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Bible 101   
Acts of the Apostles 

January 18, 2023 
 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 
 
Important sections to read 
 

• Acts 1:6-11 = Ascension of Jesus 

• Acts 2:1-42 = Pentecost 

• Acts 8:26-40 = Philip baptizes the Ethiopian eunuch 

• Acts 9:1-22 = Conversion of Saul (Paul) on road to Damascus 

• Acts 10:1-48 = Peter baptizes Cornelius & family 

• Acts 17:16-34 = Paul in Athens 

• Acts 28:11-31 = Paul in Rome 
 

Authorship/Time period/Audience 
 
The introductions of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles (generally shortened to  
Acts) state that they are a two-volume account of the early church and were written by the 
same author.  As we did in the two-part summaries of the Gospel of Luke, we will refer to the 
author of Acts as Luke. 
 
Acts was probably written in the period 80-90 CE.  While the primary audience for the Gospel of 
Luke was members of the early church from the Greek-Roman communities, Acts appears to be 
addressed to a more general audience.  Some scholars suggest that Acts was written to be read 
at gatherings in home churches. 
 
Major Themes  
 
The core of Acts is the story of the growth of the early church and is told through the work of 
the apostles.  The first half of the book focuses on stories about , most notably Peter, John, 
Philip.  The second half is about the missionary work of Paul and his companions such as Silas, 
Barnabas, Aquila and Priscilla.   An important part of the story is the geographic expansion of 
the early church from its home base in Jerusalem, then to Antioch and other places in Palestine, 
and finally throughout the eastern part of the Mediterranean basin (Turkey, Greece, and Italy in 
contemporary geography). 
 
From a theological perspective, Luke presents the Holy Spirit as the guiding force of the growth 
of the early church.  A primary example is Pentecost when the Holy Spirit descended on the 
apostles in the form of tongues of fire.  The book of Acts is replete with references to the Holy 
Spirit directing, inspiring, or giving words to the apostles.  
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Outline of Acts 
 
Acts is a large book consisting of 28 chapters.  It has stories of inspiring preaching, visions, 
miracles, narrow escapes, shipwrecks, and courtroom dramas.  Below is a high-level outline of 
Acts with notes on major events. 
 

1. Introduction, Chapter 1:  The introductory material in Chapter 1 consists of: 

• The author’s address to his patron, Theophilus, that connects this book to 
the “first book”, which we know as the Gospel of Luke (verses 1-5). 
 

• The ascension of Jesus into heaven and the promise that the apostles will 
receive the power of the Holy Spirit (verses 6-11) 
 

• Matthias chosen to replace Judas, thus keeping as 12 the number of the 
apostles, which corresponds to the 12 tribes of Israel (verses 21-26). 
 

2. Pentecost, Chapter 2:  In accordance with Jesus’s command, the apostles remained 
in Jerusalem.  Pentecost is a Jewish harvest festival.  On the celebration in Jerusalem 
after Jesus’s resurrection, the Holy Spirit appeared as tongues of fire above the 
heads of the apostles, and they were given the ability to speak to the people 
assembled in Jerusalem for the festival in the hearers’ native languages.  Peter’s 
sermon is recorded in verses 14-36.  Luke records that 3,000 persons were baptized.  
Pentecost is marked as the birthday of the church and is celebrated 50 days after 
Easter. 
 

3. The church grows in Jerusalem (Chapters 3-8):  This section of Acts records the 
continued growth of the early church.  The apostles proclaimed the gospel, 
performed miracles, and suffered persecution.  Important events are: 

• Selection of seven men to oversee the distribution of food (the first church 
committee?). (Chapter 6, verses 1-6).  Two of them, Stephen, and Philip, are 
central figures in later events  
 

• Stephen’s preaching, arrest, and stoning (Chapter 6, verses 8-15 and Chapter 
7).  As recorded in Acts, Stephen is the first Christian martyr, and his feast 
day is December 26.  
 

4. Introduction of Saul, later known as the Apostle Paul:  Chapter 7, verse 58 states 
that Saul was a witness to Stephen’s death and then participated in the persecution 
of the church in Judea and Samaria (Chapter 8, verses 1-3). His conversion on 
the road to Damascus is found in Chapter 9, verses 1-22. 
 

