to give his life; such was his great love for us. And yet humans are held responsible for the wicked things they do. It is no less wicked because it was all part of God’s sovereign plan. This is one of the great mysteries – divine sovereignty and human responsibility. The Bible teaches both, and so we must hold on to both in reverent humility.


Peter’s main interest is less in the crucifixion than in what follows. The majority of his speech is given to the resurrection and its implications. In verse 24 we see that ‘God raised him from the dead … because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.’ How so? Because this is what David had spoken about him in Psalm 16:8–11. Here is another fascinating statement. Did David know that he was speaking not about himself but about the Messiah when he wrote Psalm 16:10? It seems to us unlikely. The context of the psalm and David’s prayer is very much centred on his own troubles and his own hope that God will not abandon him. As we noted in commenting on the use of Psalm 69:25 and Psalm 109:8 in Acts 1:20, it is a Christo-telic view of the Old Testament that enables Peter to say David was speaking of the Davidic Messiah to come. Jesus, in his resurrection, demonstrates the fullness of the Father’s commitment to his Messiah – he will not abandon him to the realm of the dead; he will not let him see decay. His resurrection is the testimony of the Father’s approval of the Son as the faithful Servant and Messiah.


Peter drives his point home by noting that David is, in fact, dead. David was appealing to God’s promise given in 2 Samuel 7:10–16 that he would place one his descendants on the throne. David knew that God would not let his dynasty die, and so his psalm is not just about his own life but also about his dynasty. Jesus is the fulfilment of that which David saw. God raised this Jesus from the dead and Peter says, ‘We are all witnesses of it’ (2:32).


Peter moves from resurrection to exaltation, which is crucial for the direction of his argument. Jesus has not just returned from the dead but has also ascended to the Father. He is now exalted at the Father’s right hand and has poured out the Spirit, resulting in the phenomena witnessed by the crowd (2:33). Peter’s final citation is from Psalm 110:1:


The Lord said to my Lord: 


	‘Sit at my right hand 


until I make your enemies 


	a footstool for your feet.’


The conclusion to Peter’s speech comes in verse 36: ‘Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah.’ The person who had been despised, rejected, mocked, insulted, beaten and crucified was not just another dangerous revolutionary to be silenced. He is God the Son. In raising him from the dead, God the Father speaks his verdict of approval on the work of the Son. And this same Jesus did not just overcome death and make a few appearances. He ascended. He took his place at the right hand of the Father. He is on the throne. He is the Lord over every human, in every place, at every moment. As Joel had prophesied, now is the time to call on the name of the Lord and be saved.32


The response (Acts 2:37–40)




37 When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we do?’


38 Peter replied, ‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off – for all whom the Lord our God will call.’


40 With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’





The crowd understands the enormity of what they have seen and heard. Luke records them as being ‘cut to the heart’, and they respond with the question of what they must do. Peter replies, ‘Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’ (2:38).


Repentance means to turn – to turn from sin and to turn towards God. A right response will require more than a change of mind about Jesus, or feelings of regret or sadness. Peterson describes repentance as ‘a radical reorientation of life with respect to Jesus’.33 Many today think that becoming a Christian is a matter of praying a prayer, or attending church a bit more regularly, or trying to be a better person. We need to see, and communicate, that repentance is nothing less than turning our whole selves over to Christ as our saviour and our Lord. Robert Wall gives a powerful summary of the gospel call: ‘He offers no helpful hints on living a more fulfilling life, no useful projects to work on, no feel-good platitudes; rather, he calls people to conversion.’34 There is no shortage of people offering self-help pseudo-spirituality in the world. The only thing that will truly transform individuals and cultures is the true confession of Jesus Christ as Lord.


Alongside Peter’s call to repentance is the call to baptism. Baptism in the New Testament is presented as a cleansing, as a death and resurrection with Christ, and as the pledge of a good conscience.35 The symbolism depicts transformation into a new life as a part of God’s new family. It is the initiatory rite into the believing community and is associated with repentance, forgiveness of sins and the reception of the Spirit in Christian conversion.36 It is undertaken by those who have made a personal commitment to Christ as their personal Saviour and Lord. It also seems that, where possible, faith and baptism ought not be separated by significant periods of time. Repentance and baptism belong together.37 


Peter then makes reference to the gift of the Spirit, which presumably refers to the empowering presence witnessed by the crowd. In terms of dogmatic theology, we should note that the regenerating work of the Spirit precedes faith, and it may appear that Peter sees a different ordo salutis than Paul. In experience, however, these things are part of the nexus of events that happen at conversion and are normally experienced contemporaneously. The experience of Spirit reception is only known after the Spirit has awakened us to his presence in our lives. We need not see any necessary contradiction between Peter and Paul or between biblical studies and systematic theology. We see again, as we have noticed before, that the Spirit is the ‘sine qua non for being a Christian, not merely a means by which one gets a spiritual booster shot subsequent to conversion’, as Witherington puts it.38


