
Lesson One

Accept 
Responsibility 
for Being Jesus’ 
Witness

FoCal TexT
Acts 1:1–8

BaCkground
Acts 1:1–11

Main idea
Jesus instructed his 

disciples that they were 
to be his witnesses.

QueSTion To explore
Whose witness are you?

TeaCHing aiM
To lead participants to commit 

themselves to be Jesus’ 
witnesses and to identify in 
this series of Bible studies 

how they will do that
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BiBle CoMMenTS

Understanding the Context

Acts of the Apostles is Luke’s second book in the New Testament. It is 
the sequel to his gospel, the Gospel of Luke. In his prologue to Acts, 
Luke gave a quick summary of his Gospel. Luke’s focus in Acts was to 
give the history of the early church.

Acts 1:3 tells us that the length of time from the resurrection of our 
Lord to his ascension was forty days. During this time the risen Lord 
appeared to and taught his disciples. This was a pivotal period for the 
disciples.

Acts 1:1–8 points out some main themes the risen Lord focused on 
during this period. The risen Lord took pains to assure his disciples that 
he was real, not a ghost.

The risen Lord further reminded the disciples that his entire earthly 
ministry, including his crucifixion and resurrection, was in fulfillment 
of what the prophets had foretold. On the road to Emmaus, he actually 
chided Cleopas and his traveling companion—thus chiding all the other 
disciples as well—saying, “O foolish men and slow of heart to believe in 
all that the prophets have spoken! Was it not necessary for the Christ to 
suffer these things and to enter into His glory?” (Luke 24:25–26).1

A third theme was that the risen Lord opened the understanding of 
the disciples. Luke pointed out that on the road to Emmaus, the risen 
Lord began with Moses and all the prophets and “explained to them 
the things concerning Himself in all the Scriptures” (Luke 24:27). After 
the risen Lord had made himself known at the breaking of bread and 
then disappeared, the two disciples said to themselves in amazement, 
“Were not our hearts burning within us while He was speaking to us on 
the road, while He was explaining the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32). 
Luke emphasized again that later that evening the risen Lord opened the 
minds of all the disciples “to understand the Scriptures” (Luke 24:45).

The fourth theme was that the risen Lord clearly told his disciples 
that he was leaving them to carry on a very important mission, the mis-
sion we call The Great Commission. They were to be his witnesses (Acts 
1:8).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Earthly Ministry of Jesus Before His Crucifixion (1:1)

As Luke began Acts, he made the connection to his first book, the 
Gospel of Luke. He referred to “the first account I composed,” and 
he addressed Theophilus, just as he had in his Gospel (see Luke 1:3). 
“Theophilus” means lover of God, but Luke did not dedicate his books 
to the generic lover of God, that is, any believer. Luke’s use of the address 
“most excellent Theophilus” in Luke 1:3, an address that was reserved 
for high government officials such as Governor Felix (see Acts 23:26), 
meant that Theophilus was most likely a high government official. It was 
also very likely that Theophilus was a new believer, for Luke indicated in 
his Gospel that he was writing “so that you might know the exact truth 
about the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4).

In Acts 1:3, Luke stated that in his Gospel he had written about “all 
that Jesus began to do and teach.” This phrase encompasses everything 
Luke had written in his Gospel, from the infancy narrative of Jesus to 
the events of Holy Week and up to his ascension in Luke 24.

The Ministry of the Risen Lord  
from His Resurrection to His Ascension (1:2–8)

1:2. In using the phrase, “until the day when He was taken up,” Luke was 
referring to his account of the ascension of our Lord, which is spoken 
of in Luke 24:50–53. There Luke had simply said that the risen Lord led 
his disciples as far as Bethany, and as he blessed them, with his hands 
lifted up, “He parted from them” (Luke 24:51). He then noted that the 
disciples returned “to Jerusalem with great joy and were continually in 
the temple, praising God” (Luke 24:52b–53).

