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Acts 1:1–8:1a
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OuT Of ThE ShadOwS
Acts 1:1-14

From Tarzan to Indiana Jones, from Buck Rogers to Luke Skywalker, action 
thrillers have entertained generations of readers and moviegoers. For me, the 

book of Acts is the action thriller of the New Testament. The very name, Acts, 
suggests action. Here we find a tale set in the exotic culture of the first-century 
Roman world. The story is rich in plot twists, peril, narrow escapes, conflict, 
and intrigue, all set against the backdrop of fast-changing world events.

The book of Acts is truly one of the most exciting books of the Bible. Its 
full name is The Acts of the Apostles, yet the only apostles prominently fea-
tured are James, John, Peter, and Paul. The book should probably be called The 
Acts of God, for it reveals how God acts through Christians. We see the heal-
ing life of Jesus Christ poured out upon a corrupt and dying society through 
ordinary people like you and me.

We could never understand the New Testament without the book of Acts, 
for it fills the gap between the four Gospels and Paul’s letter to the Romans. At 
the end of the Gospels, we find a handful of Jews gathered in Jerusalem talking 
about a coming kingdom. In Romans, we find a letter from an apostle who is 
not even mentioned in the Gospels and who was not one of the Twelve. The 
book of Acts tells us how this small band of Jews in Jerusalem became a multi-
ethnic force for global transformation.

the Lord’s strategy In the Book of aCts
The first fourteen verses of Acts give us the key to the book. They reveal the 
strategy by which Jesus Christ proposes to change the world. It is His strategy 
by which His church is to operate. The church ceases to become effective in the 
world when it departs from this strategy.

I believe most Christians suffer from an inferiority complex when we con-
front the world around us. Many of us have accepted the notion that the church 
is irrelevant in the world. Don’t be fooled! The church is the most important 
body in the world today—more important than the United Nations, NATO, 
and all the governments of the world combined. Whatever happens in the 
world today is a result of what the church is doing—or failing to do. We shall 
see this clearly in the book of Acts.



1 2  g o d ’ s  u n f I n I s h e d  B o o k

The strategy of the Lord Jesus is given to us: “In my former book, Theoph-
ilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was 
taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the 
apostles he had chosen” (Acts 1:1-2).

The author of Acts is Luke, the beloved physician, who accompanied 
Paul on some of his journeys (much of this book is an eyewitness account). 
When Luke speaks of “my former book,” he refers to the Gospel of Luke (Acts 
could be called The Gospel of Luke: The Sequel). We do not know how Luke 
became a Christian, though he may have been converted by Paul. There was a 
close friendship between Paul and Luke, because Luke remained at Paul’s side 
through times of danger, hardship, and trial.

Luke addressed both of his books to a man named Theophilus (Luke 1:3 and 
Acts 1:1). This name means “friend of God.” There is no person named Theo-
philus mentioned anywhere else in Scripture, so Theophilus may have been the 
name of a young Greek convert to Christianity, or it may be that Luke addressed 
his two books to any reader who is a friend of God, much as I might open a gen-
eral letter to the members of my church by writing, “Dear Friend in Christ.”

What is the Lord’s great strategy for achieving His work in human history? 
Luke writes, “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 
began to do and to teach.” Luke says that his previous book, the gospel of 
Luke, was a record of what Jesus, the incarnate Son of God, “began to do and 
to teach.” This implies that the second book, the book of Acts, is the continu-
ation of what Jesus began to do and teach.

In a real sense, the book of Acts does not recount the acts of the apostles or 
the acts of the church but the continuing acts of Jesus. In the Gospels, Jesus did 
His work through His physical body of human flesh. In the book of Acts, He 
does His work through the bodies of men and women who are indwelt by His 
life. Thus, whether in the Gospels or in Acts, incarnation—the Son of God tak-
ing on human flesh—is the secret strategy by which God changes the world.

Whenever God sends a message to the human race, He clothes His mes-
sage in flesh and blood. He manifests His own life through the life of a human 
being, making clear what He has to say. That is the strategy of the book of 
Acts: Men and women, possessed by Jesus Christ, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, 
manifest the life and power of God the Father. That’s the secret of authentic 
Christianity. Any so-called Christianity that does not operate by this strategy 
is false Christianity. Many individuals and institutions have adopted the guise 
of Christianity but are not indwelt by the life of Jesus Christ—and they do not 
represent authentic Christianity.

an unfInIshed Book
The book of Acts begins with Jesus being taken up into heaven, and it ends 
with Paul in Rome, under house arrest while awaiting trial before Caesar.  
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As you read the final chapter, it seems you should be able to turn the page and 
read the rest of Paul’s adventure—but no, the book is ended, the story tantaliz-
ingly unfinished.