5. Church grows beyond Jerusalem:  Major stories of the work of the Apostles are: 
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• Led by the Holy Spirit, Philip preaches in Samaria and baptizes the Ethiopian 
eunuch, the treasurer of the Queen (Chapter 8, verses 4-40).  These two 
stories show the outreach of the Apostles’ outreach beyond their familiar 
Jewish communities. 
 

• In a story similar to Jesus raising Lazarus, Peter, while he was in Joppa, 
revived the life of Tabitha (Dorcas in Greek), a beloved member of the Joppa 
church (Chapter 9, verses 36-43). 
 

• The story of Peter and Cornelius is told in Chapter 10 and Chapter 11, verses 
1-18.  In Casarea there was a Roman centurion named Cornelius who was a 
devout follower of God.  He had a vision that he should send men to Joppa to 
find a man named Peter and invite him to return with them. 
 
While Peter was in Joppa, he had a vision of a sheet descending from heaven 
that was filled with creatures considered unclean by Jewish law.  A voice told 
Peter to kill and eat them but Peter protested that he had never eaten 
anything unclean (not kosher).  The voice told him not consider unclean what 
the Lord had now proclaimed clean.  Peter then received visitors sent by 
Cornelius and recognized that his vision was a message from God that 
Gentiles (non-Jews) could receive the  gospel.  Peter then went to Cornelius’s 
house and proclaimed the gospel.  The Holy Spirit fell among them, and 
Cornelius and his household were baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.   
   

• Antioch becomes a major city of the early church (Chapter 11, verses 19-26).  
Verse 26 states that it was in Antioch where the disciples were first called 
“Christians”. 
 

6. Paul’s missionary work is recoded in Chapters 13-20.  Traditionally, this is described 
as three missionary journeys and are shown in the maps below. 
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However, the text does not explicitly label the individual journeys.  Instead, Acts 
presents a series of voyages, visits to cities and islands in the eastern Mediterranean 
area, and extended  stays in Corinth, Ephesus, Antioch, and Jerusalem.   Events of 
note are: 

• Chapter 15 states that after Paul’s first journey he went to Jerusalem to 
resolve the question as to whether the Gentile converts first needed to be 
circumcised in accordance with the Law of Moses.  Peter and James delivered 
strong arguments against circumcising the Gentile converts.  A decision was 
reached that the only requirements for Gentile converts were that they 
abstain from eating food offered to idols, fornication, and certain foods. 
 

• Paul’s address to the Athenians (Chapter 17, verses 16-34) is a classic 
example of Paul’s oratorical skills.  Paul opens by praising the audience for 
their devoutness.  He notes that their altar has an inscription to “the 
unknown god”.  He then states that all of them hold in common a belief in 
God as creator.  Paul closes by telling them of Jesus’s death and resurrection.  

Formatted: Left
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The text states that some of them rejected Paul’s message and that others 
became believers. 
 

• Throughout these chapters are references to places that will become known 
as audiences of Paul’s epistles.  Examples are:  Corinth, 1st and 2nd 
Corinthians; Ephesus, Ephesians; and Thessalonica, Thessalonians.  
 

7. Paul’s last visit to Jerusalem is described in Chapter 21 verses 17-40, Chapter 22, and 
Chapter 23 verses 1-22.  Paul, like Jesus, went to the Temple to preach and teach.  
Paul’s words caused a mob to form, and he was arrested.  
 

8.  Chapter 23 Chapter 28 verses 1-10 tell that Paul faced a series of hearing and 
tribunals.  In each of them, he used these opportunities to boldly tell of his call as an 
apostle of the gospel.  Paul also took advantage of his Roman citizenship to make a 
final appeal to the emperor in Rome. 
 

Chapter 28 is the concluding chapter of Acts.  Verses 1-15 describe his final voyage from Malta 
to Rome.  The last verses are not about Paul’s death, but recount his house arrest while waiting 
for appeal to be decided.  The book closes with Paul continuing to preach the good news:  
“…and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the 
Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance” (verses 30-31).  
 
Reflections 
 
What story in Acts most inspires you? 
 
What lessons from the early church can we draw on today? 
 
How can we communicate the gospel message in a world that frequently is indifferent or even 
hostile to religion? 
 
 
 


