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To Christen and Sam—May God richly bless your marriage.



INTRODUCTION

This is my fourth Christian-themed book, and I get more enthused about the subject matter with each one. In my first one, Jesus On Trial, I recounted my personal faith journey from skeptic to believer and laid out the reasons I came to believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God and gave His life for the redemption of all who put their trust in Him. Next was The Emmaus Code, in which I detailed the countless ways the Old Testament points to Jesus Christ.

Then in The True Jesus I presented the Gospels in one unified narrative in chronological order. I went through nearly every verse in all four books, sometimes quoting verbatim and other times paraphrasing, though always striving to remain true to the text. Throughout the narrative, I interlaced commentary and insights—my own and those of reliable scholars and commentators. My aim was to introduce readers—both inexperienced and advanced—to the flow of the Gospels and to help them better understand the material. My ultimate goals, as with all these books, were to whet the readers’ appetite to read the words of Scripture itself, instill a passion for the Bible, and encourage people to make reading and studying it a lifelong commitment.

When I began The True Jesus, I had the ambitious goal of covering the entire New Testament. As I sunk my teeth into the project, however, I realized I could not cover all the material in sufficient depth. So I decided to cover the Gospels alone and complete the remaining New Testament books, with the possible exception of the Book of Revelation, in one or more additional books.

To briefly review, the New Testament contains twenty-seven books, which fit into three categories: history, doctrine, and prophecy. The first five books—the four Gospels and Acts—are historical books: the Gospels are accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, while Acts is the history of the early Church. The following twenty-one books are epistles—letters written mostly by apostles1 to churches or individuals. They sometimes address specific problems in local churches, but also expound Christian doctrine for the instruction of all Christians generally. The letters were substitute communications from the apostles when they could not deliver their messages to the churches personally.2 Validated by the apostles’ authority, the epistles provided a reliable body of truth and a consistent set of principles for Christian living, which grounded the early Church in its faith.3

The epistles are generally divided into two categories. The Apostle Paul wrote thirteen of them, which are called “the Pauline epistles.” The other eight are Catholic or General Epistles, sometimes called the “non-Pauline epistles,” most of which are not addressed to any particular church or individual.4 Of the Pauline epistles, nine are addressed to Gentile churches in Galatia, Thessalonica, Corinth, Rome, Colossae, Ephesus, and Philippi, and four to individuals: Timothy, Titus, and Philemon.5 Of the General Epistles, John wrote three, Peter two, and Jesus’ brothers James and Jude wrote one each, with the authorship of the Book of Hebrews being unknown.6 Revelation is the last book of the Bible and in its own category—apocalypse, prophecy, or revelation. Comprising John’s vision, it is a revelation of how God will consummate His plan of redemption and salvation for mankind. Irving Jensen aptly calls Revelation “the climax of God’s Book, the last chapter of world history.”

Readers seemed to enjoy my chronological narrative of the Gospels in The True Jesus, so it seemed fitting to structure Jesus Is Risen the same way. I initially planned for this book to cover the Book of Acts and the thirteen Pauline epistles, but once again, when I began to write I discovered my original plan was unrealistic. So I decided to cover only Paul’s six so-called missionary epistles—Galatians, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Corinthians, and Romans—which are believed to have been written before his other seven epistles. This has worked out nicely, as Luke provides an illuminating picture of the early Church in Acts, including Paul’s tireless activities spreading the Gospel. Then in the six epistles, Paul covers some of the historical material chronicled in Acts and addresses issues related to the early Church and Christian doctrine.

I pray that readers will get a flavor for the history of the early Church and how Christianity spread so rapidly throughout the Roman Empire during the first century AD following its founding. As in The True Jesus, I paraphrase the biblical text or quote it verbatim while providing an ongoing commentary designed to aid the reader’s understanding of the action and theology in the corresponding Scripture. When I do paraphrase, I make every effort to remain absolutely true to the text, which I firmly believe is the inspired Word of God.

The Gospels are where we meet Jesus in person—His words and actions come alive, His character jumps from the pages, and His love and goodness permeate every verse. While we learn Christianity through encountering the Person of Jesus in the Gospels, we see Him and His message from a different perspective in Acts and the epistles, the former showing the apostles’ fervor for Christ, honoring His Great Commission to spread the Gospel through the power of the Holy Spirit, and the latter setting forth Christian doctrine and instructions for the early Church. It’s exciting and powerful stuff.

Since I first began reading the Bible, Paul has been my favorite biblical figure and writer. After his conversion, he becomes a tireless evangelist and literally “writes the book” on spreading and teaching the Gospel. The richness of his theology and his practical advice to churches is unparalleled in Scripture. He wears his heart on his sleeve, and his theology springs from his prolific pen. In terms of understanding the spiritual message and implications of the Gospel, there is no substitute for reading Paul’s writings.

I hope that with this chronological arrangement, you will learn the historical context for the robust activities of the early Church and the genuine challenges the apostles confront as they doggedly preach the Word throughout the Roman Empire. I earnestly pray the book’s framework will enhance your perspective of the events as they unfold and your understanding of Paul’s writings in the setting and mindset in which he writes them. It is riveting to experience the explosion of Christianity through Paul’s eyes and those of other Church leaders. You will stand side by side with them as they square off against ruthless opponents and grow through adversity.

Paul expounds the Gospel message like no one else, especially the notion of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. That’s why preeminent Biblical scholar F. F. Bruce called him “the preacher of free grace.” “Paul’s pre-eminent contribution to the world has been his presentation of the good news of free grace—as he himself would have put it (rightly), his re-presentation of the good news explicit in Jesus’ teaching and embodied in his life and work,” writes Bruce. “The free grace of God which Paul proclaimed is free grace in more senses than one—free in the sense that it is sovereign and unfettered, free in the sense that it is held forth to men and women for their acceptance by faith alone, and free in the sense that it is the source and principle of their liberation from all kinds of inward and spiritual bondage, including the bondage of legalism and the bondage of moral anarchy.”7

Paul explains the role, activities, and indispensability of the Holy Spirit to the Christian’s life in Christ. In his letters (and through Luke’s account in Acts) we see Paul’s deeply human side and his spirituality like no other biblical figure apart from Christ. He leaves no stone unturned as he unapologetically defends his positions and ministry against fraudulent opponents who would have destroyed the Gospel in its infancy.

Throughout Paul’s writings, what stands out to me as much as his profoundly logical mind and his love for Christ is his raw genuineness as a human being. His professed agony over the fate of his beloved Jewish brothers tugs at our heart strings. His stubborn and abiding love for his people persists to the very end, which has not yet been written. If Christianity’s greatest evangelist and theologian is unafraid to share his own weaknesses and shortcomings with the world, then as lesser mortals we must be truly encouraged when we face our own struggles in the faith.

Paul imparts clear instructions on how to live life in the Spirit and to become free from sin’s reign as we grow more Christ-like. Through Paul we learn the true meaning of Christian liberty. Free in Christ from the bondage of sin and the strict requirements of the Law, we must hold ourselves to a higher standard—not as a matter of following rules and regulations, but voluntarily, out of our love for Christ. With the exception of Christ, there is no greater teacher than Paul, and we owe it to ourselves to sit at his feet as we watch him in action and read his words of instruction, which have been divinely preserved for our edification in Christ. Contrary to certain skeptics, Paul’s teachings are wholly consistent with those of Christ. The message is clear: through His mercy and grace, God forgives sinners who place their faith in Jesus. Christ’s righteousness is imputed to believers, and God maintains His standard of perfect righteousness and justice. It’s too marvelous for words!

As I strive to remain true to the biblical text, you will sometimes notice Paul repeating ideas or stories for varying emphases. Instead of brushing aside such restatements, please savor them, knowing Paul regarded them as especially important. As you read these summaries of Acts and Paul’s six missionary epistles, remember that the people about whom Luke and Paul are writing are human beings, no different from you and me. They actually existed in human history, and critics who suggest otherwise are contradicted by a mountain of evidence, much like other skeptics who have failed throughout the centuries to discredit this wonderful, God-breathed account of the early Church and these magnificent, inspired epistles. Try to imagine yourself present with Peter, Paul, and the other apostles and early Christians as they forge the path for the most prolific spread of any religion in history and open the door, under the power of the Holy Spirit, to our salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.



