
T H E GR E AT EST STORY EV ER TOLD
The story of Jesus Christ is “the greatest story ever told.” That was the 
title of a 1949 book by Fulton Oursler, later made into a movie. The story 
is “the greatest,” not only because it has everything a good story needs 
(important premise, engaging plot, fascinating characters, sharp conflict), 
and not only because it is true, but because it has impacted and still 
impacts this world as no other story has done. Those who hear it realize 
that they are invited in, for it keeps going and growing! At the end of 
his Narnia series, C. S. Lewis calls it the “Great Story… which goes on 
forever, in which every chapter is better than the one before” (The Last 
Battle, p. 184).

The story of Jesus and the movement He began was shared already 
long ago by the Evangelist Luke in two parts: the Gospel of Luke and 
the Acts of the Apostles. The former narrates “all that Jesus began to 
do and teach” (Acts 1:1). The latter continues by telling what the risen 
and ascended Jesus did through some of His key followers, particularly 
Peter and Paul, in the decades afterward. The story was long enough 
that the author recorded it on two scrolls, each about 25–30 feet long. 
Unfortunately, the scrolls circulated separately, and when they were 
finally included in the New Testament canon, the insertion of John’s 
Gospel divided them “unnaturally” (observes Robert Smith). The result 
has been that some readers do not realize these two books are really one 
book in two parts.
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“MOST EXCELLEN T T H EOPH I LUS”
The two parts of Luke’s story are tied 
together by the name Theophilus. Each 
part begins with a formal preface, the kind 
that was common to historical works of 
that time. In each one the author states his 
purpose in writing and identifies Theophilus 
as the recipient. “Theophilus” means “one 
who loves God.” It’s possible that the name 
refers to the readers of the story who love 
God enough to ponder and accept the 
message. But more likely it’s the name of 
one particular man.

The designation “most excellent” (Luke 
1:3) may indicate that the recipient was 
a Roman official. Some commentators 
assert that Luke is making the case before 
Rome that Jesus and His followers were 
innocent of wrong, that they posed no 
danger of insurrection and had no political 
agenda. It may, others suggest, be the 
name of a wealthy patron, “responsible 
for seeing that [Luke’s] writings were 
copied and distributed. Such a dedication 
to the publisher was common at that time” 
(Concordia Self-Study Bible ).

LU K E — A N AU T HOR W I T H A 
U N IQ U E PER SPECT I V E
How can we be sure that Luke is the 
writer? Nowhere in either book does he 
identify himself by name. But there are 
clues. He must be a companion of Paul 
on those mission journeys, for beginning 
at Acts 16:10 come the well-known “we” 
sections, indicating that the author was a 
participant in the mission team. Members of 
that team are named in Colossians 4:10–

14, which was written from Rome toward 
the end of Paul’s career. They include 
Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus, all 
Jewish Christians. Demas, Epaphras, and 
Luke are three Gentile Christians also 
with Paul at the time. Luke and four of the 
others are mentioned again in Philemon (v. 
24), which was written about the same time 
as Colossians.

Another clue is that Luke and Acts are 
written in elegant Greek with fastidiously 
accurate historical details, the mark of 
an educated man. A “doctor” (so Paul 
identifies Luke in Col. 4:14) would be such 
an educated man. That label also helps 
explain the mention of various ailments and 
cures in Luke/Acts, as well as a marked 
compassion for the poor, the sick, and the 
lowly so evident in its pages.

The clearly dominant interest in the 
outreach to Gentiles in Luke/Acts (as we’ll 
see in this study) also fits an author who is 
himself a Gentile. As the only Gentile author 
in the New Testament, Luke brings a unique 
perspective on the Church’s early years and 
its struggle to bridge the gap between Jews 
and Gentiles.