Luke, the only New Testament writer who gave us any account of 
the ascension of our Lord, gave us some more details of this remarkable 
event here in Acts 1. Here Luke elaborated that it was while the disciples 
were looking at Jesus, evidently as he was blessing them, that he was 
lifted up into a cloud, and the cloud covered him up (see Acts 1:9). He 
also described the vision of the angels that the disciples saw (1:10–11). 
Understandably, the disciples were all astonished, and they were “gazing 
intently into the sky” (1:10) as the risen Lord strangely went up away from 
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them, when two angels, described as “two men in white clothing,” stood 
beside them, chiding, and in a way mocking, them. What the angels said 
to the disciples is noteworthy. They said, “Men of Galilee, why do you 
stand looking into the sky? This Jesus who has been taken up from you 
into heaven will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go 
into heaven” (1:11). The angels were telling the disciples—and us—that 
the ascension of our Lord should point us to his Second Coming. The 
same Jesus who had just been taken up visibly in the clouds into the 
heavens will return in the clouds visibly some day.

1:3. Luke stressed that the risen Lord used “many convincing proofs” to 
assure his disciples that he was alive. In his Gospel, Luke had detailed 
some of these. Luke told us that when the risen Lord appeared to his dis-
ciples in the Upper Room and they were startled and frightened, thinking 
that they were seeing a ghost, the risen Lord said to them, “Why are you 
troubled, and why do doubts arise in your hearts?” (Luke 24:38). The 
risen Lord proceeded to show them his hands and feet, obviously with 
the nail prints in them, and pointed out the obvious, “See My hands and 
My feet, that it is I Myself; touch Me and see, for a spirit does not have 
flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39). Luke described the 
understandable mixed feelings that the disciples had, saying, “They still 
could not believe it because of their joy and amazement” (Luke 24:41). 
The risen Lord then did something that would remove their astonish-
ment from their joy. He asked them whether they had any food. They 
gave him a piece of broiled fish, and he took it and ate it in their presence 
(see Luke 24:41–43). They were not seeing a ghost after all, and it was no 
hallucination!

The risen Lord appeared to his disciples for a period of forty days, 
during which he taught them. He no longer stayed twenty-four hours 
a day with his disciples. He would appear to them, teach them, and 
then vanish from their sight. In summarizing the risen Lord’s teaching 
during this forty-day period, Acts 1:3 says he taught them “concerning 
the kingdom of God.” “The kingdom of God” is a phrase that our Lord 
used synonymously with “the kingdom of heaven” found in Matthew. 
Further, to enter the kingdom of God is the same as having eternal life. 
The kingdom of God is where God reigns. It is where God’s rule is seen 
in action.
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1:4. The last words of Jesus recorded by Luke in his Gospel state the clear 
command Jesus gave his disciples, “And behold I am sending forth the 
promise of My Father upon you, but you are to stay in the city until you 
are clothed with power from on high” (Luke 24:49). Luke made sure he 
referred to this command in this brief summary of his Gospel.

1:5. The risen Lord said, “John baptized with water, but you shall be 
baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days from now.” Interestingly, 
the “not many days from now” would turn out to be ten days. John the 
Baptist too had said what was almost identical to the Lord’s statement, 
“I baptize you with water, but One is coming who is mightier than I . . . 
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Luke 3:16). Lesson 
two will shed some light on the meaning of baptism with the Holy Spirit.

1:6. What the disciples asked the Lord at this time was a clear indication 
that they had very little understanding of Jesus’ mission. They asked 
him, “Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?” It 
is obvious that they were thinking of an earthly kingdom. The two disci-
ples on the road to Emmaus had expressed similar sentiments, “We were 
hoping that it was He who was going to redeem Israel” (Luke 24:21).

1:7. The Lord’s answer was his way of saying, You really do not have a 
clue, do you? He would say, in essence, Let me tell you what you should be 
concerning yourselves with.

1:8. Luke was leading to this key statement, the version of the Great 
Commission in Acts. The Lord told them that, first, the Holy Spirit 
would come on them; second, they would receive power from the Holy 
Spirit; and third, they were to be Jesus’ witnesses.

The risen Lord then mapped out how the disciples were to be his 
witnesses. They were to begin at Jerusalem where the Holy Spirit would 
descend on them. They were then to go to the rest of the province of 
Judea. Following that, they were to venture out to Samaria and then to 
all parts of the world. Luke spent the rest of Acts of the Apostles showing 
that the disciples did in fact do this.
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Focusing on the Meaning

The risen Lord said to his disciples, “You shall be My witnesses” (Acts 
I:8). He did not just say, You shall be witnesses. We need to be Jesus’ wit-
nesses. Are you a witness? If so, whose witness are you?