CHAPTER ONE


HOW A TRIP TO DAMASCUS CHANGED THE WORLD

[Saul] hated the name of Jesus. So much so, he became a self-avowed, violent aggressor, persecuting and killing Christians in allegiance to the God of heaven. Shocking though it may seem, we must never forget the pit from which he came. The better we understand the darkness of his past, the more we will understand his gratitude for grace.

—CHUCK SWINDOLL1

A PROVIDENTIAL LIFE



Paul, probably even more than Peter, is the prominent leader of the early Christian Church. The central figure in the Book of Acts, Paul writes more New Testament books than any other apostle, though Luke’s books contain more words and verses.2

To understand Paul, we must study both his life and writings. We can glean much about his life from Luke’s detailed and often firsthand accounts in Acts and from Paul’s remarkably candid epistles. New Testament scholar F. F. Bruce observes, “Of all the New Testament authors, Paul is the one who has stamped his own personality most unmistakably on his writings.”3 As the earliest datable Christian documents, the epistles are our primary source on the beginnings of the faith. Many were likely written just eighteen to thirty years after Jesus’ death,4 which is earlier than some of the Gospels, though the Gospels appear before them in the New Testament.

Certain biblical critics argue that the Paul of Acts is fundamentally different from the Paul of his letters, but I disagree, and not just because I believe in the inerrancy of Scripture. Having intensely studied the Book of Acts and the epistles in my research for this book, I am convinced this complex man is accurately and compositely portrayed in these complementary sources. Any dissimilarities in the accounts are differences we would expect between a person’s self-portrait and one that another painted of him. Acts is an independent and historically reliable source for events in Paul’s life, providing an invaluable framework for his main epistles.5

As doctrinally prolific and influential as Paul is, he’s an equally energetic and consequential evangelist. Astonishingly, and principally because of his own efforts, Christianity becomes a Gentile religion within a generation of his death even though its Founder and His disciples were Jews who began the new religion in Judea. Though born Jewish, Paul spreads the Good News throughout the Roman Empire from Syria to Italy in the three short decades following his conversion. He is so confident in the churches he establishes that he plans missionary tours much farther west without fear they will dissolve when he leaves.6

Paul, more than anyone else, clarifies the Christian message as predominantly about grace and not works—that sinners can find forgiveness and redemption in Christ not as a result of their own efforts, but solely based on His finished work on the cross. Contrary to skeptics’ claims, Paul’s message is wholly consistent with the teachings and actions of Christ, Who repeatedly forgave repentant sinners without abandoning His standard of perfect righteousness, as shown in His parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11–32). Throughout the Gospel accounts Christ preached salvation by faith alone (John 3:16), and nowhere is that principle more clearly demonstrated than in His promise of salvation to the thief on the cross (Luke 23:43). Christian grace is aptly described as free—a gift to those who accept it by faith alone—but it was anything but free for our holy Benefactor, Who gave everything in His life and death to purchase our salvation. This grace is not only free but also freeing, as it liberates human beings from the bondage of their sin.7

Crucially, Paul’s Gospel of “free grace” does not contradict the Law of Moses. Christ affirmed that He came not to abolish but to fulfill the Law (Matt. 5:17), which Jesus summarized as the duty to love God and one’s neighbors, as embodied in the first two commandments (Matt. 22:40). Accordingly, Paul pronounces love as “the fulfilling of the law” (Romans 13:10) and emphasizes that the Gospel of faith and grace does not “overthrow the law,” but upholds it (Romans 3:31).8

It is fitting that Paul is known as the “apostle of grace” because at the time of his conversion, no one is less deserving of the gift. He becomes the consummate preacher of grace because he is its greatest and most grateful beneficiary. Prior to his conversion, Paul hates Christ and His followers and dedicates his life to persecuting these heretics. He delights in the stoning of the martyr Stephen, who refuses to renounce Christ, and like his Master, Stephen prays for his killers at the very moment they execute him. Paul’s conversion from such seemingly irredeemable depths moves him to appreciate grace in direct proportion to his unworthiness. This is why Paul “understood and explained grace better than any of his contemporaries,” writes Chuck Swindoll. “He never got over his own gratitude as a recipient of it. God’s unmerited favor, His super-abounding grace, reached down to him in all his self-righteous zeal, crushed his pride, drove him to his knees, softened his heart, and transformed this once-violent aggressor into a powerful spokesman for Christ.”9

By all appearances, Paul is the least likely person to become Christianity’s premiere evangelist. He is a Jew, born “Saul,” in Tarsus (Acts 21:39, 22:3), a city in Asia Minor in the province of Cilicia, close to Syria.10 He is raised and educated in Jerusalem under Gamaliel, a highly respected rabbi and Jewish scholar who mentors him on the “strict manner of the law of our fathers” (Acts 22:3). In his epistle to the Philippians Paul expands on his Jewish bona fides, declaring, “If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless” (3:4–6).

No one is more avidly devoted to Jewish Law. Paul is of pure Jewish lineage and of the honored tribe of Benjamin, from which came Israel’s first king, Saul (1 Samuel 9:1–2).11 As a Pharisee, he obeys the Law’s precepts to the letter and zealously torments Christians for ostensibly corrupting his religion. Yet upon his conversion, he happily abandons all these boasting rights and discards his credentials, counting them as rubbish “because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord” (Philip. 3:8). Given his background, who could better understand the futility of seeking salvation through works? Paul has few peers in “the accomplishments of the flesh”—few who achieved so much by their own deeds. He once had great pride in these “achievements” but ultimately comes to regard them as valueless, realizing that by himself he is utterly unworthy—as “all our righteous deeds are like filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6 NIV). Paul understands that all glory belongs to Christ—“not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith” (Philip. 3:9).

Also qualifying Paul for his mission to the Gentiles are his fluency in Greek and his familiarity with Hellenistic culture, which help him relate to Gentiles (Greek was the lingua franca at that time),12 and his Roman citizenship from birth (Acts 22:28).13 Alister McGrath notes that whereas Jesus spoke mainly to rural Palestinian people, Paul evangelizes in Greek-speaking cities of the Roman Empire, employing images that are intelligible to his urban audience. The Christian apologist “needs to know his or her audience, speak its language, and share its common flow of life.”14

Roman citizenship is profoundly important, as citizens are part of the social elite. While such status was originally limited to freeborn natives of the city of Rome, citizenship expanded as the empire grew. It’s not entirely clear who in Paul’s lineage first gained citizenship, but it’s possible one of his immediate ancestors acquired it in exchange for his services to Rome.15 Cicero plainly expresses the benefits Roman citizens like Paul derived from their status: “To bind a Roman citizen is a crime, to flog him an abomination, and to slay him is almost an act of murder.”16 Indeed, Paul’s citizenship facilitates his evangelistic work in hostile climates in the empire, as the authorities recoil in fear when Paul invokes it: “So those who were about to examine him withdrew from him immediately, and the tribune also was afraid, for he realized that Paul was a Roman citizen and that he had bound him” (Acts 22:29).

Providentially, Paul possesses the ideal attributes to become Christianity’s greatest evangelist—personality traits that he exhibits, ironically, in his dark record of persecuting the Church. That God molds Paul into such a masterful messenger accentuates the gloriousness of the unmerited grace he is commissioned to preach. He is not only the Gospel’s fiercest advocate, but his writings are the most thorough biblical formulations of Christian theology.17

PAUL’S ZEAL



As noted, Paul admits having been a zealous persecutor of the Church. But why? The answer can be found in his passion for his religion. He believes it’s his duty to purge impurities, admitting that he even executes fellow Jews for violating God’s special covenant with Israel (Acts 26:10). This new sect is especially dangerous because its adherents aren’t just disobeying God but corrupting his religion at its core.

Theologian Lyman Abbott asks us to imagine what is going through Paul’s mind as Christian churches spring up everywhere and many people, including those he had been close to, are betraying the cause he has always lived for, thereby dishonoring the living God of the universe.18 This is an instructive exercise that illuminates why so many Jews at this time reject Jesus as the Messiah.

The Jewish people had suffered throughout history, having been ruled and enslaved by successive world powers, and they longed for their liberation and triumph. They were expecting their Messiah to be a political and military leader who would deliver Israel from Roman oppression and make Israel the dominant world power.