Indeed, Acts is an unfinished book. The story that began in the Gospels 
and continued in Acts is still being written to this day, to this hour. What we 
call the book of Acts was volume 1—the record of the Acts of God in the first 
century A.D. In every century, God, through His church, has written another 
volume of Acts. As this book goes to press, God is in the midst of writing vol-
ume 21, the acts of God in the twenty-first century A.D. It may be the final 
volume. God alone knows.

The events recorded in the book of Acts continue to shape history to this 
present day. The first of these historic elements is the resurrection of Jesus:

After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many con-
vincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of 
forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 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.” (Acts 1:3-4)

Notice that Luke stresses the great and central fact of Christian faith: Jesus 
is alive. The founder of every other religion on earth has died and turned to 
dust. But the founder of Christianity came out of the tomb and is alive today.

Read your newspaper or watch the news networks, and you’ll hear story 
after story of self-exalted messiahs who claim to be the second coming of Christ 
on earth. Some attract hundreds or thousands of followers. But when I hear 
someone claiming to be a new messiah, my first question is: Has he risen from 
the dead? I have no use for any self-proclaimed messiah who has not risen from 
the dead!

Luke says that after Jesus was crucified, He gave many convincing proofs 
that He was alive. Luke lists three categories of proof.

First, Luke says, “He appeared to them over a period of forty days.” The 
Greek word translated “appeared” is optanomai, from which we get our word 
ophthalmic, which means “of or relating to or resembling the eyeball.” It would 
be a reasonable translation of Luke’s wording to say that Jesus allowed the 
disciples to eyeball Him over a period of forty days. The disciples saw Him 
again and again, not once but many times, and it was clear that His appearance 
before them was not a hallucination.

Second, Luke says, the risen Lord Jesus “spoke about the kingdom of God.” 
The disciples clearly remembered His subject matter when He spoke to them: 
He talked about the kingdom of God. First the disciples saw Him; then they 
heard Him. Two objective sensory experiences confirmed that the resurrection 
was no fantasy or illusion.
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Third, Luke says, Jesus “was eating with them.” The disciples saw Him 
eat. They shared meals with Him and saw Him put food in His mouth, chew 
it, and swallow it. This is the proof, Luke says: He ate with us, so we know He 
is alive.

The Christian faith rests on the fact of the resurrection of Jesus. Hundreds 
of eyewitnesses saw Him, heard Him, and ate with Him—and many went to a 
martyr’s death, confident that they would be raised just as they had seen Jesus 
raised. Over the centuries, skeptics have tried to disprove the resurrection of 
Jesus, but no one has succeeded. Some who sought to disprove the resurrection 
were in fact converted by the evidence they found.

Josh McDowell was an atheist college student when he decided to write a 
paper disproving the Christian faith. While researching the paper, the histori-
cal evidence he uncovered persuaded him to become a Christian, and today 
he is an outspoken Christian speaker and author of Evidence That Demands a 
Verdict.

Lee Strobel was an award-winning journalist for United Press Interna-
tional when his wife became a Christian. An avowed atheist at the time, Strobel 
decided to investigate the claims of Christianity in order to disprove it. Like 
Josh McDowell before him, Strobel was persuaded to faith in Christ on the 
basis of the evidence, including the evidence for the resurrection.

the PromIse of the father
The next historical fact Luke brings to our attention is the promise of God the 
Father. He writes:

On one occasion, while he was eating with them, he gave them this com-
mand: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, 
which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but 
in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”

So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this 
time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”

He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the 
Father has set by his own authority. 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.” (Acts 1:4-8)

The disciples were still looking for Jesus to establish a political kingdom 
in Israel. But Jesus told them that the sovereign God does not reveal His time-
table. God would baptize them with the Holy Spirit.

“Do not leave Jerusalem,” Jesus said to the Eleven (the Twelve, minus the 
traitor Judas). Literally, His wording was, “Stick around in Jerusalem.” That 
may sound like American slang, but the Greek word used here, perimeno, liter-
ally means to stick to a spot as if glued there—don’t move!
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The disciples were to stick around and wait for the promise of the Father to 
come upon them. God was commissioning them to be His witnesses “in Jerusa-
lem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” This was a big 
task, and they would make a hopeless mess of it if they tried to witness in their 
own human strength. They needed the life and the power of the Holy Spirit.

The same holds true for you and me. We cannot be effective Christians if 
we do not operate in the power of the Holy Spirit. Our human flesh only gets 
in the way of God’s message. Like those first-century disciples, we need the 
indwelling presence of the Spirit in our lives.