To be a witness for Jesus is to testify for him. We witness by our 
actions and by our words. Jesus said, “Let your light shine before men in 
such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father 
who is in heaven” (Matthew 5:16). When people see our good works, 
they are not to glorify us but to glorify our heavenly Father. There are 
many things people claim to be doing for Christ when they are in fact 
doing them for their own glory. For instance, is there a point when what 
we are buying for the church ceases to be something we are purchasing 
simply to do God’s work?

Are you a credible witness for Christ? When an attorney is unable to 
go after a plaintiff or a defendant, an established tactic is to go after the 
witness. If the attorney can impeach (discredit) the witness, that attor-
ney can weaken the case of the person the witness is supporting. An 
impeachable witness not only does little good but actually does harm 
to the cause of Christ. The devil is very clever in impeaching witnesses, 
and he knows that. We must lead our lives in such a way that the devil 
would not be able to impeach us. We would then be in a position to be 
bold, vocal witnesses for Christ.

TeaCHing planS

Teaching Plan—Varied Learning Activities

Connect with Life

 1. Instruct the class to form groups of two or three people each with 
people near them. Ask each group to describe a setting in which 
they are comfortable talking with others and to identify the topic 
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(for example, talking about a football game, a shopping trip, or a 
good movie or restaurant). Allow one or two minutes.

 2. Now ask participants to describe an event your boss, spouse, or 
friend has asked you to attend, but which you believe will make you 
feel very uncomfortable (for example, attending a party where you 
don’t know anyone). Allow two or three minutes.

 3. Ask: What are some of the factors that make us feel either comfort-
able or uncomfortable in those settings? After two or three minutes 
in the small groups, invite volunteers to describe some of those 
factors.

 4. Ask: In the case of attending an uncomfortable activity, what factors 
encouraged you to participate anyway?

 5. Remind members that the Book of Acts reveals how Jesus’ follow-
ers were willing to face persecution—to become uncomfortable, to 
say the least—in order to be faithful to the mission of Christ. Ask 
members to read the opening sentence in “Introducing the Book 
of Acts: Time to Act on Acts 1:8” in the Study Guide in the section 
labeled, “This Study,” as follows: “This study of the Book of Acts 
focus on thirteen portraits or vignettes of what being Jesus’ wit-
nesses meant in the lives of the early disciples.” Overview the study 
briefly by summarizing “Introducing the Book of Acts: Time to 
Act on Acts 1:8” and referring to the table of contents in the Study 
Guide. Note that the purpose of this study of the Book of Acts will 
be to discover the meaning to us of being witnesses for Jesus and 
actually to be witnesses for Jesus. Refer to the Study Aim for this 
lesson in the Study Guide.

 6. Ask: How has being a witness for Christ ever been uncomfortable 
for you?

Guide Bible Study

 7. Enlist a member to read Acts 1:1–5. Remind the class that most 
scholars accept Luke as the author of the book (see Luke 1:1–4). Tell 
them that Luke 24:36–53 provides a similar account.
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 8. Lead members to discuss what is meant by the phrase, “you will 
be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5). Be prepared to guide 
discussion to include both the Pentecost experience (Acts 2) and an 
understanding that the Holy Spirit comes to every believer. Refer to 
the quote from F.F. Bruce in lesson one in the Study Guide under 
the heading “Prologue to Acts (Acts 1:1–5).”

 9. Invite someone to read Acts 1:6. Ask: Why were the disciples asking 
about restoring the kingdom to Israel? Call attention in the Study 
Guide under the heading “Prologue to Acts (Acts 1:1–5)” to the 
following sentence: “The kingdom of God is not just an earthly 
fulfillment but an eternal reality that includes God’s covenant with 
Israel and the church but is the reign of God forever.” Note that in 
spite of the resurrection, the disciples still did not grasp what Jesus 
had been preparing them to do.

10. Have someone read Acts 1:7–8. Note that Jesus deflected their 
inquiry about the nation’s future by pointing them to the author-
ity of God. Ask: How does Jesus’ answer apply to us? (When we get 
sidetracked, we need to return to the plans and authority of God.)