Paul’s conversion was early—perhaps within five years of Christ’s resurrection—so he probably learned about Jesus from eyewitnesses, possibly from Jesus’ followers as well as his enemies. There were still no written Gospels or apostles’ writings, so by word of mouth Paul likely learned a disturbing version of these events—one that would upset anyone with half his devotion to the God he served.

Consider the facts as they were likely presented to Paul. This imposter Messiah was born out of wedlock, attracted a motley group of misfit followers with no qualifying credentials, cavorted with overt sinners, and demeaned those learned in the true religion and the Law. Despite His interloping corruption, Jesus reportedly healed people, performed other miracles, and adding insult to injury, violated the Sabbath and flouted other sacred laws. Defying the most respected members of the Sanhedrin—the Jewish high council—He challenged and ridiculed the revered Pharisees, and rather than deferring to their holiness, denounced them as whitewashed tombs with an outward appearance of righteousness but full of hypocrisy and lawlessness (Matt. 23:27). He presumed to discard God’s sacrificial system and inserted Himself as the proper medium to forgive people’s sins. Not only did He contradict the Jews’ messianic expectations, He predicted that Jerusalem, instead of becoming the capital of a newly inaugurated messianic empire, would be annihilated and the Temple would be reduced to abject ruins. On top of all this, this faux liberator wholly failed to bring the Jews their long awaited victory and emancipation, instead ending His life in utter defeat, hanged on a “tree” and thus, according to Old Testament Law, accursed by God (Deut. 21:23).

All this might have been tolerable had this disgraceful fellow’s blasphemies died along with Him, but His death and rumored resurrection resulted in an explosion of the cult. Once Jesus had been crucified and entombed the religious authorities surely assumed this would be the end of the movement, especially because its leader suffered such an ignominious defeat. After all, Jesus’ followers cowered into the darkness when He was arrested, so the authorities reasonably assumed they would hear nothing further from them. But everything changed days later when Jesus rose from the dead and “presented himself alive to them after his suffering by many proofs, appearing to them during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). Even Jesus’ close family members who had been skeptics thereafter became ardent believers. The movement was expanding at an alarming pace and the authorities knew they had to quash it before it spun out of control.19

We must view Paul’s persecution of the Church in the context of this mindset. Renegade heretics are trying to turn his entire world upside down—not just his world, but God’s. He has to do everything in his power to nip this upstart movement in the bud. Even killing some of them won’t be enough; they must be humiliated and all their dangerous ideas defeated. He admits in his letter to the Galatians, “For you have heard of my former life in Judaism, how I persecuted the church of God violently and tried to destroy it” (1:13).

But Paul grasps that the two systems—the rigorous, legalistic system of the religious authorities and the new Gospel of grace—are incompatible. With our New Testament hindsight today, we see how Christianity is a logical extension and fulfillment of the Jewish religion—but Paul, before his conversion, sees it differently. He views the new system as an affront to the laws God gave Moses and the customs based on them. The authorities acknowledge as much, and it is just as the martyr Stephen is beginning to deliver his fateful sermon that some “false witnesses” declare, “This man never ceases to speak words against this holy place and the law, for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and will change the customs that Moses delivered to us” (Acts 6:13–14).

Even if Jesus’ newly offered system were somehow acceptable to Paul, which is impossible barring some divine intervention, he could still never abide the preposterous notion that Jesus was the Messiah for the reasons we’ve already addressed. Consequently, he is on a mission to destroy the new Church. “Everything that was of value in Judaism [was] imperiled by the disciples’ activity and teaching,” F. F. Bruce notes. “Here was a malignant growth which called for drastic surgery.”20 Paul lives for his God as he understands Him, and he is determined to eradicate this tumor.

This is Paul’s mindset as he sets out from Jerusalem to persecute Christians in Damascus, but he may be more deeply conflicted. No one honors God with more vigor, yet his obedience and holiness aren’t calming his soul. He is extraordinarily restless for one so certain of the righteousness of his cause. Perhaps he is tormented by the difficulty of reconciling his commitment to his loving God with his mission to obliterate religious dissenters. As Abbott observes of Paul on his way to Damascus,

He was left to himself, and he found himself a very uncomfortable companion. The kindliness in his heart was always great, and there marched in the way before him the shadowy forms of those whom he had put to death. He was always courageous, and the boldness of the men who stood for their own convictions unto death stirred him with a new, strange pain. The problem of his own life came up again before him, and he remembered that though he had been blameless in the law, he had never had that peace which the Psalmist and the prophets promised to the man who has the blessing of the Almighty.21

A VISIT FROM GOD



The biblical account is unambiguous—the event leading to Paul’s conversion is sudden, unexpected, and dramatic. Rev. D. J. Burrell describes it as “truly one of the most momentous of history.”22 A. C. Gaebelein writes that the “conversion of this great persecutor and his call by the risen and glorified Lord to be the Apostle to the Gentiles … is the greatest event recorded in Acts next to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost.”23 It isn’t just life changing for Paul but for Christianity itself. Paul will be that important. “We believe it would be impossible to come up with another conversion,” writes Rev. John G. Butler, “that has so affected in a positive way the growth, development, and history of the church.”24

The Book of Acts records Paul’s conversion three times. The first and main account is in verses 9:1–19, which is in the middle of a section that describes the expansion of the early Church beyond Judea and into Gentile lands. Some commentators believe Luke places the story here to highlight that Paul is Christ’s chosen missionary to the Gentiles, just before Luke begins to describe this mission in chapter 13.25 The other two accounts appear in Paul’s speeches defending himself, first to a Jewish mob (22:3–16) and then to King Agrippa (26:4–18).

Paul’s conversion has always had immense apologetic value because no one is a less likely candidate for such a radical transformation. George Lyttelton argues that “the conversion and apostleship of St. Paul alone, duly considered, was of itself a demonstration sufficient to prove Christianity to be a divine revelation.”26 Paul begins toward Damascus planning to capture dangerous Christian heretics and return them to Jerusalem. He even volunteers for the privilege. In Burrell’s words, “He went out a bitter antagonist of Christianity; he came back a Christian. A miracle had happened. Saul had seen the dead, risen, and now glorified Christ. . . . Such is the only explanation admissible, considering the quality of Saul’s mind.”27

Paul repeatedly testifies to the event. “Am I not free?” he asks in his first letter to the Corinthians. “Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?” (9:1). He affirms his personal, physical encounter with Jesus later in the epistle: “Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me” (15:8). Though Paul does not satisfy the apostolic credentials specified in Acts 1:21–22—as he was not with Jesus during his earthly ministry and did not witness His resurrection prior to His Ascension—Christ commissions him directly, and he becomes a vitally important witness to the risen Christ. Further, Luke refers to Paul as an apostle in Acts 14:14, and Luke’s conversion accounts portray Paul’s upcoming missionary work as being based on the work of the risen Christ (9:3–5; 22:6–8; 26:12–18).28 Paul himself also frequently asserts that his apostleship is grounded in Christ calling Him (Rom. 1:1; 1 Cor. 1:1; Gal. 1:1; 15; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1; 1 Tim. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1; Titus 1:1).29

Finally, it’s important to recognize that in his previous frenzy to persecute the burgeoning Church, Paul was not merely brutalizing human beings. He was also, and much more significantly, persecuting the Lord, as Christ elucidates in His exchange with Paul during the Damascus Road encounter. As Paul falls to the ground under blinding light, Jesus asks him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Paul replies, “Who are you, Lord?” Christ says, “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting” (Acts 9:4–5). Nothing more convicting can be imagined in this life.

Before Damascus Road, Paul was on a mission to imprison and punish heretics and destroy the Church. He was “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1) and “was ravaging the church, and entering house after house, he dragged off men and women and committed them to prison” (Acts 8:3). Paul later admits, “I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering to prison both men and women, as the high priest and the whole council of elders can bear me witness. From them I received letters to the brothers, and I journeyed toward Damascus to take those also who were there and bring them in bonds to Jerusalem to be punished” (Acts 22:4–5). Notably, when the Lord tells Ananias to look for Saul in Damascus following his conversion, Ananias protests, “Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much evil he has done to your saints at Jerusalem” (Acts 9:13).

