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To Nancy
who has been
for 25 years
my constant
inspiration in
faith, hope, and love


Editors’ Preface



God's Word does not change. God's world, however, changes in every generation. These changes, in addition to new findings by scholars and a new variety of challenges to the gospel message, call for the church in each generation to interpret and apply God's Word for God's people. Thus, THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is introduced to bridge the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This new series has been designed primarily to enable pastors, teachers, and students to read the Bible with clarity and proclaim it with power.

In one sense THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is not new, for it represents the continuation of a heritage rich in biblical and theological exposition. The title of this forty-volume set points to the continuity of this series with an important commentary project published at the end of the nineteenth century called AN AMERICAN COMMENTARY, edited by Alvah Hovey. The older series included, among other significant contributions, the outstanding volume on Matthew by John A. Broadus, from whom the publisher of the new series, Broadman Press, partly derives its name. The former series was authored and edited by scholars committed to the infallibility of Scripture, making it a solid foundation for the present project. In line with this heritage, all NAC authors affirm the divine inspiration, inerrancy, complete truthfulness, and full authority of the Bible. The perspective of the NAC is unapologetically confessional and rooted in the evangelical tradition.

Since a commentary is a fundamental tool for the expositor or teacher who seeks to interpret and apply Scripture in the church or classroom, the NAC focuses on communicating the theological structure and content of each biblical book. The writers seek to illuminate both the historical meaning and the contemporary significance of Holy Scripture.

In its attempt to make a unique contribution to the Christian community, the NAC focuses on two concerns. First, the commentary emphasizes how each section of a book fits together so that the reader becomes aware of the theological unity of each book and of Scripture as a whole. The writers, however, remain aware of the Bible's inherently rich variety. Second, the NAC is produced with the conviction that the Bible primarily belongs to the church. We believe that scholarship and the academy provide an indispensable foundation for biblical understanding and the service of Christ, but the editors and authors of this series have attempted to communicate the findings of their research in a manner that will build up the whole body of Christ. Thus, the commentary concentrates on theological exegesis, while providing practical, applicable exposition.

THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY's theological focus enables the reader to see the parts as well as the whole of Scripture. The biblical books vary in content, context, literary type, and style. In addition to this rich variety, the editors and authors recognize that the doctrinal emphasis and use of the biblical books differ in various places, contexts, and cultures among God's people. These factors, as well as other concerns, have led the editors to give freedom to the writers to wrestle with the issues raised by the scholarly community surrounding each book and to determine the appropriate shape and length of the introductory materials. Moreover, each writer has developed the structure of the commentary in a way best suited for expounding the basic structure and the meaning of the biblical books for our day. Generally, discussions relating to contemporary scholarship and technical points of grammar and syntax appear in the footnotes and not in the text of the commentary. This format allows pastors and interested laypersons, scholars and teachers, and serious college and seminary students to profit from the commentary at various levels. This approach has been employed because we believe that all Christians have the privilege and responsibility to read and to seek to understand the Bible for themselves.

Consistent with the desire to produce a readable, up-to-date commentary, the editors selected the New International Version as the standard translation for the commentary series. The selection was made primarily because of the NIV's faithfulness to the original languages and its beautiful and readable style. The authors, however, have been given the liberty to differ at places from the NIV as they develop their own translations from the Greek and Hebrew texts.

The NAC reflects the vision and leadership of those who provide oversight for Broadman Press, who in 1987 called for a new commentary series that would evidence a commitment to the inerrancy of Scripture and a faithfulness to the classic Christian tradition. While the commentary adopts an “American” name, it should be noted that some writers represent countries outside the United States, giving the commentary an international perspective. The diverse group of writers includes scholars, teachers, and administrators from almost twenty different colleges and seminaries, as well as pastors, missionaries, and a layperson.

The editors and writers hope that THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY will be helpful and instructive for pastors and teachers, scholars and students, for men and women in the churches who study and teach God's Word in various settings. We trust that for editors, authors, and readers alike, the commentary will be used to build up the church, encourage obedience, and bring renewal to God's people. Above all, we pray that the NAC will bring glory and honor to our Lord, who has graciously redeemed us and faithfully revealed himself to us in his Holy Word.

SOLI DEO GLORIA

The Editors


Author’s Preface



This commentary is the culmination of twenty years of teaching the Book of Acts in the twin settings of the seminary classroom and the local church. It has been written with these two groups in mind. The basic commentary is designed for the use of pastors and laity in the preaching and teaching ministries of the church. Its focus is on the meaning and message of the biblical text. The footnotes are aimed at the student, discussing such matters as translation and alternative interpretations and providing bibliography that covers the range of scholarly opinion for the student's further research. If I have not always succeeded in balancing these two levels of treatment, I would wish to have erred to the advantage of the former setting. The ultimate goal of biblical scholarship should be the application of the text in the witness and ministry of the church.

I have not sought to break any new ground in the interpretation of Acts but rather to preserve the insights of both past and present scholarship. More akin to Luke's experience in writing his Gospel than his Acts (for which he had no predecessors), I have had “many” to go before me (Luke 1:1). There is a rich heritage of commentary by Baptists reaching back to the classic missionary treatment of W. O. Carver and the thorough Greek exegesis of A. T. Robertson in the third volume of his Word Pictures in the New Testament. Frank Stagg's emphasis on the “unhindered gospel” has strongly made its impression, both through his commentary and his influence as my teacher. Charles Talbert's emphasis on Acts as a literary text has likewise had its impact. A particularly fruitful source have been the doctoral students at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary who have written dissertations on various subjects in Acts. I have often drawn from their insights and cited their work where possible in the footnotes.

I would be remiss should I fail to acknowledge my heavy indebtedness to the wider guild of Acts scholars. These include the now-classic works of such as William Ramsay, Henry Joel Cadbury, and Kirsopp Lake. The massive commentaries of G. Schneider and R. Pesch have consistently proved their value. I have drawn regularly from many others, and these will be readily apparent from their frequent citation in the footnotes. Two deserve particular mention. The commentary by E. Haenchen has had a strong influence on my work. He and I often disagree on judgments about the historical reliability of Acts traditions, but his constant challenges to old assumptions provoke a reexamination which is of value in itself. Of greatest help, however, have been Haenchen's careful examination of the literary flow of the Acts narrative and his exposition of its major themes, matters which in no way depend on historical judgments one way or the other.

More compatible with my own viewpoint has been the extensive work of F. F. Bruce on Acts. His New International Commentary on Acts is regularly cited in the footnotes. Fortunately, Bruce completed his major revision of his commentary on the Greek text of Acts (third edition) before his death this past fall. The book was released a few months later and serves as a suitable memorial to this scholar who devoted a lifetime to the study of Acts. Although the published form of his commentary became available only after the manuscript of this commentary was completed, Eerdmans graciously furnished me with the galleys some two years previous to final publication. Consequently, the influence of Bruce's Greek commentary on the present work is more pervasive than the footnotes might indicate.

A final note of appreciation should be expressed for the many who have encouraged and assisted me in this undertaking. I am especially indebted to President Roy Lee Honeycutt and the Trustees of Southern Seminary for granting me a sabbatical leave the spring and summer of 1990 to complete this project. By continuing my full salary on leave and furnishing the typist, the seminary virtually underwrote the commentary. My typist, Ms. Keitha Brasler, was always prompt and accurate, even in deciphering long, hand-written German references and in catching many of my errors. It would be difficult to express my gratitude for her industry, support, and cheerful spirit through even the worst of it. My colleagues at Southern Seminary have been uniformly supportive, and for their understanding I am most grateful. This is especially true of Dean Larry McSwain and Provost Willis Bennett, who made adjustments in schedules and assignments to allow the completion of the commentary.

The editorial staff at Broadman Press have gone beyond the call of duty in preparing the published form of this commentary. Mike Smith, the editor of the series in its early stages and a former student in my Acts class at the seminary, played a major role in my invitation to furnish this volume. David Dockery has served as editor during the final publication phase. I would be hard-pressed to express adequate appreciation for his careful oversight of editing, his enthusiastic support, and his accommodation to a somewhat unwieldy manuscript.

It is generally customary to express gratitude to one's spouse for moral support during such a “birthing” process as this has been. In this case, however, more than the custom is in order. In many ways my wife Nancy was literally co-author of this commentary. She did all the “leg work,” spending many days running down books at the seminary library, looking up journal articles and duplicating them, bringing everything home and freeing me from the many days of time that these duties entail. Without her assistance, the commentary could not have been completed within its deadline.

A word of appreciation should be expressed for the students in my classes at Southern Seminary. They often endured excurses on Acts when that wasn't the subject for the day, always patiently, generally supportively. And finally there are the millions of Southern Baptists who have through the years supported the Cooperative Program and with it the seminary where I teach, allowing me to pursue God's calling for my life. Many of them will never visit a seminary. Perhaps this book will give them some glimpse into the ministry they support with their offerings.
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INTRODUCTION

Our knowledge of early Christianity would be greatly impoverished had Luke not conceived of his “second book to Theophilus,” which tradition has designated “The Acts of the Apostles.” Acts is unique among the New Testament writings that deal with the life and mission of the Christian community in the age of the apostles. The Gospels, of course, were written during this period; and Luke contributed his own. The Gospels, however, deal with the ministry and teaching of Jesus and are only at best an indirect witness to the life of the churches during the period of their writing.

Likewise, the epistolary literature of the New Testament comes in large part from this period; but it too provides no real framework for reconstructing the life and growth of the church. Constantly one is driven back to Acts. Take Paul, for instance. Although it has sometimes been advocated, no one has ever succeeded in producing a convincing portrait of the apostle and his missionary activity on the basis of his epistles alone, not to mention the early Jewish Christian church. What would we know about the Jerusalem church without Acts? But Acts is far more than mere history. It contains much solid theology. This is particularly to be found in the speeches, which comprise nearly one-third of its total text. The many episodes from the lives of the apostles present more than a bare chronicling of events. They are rich testimonies in narrative form of the faith of the community and the driving force behind its mission.

In the following introduction, the first six sections are provided to orient the user of the commentary to the “external” matters that assist in interpreting the text, such as traditions about authorship, date, and the like. The final six sections take a more “internal” look at the book and treat such matters as Luke's characteristics as a writer and the main themes recurring throughout his writing.

1. Acts in the Early Tradition

Our earliest witnesses to the Book of Acts are for the most part fairly late, dating from the latter part of the second century. These are of two types: (1) works that appear to be aware of Acts and draw from its content and (2) specific references to the book in the writings of the early church fathers.

(1) Earliest Use of Acts

Echoes of Acts possibly are in the Apostolic Fathers. For instance, Clement of Rome, writing ca. A.D. 95-100, spoke of “giving more gladly than receiving” (1 Clem 2:1), which may be an allusion to Acts 20:35 but is more likely an independent quote from the oral tradition of Jesus' sayings. The same can be said of his reference to the “pouring out of the Spirit” in the very next verse (1 Clem 2:2). This could reflect an awareness of Acts 2:17, but more likely it is an independent quote from Joel. Ignatius, whose writings date from the first decades of the second century, used the phrase “to go to his own place” (Ign. Magn. 5:1), which recalls Peter's words about Judas in Acts 1:25. The phrase is a common Greek idiom, however, and probably reflects no use of Acts. The phrase “you shall not say anything is your own” is found in Barnabas 19:8 and Didache 4:8, both from the early second century. The phrase is reminiscent of Acts 4:32 but is again a common Greek expression and may simply reflect an independent tradition of the early Christian practice. Other examples could be cited from the Apostolic Fathers,1 but they are all too sporadic, brief, and too “traditional” in nature to establish dependence on Acts. One seems to be on firmer ground with Justin Martyr (ca. A.D. 130-150). In his First Apology (39:3) he referred to the apostles as “illiterate, of no ability in speaking” (cf. Acts 4:13). In his Second Apology 10 he seems to have reflected an acquaintance with Paul's Areopagus speech in referring to “the unknown God” (cf. Acts 17:23). Clearest of all, however, is the following statement from his First Apology 50:12:



And afterwards, when he had risen from the dead and appeared to them, and had taught them to read the prophecies in which all these things were foretold as coming to pass, and when they had seen him ascending into heaven, and had believed, and had received power sent by him upon them, and went to every race of men, they taught these things, and were called apostles.




This is basically a precis of Acts 1 as well as a general summary of the remainder of the book. It thus seems that by the middle of the second century, Acts was known and being used.

(2) Explicit References to Acts

From the end of the second century come the first explicit references to the Book of Acts and its Lukan authorship.2 In his book Against Heresies (3.14.1) Irenaeus, bishop of the church of Lyons in Gaul, discussed the authorship of both the third Gospel and Acts, stating that both were by Luke, the physician, the traveling companion of Paul. He went into detail in describing those passages beginning at Acts 16:10, where the first-person plural appears in the narrative of Acts, thus establishing the writer as Paul's associate. He further cited 2 Tim 4:10f. and Col 4:14, which point to Luke as Paul's companion.

Dating from the same period, the Muratorian canon, an early canonical list generally believed to have come from the church at Rome, also gives testimony to the common authorship of Luke and Acts. Like Irenaeus, it depicts the author as Luke the physician, the traveling companion of Paul, and adds the note that Acts does not relate the deaths of Peter and Paul because Luke restricted his account only to those matters where he was himself present. It also gives the rather strange detail that Luke served as Paul's legal counsel, something attested nowhere else in the early tradition. Later witnesses confirm the basic testimony of Irenaeus and the Muratorian canon to Luke-Acts being by Luke, Paul's traveling companion. An occasional additional detail is added, and these tend to become more fanciful with time. Thus Origen (ca. A.D. 230) suggested that Luke was the “brother who is praised by all the churches” Paul mentioned in 2 Cor 8:18. Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.4.6), writing in the early fourth century, is the earliest extant witness to the tradition that Luke came from Antioch. In the latter half of the fourth century, Jerome repeated the view of Luke's Antiochene origin and added that Luke was with Paul during his two-year house arrest in Rome and wrote Acts from that city. He likewise stated that Luke's tomb was located in Constantinople (De Vir. Ill. 6). Generally reputed as the best Christian linguist of his day, it is significant that he commended Luke's grammar for its eloquence and considered it to be the most educated Greek of the four Evangelists’ (Comm. on Isa 3:6). In the preface to his commentary on Matthew, he discussed the Gospel of Luke and cited a tradition that it was written in the districts of Boetia and Achaia.

Still later traditions add further details, all of which seem to be primarily speculative. For example, the Monarchianist Prologue to Luke claims that Luke had no wife or son, that he lived to age seventy-four, and that he died in Bithynia. Adamantius, seeking to give him more direct apostolic status, maintained that he was one of the seventy disciples of Luke 10:1; and a marginal note found in several ancient manuscripts identified him as the companion of Clopas and the one who walked with the risen Jesus on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35).

In summary, the information listed in the earliest witness (Irenaeus) has the most claim to reliability—that Luke the physician of Col 4:14, the traveling companion of Paul, was the author of the third Gospel and Acts. Some credence can perhaps be given to the tradition that links Luke with Antioch, but that could well have come about as an attempt to find some explicit mention of Luke in his writings (note the Lucius of Cyrene found among the leaders in Antioch in Acts 13:1).

Before leaving the early witnesses, a word should be said about the traditional title “Acts of the Apostles.” Whatever its original title, if any, the work seems to have had no fixed name in the second-century's earliest witnesses. Irenaeus described it as “Luke's witness to the apostles” (Lucae de apostolis testificatio). Tertullian referred to it as “Luke's Commentary” (Commentarius Lucae; de jejunio 10). Perhaps closest to our present title is that of the Muratorian canon—The Acts of All the Apostles (Acta omnium apostolorum). Although of disputed date, the “anti-Marcionite” Prologue to Luke may be our earliest Greek witness to the familiar name “Acts of the Apostles” (praxeis apostol[image: image]n).3 In any event, by the third century that title seems to have become fixed in the tradition.

2. The Author of Acts

Scholars of all persuasions are in agreement that the third Gospel and the Book of Acts are by the same author. There are always a few dissenting voices on any issue, and some would argue for separate authorship of the two volumes.4 The evidence is decidedly against them. Not only is there the unanimous voice of the tradition from Irenaeus on, but the internal evidence of the two books points to their common authorship.

(1) Relationship to Gospel of Luke

For one, a common style and vocabulary run throughout the two books.5 Many common themes also bind the two volumes together (cf. section 11). Above all is the claim of the author himself as reflected in the prefaces to each of the books. Both Luke and Acts are dedicated to the same person, Theophilus (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1); and Acts 1:1 refers to his “former book,” which dealt with “all that Jesus began to do and to teach”—namely, the Gospel of Luke.

Finally, the conclusion to Luke's Gospel provides an introduction to the Book of Acts. Jesus' final words to his disciples are a virtual summary of the main themes of the first chapters of Acts—the waiting in Jerusalem until clothed with the power of the Spirit, the preaching to all the nations beginning with Jerusalem, and the fulfillment of the Scriptures in the death and resurrection of the Messiah, which is the central topic of Peter's sermons in Jerusalem (Luke 24:44-49). Then there is the ascension. In all the New Testament the ascension narrative is related only in Luke and Acts, though several passages in the epistles refer to Jesus seated at God's right hand (e.g., Heb 1:3). It closes the Gospel of Luke and opens the Acts of the Apostles, binding Luke's two volumes together.

(2) “We” Narratives

Beginning with Irenaeus, the tradition has maintained that this single author, whose two volumes comprise nearly 27 percent of the entire New Testament, was Luke. For Irenaeus the occurrence of the first-person plural in the later chapters of Acts pointed to the author of the book as having been a traveling companion of Paul. Often referred to as the “we” narrative, the passages involved are 16:10-17, which relates Paul's voyage from Troas to Philippi; then 20:5-21:18, covering Paul's journey from Philippi to Jerusalem; and finally 27:1-28:16, involving the journey from Caesarea to Rome. This “we” has always been a crux in the debate over Lukan authorship. Those who follow the traditional view concur with Irenaeus in seeing it as an indication that the author of Luke-Acts was present with Paul on these occasions. Others argue that the “we” is an indication only that the author of Luke-Acts used a source from a traveling associate of Paul (see section 5).

(3) Medical Theory

Who was Luke? Very little is said about him in the New Testament. He is mentioned three times, all in the “greetings” sections of Paul's epistles. In Col 4:14 Paul sent greetings from Demas and “our dear friend Luke, the doctor.” In Philemon he is again linked with Demas in the sending of greetings.6 In 2 Tim 4:11, in something of a despondent mood, Paul lamented that everyone had either deserted him or gone to minister elsewhere and noted that “only Luke is with me.” All the direct New Testament testimony to Luke yields but scant information. He was an associate of Paul.7 He was with him when Colossians, Philemon, and 2 Timothy were written—periods of imprisonment for Paul. Finally, he was a physician, which would indicate a person of some education and social standing.

Luke's status as a physician became the basis for an elaborate argument which was first proposed by W. Hobart in the late nineteenth century.8 The subtitle to his volume is perhaps the best commentary on the purpose of his work: “A proof from internal evidence that the Gospel according to St. Luke and the Acts of the Apostles were written by the same person and that the writer was a medical man.” Drawing from the Greek medical writers, particularly Galen and Hippocrates, Hobart sought to demonstrate that the author of Luke-Acts used the same “technical” medical terminology and was thus a doctor. In this way he sought to undergird the traditional authorship of Luke and Acts. His work was taken up and refined by one of the leading German scholars of the day, A. Harnack.9 In this country the “medical theory” was strongly advocated by A. T. Robertson.10 The argument, however, was flawed. Hobart and Harnack had failed to examine the frequency of the alleged “medical” terminology in the nonmedical Greek writers. H. J. Cadbury undertook such a comparison and found that all these terms occur in nonmedical writers, such as Josephus, Plutarch, Lucian, and even in the Septuagint. In a close investigation of portions of Lucian, he found the frequency of the “medical” words to be twice that found in Luke-Acts. His conclusion was that Luke used the language of the best Hellenistic writers, not the technical vocabulary of a physician.11 He was quick to point out that this in no way disproved that Luke was a physician. It might be added that for one who assumes the traditional Lukan authorship, it perhaps also demonstrates that Luke was more concerned with communicating his message to as wide a circle as possible than with impressing through his expertise.

A large group of German and American scholars do not find the traditional authorship of Luke-Acts tenable, generally on the grounds that the Paul of Acts is so different from the Paul of the epistles that a companion of the apostles could not possibly have written it. These scholars point out (1) that the Paul of Acts is presented as a miracle worker and a skilled orator, contrary to Paul's epistles; (2) that the theology of Acts is lacking the central tenets of Paul's theology, such as justification and the atoning death of Christ; and (3) that the title of “apostle” is denied Paul in Acts, the title he clearly preferred to use for himself.12 Some also argue that the “law-abiding” Paul of Acts who circumcised Timothy and took Nazirite vows was totally incompatible with the grace-centered Paul of the epistles. Likewise, specific incidents recounted in Acts such as the Jerusalem Conference of Acts 15 are seen to be in conflict with Paul's allusions to the same events in his epistles.13 (Each of these arguments is treated in the commentary at the appropriate places where the issues arise.)