The earliest recorded attribution of both 
“books” to Luke is in the Muratorian 
Canon (about AD 170). The early historian 
Eusebius (AD 325) lists information from 
several places to identify the author as 
Luke. Luke’s role as author remains the 
consensus choice among scholars to the 
present day.
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T H E O U T LI N E OF ACTS
The story in Acts has an astonishing array of 
events, including

 · a young man falling asleep during a sermon

 · an earthquake that rocks a jail and frees the 
prisoners

 · a rooftop vision of animals in a sheet

 · missionaries mistaken for gods, then later 
stoned by the same crowd

 · a hero who survives a shipwreck, then a 
poisonous snakebite

 · a crazed and pompous king struck down by 
God

and much more. But amid all these seemingly 
random happenings in Acts, there is a steady thread 
of purpose, a predicted order of events that holds 
the book together and serves as an outline for the 
history it records.

The geographic heart of Luke is the journey of 
Jesus that ends in Jerusalem. The geographic 
heart of Acts is the journey of His message from 
Jerusalem to Rome, an unmistakable indicator of 
the spread of the Gospel from Jews to Gentiles. 
Acts can be very simply divided into two halves, 
according to the Concordia Self-Study Bible:

a) Peter and the beginnings of the Church in 
Palestine (Acts 1–12)

b) Paul and the expansion of the Church from 
Antioch to Rome (Acts 13–28)

Others prefer to divide the book into three 
sections. How so? The cue is in 1:8. There, just 
before His ascension into heaven, Jesus tells the 
eleven apostles, “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.” There 
in a single verse is an outline of Acts, the Spirit-
powered propulsion of the Gospel of Jesus from 
Jerusalem, the heart of the Jewish world, to the 

“end of the earth,” namely Rome, the capital of 
the Gentile world. In a single generation after its 
launch, the message of Jesus the Savior travels 
1500 miles, an impressive accomplishment in a 
world without telephones or automobiles!

The threefold outline (Jerusalem, Judea and 
Samaria, the “end of the earth”) is reinforced 
by repeated Pentecostal outpourings of the Holy 
Spirit on successive new “people groups.” There 
is Pentecost Day in Jerusalem (Chapter 2), the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the 120 Jewish 
believers. Later the Samaritans believe the 
preached message of Philip and receive the Holy 
Spirit at the hands of Peter and John (Chapter 
8). Finally even the Gentiles in Cornelius’s house 
receive the Holy Spirit (Chapter 10), and the words 
of Jesus come to pass in dramatic fashion. After 
the story of the Gentile outreach in Paul’s mission 
journeys, the book climaxes with Paul preaching 
the Gospel freely in Rome. “How about that!” Luke 
seems to say.

Although the Gospel message spreads like the 
ripples in a pond to a wider and wider circle of 
people, Jerusalem is never really left behind. Each 
time a new boundary is crossed, the story bounces 
us back to Jerusalem before rebounding farther and 
farther away. Robert Smith describes it in geometric 
terms: “It is not accurate to say that the old sacred 
circle with Jerusalem as its center was finally 
replaced by a new circle with its center in Rome. 
Rather the old circle has been stretched into an 
ellipse” (Acts, p. 17).

T H E I MP ORTA NCE OF ACTS
While we have four canonical accounts of the 
earthly life of Jesus, we have only one of the early 
years of the Church. The story of the spread of the 
Gospel in spite of internal struggles (the neglect 
of the Greek widows, the dispute about what to 
do with Gentiles) and threats from outside (Jewish 
resistance, the Herodian persecution, demonic 
opposition) is crucial for understanding the way 
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God chooses to guide His Church, even now. For there are many who say that our 
secular and increasingly hostile culture is resembling those times more and more. 
While we cannot simply replicate the Early Church, there is much to learn from it.

Luke explained to Theophilus that he intended to provide an “orderly account” 
of the story of Jesus and the Church (Luke 1:3–4) so that readers might have 
certainty. As one of the few direct accounts of the life of the Early Church, Acts 
provides a historical grid of dates and places that enables us to understand the 
chronology of Paul’s letters in particular. Archeological findings have repeatedly 
demonstrated Luke’s accuracy as a historian and his use of proper terminology 
from that time. We find certainty and assurance in his remarkable record.

For two thousand years the Book of Acts has provided countless generations the 
experience Walter Cronkite once called “You Are There.” The anecdotes bring 
us to the edge of our chairs. The speeches allow us to eavesdrop on those early 
Christian preachers and teachers as if we sat at their feet. The book becomes not 
merely something one reads but something one experiences.