Peter assures his listeners that the promise extends to them, their children and all who are far off. Some have detected here an argument for paedobaptism – ‘The promise is for you and your children.’ It is argued that we have here a restatement of the genealogical principle given to Abraham in the old covenant (Genesis 17:7). However, baptist interpreters would note two things.39 First, the content of the promise states that it is given for those who will repent. The promise is not, ‘Repent and you and your children will receive forgiveness and the Spirit.’ The promise is, ‘If you repent you receive forgiveness and the Spirit.’ That promise is for your children. Second, note that the scope of the promise includes ‘all who are far off’. It seems untenable to claim the genealogical principle for immediate children then exclude those who are far off. Even if we thought the ‘far off’ only referred to multiple generations within the same family (which is unlikely), not many in practice would work this sort of theology out to grandchildren, great grandchildren and beyond.40 As a Credobaptist, I can concede there are good arguments for paedobaptism, but Acts 2:39 is not one of them.41


With many other words Peter pleads with the crowd. He paraphrases Deuteronomy 32:5 as a rhetorical appeal for his hearers to see themselves of part of a ‘corrupt generation’ from which they need saving. Stott observes, ‘Peter was not asking for private and individual conversions only, but for a public identification with other believers. Commitment to the Messiah implied commitment to the Messianic community, that is, the church.’42 The appeal of the gospel is urgent and serious. We are not inviting people to join our social group or community projects. It is not to be presented as a ‘take it or leave it’ option among many other legitimate choices. We are calling people, with utmost seriousness, to turn from death to life. Peter gives us an example of preaching that is rooted in Scripture, points to Jesus, calls for response, proceeds with logic and persuades with passion.



3. The new community • Acts 2:41–7





41  Those who accepted his message were baptised, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.


The fellowship of the believers


42 They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43 Everyone was filled with awe at the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles. 44 All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45 They sold property and possessions to give to anyone who had need. 46 Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47 praising God and enjoying the favour of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.





Many Bible translations put a section break after verse 41. However, Luke’s summary regarding those who responded (2:41) would more naturally belong to the wider summary statement, ending at 2:47.43 Summaries appear at various points in Acts and serve to demonstrate the ‘irresistible progress’ of the word.44


The summary, beginning with verse 41, records a staggering three thousand people converted in a single day. It is an astonishing testimony to the power of the risen and exalted Christ that he can work through these apparently unimpressive Galileans to transform so many hearts. This is the work Jesus is continuing to do from heaven (see 1:1). The believers’ work as witnesses has now truly begun.45


In verse 42 we see four elements that were central in the life of the early church – devotion to the apostles’ teaching, fellowship, the breaking of bread, and prayer. Many have seen here something of a paradigm for the church in subsequent generations. It is worth briefly considering each of these in turn.


The apostles’ teaching


The apostles were those who had been with Jesus during his earthly ministry and had witnessed first-hand his resurrection (1:21–2). They were those closest to Jesus, and those to whom he had given instruction (1:2). They possessed a unique authority to teach as instructed by Christ. Today we find the body of the apostolic teaching in the documents of the New Testament. If we wish to devote ourselves to the apostles’ teaching, we need to devote ourselves to the study and teaching of Scripture. Sadly, many church leaders today use the Bible as if it were a springboard to launch them into their own ideas. Little attention is paid to careful exegesis, word studies, contexts, logical flow or authorial intent. Some think they can pick and choose the bits they like, having moved beyond that which they consider outdated or irrelevant. Others think that a seven-minute homily will sustain hungry sheep for another week of living for Christ. Some preachers sound more like self-help gurus who sprinkle a Bible verse in here and there, among a whole host of other market-place ideas. Similar dangers exist for those who lead Bible study groups, or those who teach children and young people. If the church wishes to be healthy, to grow, to equip and to reach others, it must diligently devote itself with utmost seriousness to the apostolic teaching as revealed in the New Testament documents. As we will see when we arrive at Acts 6:2–4, this will require a significant amount of time and attention on the part of church leaders, and it is a critical part of their ministry from which they must not be distracted. 


In addition, Stott notes that devotion to the apostles’ teaching immediately follows the outpouring of the Spirit. There was no sense that human teachers were now unnecessary because the Spirit had come, or that the filling of the Spirit led to a new mystical experience separate from the apostles’ teaching.46 Occasionally, people have unhelpfully described a division between so-called ‘Holy Spirit churches’ and ‘Bible churches’. Yet, the New Testament is clear – a Holy Spirit church is a Bible church, and a Bible church is a Holy Spirit church. The Spirit is the Spirit of Truth. What God has joined together, let no one separate!


Fellowship (koinonia)


This ‘fellowship’ is deeper than mere association. The word is used to refer to our fellowship with God himself (1 Corinthians 1:9). It is used to describe a depth of feeling towards one another (2 Corinthians 8:4). It is used to describe a participation with another (1 Corinthians 10:16). Fellowship is much more than social acquaintance. It is a deep commitment to and affection for one another. We can see this in 2:44–6 as the believers share possessions and meals. 
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