Two things need to be noted in the discussion, however. One is simply that Luke was not Paul, nor was he addressing the same issues Paul treated in his epistles. One would hardly expect Luke's view of Paul to be the same as Paul's or Luke's theological emphases to be the same as those of the apostle. Not even Paul's own epistles reflect the same emphases one from another—the particular situation directs the emphases. One would never guess Paul's emphasis on justification as found in Galatians from reading 1 Corinthians. The second point is that those who point to the differences between Acts and Paul's epistles rarely note the many remarkable coincidences between the two. Again this is pointed out regularly in the commentary.14

Traditional Lukan authorship is assumed throughout this commentary. Having said this, can we know more about the author than the bare bones that he was a physician and a traveling companion of Paul by the name of Luke? The answer is “not much.” A good guess is that he was a Gentile, judging from the quality of his Greek. It has sometimes been suggested that he may have been a freedman, since physicians were often drawn from the slave class; and the name Luke (Loukanos/Lucius) was a common name among slaves. From the time of Jerome on, the tradition that he came from Antioch has been strong. The Western reading of Acts 11:28 introduces “we” into the narrative, which, if genuine, would place Luke in Antioch at the beginning of Paul's missionary career and would link up quite nicely with the Lucius in the Antioch church at Acts 13:1.15 But a weakly attested Western reading and a Cyrenian by the Latin name of Lucius are a rather slim basis for elaboration of the tradition surrounding Paul's Greek-named associate Luke. Further, judging from the “we” narrative, the evidence seems to point to Luke's joining Paul somewhere in the vicinity of Troas (Acts 16:10). A better case could perhaps be made for Luke's coming from Pisidian Antioch (Rackham) or Macedonia (Ramsay).16 Judging from the external evidence, not much can be said about Luke apart from shaky later tradition and the realm of pure speculation. Internally, a great deal can be known about him because he revealed much about himself, his community, and his faith in the legacy of his writings. (Cf. section 7.)

3. The Date of Acts

The opinion among scholars about the date when Acts was written varies greatly, ranging all the way from as early as A.D. 57/59 to A.D. 150.17 Though someone represents nearly every point on this ninety-year spectrum, there are in general three distinct viewpoints. First, a large group of scholars date Acts before A.D. 64. This view is always combined with the traditional Lukan authorship and is primarily advanced in an attempt to explain the ending of Acts, which mentions a two-year house arrest of Paul in Rome but says nothing about the outcome of Paul's arrest (Acts 28:30f.). The abrupt ending would be explained if Luke wrote Acts at precisely this point—two years after Paul's arrival in Rome and before his case came to trial.18 All this fits quite well, since the “we” narrative has brought Luke to Rome (cf. 27:1-28:16); and the epistles to Colosse and Philemon, which have traditionally been ascribed to Paul's Roman imprisonment, both mention Luke as being present with Paul during this period. Luke is thus seen to have written Acts at precisely this point and concluded his story after “two whole years” in Rome.

Advocates of this view appeal to other features of Acts, such as the primitive theology of Peter's speeches, the fact that the Neronic persecution (A.D. midsixties) is nowhere alluded to, and that Luke showed no acquaintance with Paul's epistles.19 None of these would preclude a later date, however, and the most attractive feature of the early dating remains its giving an explanation for the ending of Acts. This, however, should not be the determining factor in deciding on the date of Acts. Perhaps Luke ended Acts as he did because he had fulfilled his purposes.20

The relationship to the Gospel of Luke has led many scholars to opt for a later dating of Acts.21 These can be described as those advocating a “middle-dating” position. The spectrum runs from A.D. 70 to A.D. 90, with most falling about midway. Luke wrote his two volumes in sequence, which is the most natural assumption and certainly the indication of the preface to Acts (“my former book” means the Gospel of Luke, Acts 1:1). It follows that Acts must be dated subsequent to Luke. Two problems exist with dating the Gospel as early as A.D. 62. First, Luke's Gospel quite possibly reflects an awareness of the fall of Jerusalem, which took place in A.D. 70. In the Gospel of Luke are three predictions of the judgment that was to befall Jerusalem (19:41-44; 21:20-24; 23:28-31). That Jesus predicted the destruction of the city is related in the other Gospels as well (cf. Mark 13:14), so it is not a question of Luke having introduced something “after the event,” as has often been maintained.22 It is a matter of an emphasis unparalleled in the other Gospels. Luke chose to include in his Gospel a sizable body of oracles against Jerusalem from the tradition of Jesus’ words. The stress they are given lends the impression that Luke had a vivid recollection of the fall of the city and how tragically true the Lord's predictions had proved to be.23 This remains a matter of impression and in no way could stand on its own as a decisive argument for a date after A.D. 70.

The second consideration that speaks against an early date for the Gospel of Luke is the likelihood that Luke used the Gospel of Mark as one of his sources. In his preface (Luke 1:1), Luke referred to many who had undertaken to compile a gospel narrative before him. Since nearly all of Mark is paralleled in Luke's Gospel, Mark was likely one of those to whom Luke was referring.24 Irenaeus indicated that Mark wrote his Gospel based on the memoirs of Peter and after the death of Peter.25 Tradition links Peter and Paul together as martyrs during the Neronic persecution in (called “Proto-Luke”) in A.D. 60-62 before Mark wrote his Gospel, then Acts after the two years of Paul's house arrest (early date, ca. A.D. 62), then the final form of his Gospel after he obtained a copy of Mark and incorporated it (A.D. 65-70). As will be seen, this solves the problems for the early date of Acts in relation to Luke's use of Mark but only at the expense of postulating the purely hypothetical “Proto-Luke.” See P. Parker, “The ‘Former Treatise’ and the Date of Acts,” JBL 84 (1965): 52-58. Rome in the midsixties. This thus places the Gospel of Mark sometime after A.D. 65. It is possible that Luke had immediate access to Mark and composed his Gospel shortly after Mark. More likely some time elapsed between the two Gospels. Combining this consideration with the first possibility that the Jerusalem oracles point to a date after the destruction of Jerusalem, the Gospel of Luke seems best dated after A.D. 70. There is no reason to believe that Acts did not follow shortly after it. Of those who advocate a “middle date,” scholars who follow traditional authorship generally date the book toward the earlier end of the spectrum, during the decade of A.D. 70-80.26

Those who would opt for a “late” dating of Acts are in a decided minority. These fall into two groups. First are those who date the book around 95-100. Usually these scholars believe that Luke was dependent on the Antiquities of the Jewish historian Josephus published in A.D. 93. Acts is believed to show dependence on Josephus mainly in the speech of Gamaliel in 5:35-39, the story of Herod's death in 12:20-23, and Lysias's reference to the “Egyptian” in 21:38. None of these passages, however, shows the least literary dependence on Josephus; and at most they reflect commonly known Jewish events. It has also been argued that the apologetic emphasis in Acts reflects a situation of persecution such as that of Domitian in the nineties.27 In fact, the picture of the favorable relationship between Christians and the Roman authorities would point in the opposite direction—to an earlier period before imperial persecutions had begun. Other proponents of a late date tend to place Acts between A.D. 125 and 150. These scholars are impressed by language that Acts has in common with the Apostolic Fathers,28 or they see its emphasis on the Jewish roots of Christianity as a polemic against Marcion.29

In Acts too many evidences exist of an earlier period to be convinced by those who would date it later—the primitive Jewish-Christian Christology of Peter's sermons, the simple organization of the churches, the concern with Christianity's relationship to Judaism. Of course, it can always be argued that Luke had access to good early sources. More likely the freshness of Luke's account is due to his own involvement in and proximity to the matters he related in his account of the early Christian witness. There are solid reasons for dating the book after A.D. 70 but no convincing reason for dating it later than sometime during that decade.

4. The Provenance and Destination of Acts

Where did Luke write from, and to whom did he write? These questions probably are unanswerable. Luke dedicated the book to Theophilus, and Theophilus is a Greek name. Did Luke then write primarily to Gentiles? If so, why did he concern himself so much with Jewish questions? Why the elaborate messianic proofs of Peter's sermons in Acts 2 and 3 if not to provide his readers with a pattern for witness to Jews? The most likely answer is that Luke intended his work for Christian communities that included both Jews and Gentiles—mixed congregations such as those we encounter frequently in Paul's epistles.

Can we be more specific and pinpoint an area? Late tradition links Luke with Antioch. Eusebius, writing in the early fourth century A.D., was the first to attest it. As noted under the section “The Author of Acts,” it has much going for it. The remarkable information Acts provides on the Antioch church would be understandable if Luke had roots there.30 But for whom did Luke write? Did he write for the churches in the area of Syrian Antioch? J. Jervell thinks he did, pointing to the strong emphasis in Acts on Jewish Christians and noting that Jewish Christianity was strong in Syria in the period of A.D. 70-80 when Luke most likely wrote Acts.31

Other scholars see Acts as intended for the Christians of Rome. After all, the book ends with Paul preaching in that city. From 19:21 on, the whole narrative of Acts focuses on Paul's being led to witness in the imperial capital. F. J. Foakes-Jackson and K. Lake show how much the ideas of the Roman apostles’ creed are reflected in the speeches of Acts, and they suggest that this might point to a Roman provenance for Acts.32

Antioch and Rome have been the two usual suggestions for the provenance of Acts. Recently, however, P. Esler has taken an entirely different approach, seeking to determine from the recurring emphases in Acts the sort of social setting for which it seems designed. He concludes that Luke was written for mixed Jewish-Gentile churches in the Roman east in a primarily urban setting.33 “Roman east” is a rather sweeping designation and could refer to anywhere from the Aegean to Syro-Palestine. But perhaps we need not get more specific than that. For the later church Acts has been without boundary in its appeal. Perhaps Luke wanted it so from the beginning. Esler's suggestions of an “urban” destination for Acts is worthy of consideration. We have been so accustomed to focusing on Paul's “journeying” in Acts that we perhaps get the picture his main mission thrust was in the highways and hedges. Not so the picture of Acts. Most of Paul's time was devoted to the large urban centers like Corinth, Ephesus, and Rome—where the masses were.

5. The Sources of Acts

Where did Luke gather his materials for Acts? Did he have available to him written sources, or was he primarily dependent on oral reports for matters he himself did not witness? The history of investigation in Acts has often preoccupied itself with elaborate source theories. Only the main lines of research and the evidence for Luke's use of sources will be noted here. Source theories have been of four types: (1) the search for written sources, mainly in chaps. 1-15; (2) the specific question of whether an Aramaic original stands behind chaps. 1-15; (3) theories connected with the “we” narrative of chaps. 16-28; and (4) the possibility that Luke used primarily oral sources and isolated bits of local tradition.

(1) Written Sources

Around the turn of the twentieth century extensive scholarly attention was given to the question of whether written sources could be detected within the text of Acts. It was a natural assumption since Luke seems to have indicated his use of the writings of predecessors in the preface to his Gospel and since source criticism had been carried on for some time in the first three Gospels. But source criticism in the Gospels is an altogether different matter. The first three (“Synoptic”) Gospels all have extensive material in common, and a comparative analysis can be made between them to see if one can detect any sort of source relationship in their use of common material. This is simply not possible for Acts. With no parallels available for comparative study, Acts is unique among the New Testament narratives. Those who undertook a source analysis of Acts were consequently forced to postulate a more subjective methodology for the detection of Luke's possible sources. Various criteria were established. The centrality of certain places in the narrative was seen as possibly indicative of a source originating in that locale. Another possible pointer to a source was the recurrence of the same character. Sometimes differences in the theological emphases in various portions of Acts were seen as indicative that Luke was using sources.34 For some scholars, however, the most certain hint of a source is the occurrence of supposed “doublets,” or duplicated material, in the text.

Exemplary of the heyday of source criticism in Acts is A. Harnack's elaborate theory of the sources Luke used in the composition of Acts 1-15.35 Harnack was a strong defender of the traditional authorship of Luke-Acts and argued that as Paul's traveling companion Luke had his own participation to draw from in the events covered in Acts 16-28. Since the “we” narrative would indicate that Luke did not participate in the events prior to Troas (Acts 16:10), Harnack assumed Luke would have been forced to use sources for all the prior material of Acts.

Using a combination of criteria involving places, characters, and “doublets,” Harnack detected several strands of sources behind Acts 1-15. First, he saw an “Antioch” source behind the material related to that city that came from written records of the Antioch church. This included the traditions about Stephen (6:1-8:4) and the narratives centering in Antioch and its mission (11:19-30; 12:25; 13:1-15:35). A second source is the account of Paul's conversion (9:1-28), which Harnack saw as based on a separate written tradition. A third source is Harnack's “Jerusalem Caesarean” tradition, representing the accounts of the Christian mission in Judea and possibly stemming from the Caesarean church. It included the work of Philip (8:5-40), Peter's witness in the plain of Sharon and the conversion of Cornelius (9:29-11:18), and Peter's escape from prison (12:1-23).

Harnack's most controversial source was his “Jerusalem source,” which he divided into two parts, postulating two sources from the Jerusalem church that covered the same events. One he considered reliable, the other legendary and unreliable. It was here that his “doublet” theory came into play. The “unreliable” source, which he called Jerusalem B, contained the account of Pentecost (Acts 2) and the apostles’ second trial before the Sanhedrin (Acts 5:17-42). The reliable Jerusalem A source was seen to cover the events of Acts 3:1-5:16. Harnack considered these two sources to be duplicative of the same events. The outpouring of the Spirit narrated in Acts 4:23-31 (source A) was seen as a doublet of Pentecost (source B). The appearance of the apostles before the Sanhedrin in Acts 5:17-42 (which involves a miraculous escape from prison) was relegated to the unreliable source B and seen as a duplication of the Sanhedrin appearance narrated in 4:5-22 (the historically valuable source A). Frankly one is at a loss to see how Acts 4:23-31 could ever be seen as a doublet of Acts 2. All the passages have in common is the outpouring of the Spirit, and the Spirit “comes” in special outpourings often in Acts. Likewise the two appearances before the Sanhedrin are altogether likely on historical grounds and not “doublets,” as J. Jeremias has shown.36

Harnack's source-critical reconstruction of Luke's “sources” in Acts 1-15 has been given at some length to illustrate the basically subjective nature of such attempted reconstructions. A hidden agenda is clearly notable in his two Jerusalem sources. The “doublet” theory betrays his rationalist presuppositions, allowing him to excise the miraculous elements of the Pentecost narrative and the apostles’ escape in Acts 5:17-23. Beyond that, even the sources he considered reliable are not convincing. Such criteria as the centrality of places and characters are simply not adequate for postulating written sources. Luke's information could as well have come to him through oral tradition. To establish written sources behind the text, one would have to indicate differences in vocabulary and style in portions in Acts, and this has not been done convincingly in any source-critical investigation. A uniformity of Lukan style runs throughout Luke-Acts. If Luke used sources in Acts, he reworked them into his own style so skillfully that it is no longer possible for us to detect them.37

One of Harnack's sources, however, continues to have a sizeable following—his Antioch source. It was picked up by Jeremias in an article of 1937;38 and in his summary of source-critical research in Acts, J. Dupont judged it as the most viable of Harnack's suggested sources.39 Perhaps the most surprising advocacy has been that of R. Bultmann, who suggested that it might have been quite a bit more extensive than Harnack suggested and that the author of Acts may have obtained it from the written archives of the Antioch church.40 The centrality of Antioch, however, could be explained on grounds other than a written source—the tradition that connects Luke himself with Antioch or the possibility that Luke received oral reports from that congregation. That there existed a written document from Antioch would have to be established on stylistic grounds, and that has yet to be demonstrated.

In summary, the quest for written sources in Acts has been basically a dead-end. Luke followed the usual practice of Hellenistic historiographers by never explicitly citing any sources he used in Acts.41 He may well have had access to some, but he so incorporated them into his narrative that it is unlikely they could be recovered.42 Still, in two specific areas scholars tend to argue for Luke's use of sources—the possibility of a Semitic source in Acts 1-15 and of a source behind the “we” passages of chaps. 16-28.

(2) Semitic Source Theory

A more substantial basis for delineating sources in Acts was suggested by C. C. Torrey, who argued that an Aramaic source lay behind Acts 1-15.43 Torrey pointed to a number of difficult Greek constructions in Acts, which he argued were most readily explainable as mistranslations from Aramaic. Others, he reasoned, are best seen as overly literal translations from an Aramaic original. He saw this Aramaic substratum as running homogeneously throughout chaps. 1-15 of Acts but to be totally absent in chaps. 16-28. His conclusion: an original Aramaic document lay behind the first fifteen chapters of Acts. The response to Torrey's theory has generally not been favorable. H. J. Cadbury pointed out that the Semitic style of the early portions of Acts is probably due to Luke's skill as a writer, to his deliberate imitation of Palestinian style.44 Others have noted that many of Torrey's alleged Aramaisms are really Septuagintalisms and that the overall style in chaps. 1-15 is the same uniform Lukan style that runs throughout Luke-Acts.45

Many of the Semiticisms may reflect the language of the Christian churches, a sort of “synagogue Greek” deriving from their Jewish roots.46 In his thorough study of the Semiticisms in Acts, M. Wilcox concludes that there is simply no evidence for an Aramaic source in Acts.47 Small “knots” of Semiticisms are found in the Old Testament material in Acts that do not seem derivative from the Septuagint. These are particularly found in Stephen's speech and Paul's address in Pisidian Antioch. They may reflect the Aramaic Targumic traditions. In short, room remains for further examination of the Scripture materials found in the speeches of Acts. The theory of an Aramaic source in Acts, however, has been largely abandoned.48

(3) “We” Source Theory

In general, there are four views relative to the passages in Acts 16-28 where the first-person plural occurs. Those who assume the traditional authorship of Acts view the “we” as indicative of Luke's presence with Paul at the points where it occurs (cf. section 2.2). Some, who do not maintain that the final author of Acts was a traveling companion of Paul, argue that the author incorporated a source that was from such a traveling companion and from which the “we” derives. A third group believes that the author of Acts utilized a diary or an itinerary from a Pauline traveling associate but rejects the idea of a “we” source. A fourth group accepts neither a source nor a diary and maintains that the “we” is merely a literary device of the author of Acts.

The idea of a “we source” in Acts is not new. Scholars of the “Tübingen school,” who argued that Acts was written in the second century and was as a whole historically tendentious and unreliable,49 nevertheless appealed to the “we passages” to argue that the later author of Acts utilized in these places a reliable historical source from a traveling companion of Paul. This “we-source” theory continued long after the excesses of the Tübingen hypothesis were dead.50 A. Harnack, however, pointed out that the style of the “we passages” is the same style that runs throughout all of Luke-Acts, and it is more natural to conclude that the author of the “we passages” is the same author as the final author of Luke-Acts.51 Harnack was defending the traditional view of Luke as both Paul's traveling companion and the author of Luke-Acts. The same was true of Cadbury, who argued that Luke's reference to having “carefully investigated everything” in the preface to his Gospel (Luke 1:3) is best seen as his indication that he participated in some of the events he was narrating, namely, those where the “we” occurs.52

A modification of the “we-source” theory holds that the author of Acts incorporated a diary from a travel companion of Paul, not an extensive source. Various persons have been suggested for the diarist, Timothy being the most popular.53 Silas54 and Epaphroditus55 have also been proposed. M. Dibelius advocated a modified version of the “diary” view, maintaining that it was in no sense a connected narrative but only an “itinerary,” a collection of travel notes on length of journeys, places visited, ports of call, and the like.56 The diary view is open to the same objections raised by Harnack with regard to the full “we-source” view; namely, that regarding the unity of style of Acts, it would be more natural to assume that the author of the whole book was including himself in the “we”—not incorporating a source.

Those who argue that the “we” is a literary device would agree with the last statement—only they would not see it as an indication of the author's presence with Paul. Some see it as a literary device used by Greek historians to lend an appearance of veracity to their accounts.57 Others point to the fact that the narrative first-person plural is found primarily in the voyage narratives of chaps. 16; 20-21; and 27-28. It is noted that the “we” style is commonplace in Greco-Roman voyage accounts and that Luke seems to have been following this literary convention in Acts. 58

Some of the conclusions drawn in these studies are open to serious question.59 For instance, for many Greek historians the first-person style is not employed as a convention but is only used when the writer was actually present. Likewise, ancient sea narratives occur in third person as frequently as they do in first person. Further, the first person is not used with regularity in the sea narratives of Acts, which would seem to be the case where it is merely a stylistic convention. The studies in the literary use of the first-person plural in Greek literature may, however, prove of value ultimately even for those who advocate traditional Lukan authorship. If Luke's use of “we” is to some extent influenced by literary considerations, such as its frequency in his travel narratives, then it follows that one cannot rigidly assume he was present only where the “we” occurs. He clearly prefers the narrative third person and only shifts to first-person plural in those contexts where “comradery” is an element, such as the “community” aspect of travel narratives. Given that observation, he may well have been present on many occasions in Paul's missionary activity where third-person narrative occurs.

(4) Oral Sources and Local Tradition

If written sources for Acts cannot be established, what sources are left for Luke's work? Even if he were present on a large part of Paul's missionary activity, what was the basis of his account for the history of the early Jerusalem church, the mission of Philip, the conversion of Cornelius, the apostolic conference in Jerusalem, and the many other events of Acts 1-15? The answer must surely be that he had access to the local traditions of the Christian communities, perhaps eyewitness reports and reminiscences that were cherished and passed down in the churches.60 As an example, a “we” passage in Acts 21:8 relates that Paul and his fellow travelers stayed in Caesarea with Philip the evangelist. On such an occasion Luke could have heard the story of Philip's work among the Samaritans and the Ethiopian eunuch. From the Caesarean Christians he may have heard of Cornelius's conversion. If one assumes that Luke was the traveling companion of Paul who accompanied the apostle to Jerusalem (21:1-18, “we” narrative) and two years later from Caesarea to Rome (27:1-28:16, “we” narrative), he would have had ample opportunity for exposure to all the traditions recorded in Acts.61

In considering Luke's information base, one question remains as yet untreated. Did Luke have access to Paul's letters? Did he use them at all in Acts? The answer to this question seems to be no.62 No quotes from Paul's epistles occur in Acts. There is an undeniable overlap in material—Paul's conversion, his churches in Macedonia and Achaia, his desire to visit Rome. Paul's speeches in Acts are often reminiscent of elements in Paul's epistles, particularly the “farewell address” of Acts 20. But there is no indication that Luke derived any of this information from Paul's epistles. Perhaps Paul's epistles had not yet been collected together and were still at the churches to which he sent them. As Paul's associate, Luke would surely have been aware of Paul's letter-writing activity. He evidently either did not have immediate access to them or did not consider them germane to his purposes. Paul's epistles were mainly occasional letters, addressed to specific problems within individual congregations. Luke had a broader purpose—to tell the story of Paul to the church at large. In any event, Acts and Paul's epistles are independent witnesses to the apostle. The commentary regularly notes the points at which the two overlap.