11. Remind members that Acts 1:8 is recognized, like Matthew 28:18–
20, as The Great Commission, and that it has become a primary 
motivation for sending missionaries to people all around the world. 
Note that this verse incorporates four great words that should 
compel every believer to be personally involved in responding to 
this commission.

12. Write the words “power” and “Spirit” on the board. Ask members 
to identify ways that the Holy Spirit makes the power of God evi-
dent in our lives. Remind them that it was the same Holy Spirit 
who enabled Jesus to resist the tempter in the wilderness and in 
Gethsemane.

13. Write the word “earth” on the board. Tell members that Jerusalem, 
Judea, Samaria, and the “remotest part of the earth” represent the 
unlimited geographic scope of the responsibility Jesus gave to the 
church.
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Encourage Application

14. Write “witness” on the board, and ask members to describe what 
this word means to them. Note that the text shows that the word is 
a noun—it names what we are as disciples of Jesus.

15. Call attention to the small article, “Witnesses,” in the Study Guide. 
Ask members to read the selection silently.

16. Remind the class of the opening exercise in step 1. Ask members 
to weigh any feelings of discomfort about being a witness against 
their love for Jesus. Encourage them to identify just one person 
who could be influenced for Christ by their witness. Encourage 
them further to commit themselves to look for ways throughout 
this study to be faithful witnesses for Christ. Close the session in 
prayer for members to have an awareness of the Spirit’s empower-
ing presence in their lives.

Teaching Plan—Lecture and Discussion

Connect with Life

 1. Ask: How did the story of Jesus get to us today from a small group 
of frightened people huddled with him near Jerusalem nearly 2000 
years ago? Encourage members to think of the ways the apostles 
shared faith in Christ, how Paul took the message to Greece and 
Rome, and how Christians through the ages have been faithful to 
tell others about Christ.

 2. Invite members to look at “Introducing the Book of Acts: Time 
to Act on Acts 1:8” in the Study Guide and to note how the thir-
teen lessons in this study will demonstrate how the people literally 
interpreted Jesus’ Great Commission to the church by taking the 
gospel out from Jerusalem across geographic, cultural, and ethnic 
barriers. Ask them to look at the plan for studying Acts in the table 
of contents in the Study Guide. Remind them that they have gath-
ered to study today because those original disciples were faithful 
witnesses of Christ’s story. Lead the class in prayer that this study 
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may encourage every member to be like those disciples and be 
faithful witnesses.

Guide Bible Study

 3. Read Acts 1:1–5. Ask members to find Luke 24:36–53 and note that 
our text is a summary and continuation of the way Luke first told 
the story. Remind them that Luke was not an eyewitness to Christ’s 
life, but in learning of it sent an account to Theophilus, a Roman 
(Luke 1:3). Note that Luke’s written message is another of the ways 
the story moved to the Western, Gentile world.

 4. Point out that Acts 1:3 says that Jesus provided “many convincing 
proofs” of his resurrection. Ask: What level of proof do you think 
you would have needed to believe that Jesus was alive?

 5. Tell members that Jesus’ promise of the baptism of the Holy Spirit 
was a key component in his provision for them to do the work he 
was equipping them to do. Read Acts 1:6–8. Note that Jesus prom-
ised that the Holy Spirit would empower the believers and provide 
all the resource they needed to be his witnesses. Ask: In what ways 
are you aware that the Holy Spirit came on you when you became a 
follower of Christ?

 6. Ask: What did Jesus mean when he said we would be his witnesses? 
Encourage members to think about the difference between doing 
witnessing and being a witness. Remind them that in Matthew 
28:18–20 Jesus said that the work of witnessing (doing) is to “make 
disciples” as we go about in life (being).

Encourage Application

 7. Lead members to examine the small article, “Identifying Your 
Kingdom Assignment,” in the Study Guide. Review the questions 
with the class, pausing after each one. Encourage participants to 
prayerfully consider a personal answer to each.

 8. Close the session by reminding the class that because of the faithful 
witness of people for 2000 years, the story of Christ moved from 
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that one small gathering of disciples to us today. Lead the class in 
prayer that each member will be a faithful witness.

n o T e s

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 1–3 and 9–11 are taken 
from the 1995 update of the New American Standard Bible®.