In a marvelous outworking of His sovereign will, however, God produces a wondrous silver lining from Paul’s persecutions. To escape this unspeakable abuse, believers—except for the apostles—fled from Jerusalem “throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria” (Acts 8:1). In an ironic twist, this fanning out of believers resulted in the preaching of the Gospel in areas outside Jerusalem, causing the Gospel to spread like wildfire.30 Even before his conversion Paul was an unconscious instrument of God, unwittingly laying the foundation for obeying Christ’s command to the Apostles, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). How exquisitely God works His sovereign will, using Paul’s unique passion and intensity to spread the Good News, both in Paul’s persecution phase and in his signature work as history’s foremost Christian missionary!

FINDING STRENGTH IN WEAKNESS



Paul’s background is instrumental in informing his epistles. Who else would have proclaimed, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel” (Romans 1:16)? But it makes perfect sense since he dedicated years to attacking the Gospel. Who else would have declared, “For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men” (1 Cor. 1:22–25)? Clearly, Paul witnessed firsthand the counterintuitive nature of the Gospel. God showed His strength through Christ’s “weakness” on the cross; He proved His wisdom by orchestrating a salvation scheme that seemed completely foolish to men.

Paul comes to see Christ’s voluntary submission to the evil authorities not as weakness and defeat but as strength and victory. He then appropriates Christ’s example of “weakness” in his own relationship with God and commends it to all believers. Pride, he knows, is faith’s worst enemy and the devil’s best friend. It keeps us from God. In his second letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes, “But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’ Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. . . . For he was crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God. For we also are weak in him, but in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God” (2 Cor. 12:9, 13:4). How far Paul has come from railing against Christ’s weakness to adopting it as fundamental to Christian living! He intimately understands that God’s salvation plan for mankind can be achieved only through Christ’s sacrificial death, which represents strength and victory, not weakness and defeat, because it completed God’s triumph over Satan, sin, and death. And while Christ hadn’t yet restored King David’s throne, He would do so in His second coming. God reveals Himself to Paul, transforming him into a confirmed believer who uniquely embraces this theological paradox of weakness as strength. Thereafter Paul redirects his zeal to the cause of Christ, enduring sacrificial suffering on His behalf and on behalf of those to whom he presents the Gospel.

THE BOOK OF ACTS: A BRIDGE BETWEEN THE GOSPELS AND THE EPISTLES



The Book of Acts is a history of the early Church beginning with Christ’s resurrection. It is not a comprehensive history of this period but, like other historical sections of the Bible, is part of God’s salvation history that includes only those events pertinent to God’s redemptive plan for mankind.

Acts ends with Paul in his home in Rome under guard, welcoming and preaching the Kingdom of God to all who visit him, without describing what subsequently happened to the great evangelist. Pastor Ray Stedman notes that the book is deliberately unfinished because it is really a story about the unfinished work of Jesus Christ. “The book of Acts continues to be written today in the lives of men and women in the living body of Christ, the church,” writes Stedman. “Even though Jesus has been taken up in the clouds, His body life goes on! It goes on in your life. It goes on in my life. . . . You and I are still writing the book of Acts today because it is an account of what the Holy Spirit continues to do through us today, all around the world.”31

Acts is a bridge between the Gospels and the epistles. It shows the apostles continuing Christ’s work, provides the historical backdrop for the epistles, and offers insight into the churches to which Paul directs his epistles. The book is summarized neatly in one of its beginning verses, which records the risen Christ’s charge to His apostles: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

Acts is crucially important, for if the book were not part of the biblical canon, meaning Paul’s epistles would immediately follow the Gospels, we would have no idea why this new apostle appeared and would have far less historical context for his many epistles.32 J. Vernon McGee, in his famous series Thru the Bible, remarks that it contains much information found nowhere else in the Bible—unlike the Gospels and epistles, which include much overlapping information. Illustrating the continuity between the Gospels and Acts, the last recorded events in each of the Gospels are also recorded in Acts (Matthew [and the other Gospels]: the Resurrection; Mark: the Ascension;33 Luke: the promise of the Holy Spirit; and John: the second coming of Christ.) “It is as if the four Gospels had been poured into a funnel,” writes McGee, “and they all come down into this jug of the first chapter of the Book of Acts.” In short, Acts confirms Christ’s Great Commission to the apostles to spread the Gospel to the ends of the earth.34

Commentators debate whose acts are referenced in the book’s title, depending on whom they believe is the book’s lead character. Most say the title refers to the activities of the apostles, who take the Gospel message to the world. Many say the book describes the work of the Holy Spirit, Who empowered the apostles for their work. “It is impossible to read the Acts,” says nineteenth and early twentieth century minister Joseph Exell, “without seeing that the Holy Spirit was the acting Guide of all the sayings and actions of the first teachers of Christianity.”35 Theologian R. C. Sproul favors the title, “The History of the Acts of the Holy Spirit” because the Holy Spirit inspired the book, which is a record of the Spirit’s outpouring on the apostolic Church and its ministry.36 Admittedly, references to the Holy Spirit in Acts are, says Ben Witherington, too numerous to list.37 Still others argue that the main actor is “the risen and glorified Christ through the apostles.”38

This strikes me as a false choice. All three are correct. We must recognize the apostles’ obedience in carrying out their mission, honor the Holy Spirit for His indwelling power that enables their work, and glorify Jesus Christ, Who sacrificed His life for us, fulfilled His promise to send the Holy Spirit following His death and resurrection, and continues His work through the apostles, empowered by the Spirit. Theologian John Stott notes that Luke “implies that the acts and words he reports are those of the ascended Christ working through the Holy Spirit who, as Luke knows, is, ‘the Spirit of Jesus’ (Acts 16:7).”39 Stott therefore suggests the title, “The Continuing Words and Deeds of Jesus by his Spirit through his Apostles.”40

Indeed, while all three are vital—Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the apostles—Christ is the central figure of all salvation history. “It is not enough to say that while the Gospels contain the history of the Master’s ministry, the Acts record that of the apostles,” writes Exell. “Both alike narrate the work of the Lord: the Gospels what He did in Person, the Acts what He did by His chosen witnesses. . . . His incarnation [and] death … were only the foundation. In the Acts He rears a lofty temple on that foundation.”41

There is sovereign continuity in all of God’s salvation history throughout which Christ is the Prime Mover. Before Christ’s birth, God prepared the way for Christ. The Gospels record Christ’s acts and teachings. The Book of Acts records His further actions and teachings through the apostles empowered by the Holy Spirit. But His saving activities didn’t end with the death of the apostles. He has been acting and teaching ever since, through the Holy Spirit and His Word. Exell observes that Luke, in his two-part story, describes Christ’s model of doing and teaching. Exell nicely summarizes the balance that we must bring to our evangelism and exhorts us to incorporate both elements in our Christian living. “If we do, but fail to teach, we shall be but barren puzzles,” he observes. “If we teach, but fail to do, we may incur the just imputation of being theorists and fanatics, or devotional sentimentalists.”42 As Charles Foster Kent comments, “While the book of Acts is excellent history, it is more than history, it is the epic of conquering Christianity; it is the pragmatic proof of the invincible power of the spirit and teachings of Jesus.”43

FACTS YOU CAN COUNT ON



Though the text does not identify the author by name, Church tradition and most scholars hold that Luke, the author of the third Gospel, wrote Acts as the second part of his two-part record.44 It’s possible that the two books became separated because of an early Church practice of setting apart the four Gospels for studying and praying.45 Luke addresses his Gospel to his friend Theophilus, and Luke acknowledges him again in the first verse of Acts, in which he refers to “the first book.” Acts, then, continues where the Gospel of Luke ends and details how the apostles obey the risen Christ’s command to preach the Gospel throughout the world (Acts 1:8). Specifically, Luke begins by affirming Christ’s sacrificial death, His numerous resurrection appearances over forty days, His promise that He would soon send the Holy Spirit to His apostles, and His ascension, which had to precede the coming of the Spirit.

Scholars differ widely on when Acts was written, but many believe it significant that it ends abruptly with two of early Christianity’s key leaders, Paul and James, the brother of Jesus, still living. Clement of Rome and other early Church fathers report that Paul was executed during Nero’s reign, which ended in 68 AD, and Jewish historian Josephus writes that James was killed in 62 AD, so it is reasonable to assume the book was written in or before 62.46

In the opening verses of his Gospel, Luke expresses his driving passion for presenting an accurate account of the Gospel and the history of the early Church. These are among my favorite Bible verses because each time I read them, I am moved by Luke’s heartfelt commitment to presenting a meticulously researched and authentic historical account to assure his readers that these momentous events actually occurred. This flies in the face of cynics who dismiss the Gospels as sloppy compilations of orally passed-down stories. Luke writes, “Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught.”