6. The Text of Acts

In the history of the text of the New Testament, Acts poses a special problem. The early witnesses for the text of Acts diverge more than those of any other New Testament writing. Basically, we have two ancient texts for Acts that are generally referred to as the Alexandrian (or “Egyptian”) text and the “Western” text. The “Western” text of Acts differs significantly from the Alexandrian, being almost 10 percent longer. The differences are not apparent in the English translations of Acts. Modern translations of Acts are all based on the Alexandrian witnesses. Likewise, earlier English translations such as the KJV were based on the “majority” (or “Byzantine”) textual tradition, which also tended to follow the Alexandrian text. One would never guess the radically different readings found in the Western text from reading modern versions of Acts. The most of his material for the early chapters of Acts by visiting the churches of Judea during the two years of Paul's Caesarean imprisonment. Even if one assumes a more skeptical stance toward Luke's involvement in the events, W. Gasque points to the evidence from Paul's epistles that information was exchanged among the early Christian churches to a greater extent than is sometimes assumed (“Did Luke Have Access to Traditions about the Apostles and the Early Churches?” JETS 17 [1974]: 45-48). ancient witnesses, however, provide ample evidence for the longer Western text of Acts from a very early date. The most important witness to the Western text is a major uncial, codex Bezae (designated by text critics as D), a diglot manuscript containing both the Greek text and a Latin translation of the New Testament in parallel columns. Both the Greek and Latin texts in Bezae follow the Western tradition in Acts.63 A number of other Greek witnesses also reflect Western readings. Some are early papyri ([image: image]38, [image: image]48); others are later minuscules (33, 81, 1175). Among the early versions the Old Syriac and Old Latin are the most significant Western witnesses. Early church fathers show familiarity with the Western tradition, among them Irenaeus, Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine. In short, the Western tradition is well-attested in very early witnesses, some of which date back to the second century. In fact, based on the date of its witnesses, the Western text has as much claim to antiquity as the Alexandrian.

There are good reasons, however, for seeing the Western text as secondary and derivative from the shorter Alexandrian tradition. Apart from the time-honored text-critical principle that the shorter text is more likely to be the original, the Western text shows many evidences of being an “improved” or harmonizing text. Gaps in the narrative are filled in. Thus in chap. 3, when the setting jumps from the temple (v. 8) to Solomon's Colonnade (v. 11), the Western text provides the missing link, adding that they “exited [the Temple].” Sometimes one's curiosity is satisfied by the Western text. If one should wonder what happened to the other prisoners at Philippi, the Western text adds to 16:30 that the jailer secured them before exiting with Paul and Silas. Sometimes the Western text reflects a greater emphasis on God's leading. An example is 19:1, where it refers to the Holy Spirit directing Paul to Ephesus, an emphasis lacking in the Alexandrian reading. Finally, the Western text tends to introduce certain biases to the text, among which are a pronounced anti-Semitic element64 and a tendency to downplay the role of women in the narrative.65 When all such things are taken into account, however, there still remain a number of Western readings that are not obvious harmonizings or indicative of any bias but only the provision of additional details not found in the Alexandrian text. Such, for instance, is the additional note in the Western reading of 28:16 that the centurion turned Paul over to the “stratopedarch” in Rome. In such cases there is the distinct possibility that such details might have dropped out in the Alexandrian tradition through scribal error with the Western preserving the original reading.

The general consensus among text critics today is that the Alexandrian text is the more reliable text.66 In some instances the Western witnesses may preserve an original reading. For this reason an “eclectic” method is recommended, calling for an examination of each variant on its own merits and not making a blanket a priori decision to go with any one text.67 Since the unique Western readings are not available in any English translation, the commentary regularly points to the more significant of these at the appropriate places or in the footnotes.

7. Luke as a Writer

One of the most significant emphases in research into Luke-Acts over the past half century has been a focus on Luke's own contribution in his two-volume work. One of the pioneers in this area was H. J. Cadbury, who, in his Making of Luke-Acts (1927), set the pattern of study by comparing Luke's writings with those of his contemporaries and noting the idiosyncrasies of Luke's style and interests in both Luke and Acts. The emphasis was furthered by the work of H. Conzelmann, who in 1953 emphasized the theological emphases in Luke's work and started a whole spate of work on “Luke the theologian.”68 Cadbury portrayed Luke as a conscious writer with a deliberate literary purpose. Conzelmann engendered consideration of Luke as a theologian, a person of faith. Both emphases are important for obtaining the full benefit from Luke and Acts. The first will preoccupy our attention in this section; the latter, in the next.

(1) Genre of Acts

Luke obviously set out to produce a two-volume work. His dual prefaces amply testify to this (Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1). The Gospel genre had already been established. Luke had his predecessors like Mark and referred to them in his preface (Luke 1:1). But what was his pattern for Acts? For his story of the early Christian mission, he had no predecessor as far as we know. In a real sense his work was without parallel; yet characteristics of his writing link him with other literary currents.

Acts has much in common with other Greek forms of literature. The device of a literary preface with a formal dedication is without precedent in biblical literature; it is a formality of Greek literature. There is certainly a biographical interest in Luke's Gospel, and to a certain extent this has been carried over into Acts in the treatment of Peter and Paul.69 Most who have studied the genre of Luke-Acts feel that it has more in common with Greek historiography. The use of formal speeches, of voyages, and the episodic style all link Acts with the Hellenistic historical monograph.70

Greek literature, however, was not the only influence on the form of Acts. The Old Testament seems to have had an even more profound impact. Not only does Acts quote the Old Testament extensively, but the form of much of the Acts narrative is based on Old Testament precedents, like the call of the prophets and the divine commissioning narratives. The overall perspective of the book is not that of the Hellenistic histories with their concepts of fate and destiny but the biblical view that all of history is ultimately under the direction of a sovereign God.71

A final form that likely influenced Luke in his conception of Acts was the Gospel form itself. The parallels between the life of Jesus as pictured in Luke's Gospel and the careers of Peter and Paul in Acts have often been noted. Sometimes they are quite striking—parallel miracles, parallel defenses, parallel sufferings. In some sense Luke saw a continuation of the story of Jesus in the lives of the apostles. What Jesus began to do and teach is continued by his faithful witnesses (Acts 1:1). For Luke the Gospel and Acts represent two stages of the same story.

(2) Language and Style of Acts

Luke has been described as “the most Greek of the New Testament writers.”72 Certainly the vocabulary of Luke-Acts would indicate his proficiency in the language. His vocabulary is the largest of any New Testament writer and one that exceeds some secular Greek writings, such as those of Xenophon.73 He wrote in good Hellenistic Greek and often employed constructions from the classical writers, those “Atticisms” so prized by first-century writers, like an occasional use of the optative mode, of the future infinitive, and of the future participle. He used Greek figures of speech, having an especial love for litotes. Still his language is not that of the neoclassicists, but it is instead good literary koine Greek.

Luke's writings are steeped in the language of the Old Testament. A full 90 percent of his vocabulary is found also in the Septuagint. There are, in addition, a number of Semiticisms not found in the Greek Old Testament. N. Turner suggests that these may be “Jewish Greek,” expressions that would have been common in the Jewish Diaspora.74 Most frequent in the infancy narratives of Luke 1-2 and in the “Jewish” portions of Acts, chaps. 1-15, these probably indicate Luke's skill as a writer. Throughout Acts there is a verisimilitude in the narrative. Jews speak with a Jewish accent, Athenian philosophers speak in Atticisms, and Roman officials speak and write in the customary legal style. Luke showed not only a familiarity with such linguistic idiosyncrasies but also the ability to depict them through his style of writing.

(3) Speeches of Acts

One of the most characteristic features of Acts is the presence of many speeches interspersed throughout the narrative. Altogether these comprise nearly a third of the text of Acts, about 300 of its approximately 1,000 verses.75 In all there are twenty-four of these—eight coming from Peter, nine from Paul, and seven from various others.76 Of the twenty-four, ten can be described as “major” addresses: three “missionary” sermons of Peter (chaps. 2; 3; 10); a trilogy of speeches from Paul in the course of his mission (chaps. 13; 17; 20), three “defense speeches” of Paul (chaps. 22; 24; 26), and Stephen's address before the Sanhedrin (chap. 7).

The trilogy of Pauline mission speeches is particularly striking, with one major address for each phase of the mission, each addressed to a different group. On the first journey Paul addressed the Jews in the synagogue of Pisidian Antioch (chap. 13). On the second he addressed the pagans in his famous Areopagus speech (chap. 20). On the third he spoke to the Christian leaders of the Ephesian congregation in the address at Miletus (chap. 20). Luke presented a balanced variety of speeches with regard to both occasion and listeners.

In recent years a major scholarly debate over the speeches of Acts has focused primarily over the question of whether they are wholly Lukan compositions or whether they are based on historically reliable traditions. One consideration involves the manner in which speeches were employed by Hellenistic historiographers. For his Gospel, Luke had the oral tradition and predecessors like Mark for the words of Jesus, which existed primarily in the form of short sayings. There was likely no such “sayings of the apostles” tradition available to Luke; and for Acts he presented their teachings in the form of extended discourses or speeches.77 This speech form links him with the convention of Greek historiographers, who often depicted their characters making major addresses at crucial junctures, such as the eve of a battle. If Luke followed this precedent in his account of the early Christian mission, it is natural to inquire about how the historiographers went about gathering the material for their speeches. Did they employ sources? Did they compose their speeches totally from their own judgment about what might be appropriate to the occasion?

Actually, the evidence from Greek historiography is quite mixed. Speech composition was a major element in ancient rhetorical training. For some historiographers the correctness of form and elegance of the speech was more important than its basis in accurate historical reminiscence; for others, however, this practice was roundly condemned. Polybius, for instance, strongly criticized his predecessors for freely inventing speeches; and in his treatise on history writing, Lucian insisted on facts, fidelity, and accurate reporting.78 Perhaps the most relevant statement is that of Thucydides, who described his procedure in providing speeches in his historical narrative. He remarked that he was unable to reproduce exactly the words delivered on a given occasion either from his own memory when he had been present or from the reports given him from eyewitnesses but that he had endeavored as closely as possible “to give the general purport of what was actually said.”79 It has often been suggested that Luke may have followed the same procedure, gathering information from eyewitnesses, relying on his own memory where possible, and providing as accurately as he could the “gist” of what was said.80

It would be hard to deny that Luke provided the speech material in his own words. Even for the longest of them, the Acts speeches are quite short, taking only a few minutes to read aloud. This is one of the ways they differ from those of the Greek historiographers. The latter are generally quite long, many times longer than the speech of Stephen, the longest speech in Acts. The speeches in Acts are a summary, an example of the things said, not a full report of the address. For example, Peter's speech in the temple square evidently began around three in the afternoon (3:1) and lasted until sundown (4:3); but Luke provided only a seventeen-verse précis of the sermon.81

Another indication of Luke's literary contribution in the speeches is that the basic vocabulary and style of the speeches is the same uniform style that runs throughout Acts.82 Likewise, the speeches all tend to follow a common outline and structure.83 Then there is an interdependence among the speeches.84 Peter's remarks at the Apostolic Conference refer to the account of the conversion of Cornelius; Paul alluded to texts in his Pisidian Antioch address that are only fully expounded in Peter's sermon at Pentecost. Luke assumed the reader is familiar with the earlier accounts and felt no need to give a fuller treatment. As the author of Acts, Luke provided the speeches—in his words, in his selection of material. But does this mean that he created them and that they are not reliable reports of what was actually said?

Is there evidence that the speeches in Acts are based on reliable traditions?85 A number of indications point in that direction. One is the sheer variety of the speeches themselves. One can indeed detect a common structure in many of the speeches, but the content and argument often run in quite different directions. The three missionary speeches to Jews have the most in common (chaps. 2; 3; 13)—Jesus as Messiah, the extensive Old Testament citations, the emphasis on the resurrection. Peter's speech to the God-fearer Cornelius (chap. 10) follows the same basic pattern. C. H. Dodd long ago argued that the common structure of these sermons reflects the early preaching or “kerygma” of the church.86 Within Peter's speeches in Acts 2-3 are elements of a very early Christology—unusual titles for Jesus, such as “servant,” “Righteous One,” “prophet like Moses,” and the concept of Jesus as being “designated” by God as Messiah. Such concepts reflect Jewish-Christian thought and testify to the primitiveness of these speeches.87

Stephen's speech is unique. His emphasis on God's revelation outside the Holy Land and his temple critique are totally unparalleled in any other speech of Acts. His unusual Scripture traditions are equally without parallel. Such considerations may indicate that Luke was using some sort of Hellenist source—if not a written source, at least an accurate account of their thought gleaned from Hellenist circles.88 The Areopagus speech of Acts 17 and the words to the pagans at Lystra (14:15-17) with their “natural theology” and appeal to Greek philosophical thought are altogether different from the sermons to Jews. The Miletus address is strongly reminiscent of the Pauline Epistles, having particularly much in common with the Pastorals. Suffice it to say, the speeches in Acts are suited to their various contexts; and one need not doubt that Luke based them on reliable traditions and indeed succeeded in giving the “general purport of what was actually said.”

(4) Other Forms in Acts

Luke utilized other forms of material in his narrative of the early Christian witness. One form Acts has in common with the Gospels is that of the miracle story. In Acts the apostles continued the work of Jesus in performing the same kinds of miracles—healings of the lame, exorcisms, raising the dead. A major difference was that Jesus healed by his own authority; the apostles healed through the power of the Spirit “in the name of Jesus.” Unique to Acts are the so-called “punitive” miracles, where someone suffers punishment for resisting, lying to, or attempting to manipulate the Spirit. The tremendous power of the Holy Spirit behind the advance of the Christian witness has its negative side: one simply does not tamper with the divine Spirit. On the positive side the miracles in Acts are always shown serving God's word. Whether it be the tongues of Pentecost or the healing of a lame man in the temple compound, the miracle prepares the way for the preaching of the word and the “greater miracle” of commitment to Christ.

Another type of material found throughout Acts is the travel narrative. Jesus is often depicted as traveling in the Gospels, but the travelogues are of a different nature in Acts with their extensive notes of cities visited, stopping places, and locations sighted from a ship. On the surface many of these “travel notes” seem almost superfluous, adding no content to the story. This is particularly true of those found in the account of Paul's mission. The notes, however, play their role in the story of Acts. For one, they are quite accurate and give a certain stamp of reliability, as from one who was actually a participant in the events being related. Second, they picture movement and progress. Many of the travel notes are a form of summary depicting how the gospel first reached a new area, whether it be Azotus and Caesarea (8:40), or the cities such as Lydda (9:32) or Joppa (9:36) on the Plain of Sharon (9:32), or the cities of the Phoenician coast (11:19). The constant note of travel enhances the impression of movement as the Christian mission reached out in ever-widening circles.

A third type of material found throughout Acts is the edifying story. Much of the text consists of short episodes. In fact, a great deal of the account of the progress of the Christian witness is told by means of stories. Chapter 19 might serve as an example. We are told that Paul's ministry in Ephesus lasted for three years (20:31), and yet only the briefest account is given of Paul's actual witness in the synagogue and lecture hall (19:8-10). The major portion of the chapter is devoted to a series of episodes, individual encounters with some disciples of John the Baptist (vv. 1-7), some itinerant Jewish exorcists (vv. 13-16), those who had practiced magical arts (vv. 17-19), and the shrine-makers' guild of Ephesus (vv. 23-41).

One might ask what sort of account this is of a major three-year mission. The answer is that it is a rather full account. Luke chose to illustrate the success of Paul's mission through these episodes. There are first disciples of John the Baptist—those with an incomplete and inadequate understanding of Christ. Paul led them to a full commitment. Then there were the charlatans and the magical papyri—the marks of pagan superstition. The charlatans were exposed, and the charm books were burned. And finally even those with economic interests in town were thwarted in their effort to overturn Paul's witness.

Luke has taught us quite a bit about Paul's work in Ephesus and about Christian witness in general—in its encounter with inadequate understanding, fraudulence, popular religion, and powerful forces in society. The theme in all instances is that truth prevails, and the gospel triumphs; Paul only had to remain true to his witness. Throughout Acts, Luke used this episodic style to portray the dynamic of the Christian witness. He conveyed the inner force of the Christian mission through the medium of these stories. Acts does not chronicle mere events; it is “narrative theology” at its best.89

A final form that characterizes Acts is the summary. Sometimes these summaries are quite brief and point only to the growth of the Christian community (cf. 6:7; 9:31; 12:24). Others point to the inner life of the community—its prayer life (1:14), the hallmarks of its fellowship (2:42-47), its community of sharing (4:32-35), and the healing ministry of the apostles (5:12-16). In form these might be described as the antitheses of the episodes. The episodes teach by means of specific incidents. The summaries generalize, giving a broad impression of the main characteristics of the Christian community. The long summaries are the three found in chaps. 2; 4; 5. They thus belong to the first days of Christianity after the burst of the Spirit at Pentecost. They portray a community marked by mutual prayer and devotion, a total sharing of selves and substance, complete trust in one another, a passion for witness, a sense of the Spirit's power among them, and a unity of commitment and purpose. They portray an ideal Christian community—the “roots” of the fellowship.90 These summaries are some of the most valuable material Luke provided in his story of the early church.

(5) Luke's Personal Interests

Before leaving the consideration of Luke as a writer, note a few characteristics of his personality reflected in his writing. Obviously Luke was a good storyteller. The account of Peter's escape from prison (chap. 12) with little Rhoda leaving him at the gate is a masterpiece of suspense and irony. The same can be said of Philip's conversion of the eunuch (chap. 8), of Eutychus's fall from the window (chap. 20), and the narrow escape from the storm at sea (chap. 27).

The latter account illustrates another trait of Luke—his eye for detail. In the storm scene every nautical procedure is carefully described, but this very detail only serves to heighten the suspense of the story. Some of Luke's details can only be attributed to his own personal idiosyncrasies. He must have traveled a great deal because he showed a decided interest in lodging, whether it be Peter with Simon the tanner (9:43) or Paul with Lydia (16:15), Priscilla and Aquila (18:2), Philip (21:8), Mnason (21:16), or Publius (28:7).91

Another Lukan interest seems to have been shared meals. Note how often Jesus is shown at meals in Luke's Gospel, and the same continues in Acts. The story begins with Jesus eating with the apostles in the upper room (1:4) and continues right on to the end, with Paul sharing a meal with his pagan shipmates in the storm at sea (27:33f.). One of the hallmarks of the early Christians is described as their breaking bread together and doing so with “glad and sincere hearts” (2:46). And Peter's acceptance of Cornelius is illustrated by his sharing at table with him (11:3). Perhaps this is the key to Luke's emphasis. He knew that one of the surest marks of one's acceptance of fellow human beings is the willingness to share with them at table. This indeed was one of the central issues at the conference in Jerusalem (chap. 15)—making it possible for Jewish and Gentile Christians to express their unity in Christ in table fellowship.92

Luke had other interests as well. In general he had a concern for people who are oppressed and downtrodden—people like Samaritans and eunuchs. He likely made it a special point to include Philip's activity as he selected his material for Acts. He cared about the poor also, and that interest is amply exemplified in his Gospel. It too carries over into Acts. Part of his portrait of the ideal early community is one in which those who have share with those who have not, where “there were no needy persons among them” (4:34). There is a concern for women also in Acts. True, Luke was a child of his day and often spoke in “male” language, but he did not fail to show the prominence of women in the early church—the women in the upper room who participated in Pentecost (1:14); Sapphira, who was on “equal terms” in receiving her judgment; Lydia, Priscilla, and the “noble women” of Macedonia (17:4,12).93 One of Luke's main concerns in Acts was to portray a church without human barriers, a community where the gospel is unhindered and truly inclusive.94

8. Luke the Historian

It has often been argued that Acts is not a reliable historical document.95 This opinion seems to have first flowered with the so-called Tübingen school in the midnineteenth century. Its name derives from the German university where F. C. Baur, the leader of this school of thought, taught. Baur attempted a full-scale historical reconstruction of early Christianity in which he argued that the first Christian century was marked by a sharp conflict between Jewish and Gentile Christian factions. The Jewish Christians rallied around Peter as their leader and were legalists, maintaining that Christians should live in strict accordance with the Jewish law. The other faction considered Paul their leader and advocated his law-free, grace-centered gospel.