In 2006, this writer and his wife went to Kyrgyzstan for a month-long short-term 
mission. While there we listened to a “pentecostal” array of languages. We taught 
without notes, following the missionary’s instruction to “let the Holy Spirit tell 
you what to say” (and He did!). We witnessed opposition from husbands who 
forced their wives to leave our gatherings, and we heard the dreadful story of the 
lynching of a teen boy, the son of the first convert to Christianity in his Muslim 
village. We met a woman who spoke of demons disturbing her sleep, and watched 
as the missionary team prayed over her. Two weeks later she exulted that the 
demons had left her. When we came back home, we told people, “It felt as if we 
were living in the Book of Acts.”

It’s that kind of book. The kind one “lives in,” even while sitting at the kitchen 
table. We’ll take a journey there together for the next few months. Live there. 
Listen. Watch. We need what this book brings! We need to learn again what it 
means to be a follower of “The Way” in our worldly culture. These are the “last 
days,” and the Holy Spirit is still stirring the hearts of people like us.

We need what this book brings! We need to learn again 
what it means to be a follower of “The Way” in our 

worldly culture. These are the “last days,” and the Holy 
Spirit is still stirring the hearts of people like us.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 1:1-26

Holy Spirit, You inspired Luke to write this book. Come and help me as I read 
it. Inspire and equip me to be not merely a bystander, but a participant in Your 

mighty rescue mission. I ask this in Jesus’ name and for His sake. Amen.
Review
1. Share with your small group your level of familiarity with Acts before you began this study.

2. What did you learn about the “geographic outline” of the book?

Acts 1:1–11
3. Luke says that his former book (Gospel of Luke) was about “all that Jesus began to do and teach” (v. 1). 

What does that phrase tell you about the role of Jesus in this book?

4. While staying with his apostles during the 40 days after His resurrection, what specific command did Jesus 
give them? Why was this instruction important?

5. Compare verse 5 with Luke 3:16. Who is the speaker in each place?

 What is the difference between John’s baptism and Jesus’ baptism?

6. The apostles ask Jesus a question in v. 6. What do they assume is to happen next? How does Jesus’ answer 
instruct them?

7. Luke tells the story of the Ascension twice. Read both versions (Luke 24:50–53 and Acts 1:6–11). What is 
the SAME in each version? What details are unique to each account?

8. Which of these three things would have the biggest impact on you personally:

 a) Jesus’ directive in verse 8?

 b) Seeing Him lifted up into heaven?

 c) The promise of the angels in verse 11?

9. Do you take “you will be my witnesses” in verse 8 as a promise or a command?
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10. What holds you back from being a “witness” for Him? Circle your answer.

 a) Lack of knowledge

 b) Lack of concern

 c) Lack of courage

 d) I don’t know any unbelievers

 e) Nothing…I’m doing it!

Acts 1:12–26
11. Whom does Luke identify among the 120 people who waited in that “upper room”? Any surprises? In light 

of the frequent symbolic use of numbers in the Bible, do you think there might be any possible significance 
to the number 120?

12. Peter uses Scripture to argue that Judas is to be replaced. Check the footnotes to see what Peter cites and 
list below.

13.  According to Peter, what are the qualifications needed for being an “apostle”? How does he summarize the 
job description?

 Who are the candidates?

14.  How did they finally make the selection? Tell what more you learn about this practice in

 Joshua 14:2

 1 Sam. 14:42

 Prov. 16:33

 Jonah 1:7

15. How does their method of choosing another leader compare with the way we do this in our congregations 
today?

 Have you ever seen their method employed?

 What do you see as the advantages or disadvantages of “casting lots”?

Memory verse challenge
As a part of this course, you will be challenged to commit selected verses from Acts to memory. New verses will 
appear in some lessons. In the others, you will be encouraged to review what you have already learned. In this 
way, the lessons of this wonderful book will be stored in your mind and heart and provide continued spiritual 
nourishment. The first verse is written below. Make the effort. You can do it!

ACTS 1:8 “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.”
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