Though nineteenth-century liberal scholars panned the book as historically unreliable, many archaeologists and scholars persuasively defended the factual accuracy of Luke’s record. Scottish archaeologist Sir William Ramsay began as a skeptic, accepting the liberal Tubingen school theory that Luke’s writings should be dated in the second century. But after his extensive studies in Asia Minor, he became an ardent believer in the accuracy of Luke’s historical account.47 “Luke’s history is unsurpassed in respect of its trustworthiness,” writes Ramsay.48 “Luke is a historian of the first rank; not merely are his statements of fact trustworthy; he is possessed of the true historical sense; he fixes his mind on the idea and plan that rules in the evolution of history, and proportions the scale of his treatment of the importance of each incident. He seizes the important and critical events and shows their true nature at greater length, while he touches lightly or omits entirely much that was valueless for his purpose. In short, this author should be placed along with the very greatest of historians.”49

Similarly, classical Roman historian A. N. Sherwin-White declares, “For the New Testament book of Acts, the confirmation of historicity is overwhelming. . . . Any attempt to reject its basic historicity, even in matters of detail must now appear absurd. Roman historians have long taken it for granted.”50

Luke demonstrates his intricate familiarity with the geography and titles of the time, such as precisely identifying the various Roman provinces and the particular titles of government officials. His references to persons and events from other sources are easily corroborated. He proves his detailed knowledge of the Roman judicial system in his recounting of Paul’s trials, such as in Acts 22–26.51 J. B. Lightfoot shows that Acts is unique among New Testament books in its quantity of historically verifiable events. He concludes, “No ancient work affords so many tests of veracity; for no other has such numerous points of contact in all directions with contemporary history, politics, and topography, whether Jewish, Greek or Roman.”52

Norman Geisler and Frank Turek note that Luke cites eighty-four details from Acts 13–28 that could have only been derived from an eyewitness.53 Admittedly, some conservative scholars acknowledge certain questionable passages in the historical record put forward by Luke, but they have plausible explanations. In 1999, Brian Janeway examined and compared the critical scholarship and concluded, “The Book of Acts is not without difficult passages, yet when compared to Josephus’ well-documented biases and tendencies to exaggerate, Luke’s careful accounting of events, people and their speeches is even more apparent. . . . In the final analysis, we must conclude that the Book of Acts is historically reliable.”54

“ALL THE RESIDENTS OF ASIA HEARD OF THE WORD OF THE LORD”



In his narrative, as noted, Luke often provides summaries of the condition of the early Church at different times.55 He reports that following Pentecost, the believers are devoted to teaching, fellowship, breaking bread, and prayers. They are awestruck by the apostles’ many signs and wonders, and they act as a tight-knit community, selling their possessions and distributing the proceeds to the needy. Each day they attend the Temple together, socialize in their homes, display happy and generous hearts, and praise God. More people become believers every day (2:42–47). Again in verses 4:32–35, Luke describes the extraordinary communion and generosity among believers and the ongoing power of the apostles’ testimony to Christ’s resurrection. In verses 5:12–16, he recapitulates how believers hold the apostles in high esteem as they perform many signs and wonders in Jerusalem, including healings, which draw many afflicted people from surrounding towns. And in verse 19:10, we find a brief description of Paul’s extended ministry in Ephesus: “This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard of the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.”56

Acts prominently features numerous important speeches, including three from Peter (to Jews in Jerusalem [2:14–36 and 3:11–26] and in Cornelius’s household [10:34–43]); one from Stephen (to Jews in Jerusalem, leading to his execution [7:1–53]); and six from Paul (to Jews in Pisidian Antioch [13:16–47]; to Greeks in Athens [17:22–31]; to Church elders in Ephesus [20:18–35]; to Jews in Jerusalem [22:1–21]; to Felix and his court [24:10–21]; and to Agrippa and his court [26:1–29]).57 There are also shorter speeches throughout Acts. Constituting some thirty percent of the book,58 these addresses center on the proclamation of the Gospel, emphasizing Christ’s fulfillment of God’s Old Testament promises, His messiahship, His works (the crucifixion, resurrection, and His promised return and judgment), and the call to repent and be baptized.59

The powerful speeches demonstrate the unity of scripture and how Christ fulfills the Old Testament prophecies and consummates God’s salvation plan. Ralph Martin aptly observes that these sermons splice together “in one narrative thread the past, present, and future of God’s salvific activity.”60 They show that Christianity neither distorts nor departs from Judaism but is its legitimate fulfillment. The Church is shown as including both Jews and Gentiles, which further demonstrates Christianity’s continuity with the Old Testament.61 In that sense, the book presupposes a unified picture of salvation divided into three major sequential and interconnected epochs: the history of Israel during Old Testament times (the time of the Law and prophecy); the earthly ministry of Jesus; and the Church era, in which the Church, empowered by Holy Spirit, spreads the Gospel throughout the world.62

The sheer volume of recorded speeches in the book might suggest Luke is fascinated with the power of words, but the speeches convey voluminous information showing “All that God had done with them” (14:27). The speeches report actions and are also an important part of the action—the spreading of God’s Word.63

Another dominant theme is the indispensability of the Christian witness to Jesus.64 Considering Christ’s charge to the apostles to be His witnesses in Jerusalem and throughout the world, it is significant that these speeches are made by witnesses and that in recording them, Luke is giving further witness in a more permanent form. The witnessing is worldwide and to all groups—Jews, Gentiles, Samaritans, the infirm, the pagans, jailers, philosophers, governors, and kings. The witnesses boldly testify to their faith in Christ in obedience to the Great Commission, persevering despite fierce opposition, threats, and other challenges.65

Luke shows that the Gospel is intended for the Gentiles as well as the Jews, pointing to Old Testament passages foretelling this development (Luke 24:27; Acts 13:47; 15:15–18; 28:25–28).66 A salient confirmation of the universality of the Gospel occurs in Acts 2, when at Pentecost the Holy Spirit is poured out on Jews from all over the empire, who begin to speak in other tongues (Acts 2:4). We tend to focus on the supernatural aspects of this event, as each person speaks a language unknown to him, yet others present hear and understand the people in their own language. Some are so astonished they accuse the speakers of being drunk on wine. But we must recognize the symbolic import of this miraculous enabling of Jews from many nations to hear the Gospel in their native languages, illustrating that the Gospel is for people of all tongues and nations, but for the Jews first.67

OUTLINES



Scholars outline the book in various ways, including the biographical outline, which divides the book into the works of Peter (Chapters 1–12) and Paul (Chapters 13–28), respectively.68 “It is one of the most striking features about Acts that it says so little about the other apostles and so much about Peter and Paul,” writes Donald Guthrie.69 He suggests this might be because Peter is chief apostle to the Jews and Paul chief apostle to the Gentiles, and because there are certain notable parallels between their works.70 The New Testament in Antiquity highlights some of these parallels in a comparative chart:

• Peter delivers a sermon in Jerusalem (2:22–36) and Paul delivers one in Pisidian Antioch (13:26–41);

• Peter and Paul both heal a lame man (3:1–10, 14:8–11);

• They are both filled with the Spirit (4:8, 13:9);

• They both perform extraordinary healings (5:15, 19:12);

• They both lay their hands on people to enable them to receive the Spirit (8:17, 19:6);

• They both have a conflict with a magician (8:18–24, 13:6–11);

• Empowered by the Spirit, both raise people from the dead (Peter with Tabitha [9:36–41] and Paul with Eutychus [20:9–12]);

• Both are miraculously released from jail (12:6–11, 16:25–40).71

Another approach is the summary statements outline, which divides the book into six sections based on thematic statements Luke makes at the end of each section summarizing what he has just described.72 The six sections and their accompanying summaries are as follows:

1. The beginning Church in Jerusalem (1:1–6:7): “And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.”73

2. The Church expands into Judea and Samaria (6:8–9:31): “So the church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria had peace and was being built up. And walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy Spirit, it multiplied.”

3. Spreading of the Gospel to the Gentiles (9:32–12:24): “But the word of God increased and multiplied.”

4. The Gospel spreads into Asia on Gentile missions (12:25–16:5): “So the churches were strengthened in the faith, and they increased in numbers daily.”