Obviously, if Baur's reconstruction was at all accurate, Acts could not qualify as a document from this period. Throughout Acts, Peter and Paul are shown to be on good terms. In fact, Peter was the staunchest defender of Paul's law-free Gentile mission at the Jerusalem Conference (15:7-11). In Acts, Paul is depicted as a law-abiding Jew and well received by the Jerusalem church. This simply does not fit Baur's reconstruction. Baur and his disciples concluded that Acts could not have come from the early Christian period but was rather an eirenicon, a text concerned with resolving differences in the church, and thus a tendentious document coming from the second-century church when the struggle was long over. The second-century church was labeled the “early catholic” church and was seen as being concerned with unity, peace, and conformity of doctrine. Baur maintained that this second-century Christianity produced Acts—to give the impression that the unity and harmony of its own day had existed in the earlier apostolic period. Acts was thus historically invalid as a document for early Christianity.96

The Tübingen hypothesis was eventually discredited. The British scholar J. B. Lightfoot, more than any other, was responsible for this. He demonstrated the late date of the pseudo-Clementine literature, the main documents Baur had used in support of this thesis of the Jewish-Gentile Christian battle in the first century. About the same time another British scholar, Sir Wm. Ramsay, began to rehabilitate the historical credibility of Acts. Ramsay had himself been inclined toward the Tübingen reconstruction of early Christian history and had originally advocated a second-century dating for Acts. However, as a result of his extensive archaeological excavations in Asia Minor, he became increasingly impressed with the accuracy of detail in the Acts account—the names of local officials, place names, and the like. He became convinced that Acts was so accurate in such details that the whole had to be historically trustworthy.97 The more recent work of W. Gasque and C. Hemer has continued to support historical reliability of Luke's account through careful scholarship.98 Of special note is the judgment from the German scholar M. Hengel that Luke measures up well to the best canons of reliable Hellenistic historiography.99

Luke seems to have seen himself as something of a historian. His use of the prefaces and the speech form link him with Hellenistic historiography. Of all the Gospel writers he is the only one who consciously connected the story of Jesus with world history (cf. 2:1f.; 3:1f.). This interest continues in the Book of Acts. An occasional note connects the story of the church with the Roman emperor and events of the empire (cf. 11:28; 18:2). Lesser rulers have an important role, like Herod Agrippa I, Agrippa II, and Gallio, the procurator of Achaia. At the end of the story line Paul was set in Rome for his appearance before no lesser figure than the emperor himself. Luke surely was not interested in history for its own sake, but he was interested in world events where they intersected the young Christian movement. He was above all interested in showing that Christianity is of worldwide significance, that the events which transpired in Jesus Christ had not been done “in a corner” (26:26). They are worthy of the note of Gentiles, kings, even emperors; for Christ is Savior of all. Surely something of the historian's interest is in this; but more than that, the Evangelist was concerned to share the Savior of the world with the world.

9. Luke the Theologian

If Luke can be called a historian, he is equally qualified for the designation of theologian. All good historians are interpreters of the events they treat. Through selection, emphasis, and analysis they seek meaning in the events. Luke was no exception. He viewed early Christian history through the eyes of faith and saw constant traces of the divine providence that guided those events. In this respect he was also a theologian. He wrote from the perspective of faith. This in no way detracts from his stature as a historian. He wrote his history “from within,” from the viewpoint of faith, and was thus both historian and theologian.

Since the release of H. Conzelmann's book on Lukan theology in the early fifties, extensive scholarly investigation of the Lukan theological perspective has been underway. The following treatment is designed as a bare introduction to that discussion and is divided into two subsections. The first will deal with two special areas that have dominated the discussion. The second will give an overview of some of the theological distinctives of Acts.

(1) “Salvation History” and “Early Catholicism”

In his seminal work Conzelmann suggested that Luke's main theological emphasis was that of portraying a divine history of salvation. Taking Luke-Acts together, he saw Luke as dividing holy history into three distinct epochs—that of Israel (the old people of God), that of Christ (the center of all history), and that of the church (the new people of God).100 He maintained that Luke wrote in a time when the original eschatological expectation of the imminent return of Christ had waned, when Christians were settling down to a long wait and needed to come to terms with their existence in the world. Appealing to Acts 1:6-8, Conzelmann saw Luke as replacing the original eschatological fervor with the agenda of the mission of the church. The Spirit then became tied to the history of the church. In all of this are the seeds of institutionalism and a fall from the immediacy of the individual experience of justification through grace in the Spirit which marked Paul's theology. Justification has been replaced by salvation history.

Many of Conzelmann's conclusions are questionable. First, the idea of the “delayed Parousia” has been greatly overplayed. Acts often evidences that the original eschatological fervor of the Christian community had not waned.101 The mission of the church was itself born out of the conviction that Christians were the people of God of the end time and were to be the “light to the nations” who bore the message of God's decisive redemptive act in Christ. Second, it is simply not true that the Spirit is tied to the church in Acts. The Spirit is always transcendent in Acts. The true salvation-historical perspective of Luke-Acts is not that of a three-part periodization of earthly history but a two-part scheme where God in his Spirit continues from transcendence to work among his people on the earthly, historical level.102

Finally, Conzelmann set up an unnecessary either/or. The church exists in the world, in history, and it must come to terms with that reality. Yet the church mediates the living, convicting word of God.103 The church only fails when it is no longer open to the living word, to the convicting, judging, leading Spirit of God but instead ties both word and Spirit to its own dogma and institutions. There is no evidence that this was true of the Christians in Acts. The opposite was the case—their assumptions were constantly challenged anew by their openness to the Spirit at work among them.

E. Käsemann would disagree with that last statement. He sees strong marks of the institutionalized church in Acts. Somewhat reminiscent of the old Tübingen hypothesis, he labels this “early catholicism,” meaning by this the early manifestations of tendencies that eventually developed into the full-blown “Catholic” church with its elaborate hierarchy and dogma. The “catholic” tendencies Käsemann saw as being present in Acts include such things as the formation of hardened dogma; apostolic succession and transmitted authority; a distinction between clergy and laity; an authoritative tradition of scriptural interpretation; sacramentalism; a concern for unity and consolidation; and a historical, institutional perspective.104 Käsemann's “early Catholic” thesis has generally not been well received by the scholarly community.105 There simply is no evidence for dogmatism, successionism, sacramentalism, traditionalism, and institutionalism in Acts.

(2) Theological Aspects of Acts

To speak of a “theology” in Acts in any systematic sense probably would not be proper. If one assumes that Luke's speeches reflect their actual settings, one would expect a certain theological diversity. This does seem to be the case—the primitive Christology in Peter's speeches to Jews, the “natural theology” in Paul's addresses to pagans, the culticreform element in Stephen's speech.

Two observations with regard to treatments of the theology of Acts are noteworthy. First, it might be well to drop the hyphen in Luke-Acts and concentrate on each of Luke's two writings separately in dealing with Luke's theology, as M. Parsons has suggested.106 A common procedure has been to run an analysis of the theological themes in the Gospel of Luke and then search for confirmation of these in Acts. The result has often been a lopsided picture that omits many of the major emphases in Acts. Acts has a different historical setting from Luke and utilizes different literary genres. It should stand on its own. The second observation relates closely to the first: a theology of Acts should derive primarily from its narrative movement. Acts is basically narrative, and its “theology” is to be found primarily there. What are the recurrent themes in the episodes? What motifs dominate in the movement of the story line? This is where the “theology” of Acts really lies. It is a “narrative theology.” As such, it will be primarily considered in section 11 under the themes of Acts.

A few theological distinctives in the more traditional sense, however, have often been observed in Acts and should be considered. The Christology of Acts might best be described as a “messianic Christology.” Most of the Christological statements occur in the speeches to Jews where the emphasis is on convincing them from the Old Testament Scriptures that Jesus is the promised Messiah. Closely tied to this is the emphasis on the resurrection. Throughout Acts the decisive act of Christ is described in terms of his resurrection.107 The resurrection is the event that demonstrates Christ is Messiah. The messianic emphasis likely explains why atonement is not a major emphasis in Acts. By the resurrection God confirmed the messianic status of Jesus. Less emphasis falls on the death of Jesus. The atonement is present to a limited extent in Acts—in Paul's reference to Christ's death according to the Scriptures (13:27-29) and in his description of the church as being “purchased through his own blood” (20:28). It is probably implicit in the “servant” terminology of Peter's sermon in the temple square as well as in the strong stress on repentance found throughout Acts (cf. 2:38; 26:20).108

Luke is often faulted for not including the idea of justification in the Pauline portions of Acts. The idea is not wholly missing (cf. 13:38f.), and it should be noted that the terminology of justification does not occur in all of Paul's own epistles, including the Corinthian letters. Still, Acts reveals much in common with Paul's thought with respect to receiving salvation. It is never through works. Peter's words about the yoke of the law and his insistence on salvation through God's grace (15:10f.) could hardly be closer to the thought of Paul.109 Luke was no systematic theologian, and nowhere in Acts is a clear soteriology worked out; but throughout there is a simple gospel that salvation comes by no other name than Jesus (cf. 2:38f.; 4:12; 16:31), a salvation brought by the work of God and solely as a gift.110

10. The Purpose of Acts

In any consideration of an author's purpose, the logical starting point would be his own statement on the matter. Luke did in fact provide such a statement in the preface to his Gospel. If the preface was intended to introduce both volumes, as is likely the case, then v. 4 provides Luke's intent.111 The preface is very general: “that you may know the certainty (asphaleian) of the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4).112 The preceding verses have described how he went about reaching this goal—by closely following the events as they had come down to him through eyewitnesses and servants of the word and by arranging them in an orderly fashion. The emphasis on literary predecessors, eyewitnesses, and careful investigation would indicate a historian's interest—to present the events in an accurate and well-arranged manner.113 The emphasis on “certainty” (literally “firm foundation”) would point to his “theologian's” interest—to give a solid grounding in the faith. His reference to “the things you have been taught” would indicate that he was writing to someone who had already received some instruction in the Christian traditions. To give “Theophilus” a solid grounding in the faith by means of an orderly account was Luke's stated purpose.114 Can we know more?

Some have seen a clue to a more specific purpose in Luke's “addressee,” Theophilus. The name is a well-established Greek name. Since its etymology yields “lover of God,” it has often been concluded that Luke intended the name symbolically, perhaps referring to those “God-fearers” who were associated with the synagogues, Gentiles who shared with the Jews their faith in God but who had not undergone full proselyte procedure and converted to Judaism.115 E. Goodspeed suggested that Theophilus may have been Luke's publisher and that the inclusion of his name would indicate that Luke intended his work for the secular book market.116 B. H. Streeter postulated that Theophilus must have been an influential Roman official since the title “most excellent” is reserved elsewhere in Acts for high-ranking officials. He suggested that Theophilus may have been Flavius Clemens, the cousin of the emperor Domitian, who may have been a secret Christian.117 Recently Agrippa II has been suggested.118 Perhaps the most popular “Theophilus Theory” has been that he was Paul's legal counsel in Rome, and Luke-Acts was written as a brief for the preparation of his case.119

Of all these theories, the God-fearer suggestion has the most to commend it. Luke's reference to the things Theophilus had been taught as well as the specifically Christian detail of Luke and Acts was surely intended for those who had significant acquaintance with Christianity and were either strongly inclined toward it or were already (as seems most likely) Christian. It is difficult to conceive of a Roman official or Gentile pagan sorting through all of Luke-Acts for the material of interest.

Some have argued that Luke-Acts was written to counter a particular false teaching. Most often suggested has been Gnosticism.120 Any evidence for Luke fighting Gnosticism in his books is indirect at best. In Acts the threat to the church is not from within the fellowship but always from without.121 The same can be said for Marcion. The emphasis on Christianity's roots in Judaism can be better explained on other grounds than as a polemic against Marcionism.122 We are thus finally left with Luke's general statement of purpose. Does Acts offer any more specific indication of Luke's purpose through its recurring themes? The evidence points to an affirmative answer and to a multiplicity of “purposes.”

11. The Themes of Acts

In speaking of an author's “purpose,” two problems arise. One is that this assumes we can pick the author's brain. I am not sure that we can. We only know him through his works and can ultimately only speak of the emphases that seem to stand out in his writings. The second problem is that attempts to delineate a single purpose of a writing tend to become overly focused and to omit other significant motifs. It seems better to speak of themes and to acknowledge a multiplicity of them in Acts. None of them is distinct. They all interweave and overlap with one another to furnish together the rich tapestry that is the story of Acts.

(1) World Mission

If Luke gave an explicit clue to his purpose anywhere in Acts, it would be the thematic 1:8. In answer to the disciples’ question about the restoration of the kingdom, Jesus set before them a mission to the world. They were to be witnesses in Jerusalem, all Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.123 This verse presents a rough geographical outline of the spread of the Christian mission as depicted in Acts. It began in Jerusalem (chaps. 1-5), then it started moving out from Jerusalem into all Judea and Samaria (chaps. 6-8), and finally with Paul went “to the ends of the earth” (chaps. 13-28). Since the term “ends of the earth” was used of Rome in Pss. Sol. 8:16, it generally has been assumed that the mission reached its goal with Paul's arrival in Rome.
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Such may not be the case. The term “ends of the earth” is an Old Testament phrase for the ultimate limits of civilization and appears in Greco-Roman literature with the same connotation.124 In some literature it is used of Ethiopia. In a real sense Philip, with his Samaritan mission and witness to the Ethiopian eunuch, could be described as having fulfilled Jesus’ commission. The mission in Acts tends to move in circles—not in a straight line.125 The Gentile mission, for instance, actually began with Philip. Then it was initiated anew by Peter with Cornelius (chap. 10). Finally, it was taken up fully by the Antioch church (11:20). The same is true geographically. There was an apparent ever-increasing circle of witness from Jerusalem outward, but it had a way of doubling back. Paul's third mission was spent mainly in Ephesus. There was no new geographical expansion, no territory he visited that he had not already visited on his second journey. And Rome was not the final goal of Acts in a geographical sense. The mission had reached there already—long before Paul (cf. 18:2; 28:14f.).

That Luke was not concerned with giving a complete history of the mission and expansion of the early church is amply evidenced also by consulting Paul's epistles. There was a Pauline congregation at Colosse as we know from that epistle, but Luke did not mention Paul's work there. Paul spoke of his having preached in Illyricum (Rom 15:19). Acts is silent on this. There was a strong Christian community in North Africa by the early second century, and Apollos seems to have learned of Christ there (Acts 18:24f.). Luke said nothing about it, nor did he relate the missionary activity of any of the Twelve apostles outside Judea, not even that of Peter. He gave only one line of the mission thrust—that of Paul. And through his picture of Paul he presented a paradigm of Christian mission for all time.

The ends of the earth are never reached in Acts. The mission goal is never completed. It remains open, yet to be fulfilled. Paul continued bearing his witness in Rome. The abrupt ending of the book is open-ended. There are many “completed” missions in Acts. Each of Paul's has a sort of closure with his return to Antioch or Jerusalem.126 But each ending is the starting point for a new beginning. Perhaps that is the missionary message of Acts. The story remains open. There must always be new beginnings. The “ends of the earth” are still out there to receive the witness to Christ.

(2) Providence of God

That the mission of the church is under the direct control of God is perhaps the strongest single theme in the theology of Acts. One of the primary ways in which it is set is through the use of Scripture in a promise-fulfillment pattern. Acts makes extensive use of Old Testament Scripture, particularly the prophets and psalms.127 The quotations are often presented with the formula “the Scripture had to be fulfilled” (cf. 1:16). These Old Testament quotations occur at almost every juncture of the church's life. They establish the necessity for replacing Judas (1:16-21), provide the basis for the miracle at Pentecost (2:16-21), and prove the necessity of the death (2:25-28) and resurrection of Jesus (2:34-35). Scripture establishes the Gentile witness (13:47) and the Gentile inclusion in the people of God (15:16-18). The examples could be multiplied. Acts 26:22 summarizes this emphasis. All is according to Scripture, and all is in the divine purpose. The point is that the Scriptures legitimate the entire activity of the Christian community—its faith in Christ and its witness.128 The Scriptures establish that these things must be fulfilled. They attest to the divine purpose, and their fulfillment is a certain sign that God is behind the events.

It is not only with regard to Scripture that one finds this emphasis on the “divine necessity” (Greek, dei) in Acts.129 The suffering of Paul as Christ's faithful witness was part of the divine purpose (9:16), as was his destiny to appear before Caesar (19:21; 23:11; 27:24). The miracles likewise attest to the divine providence behind the entire life and witness of the Christian community in Acts.130 This aspect of God's providence is most apparent in the activity of the Spirit.

(3) Power of the Spirit

The role of the Holy Spirit is part of the emphasis on God's providence in Acts. It is primarily through God's Spirit that the community was aware of the divine power at work among them. So central was the work of the Spirit in Acts that some have suggested that a more appropriate title for the book would be “The Acts of the Holy Spirit.” The Spirit is not even mentioned in eleven chapters of Acts, but the Spirit does not have to be named to have been present in Acts. Luke gave enough clues in the earlier chapters of Acts for readers to realize that references to the Christians speaking “boldly” and the like indicate that the Spirit was with them. Such indications occur to the last verse of Acts.

In a real sense, the church was born of the Spirit at Pentecost (chap. 2) just as the infancy narrative of Luke's Gospel shows how Jesus was born of the Holy Spirit. The parallel does not end there. Just as the Spirit descended upon Jesus at his baptism (Luke 3:22) and continued to abide with him throughout his ministry (Luke 4:18), so the Spirit was the constant companion in the life of the young church.131 The Holy Spirit is a gift to every believer (Acts 2:38) and comes as a special endowment of power in times of crisis to enable a bold witness (cf. 4:8). The Holy Spirit inspired the Scriptures that the Christian community saw being fulfilled in its own time (cf. 4:25).

As the divine power at work in the community, the Spirit also possesses an awesome capacity of judgment, as Ananias and Sapphira experienced when they were guilty of lying to the Spirit (5:1-11). It is striking that the Spirit is not linked directly to the healing narratives in Acts. Generally healings are performed “in the name of Jesus.” The name of Jesus, however, represents his presence and his power, and the presence of Jesus is experienced in the church through the Spirit. The Spirit is the abiding presence of Jesus; the Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Jesus (cf. “Holy Spirit” and “Spirit of Jesus” in 16:6-7).

The most characteristic role of the Spirit in Acts is his activity in the Christian mission. Every major breakthrough in mission occurs through the guidance of the Spirit. Sometimes this is explicitly stated, as when the Spirit called the church at Antioch to set apart Paul and Barnabas for a mission (13:3f.) and when the Spirit prevented Paul from working in Bithynia and Asia and literally forced him to the first mission on European soil at Philippi (16:6-10). Sometimes the Spirit's activity is more subtly depicted in story form. Philip's pioneering witness to the Ethiopian eunuch is a good example. The Spirit is explicitly mentioned in 8:29,39; but his presence is felt at every point of the narrative, directing Philip's every step and providentially setting the stage with every possible “coincidence” (the perfect Scripture, a pool of water at just the right time) for the conversion of the Ethiopian. An important activity of the Spirit is his “legitimation” of new groups in the Christian outreach—the Samaritans (8:17-25), Cornelius and his fellow Gentiles (10:44-48), the disciples of John the Baptist at Ephesus (19:6f.). Each of these events marked a new breakthrough, a new level of outreach in the Christian mission; and each was accompanied by a special, outwardly demonstrable evidence that the Spirit had come upon them and God had accepted them.

Scripture, miracles, angelic visions, the activity of the Spirit: such are the constant accompaniment of the Christian mission in Acts. Such were the sure evidences to the young community that their endeavors were within the purposes and under the direction of God.

(4) Restored Israel

Much of Acts concerns the Christian witness to the Jews. The first five chapters center in Jerusalem and are preoccupied with the preaching to the Jews of the city. Four of the major speeches of Acts are addressed to Jewish audiences (chaps. 2; 3; 7; 13). Paul always began his witness in a new locality by entering the synagogue. A mixed picture of the Jewish response to the gospel, however, emerges. Growing success—3,000 converts at Pentecost (2:41), a total of 5,000 in the Jerusalem church only shortly thereafter (4:4), the conversion of priests (6:7), and “many thousands” of believers in the Jerusalem church by the time of Paul's last visit there (21:20)—paralleled a growing rejection of the Christian message by the Jews. This began with the Jewish officials, particularly the Sanhedrin, who arrested and tried the apostles twice (chaps. 4-5), whipped them on the latter occasion (5:40), and eventually killed Stephen (7:57-60). A massive persecution followed, led by the Jewish Zealot Saul (8:3); but even Saul's conversion did not end the Jewish resistance. Paul became the persecuted.

The pattern of his rejection by the Diaspora synagogues is set in Pisidian Antioch (13:44-47) and continued throughout his ministry all the way to the Jews of Rome (28:23-28). Yet even there some Jews believed Paul's witness to Christ (28:24). Still, the Jewish resistance to Paul was fairly complete by the end of Acts. Beginning with the mob scene in the temple square (21:27), the “whole crowd” of Jews attempted to lynch the apostle; and this strong Jewish opposition kept Paul confined under Roman custody and forced his appeal to Caesar. It stands behind the remainder of the story of Acts.

What is one to make out of this picture of the mixed response of the Jews to the Christian message? The positive response should not be overlooked. A successful witness in Jerusalem resulted in a Jewish Christian community containing thousands of converts. But the picture is one of only limited success. Most of the Jews did not accept Christ. There was no question of Judaism becoming Christian in any official sense.132 The Sanhedrin and the synagogues rejected and even persecuted the messengers of Christ.

Stephen's speech in Acts 7 is programmatic in this whole development. It has two major themes, and both point to the Jewish rejection of the Christian message. Stephen's first theme showed from Israel's history that the people had always rejected their divinely appointed leaders. What was true in the past should only be expected in their rejection of Christ at that time. Second, Stephen showed that the official Jewish manner of worship had likewise failed. The temple should have been a place of genuine worship. It had instead become a man-made institution, tying God down to a particular people and place. It could no longer remain the worship center for the true people of God. Stephen's speech thus set down the theological agenda for the Jewish rejection of Christ. The temple could no longer remain in the center for the worship of God, nor could Jerusalem continue as the “holy city.”