Notice the contrast Jesus draws between John’s baptism and the baptism of 
the Spirit. John baptized with water; in other words, his baptism was a symbol, 
a foreshadowing of a coming reality. But the Spirit’s coming would not be a 
ritual; it would be the fulfillment of the Father’s promise. So Jesus told the 
disciples, “Wait for the gift my Father promised.”

When did God the Father make that promise? He made that promise to 
Abraham two thousand years before Jesus came to earth:

“I will make you into a great nation
 and I will bless you;
I will make your name great,
 and you will be a blessing.
I will bless those who bless you,
 and whoever curses you I will curse;
and all peoples on earth
 will be blessed through you.” (Genesis 12:2-3)

God told Abraham that He would bless Abraham, make his name great, 
and bless all nations through him. God did not tell Abraham what form that 
blessing would take, but in Galatians, Paul explains God’s promise of blessing 
through Abraham:

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, 
for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” He redeemed 
us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gen-
tiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise 
of the Spirit. (Galatians 3:13-14)

The promise God made to Abraham was that his spiritual descendents—
believing Jews and believing Gentiles—would receive the Holy Spirit. Does 
this mean that no one received the Holy Spirit until the day of Pentecost, when 
the Spirit descended on the disciples? The fact is, before the day of Pentecost, 
no Gentile ever received the Holy Spirit unless he first became a part of Israel.

In the Old Testament, there are several accounts of people who were filled 
with the Spirit in Israel. We know that Abraham was filled with the Spirit 
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because God promised, “I will bless you,” and that blessing, Paul says, is the 
promise of the Spirit. Moses, Joshua, David, many of the kings of Judah, and all 
of the prophets received the Spirit because Peter tells us that when the prophets 
predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glory that would follow, they spoke 
by “the Spirit of Christ which was in them” (1 Peter 1:11 KJV). They were 
filled with the Spirit and spoke according to the Spirit.

Yet these Old Testament believers had an incomplete and partial under-
standing of the Spirit who indwelt them. They experienced the Spirit-filled life 
by means of shadows and symbols. We find symbolic depictions of the Spirit 
throughout the Old Testament: Aaron’s rod that budded, which was kept in 
the Ark of the Covenant (Numbers 17), and the seven-branched candlestick in the 
tabernacle (Exodus 25:31-40) are pictures of the Holy Spirit illuminating the mind 
and heart. The widow’s jar of oil that never ran dry was a picture of the endless 
flow of the Spirit in our lives (2 Kings 4:1-7).

The two olive trees that dripped oil from their branches into the bowls of 
the golden lampstand are a picture of the Holy Spirit (Zechariah 4). Ezekiel’s 
river, which flowed from the temple and from the throne of God, is a picture of 
the overflowing, Spirit-filled life (Ezekiel 47:1-12; see also Revelation 22:1-5).

The last symbolic picture of the promise of God was John’s baptism. Jesus 
said that John the Baptist was the last of the prophets. In his gospel, Luke tells 
us that John was filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s womb (Luke 
1:15). John experienced the indwelling Spirit, but he could only teach about 
the Spirit through the ritual of baptism.

In Acts 1, the risen Lord tells His disciples in Jerusalem there will be no 
more shadows, for the reality is at hand. When the Holy Spirit comes, all 
believers will live their lives on this new level. Jesus had once told His disciples, 
“the Spirit of truth  .  .  . lives with you and will be in you” (John 14:17). He was 
telling them that the Spirit was already with them (alongside them) but did not 
yet dwell in them. On the day of Pentecost, that would change—and the filling 
of the Spirit would be available to Jews and Gentiles.

The Holy Spirit is given to us immediately when we believe in Jesus. There 
may not be any sign or emotional sensation when the Spirit is given to us, but 
it occurs nonetheless. That is the promise of Jesus.

the mIstake of the ChurCh
Next, we see that the Spirit has come to bring us power, not a program.

The disciples said to him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore 
the kingdom to Israel?” They wanted to understand His political program for 
Israel. But Jesus replied, in effect, “Don’t concern yourself with God’s time-
table—that’s all under His sovereign authority. Your task is to manifest His 
power. The Father will take care of the schedule.”
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Here we see the great mistake of the church. We think it’s our job to set up 
programs to carry out the work of God. But Jesus says we should focus on His 
power, not on a program. The Lord’s promise to us is the same today as it was 
in Acts 1: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 
will be my witnesses.”

What kind of power do we receive? Resurrection power. But the power of 
the risen Lord does not draw attention to itself. His power is a quiet power. We 
tend to think of power as something that dazzles, explodes, and electrifies. But 
when Jesus came out of the tomb, no one saw, no one heard. The evidence of 
His resurrection was a quiet, empty tomb.