5. Further expansion of the Gospel into the Gentile world (16:6–19:20): “So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.”	

6. The Gospel moves into Rome (19:21–28:31): Paul for two years is “proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance.”74

I believe the most useful way to organize the book, however, is the geographical outline, which is framed around Luke’s thematic summary of the book in verse 1:8, in which Jesus tells His disciples they will receive power from the Holy Spirit and then commands them to be His witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth. The disciples dutifully obey, and the book follows a natural structure corresponding to the missions.75 Following the prologue (1:1–8), Acts is outlined according to the locations of the missions:

1. The witness to Jerusalem (1:9–8:3);

2. The witness to Judea and Samaria (8:4–12:25);

3. The witness to the ends of the earth (13:1–28:31).76

This geographical outline reflects the sequence in which the Gospel is preached: first to the Jews and then to the Gentiles, as Paul explains (Romans 1:16). As noted, Peter is considered the main evangelist to the Jews, and Paul the head of the Gentile mission.77

In the next chapter, we’ll be looking over the shoulders of the apostles as they lead the explosive growth of the Church through persecution and hardship. The inspiring history of the early Church is recorded with meticulous detail by Luke, a medical doctor, who actually joins Paul on missionary journeys all over the ancient world. But Luke will start us in Jerusalem with Jesus.



CHAPTER TWO


ACTS 1–7

A CHURCH IS BORN

TWENTY-EIGHT thrilling chapters lie before us! Any one of them we can read a dozen times, only to find its fascination growing with each reading. . . . [The Acts of the Apostles] is the sequel to the mighty events of the Gospels, and the gateway to the glorious doctrines of the Epistles. It marks, in fact, one of the greatest turning-points in history, as we shall soon see.

—J. SIDLOW BAXTER1

CHAPTER 1



Luke begins Acts with a brief prologue addressing the book to Theophilus,2 noting that in his Gospel he chronicled Jesus’ acts and teachings until His ascension. Jesus made numerous appearances to His apostles over forty days, preaching the kingdom of God and giving instructions from the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ selection of His apostles authorized them to “preach, teach, direct the Church, and preserve the record of His life and teaching.”3 His instructions represented a transition from His earthly ministry to His ministry through them.4 Luke mentions that Christ’s instructions were through the Holy Spirit to introduce the Holy Spirit’s central role in forming and growing the Church and in the lives of all believers.

Luke demonstrates the continuity between the ministries of Jesus and the apostles, as the Spirit who rested upon and empowered Jesus in His earthly ministry now empowers the apostles for their witness. During Jesus’ earthly ministry, the apostles experienced the Spirit through Jesus’ presence; but after Pentecost, they experience Christ through the Spirit’s presence.5 Had Jesus stayed on earth, His physical presence would have inhibited the rapid spread of the Gospel because, in His human form, He could be in only one place at a time. After His ascension, however, He would be with them everywhere, through the Spirit.6 “He who was born into our humanity, lived our life, died for our sins, rose from the dead and ascended into heaven,” writes John Stott, “now sent his Spirit to his people to constitute them his body and to work out in them what he had won for them.”7

Jesus commanded the apostles to wait in Jerusalem for the Holy Spirit (cf. Luke 24:49), reaffirming His promise at the Last Supper: “And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Helper, to be with you forever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him. You know him, for he dwells with you and will be in you” (John 14:16–17). Jesus assured them about the Holy Spirit’s role: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:26).

Jesus told the apostles that “not many days from now,” they would be baptized with the Holy Spirit—as distinguished from the water baptism that John the Baptist had administered. John had humbly admitted that his baptism was only with water and was a baptism of repentance, merely preparatory for their later baptism with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matt. 3:11: Luke 3:16). Paul describes baptism of the Holy Spirit as the process whereby the Spirit unites believers with Jesus upon their conversion, and they become part of the body of Christ (His Church) (1 Cor. 12:13; cf. Romans 8:9). At the moment of conversion, believers are indwelt by the Spirit—“your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you” (1 Cor. 6:19)—and thereafter empowered by Him for service to Christ, to resist sin, and to become more Christ-like. Jesus had said earlier that believers would not receive the Spirit until He had ascended (John 7:38–39).

The Holy Spirit in the believer is what distinguishes him from the nonbeliever (1 Cor. 2:10–14) and makes him a child of God (Romans 8:14–17). Receiving the Spirit begins one’s Christian life (Gal. 3:2–3)8 and empowers him for discipleship, witnessing, understanding the things freely given him by God (salvation in Jesus Christ)9 (1 Cor. 2: 12), understanding God’s Word and His will (1 Cor. 2:14, 15; 1 John 2:27), praying when we don’t know what we ought to pray for (Romans 8:26), and overcoming sin on a daily basis (Romans 5:5; 6:1–14, 8:13; 1 Cor. 6:11; 2 Cor. 3:18; Gal. 5:22–23; 2 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 1:2). The Spirit glorifies Christ (John 16:14) and convicts the world concerning sin, righteousness, and judgment (John 16:8).

The Spirit, as one of the three persons of the Triune Godhead, has existed forever. He was at work in Old Testament times, as the Old Testament records and the New Testament confirms (Acts 7:51; 2 Peter. 1:21). He was involved in the planning (Isaiah 40:12–14) and creation of the universe (Gen. 1:2; Job 26:13; 27:3; 33:4; Psalms 33:6; 104:30; Isaiah 40:12–14), and the earth (Gen. 1:2). He revealed God’s messages to man just as He would in New Testament times.10 But in Old Testament times, the Spirit only directly interacted with specific individuals—and only temporarily—to serve God’s purposes (Exodus 31:3; Judges 14:6; 1 Samuel 16:13),11 as opposed to His permanent indwelling of New Testament believers (John 14:16). “The Old Testament witness to the Spirit anticipates a coming time when the ministry of the Spirit is to be more complete,” writes Millard Erickson.12

Before Jesus ascended, the apostles asked Him if He was about to restore the kingdom to Israel, and He said it wasn’t for them to know when this would occur. They should focus instead on the power they were about to receive from the Holy Spirit and their charge, thereupon, to be His witnesses “in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Jesus then ascended and as the apostles watched, two angels in white robes appeared and told them Jesus would return to earth (at His second coming) in the same way He left, namely, He would come with power and great glory (Luke 21:27; Matt. 24:30; Mark 13:26), defeating Satan and evil to establish His eternal reign. At that time, there would be no doubt as to His identity.13

Returning to Jerusalem, the apostles go to the upper room where they are staying. Along with others (120 people altogether), they join in prayer and cast lots to determine God’s will on whether Barsabbas or Matthias should replace Judas Iscariot as an apostle. The lot falls on Matthias (cf. Prov. 16:33).

Notice two things about this event. First, Peter invokes Old Testament Scripture in which the Holy Spirit, speaking through David (Psalm 109:8), prophesied that the apostles would replace Judas (though the Scripture did not name him). Second, Peter stresses that Judas’ replacement must be one who’s been with the apostles, witnessed Jesus’ earthly ministry, and most important, witnessed His resurrection (Acts 1:22).14 This shows they understand the pivotal importance of the resurrection to their witness. It’s not a matter of apostolic succession, as if it were some generic office to be occupied by others in the future. There could be no succession, as such.15 The replacement must have been with them all along as a firsthand witness.

While Paul fails to meet all these criteria (he did later see the resurrected Christ), who can dispute that his direct commission from Christ supersedes these rules? That’s probably one reason Luke mentions Paul’s call three times in Acts, as when he relates that Christ told Ananias, “For he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel” (9:15; see also 22:6–16; 26:12–18). Paul elsewhere refers to himself as an exceptionally called apostle, saying Christ appeared to him “as to one untimely born” (1 Cor. 15:8); and, as described earlier, he identifies himself as an apostle at the beginning of most of his epistles. Paul also relates that the other apostles accepted him as a fellow apostle (Gal. 2:1–2, 7–10). Adding further weight to Paul’s apostolic authority is Peter’s reference to his writings as wisdom God had given him (2 Peter 3:15) and as Scripture (2 Peter 3:16). They are inspired works.16 Paul also affirms his writings as divine revelations (1 Cor. 2:6–16).

After the appointment of Judas’ replacement, the apostles obediently await their empowerment by the Holy Spirit so they may begin to discharge Christ’s command to spread the Gospel.