At the beginning of Acts, Jerusalem was at the center. Everything radiated from Jerusalem—the first witnesses went out from there; Paul always returned there after each mission. All this changed with Paul's final journey to Jerusalem. In the temple, the center of official Jewish worship, Paul was mobbed by the crowd. The gates of the temple were shut (21:30), and they never again are reopened in the narrative of Acts. From this point on, the movement was away from Jerusalem and toward Rome, the center of the Gentile world.133

Clearly Judaism as a whole, Judaism in any “official” sense, did not accept Christ; Luke underlined this reality in Paul's concluding quote from Isaiah to the Jews of Rome, a prophetic text that pointed to precisely this “calloused” heart on the part of Israel (28:27). In Romans 9-11 Paul pointed to the same experience of the Jewish rejection of the gospel. But this is not the whole story. It is a question of who at that point constituted the true people of God.134 Throughout Acts, Christians are clearly the people of God, the true or “restored” Israel. Acts begins with the disciples’ question about when the kingdom would be restored to Israel (1:6). Jesus rejected their question of time, but he did not reject the question of Israel's restoration. Indeed, the mission he gave the disciples was closely related to the question of God's people. God's people are now the people of the Messiah, i.e., a people on mission, a light to the nations (13:47). The extensive use of the Old Testament in the early speeches of Acts points to this. They establish that God has fulfilled his promises in his final decisive act of “raising up” Christ as the Messiah. The people of the Messiah are the true people of God, the “restored” Israel. This reality is depicted in the language used throughout Acts for Christians. They are described as “brothers,” the favorite self-designation among Jews. They are “believers”—those who believe in God's Messiah, the promised Messiah to Israel. They are “the way,” the true way within the people of God. The true people of God are not coterminus with the historical, ethnic Jewish nation. They are in direct continuity with the people of God of the old covenant, the Israel of the Messiah, the people of the promises. In Acts the church is not Israel but a new, restored Israel not confined to one people or place.

(5) Inclusive Gospel

If Acts gives a picture of massive Jewish rejection of the gospel and their resulting exclusion from the people of God, it also gives the other side as well—the inclusion of Gentiles in the people of God. It is not a matter of the exclusion of one, inclusion of the other. As we have seen, Acts depicts great success among the Jews and a sizable Jewish-Christian congregation. It is rather the story of how these early Jewish-Christians were led by God to the vision of a more inclusive people of God, a church that transcended all barriers of human discrimination and prejudice. As F. Stagg pointed out, it is a question of the struggle for an “unhindered gospel.”135 For Jewish Christians the idea of accepting Gentiles into the people of God would not have come easy, particularly accepting Gentiles without first requiring that they convert to Judaism. Judaism already had a procedure for admitting Gentile proselytes, and it involved circumcision and agreeing to live by the Jewish Torah. It is nothing short of remarkable that the early Jewish Christians were able to overcome this understanding and conclude that only belief in Jesus as the Messiah qualifies for membership in the people of God.136

Chapters 6-15 largely concern this story of the inclusion of the Gentiles. Beginning with Stephen's vision of a God not tied to locale or cult, the first steps were taken by Philip in his outreach to the “half-Jewish” Samaritans and the Gentile Ethiopian (chap. 8). The central place is occupied by Peter's being led through divine vision to preach to the God-fearing Cornelius and his Gentile friends (chap. 10). The gift of the Spirit to the Gentiles convinced Peter that God accepted them with no further qualifications, and the basic principle was established. A witness to Gentiles was undertaken by the Antioch church (11:20), and it was that congregation that sent Paul and Barnabas forth on mission.

In the course of this mission, Paul turned from the Jews to the Gentiles at Antioch of Pisidia. He pointed to the words of Isaiah, which provide the scriptural base for the witness to the Gentiles (13:47). The great success among the Gentiles both in Antioch and on Paul and Barnabas's mission prompted the major conference in Jerusalem over the matter of Gentile inclusion (chap. 15). There the issue was settled: Gentiles were to be accepted into God's people without the requirements of the Torah. The restored people of God were to be an inclusive community—Jew and Gentile.137

The inclusive message of Acts goes far beyond racial inclusiveness. It extends to economic levels, as is evidenced by the early church's practice of sharing so as not to permit any needy person among them. It extends to physical barriers: the lame beggar at the temple gate and the Ethiopian eunuch were no longer excluded from full participation in the people of God. Women like Lydia and Priscilla were given a leading role in the young Christian fellowship, which is quite remarkable for that time and culture. The inclusiveness extends in every direction—the gospel was preached to governors, kings, perhaps even the emperor. It has no bounds but is an inclusive gospel.

Another side to inclusiveness is unity. Honest inclusiveness implies genuine acceptance. The “Apostolic Decrees” of chap. 15 probably are to be seen in this light, as cultic provisions designed to enable table fellowship between Jewish and Gentile Christians.138 F. C. Baur notwithstanding, the issue of Christian fellowship and unity was central for the early church, since many of the congregations undoubtedly consisted of a mix of Jewish and Gentile members. The issue of mutual acceptance and genuine unity was vital. An expanding mission and a truly inclusive gospel demand a unity of fellowship where no barriers exist.

(6) Faithful Witnesses

The concept of “witness” is the term that links the two halves of Acts together. For the most part, Luke reserved the title “apostle” for the Twelve, indicating by it their unique role as witnesses to the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus (1:21f.). The term “witness” (martys) links the work of the Twelve (1:8) with Stephen (22:20) and with Paul (10:39-41; 13:31; 22:15; 26:16). All in their own way were witnesses to the risen Lord (26:16), but their primary role was to bear their faithful testimony (martyria) to his word.139

In Acts the role of witness is closely linked to that of discipleship. A true disciple is a faithful witness, not only willing to bear testimony to Christ but even to suffer for him. The word “witness” came in the later church to have just that connotation: a true witness is one who carries his or her testimony to the death. Our word “martyr” derives from this later usage of the Greek word for “witness” (martys). Whether the word carries such a connotation in Acts is doubtful, though its application to Stephen (22:20) comes close. That a faithful witness must be willing to suffer is expressed throughout Acts, particularly in the parallels drawn between the experiences of Jesus, Peter, Stephen, and Paul. These have often been noted, and the more striking of them are regularly pointed out in the commentary.140 Peter's healings parallel those of Jesus in the Gospel of Luke. Stephen's martyrdom bears striking resemblance to the trial and crucifixion of Jesus. Paul's final journey to Jerusalem, the mob in the temple square, the charges brought against him, and the trial scenes all have their counterparts in the passion narrative of Luke's Gospel. The careers of Peter and Paul even share links within Acts—similar miracles, escapes from prison, and the like. Luke seems to have brought his materials together and emphasized them in such a fashion as to highlight the correspondences—to present a sort of discipleship succession narrative. An overarching theme binds them all together: The true prophet, the faithful witness can expect suffering and rejection.141 Stephen experienced firsthand the truth of this theme of his speech. But so did Peter and Paul, the other faithful witnesses in Acts. Perhaps this was Luke's way of illustrating the truth of Jesus’ words: “A student… will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40).

(7) Relationship to the World

The last half of Acts emphasizes the relationship of Christians to the Roman political authorities by two recurring patterns. First, the constant note that Paul was innocent of breaking any law is acknowledged by the magistrates of Philippi, declared by Gallio in Corinth, Lysias in Jerusalem, and in turn by Felix, Festus, and Agrippa II. The latter sums up the matter: Paul could have been released had he not appealed to Caesar (26:32). All the officials agreed that Paul had not broken any Roman law, and any charges the Jews had brought against him were solely a matter of internal Jewish religious disputes (cf. 18:15; 23:29; 25:19). Second, in many instances Roman officials stepped in to deliver Paul from Jewish threats to his life—Gallio at Corinth, Lysias from the temple mob and the plot of the forty zealots to ambush Paul, eventually Caesar himself with the right of appeal, which rescued Paul from the prospect of an unjust trial in Jerusalem. Many interpreters have seen in these emphases an apologetic motive—an appeal to the Roman authorities to acknowledge Christian innocence of any political crimes and to secure their tolerance and protection. It has sometimes been argued that the Romans had a list of legal and illegal religions and that this apologetic motif was designed to secure Christian recognition as a sect of Judaism and protection under Judaism's status as a legal religion (religio licita).142 There are serious problems with this view. For one, no evidence demonstrates that the Romans had such a list.143 Second, it is doubtful that this emphasis in Acts was directed to Roman officials. The Romans are simply not depicted in an altogether favorable light. Felix was controlled by his avarice. Festus could not live by his own standards of justice but was willing to compromise them out of favoritism to the Jews. If Luke had really wanted to appeal to the Romans, he would scarcely have pictured them in so unflattering a light.

More likely this emphasis in Acts is directed to Christian readers as a realistic assessment of the political situation. Paul exemplified how to relate to the system. He experienced considerable injustice at the hands of Roman justice, being held in prison for an undue length of time by officials who had already acknowledged his innocence. But Paul never gave up. He made use of the legal rights he possessed—using his citizenship rights, appealing to Caesar. And Paul was careful not to transgress a law. Clearly whatever he suffered at the hands of the political authorities was not due to any civil crime on his part but solely to his witness for Christ (cf. 1 Pet 4:15f.). Another side to the “Roman” emphasis is the favorable action of the Roman officials toward the Christians, which showed them as possible candidates for witness. It was not by accident that Paul witnessed to Roman officials like Sergius Paulus and Felix. Through Paul's example Luke set forth a realistic political agenda for his Christian readers: give no grounds for charges against you, use what legal rights you have, be willing to suffer for your faith, and bear your witness where you can. Even Rome could be won to Christ.144

(8) Triumph of the Gospel

The story of Acts can perhaps be summarized in the single phrase “the triumph of the gospel.” It is a triumphant story of how the early Christian community in the power of the Spirit saturated their world with the message of God's salvation in Jesus Christ. It was not an easy path. There were obstacles from within. Old assumptions were challenged. Opinions had to be revised and prejudices overcome as the Spirit led to an ever more inclusive people of God. There were abundant obstacles from without—imprisonments, beatings, martyrdoms, storms at sea and angry mobs on land. But the faithful witnesses continued their testimony. The word of God grew, bearing ever more fruit among both Jews and Gentiles. The Spirit of God was behind it all, and the gospel triumphed.

A danger in such triumph is the arrogance of a lopsided “theology of glory.” The picture of the faithful witnesses in Acts must be placed alongside that of the triumphant word.145 There is no arrogance there—only persecution, suffering, even death. The witnesses do not triumph—the word triumphs, and the word only triumphs when the witnesses are faithful servants. Only in being open to the Spirit of God were the witnesses of Acts able to fulfill the divine commission. Often the Spirit almost had to override their will, as in Peter's struggle to understand how God could include Cornelius and his fellow Gentiles. There is no room for arrogance here—only humility and openness to God's direction.

The Book of Acts is in a real sense a book for renewal. It calls the church back to its roots—to the early church in the upper room in its undivided devotion to prayer, to its missionary fervor, its fellowship and sharing, its mutual trust and unity. It sets a pattern for faithful discipleship, for a witness that walks in the footsteps of the Master, a wholehearted commitment with a willingness to sacrifice and even to suffer. It speaks to us when discouraged, reminding us that all time is in God's hands, reassuring us of the reality of his Spirit in our lives and witness. It challenges us to open our hearts to the power of the Spirit that we might be faithful witnesses to the word and come to experience anew its triumph in our own time.

12. The Structure of Acts

Acts falls naturally into two divisions: the mission of the Jerusalem church (chaps. 1-12) and the mission of Paul (chaps. 13-28). Each of these may be subdivided into two main parts. In the Jerusalem portion chaps. 1-5 treat the early church in Jerusalem; chaps. 6-12, the outreach beyond Jerusalem. In the Pauline portion 13:1-21:16 relates the three major missions of Paul; 21:27-28:31 deals with Paul's defense of his ministry. The following outline has been subdivided still further for convenient chapter length. Chapters I and II cover the Jerusalem portion of Acts. Chapters III and IV relate the breakthrough to the Gentile mission. Chapters V-VII are each devoted to one of Paul's three major mission periods. Chapter VIII relates Paul's arrest in Jerusalem and his defense speeches. Chapter IX concludes with Paul's voyage and arrival in Rome.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK



I. The Spirit Empowers the Church for Witness (1:1-2:47)

1. Literary Prologue (1:1-2)

2. Instructions Preparatory to Pentecost (1:3-5)

3. Christ's Legacy: The Call to Witness (1:6-8)

4. The Ascension of Christ (1:9-11)

5. Preparation in the Upper Room (1:12-14)

6. Restoration of the Apostolic Circle (1:15-26)

 (1) Judas's Defection (1:15-20a)

 (2) Matthias's Installation (1:20b-26)

7. Miracle at Pentecost (2:1-13)

 (1) The Gift of the Spirit (2:1-4)

 (2) The Witness to the Spirit (2:5-13)

8. Peter's Sermon at Pentecost (2:14-41)

 (1) Scriptural Proof Concerning the Pentecost Experience (2:14-21)

 (2) Scriptural Proof Concerning Christ's Messiahship (2:22-36)

 (3) Invitation and Response (2:37-41)

9. The Common Life of the Community (2:42-47)

II. The Apostles Witness to the Jews in Jerusalem (3:1-5:42)

1. Peter's Healing a Lame Beggar (3:1-11)

2. Peter's Sermon from Solomon's Colonnade (3:12-26)

3. Peter and John before the Sanhedrin (4:1-22)

 (1) Arrested and Interrogated (4:1-12)

 (2) Warned and Released (4:13-22)

4. The Prayer of the Community (4:23-31)

5. The Common Life of the Community (4:32-37)

6. A Serious Threat to the Common Life (5:1-11)

7. The Miracles Worked by the Apostles (5:12-16)

8. All the Apostles before the Council (5:17-42)

 (1) Arrest, Escape, and Rearrest (5:17-26)

 (2) Appearance before Sanhedrin (5:27-40)

 (3) Release and Witness (5:41-42)

III. The Hellenists Break Through to a Wider Witness (6:1-8:40)

1. Introduction of the Seven (6:1-7)

2. Stephen's Arrest and Trial (6:8-7:1)

3. Stephen's Speech before the Sanhedrin (7:2-53)

4. Stephen's Martyrdom (7:54-8:1a)

5. Persecution and Dispersal of the Hellenists (8:1b-3)

6. The Witness of Philip (8:4-40)

(1) The Mission in Samaria (8:4-25)

(2) The Witness to the Ethiopian Treasurer (8:26-40)

IV. Peter Joins the Wider Witness (9:1-12:25)

1. Paul's New Witness to Christ (9:1-31)

 (1) Paul the Converted (9:1-22)

 (2) Paul the Persecuted (9:23-31)

2. Peter's Witness in the Coastal Towns (9:32-43)

 (1) The Healing of Aeneas (9:32-35)

 (2) The Raising of Dorcas (9:36-43)

3. Peter's Witness to a Gentile God-fearer (10:1-11:18)

 (1) The Vision of Cornelius (10:1-8)

 (2) The Vision of Peter (10:9-16)

 (3) Peter's Visit to Cornelius (10:17-23)

 (4) Shared Visions (10:24-33)

 (5) Peter's Witness (10:34-43)

 (6) The Impartiality of the Spirit (10:44-48)

 (7) Endorsement of the Witness to the Gentiles (11:1-18)

4. Antioch's Witness to Gentiles (11:19-30)

 (1) Establishing a Church in Antioch (11:19-26)

 (2) Sending Famine Relief to Jerusalem (11:27-30)

5. Persecution Again in Jerusalem (12:1-25)

 (1) Herod Agrippa's Persecution of the Apostles (12:1-5)

 (2) Peter's Miraculous Deliverance from Prison (12:6-19a)

 (3) Herod's Self-destructive Arrogance (12:19b-23)

 (4) Peace for the Church (12:24-25)

V. Paul Turns to the Gentiles (13:1-15:35)

1. Paul and Barnabas Commissioned (13:1-3)

2. Sergius Paulus's Conversion on Cyprus (13:4-12)

3. Paul's Address to the Synagogue at Pisidian Antioch (13:13-52)

 (1) The Setting (13:13-16a)

 (2) The Sermon (13:16b-41)

 (3) The Sermon's Aftermath (13:42-52)

4. Acceptance and Rejection at Iconium (14:1-7)

5. Preaching to Pagans at Lystra (14:8-21a)

6. The Missionaries' Return to Antioch (14:21b-28)

7. Debate in Jerusalem over Acceptance of Gentiles (15:1-35)

 (1) The Criticism from the Circumcision party (15:1-5)

 (2) The Debate in Jerusalem (15:6-21)

 (3) The Decision in Jerusalem (15:22-29)

 (4) The Decision Reported to Antioch (15:30-35)

VI. Paul Witnesses to the Greek World (15:36-18:22)

1. Parting Company with Barnabas (15:36-41)

2. Revisiting Derbe, Lystra, and Iconium (16:1-5)

3. Called to Macedonia (16:6-10)

4. Witnessing in Philippi (16:11-40)

(1) Founding a Church with Lydia (16:11-15)

(2) Healing a Possessed Servant Girl (16:16-24)

(3) Converting a Jailer's Household (16:25-34)

(4) Humbling the City Magistrates (16:35-40)

5. Churches Establishing Churches in Thessalonica and Berea (17:1-15)

(1) Acceptance and Rejection in Thessalonica (17:1-9)

(2) Witness in Berea (17:10-15)

6. Witness Witnessing to the Athenian Intellectuals (17:16-34)

(1) The Athenians' Curiosity (17:16-21)

(2) Paul's Testimony before the Areopagus (17:22-31)

(3) The Mixed Response (17:32-34)

7. A Church Establishing a Church in Corinth (18:1-17)

(1) The Mission in Corinth (18:1-11)

(2) The Accusation before Gallio (18:12-17)

8. Returning to Antioch (18:18-22)

VII. Paul Encounters the Opposition of Gentiles and Jews (18:23-21:16)

1. Apollos in Ephesus (18:23-28)

2. Paul's Witness to the Disciples of John (19:1-7)

3. Paul's Preaching in Ephesus (19:8-12)

4. Paul's Encounter with False Religion in Ephesus (19:13-20)

(1) Jewish Exorcists (19:13-16)

(2) Overcoming Magic (19:17-20)

5. Paul's Determination to Go to Jerusalem (19:21-22)

6. Opposition to Paul by the Craftsmen of Ephesus (19:23-41)

(1) The Instigation of a Riot by Demetrius (19:23-27)

(2) The Uproar in the Theater (19:28-34)

(3) The Pacification by the City Clerk (19:35-41)

7. Paul's Journey to Jerusalem (20:1-21:16)

(1) Final Ministry in Macedonia and Achaia (20:1-6)

(2) The Restoration of Eutychus (20:7-12)

(3) The Voyage to Miletus (20:13-16)

(4) The Farewell Address to the Ephesian Elders (20:17-35)

(5) The Final Leave-taking (20:36-38)

(6) The Voyage to Jerusalem (21:1-16)

VIII. Paul Witnesses before Gentiles, Kings, and the People of Israel (21:17-26:32)

1. Paul's Witness before the Jews (21:17-23:35)

(1) The Concern of the Jerusalem Elders (21:17-26)

(2) The Riot in the Temple Area (21:27-36)

(3) Paul's Request to Address the Crowd (21:37-40)

(4) Paul's Speech before the Temple Mob (22:1-21)

(5) The Attempted Examination by the Tribune (22:22-29)

(6) Paul before the Sanhedrin (22:30-23:11)

(7) The Plot to Ambush Paul (23:12-22)

(8) Paul Sent to Caesarea (23:23-35)

2. Paul's Witness before Gentiles and the Jewish King (24:1-26:32)

(1) The Trial in Caesarea (24:1-23)

(2) Paul and Felix in Private (24:24-27)

(3) Festus Pressured by the Jews (25:1-5)

(4) Paul's Appeal to Caesar (25:6-12)

(5) Festus's Conversation with Agrippa (25:13-22)

(6) Paul's Address before Agrippa: The Setting (25:23-27)

(7) Paul's Address before Agrippa: The Speech (26:1-23)

(8) Paul's Appeal to Agrippa (26:24-29)

(9) Paul's Innocence Declared by Governor and King (26:30-32)

IX. Paul Witnesses to Jews and Gentiles without Hindrance (27:1-28:31)

1. Paul's Journey to Rome (27:1-28:16)

(1) The Journey to Fair Havens (27:1-8)

(2) The Decision to Sail On (27:9-12)

(3) The “Northeaster” (27:13-20)

(4) Paul's Word of Assurance (27:21-26)

(5) The Prospect of Landing (27:27-32)

(6) Paul's Further Encouragement (27:33-38)

(7) The Deliverance of All (27:39-44)

(8) Paul's Deliverance from the Viper (28:1-6)

(9) The Hospitality of Publius (28:7-10)

(10) The Final Leg to Rome (28:11-16)

2. Paul's Witness in Rome (28:17-31)

(1) First Meeting with the Jews (28:17-22)

(2) Separation from the Jews (28:23-28)

(3) Bold Witness to All (28:30-31)

__________________________________
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I. THE SPIRIT EMPOWERS THE CHURCH FOR WITNESS (1:1-2:47)



The first two chapters of Acts revolve around the miracle of Pentecost. Everything in chap. 1 is related to that event. The risen Jesus instructed the apostles to wait in Jerusalem for the coming of the Holy Spirit (1:4-5). Immediately prior to his ascension, he commissioned them for a worldwide mission and promised that they would be empowered for this by the Holy Spirit (1:8). Following the ascension, the apostles returned to Jerusalem to the upper room and engaged in fervent prayer, awaiting the promised Spirit (1:12-14). But it was necessary that the apostolic circle of witnesses be complete so that all might experience the gift of the Spirit, and Matthias was chosen to replace Judas (1:15-26). Then the Spirit came with great power (2:1-5). The Spirit-filled apostles began to witness to a large crowd, which represented “every nation under heaven”; and all in the crowd heard this in their own native languages (2:6-13). As spokesman for the apostles, Peter seized the opportunity to deliver his first sermon in Acts (2:14-40), and 3,000 were convicted and baptized (2:41). The newborn “church” consolidated by developing a close community of learning, worshiping, and sharing; and the Spirit of the Lord continued to bless their witness by adding to their numbers daily (2:47). The entire narrative of Acts that follows will show the ever-increasing scope of their witness as they were directed and empowered by the Holy Spirit.

1. Literary Prologue (1:1-2)

1In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach 2until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.