Resurrection power is quiet but irresistible and unstoppable. Every obstacle 
thrown in its path only advances the gospel even further. Resurrection power 
changes lives from within. It doesn’t destroy; it heals. It doesn’t divide; it har-
monizes. It breaks down the “the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility” between 
humanity and God (Ephesians 2:14). That is the power we receive through the 
Holy Spirit.

Jesus says, “You will be my witnesses.” He doesn’t say we will be His 
propagandists or His salesmen. We will be His witnesses. We are not to go 
out and recruit people into our religious club or peddle a religious product. 
When we do that, the church becomes powerless and ineffective. He calls us 
to be His witnesses, and that means we tell people what Jesus has done in our 
lives.

The mark of a false church is that it loves to talk about itself. The early 
Christians never witnessed about the church. They witnessed about the amaz-
ing change Jesus made in human hearts. God did not promise us a program. 
He promised us power—the power of the Spirit who indwells us through faith 
in the risen Lord.

the hoPe of the Lord’s return
The promise of the Father is not restricted to one point in time and space. It is 
universal. It begins in Jerusalem and then goes out into Judea and Samaria and 
to the uttermost parts of the earth. It is all-inclusive, encompassing all places, 
races, and ages, as attested in the words of the hymn by William Dunkerley:

In Christ there is no east or west,
In him no south or north;
But one great fellowship of love,
Throughout the whole wide earth.

Throughout the book of Acts and wherever the church becomes what God 
intended it to be, you see this same inclusive spirit being demonstrated. When 
the church becomes exclusive, when it ceases to be a place that welcomes all 
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people without partiality or prejudice, it ceases to exhibit the power of God in 
the world.

Next, Luke stresses the hope of Christ’s return. After Jesus promises that 
the disciples will receive the Spirit and become witnesses, something amazing 
happens:

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

They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when 
suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. “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.” (Acts 1:9-11)

As the disciples stood with Jesus on the Mount of Olives, outside of Jeru-
salem, they saw him ascend into a cloud—and they never saw Him again. Jesus 
had told them, “It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, 
the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you” (John 
16:7). Jesus makes His life intimately available to us by means of the Spirit.

Where did Jesus go? Not to some far planet or distant galaxy. It’s a mistake 
to think of heaven as a place beyond the clouds, somewhere in space. I’m con-
vinced that Jesus stepped into a different dimension of existence—into the invis-
ible spiritual kingdom that surrounds us on every side. He is not far away—and 
He has left us His Spirit, by whom Jesus continues to live through us.

Though Jesus has left, His return is certain. “Men of Galilee,” the angels 
said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus  .  .  . will 
come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” Just as He 
stepped into invisibility, He will one day step back into visibility. When He 
comes, the Scriptures tell us, He will lift the curse from nature (Isaiah 11:9; 
Habakkuk 2:14; Romans 8:19-22).

People today are frightened of the looming ecological crisis—pollution, 
global warming, ozone depletion, and an increasingly toxic environment. How 
shall we solve these problems? The truth is: We shall not. These problems will 
grow steadily worse, not better. Jesus said that the tribulation of the last days 
will be so intense that all life will be extinguished unless God intervenes (Mat-
thew 24:21-22).

And God will intervene. When Jesus returns, He will remove the curse 
from nature, and the earth will bloom with life once again. God will draw 
back the curtain on His masterpiece—a new humanity. As Paul writes, “The 
creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed” (Romans 
8:19). This hope is part of the grand strategy of God.
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WaItIng and PrayIng
Next, Luke reveals to us one more essential element in God’s plan for the early 
Christians—and for you and me:

Then they returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, 
a Sabbath day’s walk from the city. 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. 
They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and 
Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers. (Acts 1:12-14)

The disciples returned to Jerusalem and waited, but they didn’t wait pas-
sively. They acted because they prayed. Though deprived of the physical pres-
ence of Jesus, they were not cut off from God. The Spirit was not yet given, so 
they didn’t possess His indwelling life, but they were still linked to the Father 
by prayer. They gave themselves to prayer, awaiting the full revelation God 
intended to give them. Prayer is a crucial ingredient in the Father’s strategy for 
touching and changing the world.

The indwelling power of the Holy Spirit could only be glimpsed through 
shadows and symbols in the Old Testament. Now it is about to burst forth 
upon the scene. God’s plan for you and me has come out of the shadows and 
into reality. The indwelling Spirit empowers us to affect our world. That’s the 
secret of authentic Christianity. That’s God’s strategy for our lives: Possessed by 
Jesus Christ, indwelt by the Holy Spirit, we go forth to manifest the life and 
power of God the Father.

The action thriller of the New Testament has begun!