CHAPTER 2



The apostles and other believers gather together in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, anticipating God’s promised Spirit. Pentecost, known as the Feast of Weeks (Lev. 23:15; Deut. 16:9), is one of the major annual Jewish feasts. Celebrating the end of the grain harvest, it usually lasts the entire fifty days—“pentecost” being the Greek word for “fifty”—between Passover and the Feast of Weeks.17 During the intertestamental period, shortly before the New Testament period, the Jews also began to recognize Pentecost as the time when God gave them the Law at Mount Sinai, which occurred fifty days after the Exodus and was immediately preceded by the first Passover observance (Exodus 12:6–13).

Jesus was crucified and resurrected at the time of Passover, and He ascended forty days later. Now, just ten days later, on Pentecost, the Holy Spirit descends on the apostles from heaven “with a sound like a mighty rushing wind, it fills the entire house where they were sitting” (Acts 2:2), and what appear to be tongues of fire rest on each of them. Instantly filled with the Holy Spirit, they miraculously begin to speak in foreign languages they don’t know. Many are amazed but confused. Others mock the speakers, accusing them of being drunk on wine. The arrival of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost is considered the birth of the Christian Church.18 As such, it’s interesting that Jesus was also conceived by the Holy Spirit (Luke 1:35).

Luke analogizes the Holy Spirit to the wind, which share a linguistic connection and a similarity of characteristics. The Hebrew term “ruah” in the Old Testament refers to “wind,” “breath” or “spirit,” including the Spirit of God.19 While the Greek word for spirit—pneuma—generally does not refer to wind, the verbal form of the word pneo means “to blow,” so there is still a strong linguistic association.20 The wind and the Spirit share the attributes of invisibility, formidable force, mysteriousness, inscrutability, and uncontrollability. The effects of each can be found everywhere. Jesus compared the wind and the Spirit in His exchange with Nicodemus about His regeneration: “The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).

Peter, standing alongside the other eleven apostles, responds forcefully to the mockers who diminish the event’s sacredness, telling them the speakers are not drunk, as it’s only 9:00 a.m. Rather, they are experiencing what the Old Testament prophet Joel had described—the pouring out of the Spirit on all flesh (Joel 2:28–32). Most scholars conclude that only part of Joel’s prophesy was fulfilled at Pentecost and that the remainder of it—the sun turning to darkness, the moon to blood, and the coming of the great day of the Lord—will happen at the time of Christ’s second coming.21

After rebuking the mockers, Peter turns to the subject of Jesus Christ and begins the first Christian sermon.22 He talks of the mighty works and miracles Christ has done in their presence, His crucifixion by lawless men according to God’s plan, and His resurrection and victory over death. Jesus’ executioners thought they were in charge of Jesus’ fate; Peter sets the record straight, affirming God’s sovereignty in carrying out this essential step of incomprehensible grace in His salvation plan. Peter quotes Psalm 16, in which David rejoiced in the Lord for his secure knowledge that God would not abandon his soul, just as He would not allow His “holy one [to] see corruption” (Psalm 16:8–11). Though modern scholars disagree about whether this is a messianic prophecy,23 Peter clearly interprets it as such, as he cites David’s statement that the Holy One will not see corruption. (Christ’s body did not decay, but David’s did.) Further, Peter cites the psalm in the context of his sermon about the resurrected Christ.24 Notably, Paul also regards this as a messianic prophecy (Acts 13:35).25

Before the prophet David died and was buried, Peter observes, God had assured David that He would place one of David’s descendants on his throne. And David “foresaw and spoke about the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to Hades, nor did his flesh see corruption. This Jesus God raised up, and of that we are all witnesses.” (Acts 2:31–32) Christ now occupies the highest position of authority, having been exalted at God’s right hand. He received from the Father the promise of the Holy Spirit, which He has now given to them pursuant to that authority, as they are witnessing.

Peter proclaims that it was not David but his descendant—Jesus Christ—who ascended into the heavens to share God’s throne, as David himself testified (Psalm 110:1): “The Lord says to my Lord, Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.” F. F. Bruce observes, “This exaltation of Jesus in accordance with Psalm 110:1 is an integral part of the primitive apostolic message, as it remains an integral part of the historic Christian creeds.”26 Christ has ultimate authority over God’s creation and will use it to conquer His enemies, which He has already begun to do with His triumph over death, and which He will complete in the future. To be sure, Christ, the Second Person of the Triune Godhead, is entirely capable of subduing His own enemies, but He is acting at the Father’s direction; they are in complete harmony.27

Peter declares that all of Israel must “know for certain that God has made [Jesus] both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.” This is a stark, convicting assertion. Not only was their craven act of crucifying the innocent and holy Jesus utterly futile, but they are also now wholly subject to His authority. When the audience hears these biting words, “they [are] cut to the heart” and ask Peter and the other apostles, “What shall we do?” Peter tells them to repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins, and they will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. This promise is for them and their children, and for everyone whom the Lord calls. In response, some three thousand people are saved and baptized.

To repent means to change one’s mind and heart, to change direction—to quit running away from God, to turn away from sin and self-centeredness, and turn toward Christ in obedience.28 Baptism is a sign of obedience and appreciation for what Jesus has done for us. Those who practice infant baptism believe it may quicken the Spirit to accelerate one’s faith walk, but most evangelical Christians do not believe it’s necessary for salvation. There are numerous biblical passages affirming salvation by faith in Christ alone (John 3:16, 36; Romans 4:1–17; 11:6; Gal 3:8–9; Eph. 2:8–9; and others), including other passages in Acts in which Peter affirms the principle (5:31; 10:43; 13:38; 26:18). In this sermon, Peter is likely urging their baptism parenthetically, not as a condition to salvation.29

Theologian Wayne Grudem explains that if baptism is necessary for salvation, then we are not saved by faith alone. Recall that Jesus told the dying thief beside him on the cross, “Today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). The thief couldn’t have been baptized before dying, yet Jesus’ promise is unambiguous. Additionally, our justification from sin (and salvation) occurs at the precise moment we have faith. Subsequent baptism cannot confer salvation that has already been given. However, while it is not needed for salvation, baptism is still an important act of obedience to Christ.30

What follows the conversion of three thousand people is a remarkable display of Christian fellowship, love, sharing, learning, and worship among the new believers. Hungry to learn about Christ and grow in the faith, they steep themselves in the apostles’ teaching. Filled with awe, they witness many miracles performed by the apostles, further authenticating the apostles’ authority. They become an intimately close-knit community of believers who freely share their personal assets with those among them in need. They dine, worship, and pray together in the Temple. As they eat together in their homes with joyous and grateful spirits, they praise God. Consequently, God increases their numbers each day through the salvation of new believers.

CHAPTER 3



After reporting that the apostles perform many signs, Luke describes how outside the Temple Peter and John heal a man who has been lame from birth. When the man asks them for money, the apostles direct him to look at them, which he does, expecting to receive money. Instead, Peter says, “In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk!” Peter takes his hand and raises him up, and his feet and ankles are immediately strengthened—the immediacy signifying a miracle. He leaps up, begins to walk, and enters the Temple with them. The amazed people recognize him as the lame man always begging at the Temple’s Beautiful Gate. Aware that he has been lame for forty years, they know this isn’t a staged event—the man is vigorously jumping around and praising God ecstatically. While the man clings to Peter and John, the people, still in awe, gather around them in Solomon’s Colonnade.

Peter uses this healing and the gathered witnesses as an opportunity to preach the Gospel. Some commentators suggest that the Jews present would have taken special notice of this healing in light of the prophet Isaiah’s prediction that such things would occur: “Then shall the lame leap like a deer, and the tongue of the mute sing for joy” (Isaiah 35:6).31 Peter asks them why they are staring at him and John as if they performed this miracle on their own power. Then he draws them in, attributing the miracle to the very God they have always worshipped—“The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of our fathers” (Acts 3:13). This same God—their God—also glorified Jesus Christ, whom they denied and gave over to Pilate to be crucified.