Of all the New Testament writers, only Luke used the form of a literary prologue.1 Such prologues were a convention with the writers of his day, and the use of them suggests that Luke saw himself as a producer of literature for the learned public.2 Acts begins with a “secondary prologue,” a device used for introducing new segments to works consisting of more than one book. Luke's, of course, was a two-volume work; and Luke 1:1-4 is the “primary preface” for his entire work, including Acts.3 In Hellenistic literature a secondary preface usually consisted of a brief summary of the prior volume followed by a short introduction to the matter to be covered in the new volume. The preface of Acts gives a summary of the Third Gospel: “All that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up.” There is, however, no introduction to the content of the new volume.4 The book is dedicated to Theophilus, without the formality of the title “most excellent” found in the first volume (Luke 1:3).5

1:1 Since the etymology of Theophilus yields “loved by God” or “lover of God,” many attempts have been made to see the name as symbolic, a suggestion first made by Origen. As “lover of God” some would identify him with “God-fearers” like Cornelius (Acts 10), but Luke used a different terminology for them than “God-lover.”6 There is no need to see the name as symbolic since Theophilus is a good Greek name, well-documented from as early as the third century B.C. Neither is there warrant for identifying him with a specific Theophilus otherwise known or to speculate that he may have been Paul's defense lawyer before Caesar in Rome, with Luke-Acts being written as his legal brief.7 One would assume that Theophilus was a Christian himself whom Luke was seeking to undergird with the “certainty of the things [he] had been taught” (Luke 1:4). Though Luke surely intended his work for the whole Christian community, Theophilus may have received the special dedication for being a patron who helped defray some of the costs of Luke's writing.

Luke referred to his Gospel as his “former book.” The Greek text reads literally “first” book, but the NIV translators were surely correct in translating “former.” In classical Greek the word “first” was used only in series that consisted of more than two, the word “former” being used for series of two. Some have used this observation to argue that Luke must have intended a third volume. Such a supposition might help alleviate the abrupt ending of Acts (the outcome of Paul's appeal is never related), but it cannot be based on the linguistic argument because the word “first” was the normal Greek word in Luke's day used in series of two.8 There is no evidence Luke intended a third volume.

Luke summarized his Gospel with the utmost brevity—”all that Jesus began to do and to teach.” The unusual construction “began to” has been noted by many. It may imply that the work is unfinished. The work and words of Jesus continue throughout Acts in the ministry of the apostles and other faithful Christian witnesses. It still goes on in the work of the church today.9 The summary ends with a reference to the ascension, which marked the closure to the story of Jesus in Luke's Gospel (Luke 24:50f.). In Acts the ascension marks the beginning of the story of the church.10

1:2 In a real sense the summary ends and the new story begins in the last half of v. 2, where mention is made of Jesus' instructions to his disciples before his ascension.11 In his Gospel, Luke already mentioned this period when Jesus instructed his disciples after the resurrection, opening their understanding of the Scriptures, commissioning them for a mission to all the nations, and promising the gift of the Spirit (Luke 24:44-49). This period of instruction and its closure at the ascension will receive fuller attention in the narrative of Acts that immediately follows (1:3-11). The period of instruction was a time of transition. In the Gospel it was the time when Jesus completed his earthly ministry. In Acts it was the time when Jesus prepared the apostles for theirs.

One interesting question remains in the last half of v. 2. How does the Holy Spirit fit in? The NIV translates “after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit.” The account in Luke 24:44-49, however, has the risen Jesus personally instructing the disciples, as does Acts 1:3-8. The Greek order is somewhat ambiguous in verse 2b and could also be translated “after giving instructions to the apostles whom he had chosen through the Holy Spirit.”12 Either translation shows a close connection of Jesus with the Holy Spirit, and this is fully in accord with the picture in Luke's Gospel. During Jesus' ministry, there is no reference to the Holy Spirit being upon anyone except Jesus. The Spirit descended upon him at his baptism (Luke 3:22), filled him as he returned from the Jordan (Luke 4:1), led him both in and out of the wilderness (Luke 4:1,14), and rested upon him in his programmatic sermon at Nazareth (Luke 4:18).13 The introduction of the Spirit in Acts 1:2 is probably not incidental for Luke. He emphasized that the same Spirit who rested upon Jesus in his ministry would empower the apostles for witness. And the same Jesus who taught them during his earthly life would continue to instruct them through the presence of the Spirit once they experienced the Spirit through the presence of Jesus. Formerly they had experienced the Spirit through the presence of Jesus. After Pentecost they would experience Jesus through the presence of the Spirit.

2. Instructions Preparatory to Pentecost (1:3-5)

3After his suffering, he showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that he was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. 4On 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. 5For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.”

1:3 In vv. 3-5 Luke delineated some of the instructions to the disciples referred to in v. 2. As there, the setting was the period after Jesus' death and resurrection.14 He began by providing them with “many convincing proofs that he was alive” (3a). The word for “proofs” (tekm[image: image]riois) is a technical term from logic, meaning “demonstrative proof, evidence.”15 Luke had already given vivid examples of these proofs in his Gospel: on the Emmaus road (24:13-32), to Peter (24:34), and to the disciples (24:36-43). The appearances to the apostles are absolutely essential for their primary role in Acts of being witnesses to his resurrection (1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39-41; 13:31).16

The appearances lasted “over a period of forty days” (see n. 16). The picture is that of a continual coming and going of the risen Lord rather than of one extended stay. In all the New Testament, this is the only reference that explicitly delimits the period of appearances to forty days.17 It is a time frame with rich biblical associations—the period in the wilderness, the time Moses spent on Sinai receiving the law, the period of Elijah's sojourn on Mt. Horeb. Most of all it evokes the period of Jesus' temptation in the wilderness (Luke 4:2). Just as it was a time when Jesus prepared for his ministry, so for forty days the risen Jesus prepared his followers for theirs.18 From the viewpoint of chronology it should also be noted that the forty days fit the dating of Pentecost: resurrection on the-third day, appearances for forty days, approximately a week in the upper room (1:12-14), and then Pentecost, fifty days from the crucifixion (2:1).

Not only did Jesus give the apostles proof of his resurrection, but he also continued to instruct them in the “kingdom of God” (v. 3a), just as he had done during his earthly life. The kingdom, always with the meaning of God's reign or rule, had been the main subject of Jesus' teaching. In Acts the terms are much less common than in the Gospels, occurring only five more times (8:12; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31).19 Other words like “gospel” naturally replace the phrase in Acts, since in light of the resurrection one enters the kingdom by responding to the good news about Christ. In spite of the sparse references, God's kingdom is a central concern of Acts, and it is interesting to note that the book begins (1:3) and ends (28:31) on that theme.

1:4 Verse 4 speaks of one of the occasions when the risen Jesus appeared to his disciples. He is said to have been “eating with them.” This translates a Greek verb that does not occur elsewhere in this exact form. The word has several possible derivations, and translations differ accordingly: (1) assemble, gather together with; (2) lodge or spend the night with; (3) share salt, i.e., eat with.20 The NIV has gone with the third alternative. It fits in well with Jesus' appearance to his disciples in Luke 24:43, where he ate in their presence. On this occasion Jesus commanded his disciples to remain in Jerusalem and await the gift of the Father. The Greek construction can be rendered quite literally, “Stop departing from Jerusalem,” implying that at this point the disciples had been coming and going from the Holy City.21 They were to remain there and await the Father's promise. That promise has already been introduced in Luke 24:49 (“clothed with power from on high”) and is made explicit in the following verse in Acts (“you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit”).

1:5 The promise of the Spirit is specified in v. 5 with a reminder of the tradition attributed to John the Baptist in the Gospels: “He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16; cf. Mark 1:8; Matt 3:11; John 1:33). The reference is to the unique, unrepeatable event at Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was poured out on the disciples in a visible form like fire (2:3). John's was a baptism of repentance, and the church would continue to use the outward form of his water baptism as a confession of the name of Jesus on entry into the community of believers (2:38a). Unlike John's baptism, the new converts would also receive the presence and power of the Holy Spirit (2:38b). Throughout Acts new converts experienced repentance, baptism, and the gift of the Spirit. All three are essential elements of the conversion experience. The succeeding narrative of Acts shows no set pattern in which these various elements appear. The Spirit can come before baptism (10:47), in conjunction with baptism (2:38), or some time after baptism (8:16). The Spirit's presence in the lives of believers is also evidenced in less dramatic ways such as the Ethiopian's joy (8:39), Lydia's hospitality (16:15), and the Philippian jailer's offer of first-aid (16:33). Although the Spirit cannot be tied to a mechanistic pattern, these patterns show that repentance and the gift of the Spirit are essential to the conversion experience.22

3. Christ's Legacy: The Call to Witness (1:6-8)

6So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”

7He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. 8But 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.”

1:6-8 Verses 6-8 are closely tied together. In v. 6 the disciples asked Jesus about the time of the kingdom. In v. 7 Jesus rejected speculation about “times” altogether and in v. 8 replaced this with the relevant subject—the Christian task in the interim period before the kingdom's coming.

The setting of the disciples' question is rather vague, “when they met together” (v. 6). The verses that follow clarify that this was the last time Jesus appeared to them, just prior to his ascension (v. 9), and that the location was the Mount of Olives (v. 12). It is not surprising from Jesus' prior remarks about the coming of the Spirit and the fulfillment of God's promises (v. 5) that the disciples concluded the final coming of God's kingdom might have been imminent. In Jewish thought God's promises often referred to the coming of Israel's final salvation, and this concept is reflected elsewhere in Acts (cf. 2:39; 13:23, 32; 26:6).23 Likewise, the outpouring of the Spirit had strong eschatological associations. Such passages as Joel 2:28-32 were interpreted in nationalistic terms that saw a general outpouring of the Spirit on Israel as a mark of the final great messianic Day of the Lord when Israel would be “restored” to the former glory of the days of David and Solomon.

Jesus corrected the disciples by directing them away from the question about “times or dates” (v. 7).24 These are matters wholly within God's own purposes and authority. During his earthly life Jesus had denied such knowledge even for himself (Mark 13:32).25 In denying such knowledge to the disciples, the hope in the Parousia is not abandoned.26 If anything, it is intensified by the vivid picture of Jesus returning on the clouds of heaven in the same mode as his ascension (Acts 1:11). Neither did Jesus reject the concept of the “restoration of Israel.”27 Instead, he “depoliticized it” with the call to a worldwide mission.28 The disciples were to be the true, “restored” Israel, fulfilling its mission to be a “light for the Gentiles” so that God's salvation might reach “to the ends of the earth” (Isa 49:6). In short, to speculate on times and dates is useless. The Lord's return does not revolve around such speculation but around God's own purposes, and those purposes embrace the salvation of the world. The surest route to the Parousia is the evangelization of the world.

Verse 8 places the disciples' question in proper perspective. The “restoration of the kingdom” involves a worldwide mission. Jesus promised the disciples two things: power and witness. The future tense here has an imperatival sense: “you will [must] receive power”; “you will be my witnesses.” Luke stressed this commission from the risen Lord at the close of his Gospel (24:47-49).29 All the same elements are there—the witness, the call to the nations, the power of the Spirit. The power they were to receive was divine power; the word is dynamis, the same word used of Jesus' miracles in the Gospels. It is the Spirit's power (2:1-21). The endowment with the Spirit is the prelude to, the equipping for, mission. The role of the apostles is that of “witness” (martys).30 In Acts the apostles' main role is depicted as witnessing to the earthly ministry of Jesus, above all to his resurrection (cf. 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39,41). As eyewitnesses only they were in the position to be guarantors of the resurrection. But with its root meaning of testimony, “witness” comes to have an almost legal sense of bearing one's testimony to Christ. In this way it is applied to Stephen (22:20) and to Paul (22:15; 23:11; 26:16). The background to this concept is probably the servant psalms of Isaiah, where God called on his servant to be a witness (Isa 43:10; 44:8).31 L. Keck notes the close connection between the Spirit's power and the witness to Jesus, observing that what was true of those first apostolic witnesses is still true of witnesses today: “The less Jesus is the core of witness, the less power we have.”32

The geographical scope of Acts 1:8 provides a rough outline of the entire book: Jerusalem (1-7), Judea and Samaria (8-12), the ends of the earth (13-28). As such it can well be considered the “theme” verse of Acts. It is not by accident that Jerusalem came first. In Luke's Gospel, Jerusalem was central, from the temple scenes of the infancy narrative to the long central journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:28), to Jesus' passion in the city that killed its prophets (13:34). The story of Jesus led to Jerusalem; the story of the church led from Jerusalem. Judea and Samaria are probably to be taken together; Judea was understood in the sense of the Davidic kingdom, which would include the coastal territories and Galilee as well.33 Samaria would be included within Judea in this broader sense, but it is mentioned separately because of its non-Jewish constituency. The “ends of the earth” are often taken as referring to Rome, since the story of Acts ends in that city.34 The phrase is often found in the prophets, however, as an expression for distant lands; and such is the meaning in Isa 49:6, which may well lie behind Acts 1:8. In fact, the final verse in Acts (28:31), with Paul preaching “without hindrance” in Rome, suggests that the story has not reached its final destination—the witness continues.

4. The Ascension of Christ (1:9-11)

9After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.

10They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. 11”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.”

1:9-11 The ascension is related with the utmost brevity (v. 9), with the emphasis again being on the instruction to the disciples, this time by two heavenly messengers (vv. 10-11).

The ascension tradition is unique to Luke-Acts, in all the New Testament being found only here, in Acts 1:2, and in Luke 24:51, though it is implied in John 20:17. It is, however, closely related to the many New Testament texts that speak of Jesus' exaltation to the Father, such as 1 Tim 3:16; 1 Pet 3:21f.35 What is unique to Luke's ascension narratives is that he depicted in pictorial form the final departure of the resurrected Lord from the earth, thus marking an end to the forty-day period of resurrection appearances. One should not get the picture that the ascended Christ was no longer active among believers. He continued to reveal himself to such as Stephen (7:56) and Paul (9:5). These visions, however, were not on the same order as the appearances over the forty days. These close with the ascension, and Jesus will not return to earth until the Parousia (v. 11).

The ascension narrative evokes rich biblical reminiscences—the translations of Enoch and Elijah, the cloud that enveloped Mt. Sinai. Indeed, clouds are often associated with theophanies.36 One particularly thinks of the transfiguration narrative of Luke 9:28-36. The picture in Acts 1:9 is that of a cloud enveloping Jesus as he disappeared from sight, just as in Luke 9:34-36 the appearance of the cloud led to the disappearance of Moses and Elijah. The vivid pictorial depiction of Jesus' ascension into heaven serves to give tangible form to the apostles' testimony to the exaltation of Christ. Indeed, Luke stressed this by referring to their seeing and looking intently no fewer than five times in vv. 9-11, and he returned to the importance of their eyewitness in v. 22.

Luke did not dwell on the ascension. He quickly shifted the apostles' gaze back to earth (v. 10). Two men suddenly appeared beside them. They were angels, heavenly messengers, as their white garb indicated.37 Angels often accompanied heavenly visitations as interpreters of the event, such as those who interpreted the significance of the empty tomb (Luke 24:4-9). Indeed, a striking parallel exists between the women who were rebuked for seeking “the living among the dead” (Luke 24:5) and the disciples who stood there “looking into the sky” (Acts 1:11) for one who had just returned to God's eternity beyond all creaturely bounds of earth and space. The angels addressed the apostles as “Men of Galilee” (literally, “Men, Galileans”).38 That their Galilean origin was highlighted may not be incidental. A strong Galilean witness motif is in Luke-Acts. The women of Galilee witnessed the crucifixion (Luke 23:49,55); at this point the men of Galilee became the apostolic witnesses to the ascension.39

The apostles' gaze into the sky is understandable after witnessing such a miracle. The angelic rebuke, however, is necessary. Moments of high spiritual experience are never ends in themselves. It was time to come down from the mountain and witness to what they had seen. The angelic rebuke was followed by a promise: “This same Jesus … will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” It was a strong affirmation of Jesus' return—not just a promise but a reality concretized and affirmed by the ascension they had just witnessed.40

5. Preparation in the Upper Room (1:12-14)

12Then they returned to Jerusalem from the hill called the Mount of Olives, a Sabbath day's walk from the city. 13When 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. 14They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.

The apostles returned to Jerusalem in compliance with the Lord's command to wait there for the Spirit (cf. v. 4).41 There they joined the other Christians in an upper room where they devoted themselves to fervent prayer (vv. 13-14).

1:12 In v. 12 we learn the setting of the ascension—the Mount of Olives.42 Olivet lies to the east of Jerusalem on the opposite side of the Kidron Valley. The distance of their walk was a “Sabbath day's walk,” which was the longest distance one could walk without breaking the Sabbath.43 The rabbinic tradition set this at 2,000 cubits, i.e., about three-fourths of a mile, as the NIV note indicates. It is not necessary to conclude from this that the ascension took place on a Sabbath.44 More likely Luke placed the ascension in close proximity to Jerusalem, the holy city where Jesus died and rose, where the Spirit would be given, where the Christian witness would begin.

1:13 Upon their arrival in Jerusalem, the apostles went “upstairs to the room where they were staying.” It is tempting to see this as the room where the last supper was held, but this is far from certain. Luke used different words for the two rooms (katalyma, Luke 22:11; hyper[image: image]on, Acts 1:13). There is even less basis for connecting it with the house of John Mark's mother, Mary (Acts 12:12). The upper room of Acts 1:13 seems to refer to the top floor of a large Palestinian house. Such rooms were usually on the third floor and reached by outside steps. They were often used as dining rooms, as study places for students, or were sublet to poorer people.45 The list of disciples in v. 13 is identical with that of Luke 6:13-16, although in differing order and with the omission of Judas Iscariot. The reordering of the first names is possibly deliberate. Andrew was moved from second place in the Gospel to fourth place in Acts, and John was moved to second place. This gives prominence to Peter, John, and James, the only apostles who have any individual role in the narrative of Acts.

1:14 Verse 14 mentions others who were present in the upper room—”the women,” Mary, and Jesus' brothers. The women may have included the wives of the apostles and certainly the women who accompanied Jesus from Galilee and witnessed his crucifixion (Luke 8:2; 23:55; 24:10).46 Mary may have accompanied the beloved disciple (John 19:26), but it is likely she was a member of the believing community in her own right. Like Jesus' brothers, she was confused by Jesus' ministry (Mark 3:11; John 7:5). Like them she may have experienced an appearance from the risen Jesus. Paul mentioned such an appearance to James, the oldest of the brothers (1 Cor 15:7). According to Mark 6:3, Jesus had four brothers—James, Judas, Joseph, and Simon. There is no reason to take Mark's words in any other sense than that they were Jesus' half-brothers, the natural offspring of Mary and Joseph after the birth of Jesus.47 James assumed the leadership of the Jerusalem church in the latter portion of Acts (12:17; 15:13; 21:18), and according to tradition Judas later assumed the same position and authored the Epistle of Jude.

Verse 14 is often viewed as the first of the “summaries” in Acts, those passages where Luke gave a generalized review of the activity of the Christian community. The primary characteristic that marked their life together in this period was prayer, as they anticipated together the promised gift of the Spirit. Prayer was a hallmark of the church in its early days (cf. 1:24; 2:42; 3:1; 4:24; 6:6).48 The time before Pentecost was a time for waiting, a time spent in prayer undoubtedly for the promised Spirit and for the power to witness. There is no effective witness without the Spirit, and the way to spiritual empowerment is to wait in prayer.49

6. Restoration of the Apostolic Circle (1:15-26)

This entire section, devoted to the replacement of Judas Iscariot, is carefully constructed in two main parts. After an introductory verse (v. 15), the first part (vv. 16-19) deals with the vacancy created by the demise of Judas. The second treats Judas's replacement (vv. 21-26). Joining the two sections is v. 20, which contains two scriptural proofs from the Psalms, the first relating to the prior section (Judas's death); the second, to the following (his replacement).50

Judas's Defection (1:15-20a)

15In those days Peter stood up among the believers (a group numbering about a hundred and twenty) 16and said, “Brothers, the Scripture had to be fulfilled which the Holy Spirit spoke long ago through the mouth of David concerning Judas, who served as guide for those who arrested Jesus—17he was one of our number and shared in this ministry.”

18(With the reward he got for his wickedness, Judas bought a field; there he fell headlong, his body burst open and all his intestines spilled out. 19Everyone in Jerusalem heard about this, so they called that field in their language Akeldama, that is, Field of Blood.)

20”For,” said Peter, “it is written in the book of Psalms,

“‘May his place be deserted;
 let there be no one to dwell in it,’”

1:15 “In those days” marks a transition to a new section.51 During this period of prayer and waiting, one essential item of business had to be considered by the young Christian community—the reconstitution of the apostolic circle of Twelve. Significantly, Luke made the parenthetical remark that the group numbered about 120 “believers.” “Believers” is a correct rendering of the Greek (“brothers”), since the term was not gender specific and would include female as well as male members of the community. The number is also significant. In rabbinic tradition 120 was the minimum requirement for constituting a local Sanhedrin.52 Peter assumed leadership among the apostles and convened the assembly. Throughout Acts, Peter played this role. He was the spokesman, the representative apostle. The other apostles were present and active, but Peter was their mouthpiece.53

1:16 Addressing the assembly,54 Peter referred to the Scripture that the Holy Spirit inspired through David.55 Peter said here that “the Scripture had to be fulfilled,” using the past tense of the verb for necessity (edei, “it was necessary”). The Scripture he was referring to is Ps 69:25, which is quoted in v. 20a. Peter saw that psalm as pointing to the desertion of Judas's place, which had already been fulfilled. In v. 20b, Ps 109:8 is quoted, which points to another person assuming his place of leadership. This had not been fulfilled yet, so Peter used the present tense of the verb for necessity in v. 21, “it is necessary” (dei). The fulfillment of that Scripture constituted the main agenda item for the assembly. This use of the verb for necessity in connection with Scripture reflects a view that runs throughout Acts: Scripture that has a prophetic emphasis must come to fulfillment.56

1:17 In v. 17 Peter introduced the business at hand, the replacement of Judas. In language filled with Old Testament allusions (cf. Ps 41:9), he reminded the other apostles that Judas was a full member of their circle and shared their ministry.57 Verses 18-19 are not a part of Peter's speech but constitute an “aside” that Luke provided for his readers, as indicated by the parentheses in the NIV.58 Peter's train of thought was thus: Judas was a member of the Twelve (v. 17); his place was now vacant (v. 20a) and needed to be filled (v. 20b).

1:18-19 Luke provided us with the story of Judas's demise in vv. 18-19. Judas purchased a field (literally, “an estate or farm”) with “the reward he got for his wickedness.” The reference is clearly to the money the temple officials agreed to pay Judas for leading them to Jesus (Luke 22:5). The language is more obscure in the remainder of v. 18: “And becoming prone, he burst in the middle, and all his entrails poured out” (literal translation). The NIV probably is right in interpreting the strange phrase “becoming prone” as “fell headlong.”59 The picture is that of a fall so severe as to open his body cavity and cause his inner organs (splanchna) to spill out. In consequence of this gory death the field became known by Jerusalem locals as Akeldama. For his non-Semitic readers, Luke translated the Aramaic word—”that is, Field of Blood.” Matthew gave a fuller account of Judas's death. Despite significant differences in detail, the main emphases are the same in the two accounts—the purchase of a field with Judas's blood money, the grisly death of the betrayer, the naming of the field “Field of Blood.”60 For Peter the recollection of Judas's gruesome end must have been a grim reminder of his own denial of his Lord as he now sought to lead the assembly to fill the abandoned post.

(2) Matthias's Installation (1:20b-26)

And,

“‘May another take his place of leadership.’

21Therefore it is necessary to choose one of the men who have been with us the whole time the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, 22beginning from John's baptism to the time when Jesus was taken up from us. For one of these must become a witness with us of his resurrection.”

23So they proposed two men: Joseph called Barsabbas (also known as Justus) and Matthias. 24Then they prayed, “Lord, you know everyone's heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen 25to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he belongs.” 26Then they cast lots, and the lot fell to Matthias; so he was added to the eleven apostles.

1:20b-22 In vv. 21-22 Peter laid down the qualifications for Judas's replacement. He had to be one who had witnessed the entire ministry of Jesus from the time of his baptism by John to the ascension. Above all he had to have witnessed the resurrection appearances. Here we have the basic understanding of the apostles' role in Acts. They were primarily “witnesses” to Jesus, eyewitnesses who could share his teaching and confirm his resurrection and ascension. As such, the role of apostle was limited to the Twelve. It was a unique, irreplaceable office (Eph 2:20; Rev 21:14). There could be no apostolic succession, since there were no further eyewitnesses to succeed them. Note that James was not replaced after his martyrdom (12:2). It was necessary to replace Judas because he had abandoned his position. His betrayal, not his death, forfeited his place in the circle of Twelve. Even after death James continued to be considered an apostle.

Luke 22:28-30 speaks of the apostles' unique role of sitting in the kingdom and judging the twelve tribes of Israel. Their number corresponds to the tribes of Israel, for in a real sense they represent the restored Israel, the people of God. The continuity with Israel necessitates the restoration of the full number of twelve. Because the church is built on the foundation of these Twelve as representatives of the true Israel, the people of God of the messianic times, their number had to be completed before the coming of the Spirit and the “birth of the church.” Throughout Acts this unique circle of the Twelve eyewitnesses is characteristically designated as “the apostles.”61

1:23 The assembly put forward two candidates who met the qualifications, Joseph and Matthias (v. 23). Joseph is described as also having been called Barsabbas, “son of the Sabbath.” Jews and proselytes often bore Gentile nicknames, among which “Justus” was common (cf. Acts 18:7; Col 4:11). Nothing more is known of Joseph except for a later tradition cited by Eusebius that as a result of his missionary work he was forced to drink poison and suffered no ill effects.62 Matthias, whose name means gift of God, is merely mentioned with no further fanfare. Later tradition speculated that he became a missionary to the Ethiopians or that his bones were buried in Germany at Treves.63 In the Acts text Joseph is given such prominence that one would expect him to have been chosen, perhaps a reminder that God's ways are not always man's ways.64 The assembly did turn the matter over to God by praying for divine direction (v. 24).

1:24-25 Perhaps a further requirement of a strong inner faith on the part of the one to be chosen is implicit in the address to God as the one who “know[s] everyone's heart.”65 The prayer concludes with the specific need to replace Judas's ministry, which he had abandoned “to go where he belongs” (v. 25). The Greek phrase is a little softer, literally “to his own place,” and could also be taken as “place of his own choosing.” Despite the reticence of the phraseology, most would already have in mind where that place would be. As the assembly prayed for God's direction in the selection of the twelfth apostle, it was following a precedent already set by Jesus, who also prayed before he chose the original Twelve (Luke 6:12f.).

1:26 The prayer concluded, they then “cast lots” (v. 26). The Greek text reads literally “they gave lots to them.” The meaning seems to be that they assigned lots for them. The method was likely the one depicted in the Old Testament. Marked stones were placed in a jar and shaken out. The one whose stone fell out first was chosen (cf. 1 Chr 26:13f.). Some have wanted to see Matthias selected by vote of the church,66 but the text points more to the ancient procedure of lot-casting. One should not be put off by the “chance” element. In the Old Testament the outcome was always seen to be determined by God. That was probably the consideration in this case. Before Pentecost, before the presence of the Spirit to lead it, the church sought the direction of God and used the Old Testament procedure of securing divine decision. After Pentecost the church in Acts made its own decisions under the direction of the Spirit. In this particular instance it was all the more important that the decision be the Lord's, not theirs. Like his first selection of the Twelve, its constituency was his to determine.67

7. The Miracle at Pentecost (2:1-13)

Everything in chap. 1 is preparatory to the great outburst of the Spirit who poured upon the praying band of believers at Pentecost. Over a period of forty days they had listened to the teaching of their Lord (1:3). They had received his commission to be worldwide witnesses, and they had been given his promise that the Holy Spirit would be granted them as empowerment for that mission (1:5; 1:8). With the Lord's final departure in his ascension, nothing was left to do but to wait and pray for the fulfillment of that promise (1:14). In chap. 2 their prayer was answered in a mighty way.

Pentecost has often been referred to as “the birth of the church.” A significant parallel between Pentecost and the Lukan infancy narrative is the prominent role of the Spirit in both. John was to be filled with the Spirit for his role as witness to Christ (Luke 1:15), as were the various other witnesses to the significance of the child Jesus in God's saving purposes—Elizabeth (1:41), Zechariah (1:67), and Simeon (2:25-35). Above all, Jesus was conceived of the Holy Spirit (1:35). Just as through the Spirit God and humanity were perfectly united in Christ, so through the same Spirit God was united with his church at Pentecost.68 Perhaps even more striking was the prominent role of the Spirit in equipping Jesus for his ministry. The Spirit descended upon Jesus at his baptism “in bodily form” (Luke 3:22). Likewise in its “baptism” of the Spirit (Acts 1:5), the church received the Spirit in visible form (2:3). Endowed with the Spirit (Luke 4:1,14), Jesus delivered his “inaugural address” at Nazareth, the keynote speech that set the pattern for his entire ministry (4:18).69 The Nazareth sermon announced the fulfillment in his own ministry of the messianic prophecies and, with its examples from Elijah and Elisha, pointed beyond the boundaries of Israel to the worldwide scope of his messianic mission. With this point the congregation at Nazareth was enraged and rejected him. The “inaugural address” at Pentecost was Peter's speech (Acts 2:14-40). It too was delivered through the power of the Spirit, which had just come upon him. It too dealt with the fulfillment of the messianic times. It too assumed a worldwide outreach (2:39), and it too would be rejected by a large part of the Jewish community according to the unfolding story of Acts.

Acts 2 forms a unity around the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost. It falls into three main parts: (1) the miracle at Pentecost (vv. 1-13), (2) Peter's sermon and its tremendous results (vv. 14-41), and (3) a picture of the life held in common by the greatly enlarged community of believers in Jerusalem (vv. 42-47). The first segment falls into two main parts: (a) the coming of the gift of the Spirit on the band of believers (2:1-4) and (b) the manifestation of this gift to the Jewish crowd (2:5-13).

(1) The Gift of the Spirit (2:1-4)

1When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. 2Sud-denly a sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where they were sitting. 3They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to rest on each of them. 4All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.

THE SETTING (2:1). 2:1 The time was the day of Pentecost, which Luke noted with a phrase that is literally translated “when the day of Pentecost was fulfilled.” The “fulfillment” language bears more weight than mere chronology as the fulfillment of the time of the divine promise for the gift of the Spirit (1:4f.).70 The time of waiting was over. Luke was much more vague in his reference to the place. They were all together “in one place” (epi to auto). The next verse specifies that it was a “house” in which they were sitting. But where was the house? Was it a room in the temple? That would certainly explain how a large crowd could have been so quickly attracted to the scene. Luke, however, usually referred to the temple by the normal designation hieron, never by the word “house”; and there was really no room in the temple where a gathering of laypeople could “sit.” The most likely place for the gathering is the upper room where they had been praying. Perhaps it was near the temple, where large crowds would assemble on a feast day.

Who were the people gathered in the upper room? On whom did the Spirit descend? Was it the 120 mentioned in 1:15 or only the Twelve apostles? In 2:14 Luke mentioned only the Twelve, but there it probably was to connect them with Peter's speech, which appealed to their special role as eyewitnesses to the resurrection (2:32). The presence of the large crowd testifying to the witness of the Spirit-filled Christians (2:6-11) would indicate that the full 120 were involved, as would the text Peter quoted from Joel that refers to women as well as men prophesying (2:17-18).

Pentecost was the second of the three great harvest festivals of Judaism, coming between Passover and Tabernacles. In the New Testament (cf. 1 Cor 16:8) it is referred to as “Pentecost,” which means fiftieth in Greek. In the Old Testament it is referred to as the Festival of Weeks or of the Firstfruits, the first term referring to its coming a “week of weeks” after Passover, the second to the fact that an offering of two loaves prepared from the wheat harvest was made on this day. Although there was a difference among the Sadducees and the Pharisees over the precise reckoning of the day, the Pharisaic procedure seems to have been followed in the period prior to A.D. 70 in which Pentecost was reckoned as coming exactly fifty days after the first day of the Passover.71 It was a day of “solemn assembly,” and all work ceased. It was also one of the most popular pilgrim festivals, even more so than Passover, which was likely due to the improved weather conditions by the time of Pentecost.

THE EVENT (2:2-4). 2:2 The coming of the Spirit is described in three carefully constructed parallel statements, each pointing to an aspect of the event: a sound came … and it filled the house (v. 2); tongues appeared … and one sat on each of them (v. 3); they were filled with the Holy Spirit … and began to speak in other tongues (v. 4). The emphasis is on the objectivity of the event. It was audible, visible, and manifested itself in an outward demonstration of inspired speech. The audible manifestation is described as coming suddenly from heaven. The picture is of a blowing blast of wind, like the roar of a tornado.72 Wind phenomena often accompany an appearance by God in the Old Testament (cf. 1 Kgs 19:11; Isa 66:15).73 In Greek pneuma has the double connotation of both wind and Spirit, and that connection is to be seen here. As in Ezekiel the wind, the breath of Yahweh, is God's Spirit, which brings life in the vision of the dry bones (Ezek 37:9-14).

2:3 The same sort of double meaning is found in v. 3 in the reference to the “tongues.” Much as in English, the Greek word gl[image: image]ssa can refer to the physical organ of the tongue. It also has the metaphorical meaning of what is spoken by the tongue, spoken language. So here, the lapping flames that had the visible likeness to tongues enabled the believers to speak in inspired language. Again it was a question of a heavenly manifestation. Throughout the Old Testament fire phenomena are used to depict the presence of God (cf. Exod 3:2; 19:18; 1 Kgs 18:38-39; Ezek 1:27). Here the fire is described as “separated.” The picture is that of one great flame representing the Spirit, which separates into many tongues of flame with one resting on each individual.74 Luke was well aware that he was using metaphorical language in these verses by carefully employing adverbs of comparison: “like the blowing of a violent wind” (v. 2), “what seemed to be tongues” (literally, “tongues as of fire,” v. 3). He was dealing with the transcendent, that which is beyond ordinary human experience and can only be expressed in earthly analogies.

2:4 Verse 4 gives the result of the Spirit's coming on those gathered in the upper room. They were “filled with the Holy Spirit,” and this led them to “speak in other tongues.” From this point on in Acts, the gift of the Spirit became a normative concomitant of becoming a Christian believer (2:38). The expression of this differs; in 9:17 Saul is said to have been “filled” with the Spirit, as here. Sometimes this experience is described as a “baptism” in the Spirit (1:5; 11:16). In other instances the word “poured out” is used (2:17f.; 10:45) or “came upon” (8:16; 10:44; 11:15) or simply “receive” (2:38; 10:47). All these instances refer to new converts and point to the Spirit's coming in various ways, not always signified by tongues, as a permanent gift to every believer. This should be distinguished from other references to “filling,” where the Spirit comes upon one who is already a believer in a time of special inspiration and testimony to the faith (cf. 4:8,31; 7:55; 13:9).

What is one to make of their speaking in “other tongues”? Does this refer to their speaking in languages other than their own native tongue, or does it refer to the phenomenon of glossolalia, speaking in tongues, the ecstatic “Spirit language” Paul dealt with in 1 Cor 12-14? Or does it refer to a miracle of hearing as well? A good case can be made for each of these views. Those who consider the miracle to be speaking in tongues can point to its being a well-attested, early Christian phenomenon (1 Cor 12-14) as well as to its seeming appearance elsewhere in Acts (10:46; 19:6). It is described as “declaring the wonders of God” in v. 11, and this could be likened to Paul's description of tongue-speaking as speaking to God and speaking mysteries in the Spirit (1 Cor 14:2). Above all, the charge of some of the bystanders that the Christians were “drunk” could be linked to the ecstatic nature of tongue-speaking. Paul likewise worried that outsiders might consider the Corinthian tongue-speakers to be “out of [their] mind” (1 Cor 14:23).75

There are strong reasons, however, for questioning whether the Pentecost experience could have been the sort of ecstatic language Paul dealt with at Corinth. From Paul's treatment the glossolalia there was clearly not rational discourse but an ecstatic “praise language,” edifying to the individual tongue-speaker, but not to the church (1 Cor 14:1-5). It was as meaningless to others as indistinct musical notes or a language totally foreign to them (1 Cor 14:6-12). For the church Paul preferred to speak “five intelligible words” (“with my mind,” RSV) than ten thousand “in tongues” (1 Cor 14:19). The Pentecost experience did seem to involve intelligible communication to those in the Jewish crowd.

The word “tongue” may be ambiguous in v. 4, but the word “dialect,” or “language” (dialektos), in vv. 6,8 is not. It can only refer to a known language or dialect. Luke used the expression “to speak in other [heteros, “different”] tongues [languages]” in v. 4, thus making a distinction from tongue-speaking (which he did know and referred to in 10:46). Likewise, in v. 4b he used an uncommon Greek word in the phrase “as the Spirit enabled them.” This rare word means to utter, to declare, to speak with gravity and is used in the Greek translation of the Old Testament for prophesying (cf. 1 Chr 25:1; Ezek 13:9; Mic 5:12). Finally, the long list of nations in vv. 9-11 is sandwiched between references to people who marvel at hearing the Christians in their own language (vv. 8,11b). The list obviously illustrates the breadth of the languages that were spoken.76 Awareness of this has led some scholars to postulate a miracle of “hearing.” The usual form of this view assumes that the Christians experienced glossolalia, but the crowd understood this as their own language through a miracle of hearing. This would emphasize the word “hear” in vv. 6,11b: “each one heard them speaking in his own language.”77 The major problem with this view is that it presupposes the reception of the Spirit on the part of the crowd. Indeed, if the miracle was in the crowd's hearing rather than in the believers' speaking, one wonders why it was even necessary for Luke to tell of the Spirit's coming so powerfully upon them.

When one's attention is focused on Luke's story of Pentecost, the flow of the narrative does seem to favor the view of a miracle of foreign speech. Filled with the Spirit, the Christians began to speak in tongues different from their own (v. 4). A crowd was attracted and utterly amazed to hear these Galileans speaking their languages (v. 7), a crowd that represented the greater portion of the entire Jewish Diaspora (vv. 9-11). Certainly it was an ecstatic experience. The disciples were brim-full of the Spirit. They praised God; they magnified his name (v. 11);78 they prophesied (v. 17). The members of the crowd were bewildered. It had to be a sign, but what did it mean (v. 12)? As in every crowd, there were scoffers (v. 13). Still the inspired speech of the Christians demonstrated the spiritual power present that day. All were prepared to hear Peter's explanation.

(2) The Witness to the Spirit (2:5-13)

5Now there were staying in Jerusalem God-fearing Jews from every nation under heaven. 6When they heard this sound, a crowd came together in bewilderment, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. 7Utterly amazed, they asked: “Are not all these men who are speaking Galileans? 8Then how is it that each of us hears them in his own native language? 9Parthians, Medes and Elamites; residents of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia, 10Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the parts of Libya near Cyrene; visitors from Rome 11(both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs—we hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!” 12Amazed and perplexed, they asked one another, “What does this mean?”

13Some, however, made fun of them and said, “They have had too much wine.”

THE GATHERING OF THE CROWD (2:5-8). 2:5 The constituency of the Pentecost crowd is given in v. 5. They were pious Jews “from every nation under heaven.” The NIV describes them as “God-fearing,” but “pious” would be a less confusing translation. “God-fearing” is a term used elsewhere in Acts for Gentiles who, like Cornelius (10:2), worshiped God and supported the synagogue but had not become full converts to Judaism. The word used here is eulabeis, which means pious and in Luke-Acts is always used of Jews, never of Gentiles (cf. Luke 2:25; Acts 8:2; 22:12). These devout Jews are described as “staying” (or “dwelling,” RSV) in Jerusalem. The word usually implies residency, making it unlikely that these were merely pilgrims who had come to the feast. They were rather Diaspora Jews who had returned to the city of the temple to dwell there. A large contingency of these in Jerusalem has been well documented from inscriptions and excavated graves.79 The “Synagogue of the Freedmen” in which Stephen debated was likely comprised of them (6:9). A few manuscripts omit the reference to Jews in v. 5, and some scholars opt for so doing who want to see here the beginning of the Gentile mission.80 It is most unlikely that the omission is the correct reading and even more unlikely that the Gentile mission began here. The Gentile mission was a hard-won battle in Acts and only began in earnest with Peter's witness to Cornelius (chap. 10).

Some have objected that to see these as Jews living in Jerusalem would render meaningless the witness of the Christians in foreign tongues, since they would surely have some proficiency in the Aramaic dialect spoken in Jerusalem. That, however, is to miss altogether the point of the speech miracle. The miracle was a demonstration of the Spirit's power and presence: these Diaspora Jews heard their own tongue spoken (not Aramaic or Greek) and realized that this should have been impossible for the “Galileans.” This “sign” prepared them for Peter's speech, which probably was in Aramaic and which they indeed understood. The note that they represented “every nation under heaven” is perhaps a bit of poetic license but a not altogether inaccurate description of the extent of the Jewish Diaspora.

2:6-8 The crowd is said to have come together at the “sound.” What sound, that of the rushing wind or that coming from the Spirit-filled Christians? One cannot be certain, since Luke left out more detail than he told. The inspired Christians doubtless left the upper room and rushed forth, most likely to the temple precincts. Only there would be found sufficient room for a crowd of 3,000 plus. There also the crowds were to be found, assembled for the Pentecost festivities. Most likely the inspired cries of the Christians attracted the onlookers.81 Certainly the inspired speech perplexed them “because each one heard them speaking in his own language.” Luke heaped up words to describe the crowd's perplexity. They were “utterly amazed” (“astounded and amazed,” author's translation, v. 7), not at what the Christians said but that such simple Galileans would know their languages. The label “Galilean” need not imply that all 120 were from Galilee, though a sizable band of disciples had accompanied Jesus from there to Jerusalem (cf. Luke 8:1-3; 10:1-17; also see 23:49).82 Verse 8 basically repeats v. 6, with the added note that it was in their “native” tongue, the language group into which they were born, that they were hearing these “Galileans.” This prepares for vv. 9-11, which list the various areas of the Diaspora represented.