Then Peter openly calls Jesus “the Holy and Righteous One” and the “Author of Life”—unmistakable declarations of His deity and His activity in the creation. Notice the stark contrast: they “killed” the One who is the very Giver of life. Peter again declares they are all witnesses to Christ’s resurrection, the lynchpin of the faith. For as Paul concedes, “If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. Then all those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If in Christ we have hope in this life only, we are of all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor. 15:17–19). This puts the lie to the lazy claim that Jesus was merely a great prophet but not the Son of God—an idea that is fundamentally irreconcilable with biblical Christianity. While Christianity would be pure myth without the resurrection, it is irresistible truth because of it. This is why Peter, Paul, and the other apostles forever highlight the resurrection.

Peter is careful to disclaim any credit for this healing. It was Jesus—and faith in His name—that restored the man’s strength and health in their presence. Peter uses the power of the Holy Spirit to heal pursuant to the authority of Jesus Christ. Peter’s derivative power is only possible because of His faith in Christ and His sacrificial work.32

Peter is determined that they understand that the man they crucified is the One the prophets pre-announced, whose suffering they foretold. Though shaming them for their actions, he acknowledges they and their rulers were acting in ignorance. Here Peter may be shrewdly hinting at the scriptural distinction between intentional and unintentional sins, the latter of which require a lesser sacrifice in atonement (Lev. 4:27–31; Num. 15:27–29). The apostle Paul would employ this same technique of tailoring his message to identify with particular audiences, sometimes by citing scriptures or extra-biblical ideas common to their culture—always meeting them on their own terms. As Paul tells the Corinthians, “For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win more of them. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win those under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings” (1 Cor. 9:19–23). This is a wise and timeless model for evangelism and one that premiere apologist Ravi Zacharias employs. Ravi trains his students to focus on the questioner as much as the question he is asking. To reach a skeptic, you must seek to understand the person behind the question and frame your responses accordingly.33

After extending them grace Peter goes further, offering them complete forgiveness through Jesus Christ provided they repent and turn away from sin and toward Christ. “Repent therefore, and turn back,” says Peter, “that your sins may be blotted out, that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, and that he may send the Christ appointed for you, Jesus, whom heaven must receive until the time for restoring all the things about which God spoke by the mouth of his holy prophets long ago.” (Acts 3:19–21) Peter urges them to repent and be redeemed, informing them Christ will remain in heaven until He returns in the future (at His Second Coming), as the prophets promised.

Winding up, Peter again emphasizes that the Gospel flows naturally from Old Testament Scripture, declaring they are the sons of the Old Testament prophets and of the covenant God made with their ancestor Abraham, whereby He promised Abraham that He would bless all the families of the earth through his offspring (the Abrahamic Covenant) (Gen. 12:3; 22:18). God’s promise is now being fulfilled in Jesus Christ, a descendant of Abraham in the line of King David, whose finished work on the cross ensures salvation for all who place their faith in Him. Paul explicitly identifies God’s promise of blessing to Abraham as the Gospel, saying, “Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘In you shall all the nations be blessed.’ So, then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith” (Gal. 3:7–9).

This is a stunning closing argument: the Gospel is not an affront to their Scriptures, but in fact, the completion of them. No, they are not condemned for their complicity in killing their own Messiah. No, their Scriptures are not invalidated by Christ’s death. They merely need to open their hearts and allow the scales to fall from their eyes—to see Christ for who He is, turn from their sins, and embrace Him in saving faith. They can have their cake and eat it too—accepting Christ will not require them to reject their own Scriptures, but it will allow them to escape the penalty for their sins. Not a bad bargain!

CHAPTER 4



While Peter and John are speaking to the crowd, religious leaders approach—the priests, the captain of the Temple guard, and the Sadducees, who are particularly annoyed at the duo’s preaching on Jesus’ resurrection, as the leaders don’t believe in resurrection at all (Acts 23:8). It’s bad enough to teach resurrection in the abstract, but to say it has already occurred is aggravated blasphemy to them. It isn’t just a religious matter for the Sadducees, who are influential, though fewer in number than the Pharisees. This sect routinely panders to the Roman authorities, striving to maintain the peace at all costs in exchange for powerful political positions such as high priest.34 They know that messianic ideas such as Peter and John are presenting have led to Jewish revolts in the past, and they must strenuously avoid that outcome here.35

The leaders arrest Peter and John and place them in custody until the next day—but by now, Peter’s words have already created thousands of new converts. This brings to five thousand the total number of people who have been saved in Jerusalem—representing a substantial portion of the city’s population, which scholars estimate was between twenty-five thousand and eighty-five thousand at the time.36 Jewish historian Josephus estimates there were only six thousand Pharisees then in Judea.37

The next day, the rulers bring John and Peter before the Sanhedrin—the Jewish high council, which consists of seventy-one members, counting the high priest. They ask the pair by what power or name they performed their healing, implying they were presumptuous to have spoken authoritatively given their lack of credentials.38 Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, reiterates what he told the assembled crowds the previous day: they healed the lame man in “the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead.” He continues, “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:10–12) This is an audacious move—to go beyond denying their own culpability to charging their accusers with the far worse crime of killing mankind’s Savior.

The rulers are astonished at such defiance from uneducated and common men, whom they recognize as Jesus’ disciples. But with the presence of the healed man and the many who witnessed the miracle, they can’t rebut the charges. After conferring among themselves, they command Peter and John to speak to no one else in Jesus’ name, hoping to prevent news of the healing from spreading further.

Undaunted, Peter and John reply that while the Sanhedrin is free to believe that its authority should supersede God’s, they themselves are compelled to obey Him and proclaim what they have seen and heard. Seeing people praising God for the miracle, the Sanhedrin merely threatens the pair and lets them go. Jewish historian Joseph Klausner asserts that the Sanhedrin’s arrest and release of the apostles “was the first mistake which the Jewish leaders made with regard to the new sect [Christianity]. And the mistake was fatal.” He argues that arresting and then quickly releasing them made them martyrs while also signaling that it might not be so dangerous to be a disciple of Jesus after all.39

Perhaps, but the reality is that God is sovereign; the spread of the Gospel was not to be contained. If Peter and John hadn’t been arrested, they would have continued to preach boldly, and if they had been punished, the Gospel would surely have proliferated just as explosively. There were too many witnesses of God’s miracles and of the apostles’ contagious message for this genie to be put back in the bottle.

Once released, Peter and John return to their friends and report what has happened. The people pray to God, quoting Psalm 2:1, 2: “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth, and the sea and everything in them, who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, ‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and his Anointed’—for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus.”

The new believers increasingly understand that God’s salvation history had not begun with Jesus but was culminating in Him. In quoting the second psalm, the believers show they understand that Hebrew Scripture is still relevant and is being fulfilled in their day. The Romans are the Gentiles raging against God and His Anointed, Jesus, while the Jewish people and their rulers are those who plotted against Him. The psalmist’s accurate prediction of the unfolding events, as described above, shows this has all been part of God’s master plan for mankind.40 Significantly, these believers consider both the Gentile authorities and the Jews as common foes of the Gospel in this case.41 Many commentators believe this psalm was immediately fulfilled in the early Church and is also a prophecy of the end-times Tribulation.42 “In the last days,” Warren Wiersbe writes, “it will have its complete fulfillment as the ‘kings of the earth’ unite to fight against God” (see Rev. 1:5; 6:15; 16:12–16; 17:2, 18; 19:11–21).43

After praying together, the believers’ meeting place shakes. They are all filled with the Holy Spirit and continue to speak God’s word boldly. They come together as a finely tuned community “of one heart and soul,” and again, they share all their belongings, sell their assets, and give the proceeds to the apostles for distribution to the poor. With great power, the apostles give their testimony to Christ’s resurrection, and God brings grace to them all.

CHAPTER 5



Not quite everyone practices this communal spirit of generosity. After Ananias and his wife Sapphira sell some property, Ananias, with Sapphira’s knowledge, retains some of the proceeds, giving only part of it to the apostles. Peter asks Ananias why Satan has filled his heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and keep part of the proceeds, clarifying that though it was his property to dispose of as he wished, and that the proceeds were his after he sold it, his sin was lying to God. Hearing this rebuke, Ananias immediately dies, striking great fear in all who hear of this. A group of young men wrap his body, carry him out, and bury him. Three hours later, Sapphira enters, unaware of what has happened. Peter asks her if they have given all the proceeds from the sale of their land to the apostles, and she says they have. Peter then asks why she and Ananias had agreed to test the Spirit of the Lord. She too instantly falls and dies, and the young men bury her beside her husband. Again, great fear comes upon the whole Church and everyone else who hears about these events.
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