THE COMPOSITION OF THE CROWD (2:9-11a). 2:9-11a Verses 9-11a are a part of the direct discourse spoken by the crowd, but likely they are a note from Luke enumerating the various nationalities present. The list has long intrigued scholars. It begins in what is present-day Iran (Parthia) and then proceeds across the Middle East (Mesopotamia), then southward to Judea, then north to central Turkey (Cappadocia), to northern Turkey (Pontus), eastward to the Aegean coast of Turkey (Asia), inland to Phrygia, then south to the Mediterranean coast of Turkey (Pamphylia). To this point, with the exception of Judea, which seems strangely out of place, the progress is a more-or-less regular curve, from southeast to north to southwest. After Pamphylia no real pattern is discernible. The catalog covers North Africa (Egypt, Libya, Cyrenaica), then north and west all the way to Rome, then southeast to the Mediterranean island of Crete, and finally much farther east and southward to Arabia. There are some striking omissions, areas of particular prominence in Acts, like Syria, Galatia, Macedonia, and Achaia. Then there are the “problem” references, such as Judea. From ancient times interpreters have emended the text to give a more natural reference than the Judeans, who were scarcely foreigners in Jerusalem. Tertullian suggested Armenia, for example, and Chrysostom India.83 The most natural explanation would be that Judea is included in the widest sense as the extent of the Davidic Empire, from the Euphrates to Egypt. It would thus come naturally after Mesopotamia and would include Syria as well.84 Reference is often made to an astrological chart of the fourth century A.D. from Paulus Alexandrinus that links various nations to the signs of the Zodiac. A number of scholars have argued that Luke used an earlier form of Paulus's list in his catalog.85 B. Metzger has shown rather convincingly that Luke's list has little in common with Paulus's chart.86

Most attempts at uncovering the source of the Lukan list have either been unconvincing or demanded radical surgery, such as the elimination of Judea or Rome or Cretans and Arabians, often with the desire to end up with a neat list of twelve (one for each apostle or one for each sign of the Zodiac). It seems prudent to stick with the list as it is and view it in line with Luke's purposes in providing it. The territories Luke listed all had extensive Jewish communities.87 Parthia, Medea, Elam, Mesopotamia had large groups of Jews from the time of the exile on. There was a large Jewish contingent in North Africa, Philo noting that two of the five wards of Alexandria were comprised of Jews. Acts witnesses to the Jewish representation in Phrygia and Asia, and their presence in Pontus and Cappadocia is amply evidenced. The Jewish population in Rome is well-known. The single exception to the resident Jews at Pentecost may be the Romans, who are described as “visitors” in verse 10b.88 The verse division at v. 11 is somewhat disconcerting. The phrase “both Jews and converts to Judaism” probably refers to Roman Jews and Gentiles who converted to Judaism by embracing circumcision and the Jewish law, as well as by providing for a sacrifice in the temple.89 The reference to Cretans and Arabians comes at the end of the list, almost as an afterthought. There were Jewish communities on Crete as well as in Arabia, which most likely refers to the Nabatean kingdom that extended the length of the Arabian peninsula from the Red Sea to the Euphrates. Perhaps the mention of these two locales was Luke's way of rounding off his list—not only mainlanders but islanders and desert dwellers as well. In all he gave a rather representative picture of the Jewish Diaspora and its presence at Pentecost.

THE RESPONSE OF THE CROWD (2:11b-13). 2:11b-13 Verse 11b picks up the narrative, once again expressing the amazement of the Jewish crowd.90 This time the content of the Christians' speaking is given, the only hint in the entire narrative about what they were saying. They were declaring the “wonders” of God. Their testimony was the language of praise. They may even have burst forth in song, for such can be a natural expression when one is filled with the Spirit (Eph 5:18-19). They were “utterly amazed” (cf. v. 7a) and wondered, “What does this mean?” (v. 12). They had observed the miracle of the Christians speaking in their own language, but there had as yet been no interpretation about the meaning of this sign. They were thus prepared for the explanation Peter would soon provide. Others, however, were more skeptical—”no spiritual power here, just people who've had too much to drink” (author's paraphrase, v. 13).91 Here for the first time appears a motif that runs throughout Luke-Acts—in itself, without the element of personal faith and experience, even the most profound aspects of the good news are not self-confirming but can lead to skepticism and even rejection (cf. Luke 24:11; Acts 17:32; 26:24).

Overview. Before turning to Peter's speech, it would be well to take a last overview of the Pentecost narrative and summarize its major themes. One of the most commonly cited interpretive keys for understanding Acts 2:1-13 has been to compare it with the giving of the law at Sinai. This comparison is based on rabbinic sources which show that later Judaism celebrated the giving of the law at Sinai as a part of their Pentecost liturgy. If this was so, we can conclude that Luke wanted to show that the Spirit, not the law, is the mark of the new dispensation in Christ.92 Two problems exist with this view. The first is the lateness of the sources. Although it is beyond dispute that second-century Judaism celebrated the giving of the Torah as part of its Pentecost liturgy, no clear first-century references support such a connection.93 More important is that Luke himself did not make any such connection explicit. The superiority of the Spirit over the law is certainly a major Pauline theme (cf. 2 Cor 3:6-18), but nowhere in Luke's account of Pentecost is any allusion made to the Torah: not in the narrative and not in Peter's speech. Luke's emphases lay along different paths.

Another common interpretation sees Acts 2:1-13 as depicting the “reversal of Babel.”94 This view sees the disunity of humanity that resulted from the many languages of Babel being overcome by a new language of the Spirit, which brings a new unity. Jewish tradition maintained that all people, and even the animals, spoke one common language in Eden. It was lost by the animals in Eden and by humans at Babel but will be restored at the end time.95 Certainly the reversal-of-Babel understanding is an attractive, and to some extent legitimate, interpretation of Pentecost. Luke, however, did not seem to have made the connection. Nothing in the text of Acts 2 recalls Gen 11:1-9. When Luke saw connections with an Old Testament tradition, he usually gave echoes from the Old Testament text, and these are lacking here. This is not to say that it is illegitimate to make such an application when expounding on the miracle at Pentecost. It is certainly not contrary to the meaning of the event. The Spirit does unify humanity around the lordship of Christ, and that is a major message of Acts and even of this immediate context (cf. 2:41-47). One thing should be kept in mind when expounding this theme, however. It would be contrary to the text to speak of the Spirit giving a new common language. The opposite is rather the case. The Spirit gave the Christians many languages, all the languages represented by the nationalities listed in vv. 9-11. And is this not how the Spirit continues to work? He empowers Christian witnesses to take the gospel to the many different languages of the world to create a worldwide people of God, united by a common confession in the lordship of Christ.96

What, then, are the emphases Luke expounded in his treatment of Pentecost? First, his major emphasis doubtless was that the church has now been empowered for its mission. Everything in chap. 1 has anticipated this event (1:5,8). With the coming of the Spirit, the witness began. It began with the enthusiastic praise of the Spirit-filled Christians and the inspired sermon of Peter, and it resulted in the immediate harvest of 3,000 converts to Christ (2:41). And there is certainly a second, closely related theme of the text. Just as Pentecost was the festival of the first-fruits, so these are the “firstfruits” of the harvest in the Spirit.97 This connects with a third emphasis of the text: the spiritual harvest did not culminate at Pentecost. It began there and continued in ever-widening circles, from Jerusalem to Samaria to Antioch, from Cyprus to Asia Minor, from Greece to Rome, from Jews to Samaritans, from God-fearers to Gentiles.

The worldwide scope of the Christian witness is anticipated at Pentecost in the roll call of nations (vv. 9-11). To be sure, it was a question of only Jews and Jewish proselytes at this point, but they were Diaspora Jews and represented “every nation under heaven” (v. 5). Already the national barrier had been overcome. The racial barriers would be overcome, and the gospel would be shared with “every people under heaven” (alternate rendering of the Greek ethnos). Pentecost foreshadowed the worldwide mission. Finally, the pouring out of the Spirit has eschatological significance. It inaugurated the final period in God's plan of salvation. He acted decisively and definitely in Jesus Christ to create a people for his own. The Spirit is the sign of these final times. This central emphasis comprised a major part of Peter's sermon.


8. Peter's Sermon at Pentecost (2:14-41)

Peter's sermon comprised the first of the “missionary addresses” of Acts. C. H. Dodd popularized the view that these addresses, such as the one here and those in chaps. 10 and 13, represented the early “kerygma” of the church, the primitive form of gospel preaching, usually consisting of scriptural proofs concerning the Messiah, some reference to Jesus' ministry, an emphasis on his death and resurrection, and a call to repentance.98 Although Dodd's structure may be too “pat”—there is considerable variance in pattern among the speeches—nonetheless he has isolated the major recurring elements in the missionary addresses to Jews in Acts.

In this, Peter's first sermon, the element of scriptural proof dominates. Three major texts form the framework of the speech: Joel 2:28-32; Ps 16:8-11; 110:1. Echoes of other texts and Old Testament traditions occur as well. The sermon falls into three main divisions. First, the full citation of the Joel text serves to connect the sermon with the immediate occasion of the Spirit-filled Christians (2:14-21). The central section of the speech establishes that Jesus is the Messiah, with Ps 16:8-11 pointing to his resurrection and Ps 110:1 to his exaltation (2:22-36). Finally, there is a call to repentance, with a final allusion to the text of Joel to “round off” the sermon and a report of the response of the Jewish crowd (2:37-41).99

(1) Scriptural Proof Concerning the Pentecost Experience (2:14-21)

14Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed the crowd: “Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you; listen carefully to what I say. 15These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in the morning! 16No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: 17”‘In the last days,’ God says,

‘I will pour out my Spirit on all people.

Your sons and daughters will prophesy,

your young men will see visions,
your old men will dream dreams.

18Even on my servants, both men and women,

I will pour out my Spirit in those days,
and they will prophesy.


19I will show wonders in the heaven above

and signs on the earth below,
blood and fire and billows of smoke.

20The sun will be turned to darkness

and the moon to blood
before the coming of the great and glorious day of the Lord.

21And everyone who calls

on the name of the Lord will be saved.'”

2:14-16 Verses 14-16 form the introduction to Peter's sermon, marking the transition from the Spirit-filled utterance of the Christians to Peter's explanation of the event. Peter stood up along with the eleven other apostles. The eleven are not incidental to the narrative. As the Twelve, the apostles were the witnesses to the resurrection, which would be the central subject of Peter's sermon. As always in the early chapters of Acts, Peter was their representative, the spokesman for the testimony of all Twelve. Peter “raised his voice,” a common Semitic expression for beginning to speak. He “addressed” the crowd. The verb means to speak seriously, with gravity, a word often used for prophetic, inspired utterance.100 He most likely spoke in the Aramaic dialect used in Jerusalem, which all these residents of Jerusalem would have understood (cf. 2:5, katoikountes, “residents” [author's translation]). “Fellow Jews” and “all of you who live in Jerusalem” refer to the same group. Such parallel expression typifies Semitic style, as also the expression “give ear to my words” (NIV: “listen carefully to what I say”). Luke's writing skill is apparent by his preservation of the Semitic flavor of Peter's language.

Nine a.m. (v. 15) was a customary prayer hour (literally, “the third hour”), and Jews would only eat after that—at the fourth hour.101 Probably this is an example of the sort of humor that runs throughout Acts: “Folks don't get drunk first thing in the morning … that comes later in the day” (author's paraphrase). That would be especially true of a solemn feast day like Pentecost when the celebrating would only begin in earnest in the evening. Often the speeches in Acts begin with a correction of a misunderstanding (cf. 3:12; 14:15), a natural attention-getting device. Here, after having obtained the crowd's attention, Peter explained the real basis behind all the ecstatic behavior at Pentecost: the outpouring of the Spirit predicted by the prophet Joel (v. 16).102

2:17-21 Peter gave the relevant passage in Joel in full. Luke reproduced this for his readers in the Greek translation of the Old Testament, the Septuagint. The Septuagint of Joel 2:28-32 (LXX, 3:1-5) is followed faithfully with only a few minor, though perhaps significant, differences. Joel's prophecy was originally given after a locust plague had ravaged the land, creating a severe famine. Joel called the people to repentance, promising the restoration of their prosperity and going on to foresee the coming of the Day of the Lord, the dawn of the messianic age, when the Spirit would be poured out on all of Israel.

Peter could not miss its applicability to Pentecost. Joel began his prophecy by saying “and afterward.” Peter's version refers more specifically to “in the last days,” reflecting his conviction that the messianic age had already dawned in the resurrection of Christ, that we are indeed already living in the final days of God's saving history. Peter's conviction was very much in keeping with the rabbinic consensus that the Spirit no longer rested on all Israel but would return as a universal gift at the end time. For Peter the universal pouring out of the Spirit on the whole Christian group was demonstration that the end time had come. Perhaps the clearest indication that the entire 120 received the Spirit at Pentecost is Joel's inclusion of daughters as well as sons—all were prophesying. Joel undoubtedly had seen the Spirit's outpouring only as a gift to Israel, and perhaps many of those Jewish-Christians at Pentecost saw it the same way. The remainder of Acts clarifies that the promise applies to the Gentiles as well: it is indeed poured out on “all people.”

Verse 18 is probably best understood as being parallel to v. 17. “My servants, both men and women” are the same as the sons and daughters, young and old of v. 17, with the added refinement that those who received God's gift of the Spirit are indeed his servants.103 The final phrase in v. 18 expands the text of Joel, reiterating the point made in v. 17, “They will prophesy.” Whatever the actual phenomenon at Pentecost, Peter emphasized here that it was prophecy, inspired utterance from the Lord.

The signs referred to in vv. 19-20 have often perplexed interpreters. Did Peter see them as having transpired at Pentecost, or did he relegate them to the final times, to the period of the second coming? Did he perhaps include them only in order to get to the crucial v. 21 with its reference to salvation, which would become the final appeal of his sermon? A key may perhaps be found in the little words “above” and “below,” which have been added to the Septuagint of Joel. D. Arichea has suggested that we may have a chiastic a-b-b-a pattern here with a comprising the signs above: the darkened sun, the blood-colored moon. The signs below are the blood, fire, and thick smoke, which could more easily be related to the events in Jesus' passion and at Pentecost.104 In any event the signs in v. 19 are standard apocalyptic language and almost certainly refer to the final cosmic events preceding the Parousia.

Verse 21 was the most important verse for Peter: “Everyone who calls upon the name of the Lord will be saved.” For Peter the “Lord” in the context of this sermon was Jesus Christ. Everything that followed in the sermon—Christ's death, his resurrection, his exaltation—pointed in the same direction. Whoever calls on his name, whoever confesses him as Lord, will be saved. Appropriately, Peter concluded his appeal with this same theme of calling (v. 39).105

(2) Scriptural Proof Concerning Christ's Messiahship (2:22-36)

22”Men of Israel, listen to this: Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. 23This man was handed over to you by God's set purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 24But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him. 25David said about him:

“‘I saw the Lord always before me.
Because he is at my right hand,
I will not be shaken.

26Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices;

my body also will live in hope,

27because you will not abandon me to the grave,

nor will you let your Holy One see decay.

28You have made known to me the paths of life;

you will fill me with joy in your presence.'

29”Brothers, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his tomb is here to this day. 30But he was a prophet and knew that God had promised him on oath that he would place one of his descendants on his throne. 31Seeing what was ahead, he spoke of the resurrection of the Christ, that he was not abandoned to the grave, nor did his body see decay. 32God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of the fact. 33Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear. 34For David did not ascend to heaven, and yet he said,

“‘The Lord said to my Lord:
“Sit at my right hand

35until I make your enemies

a footstool for your feet.’”

36”Therefore let all Israel be assured of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ.”

Acts 2:22-36 is the heart of Peter's sermon. It begins with an introductory summary of God's action in the ministry, death, and resurrection of Christ (vv. 22-24). A scriptural proof from Ps 16:8-11 then shows that Christ is indeed the expected Messiah, as his resurrection proves (vv. 25-31). A further scriptural proof from Ps 110:1 depicts how the risen Christ is now both Messiah and Lord exalted to the right hand of the Father (vv. 32-36).

Many interpreters feel that these verses incorporate the most primitive form of the Christian kerygma, in which the death of Christ is closely linked to his resurrection. The basic form of this confession is found throughout Acts and runs: “Jesus of Nazareth whom you killed … but God raised.”106 Here Peter expanded on the basic kerygmatic formula by referring briefly to the earthly ministry of Jesus.

2:22 Jesus is introduced as “Jesus of Nazareth,” a designation found frequently in Acts, which merely identifies Jesus by naming his hometown.107 Jesus is further identified as “a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him” (v. 22). Here perhaps is found a very early Jewish-Christian Christology in which Jesus is depicted as the Messiah-designate. Undue stress should probably not be placed on the term “man,” which merely stresses his personhood rather than betraying a primitive adoptionism.108 The key term is “accredited” (apodedeigmenon), a semitechnical term often found in Greek papyri and inscriptions for office holders. It can either be used of those who already hold office or for those who have received appointment but have not yet entered into active service in the office. The latter sense seems to fit the context here. Peter depicted Jesus in his earthly ministry as being designated by God as Messiah but as only entering into the active function of that role upon his death and resurrection.109

The proof that Jesus was God's appointed Messiah is to be seen in the “miracles, signs, and wonders” he performed during his earthly ministry.

The dominant word is “miracles” (dynameis), the “mighty acts” of Jesus, the characteristic term used in the Gospels to depict his miracles. These are further defined as “wonders” (terata) and “signs” (s[image: image]meia), things that point beyond themselves to a deeper reality. Throughout Acts the term “wonders” only occurs in conjunction with “signs,” a testimony to the fact that mere marvels have no value in themselves except as they point beyond themselves to the divine power behind them and so lead to faith.110 Peter stressed that the Jerusalem Jews should have read the meaning of these signs and recognized Jesus as the appointed Messiah: “You yourselves know these things; you witnessed Jesus' miracles” (author's paraphrase, v. 22b). This portion of Peter's speech established the guilt of the Jewish crowd, put them under conviction, and so led them to repentance and faith.

2:23 Far from seeing in Jesus God's designated Messiah, they rejected him and gave him over to “wicked men” to be crucified (v. 23). All of this was, however, according to God's plan and foreknowledge. Peter carefully balanced the elements of God's divine purposes and the human responsibility for the crucifixion of Jesus.111 In the paradox of divine sovereignty and human freedom, Jesus died as the result of deliberate human decision made in the exercise of their God-given freedom of choice. The Jewish crowd at Pentecost could not avoid their responsibility in Jesus' death. Nonetheless, in the mystery of the divine will, God was working in these events of willful human rebellion to bring about his eternal purposes, bringing out of the tragedy of the cross the triumph of the resurrection. The Jews were not alone in their responsibility for Jesus' death, however. They worked through the agency of “lawless men” (“wicked,” NIV), a term used by Jews to designate Gentiles. Jesus died on a Roman cross;112 Gentiles too shared the guilt. Peter carefully balanced all the participants in the drama of Jesus' death—the guilt of Jew and Gentile alike, the triumphal sovereignty of God.

2:24 Verse 24 supplies the second member of the early Christian kerygma. True, humans nailed Jesus to a cross, but God raised him from the dead. This is further defined in an unusual manner: literally, “loosing him from the birth pangs [[image: image]dinas] of death” (“freeing him from the agony of death”). “Birth pangs” seems an unusual metaphor to apply to death, and there may be a Hebrew translation variant behind the text here, with an original meaning of “cords, bonds,” which would go naturally with loosing: Jesus was loosed from the cords of death that bound him.113 Still, one could perhaps see some appropriateness in the metaphor of “birth pangs,” since resurrection in a real sense is a new birth from death.114

2:25-28 Having set forth the basic Christian confession that Jesus is God's appointed Messiah, Peter sought to support this with scriptural proof from Ps 16:8-11. Luke reproduced the psalm exactly as it appears in the Septuagint (vv. 25-28). The attribution of the psalm to David is particularly important in this instance, since its application to Jesus is based on the Davidic descent of the Messiah.115 Originally the psalm seems to have been a plea of the psalmist that God would vindicate him and that he might escape death and Sheol. Peter applied the psalm messianically, seeing in it a prophecy of David that could not ultimately apply to himself.116 Verse 27 is the key, in which David is seen to have expressed his confidence that he would not be abandoned to the grave, that God would not allow his holy one to suffer decay. The phrases are parallel, both expressing David's hope that God would not abandon him to death. The NIV has wisely translated the Greek word Hades as “the grave.” The reference is to Sheol, the realm of the dead, and thus to death; and this is the sense in which Peter applied it.117 “Holy One” could apply to David as the anointed king, but for Peter it was even more appropriate as a designation for Christ. Verse 28 continues the quotation with v. 11 of Ps 16. One wonders why Peter included it since it adds nothing to his argument about the resurrection. Perhaps it was because of the reference to the “paths of life.” Christ is the “author of life” (cf. Acts 3:15), the leader in the path to new life by virtue of his resurrection.

In vv. 29-31 Peter applied the psalm to Christ. His reasoning was straightforward. It is well known that David died, so the psalm could not apply to him (v. 29). The psalm is thus a prophecy of David intended for a descendant who would sit on the Davidic throne (v. 30). The psalm applies to Christ, who indeed has risen and is thus the messianic descendant of whom David spoke (v. 31). The psalm is not used to prove the resurrection but rather the messianic status of Jesus. The proof of the resurrection is the eyewitness report of the disciples (v. 32). The psalm depicts David's vision that the Messiah would not be bound by death. Since Christ alone has burst the bonds of death by virtue of his resurrection, then he alone is the Messiah whom David foresaw.118

2:29 Some unusual ascriptions are given to David in these verses. “Patriarch” (v. 29) was a term generally reserved for Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and his twelve sons; but there is some evidence that by Peter's day the term had been extended to include David and others.119 Equally unusual is the inclusion of David among the prophets in v. 30, but again there is first-century evidence that the term was occasionally applied to him.120 The site of David's tomb mentioned in v. 29 is no longer certain but was probably on the south side of the southeast hill of Jerusalem near the pool of Siloam. Josephus said that John Hyrcanus looted the tomb of 3,000 talents of silver during the siege of Jerusalem in 135/134 B.C. and that Herod attempted the same. According to Josephus, Herod's attempt was thwarted when two of his men were killed by a sudden burst of flame upon entering the tomb. Having second thoughts, Herod abandoned the project and built a white marble portico over the tomb.121

2:30-31 Behind the oath referred to in v. 30 stands Nathan's prophecy (Ps 132:11; 2 Sam 7:12-13) that God would establish an eternal kingdom with one of David's descendants, a prophecy that had come to be understood messianically.122 Peter's application of the original Davidic psalm to Christ may seem somewhat strained but was very much in line with Hebrew thought, which saw a close link between individuals and their descendants. The Greek expresses this concept quite graphically with the phrase “from the fruit of his loins” (“one of his descendants,” NIV).123 Since David died, Peter had to have been speaking of a descendant, a descendant who fulfilled the words of David by not being abandoned in the grave or suffering the decay of death (v. 31). Only one has ever conquered the grave, so David must have foreseen the resurrection of the Messiah. Jesus' resurrection links him to David's prophecy. It follows that Jesus is the Messiah.

2:32-35 From resurrection Peter then proceeded to the exaltation of Christ. Christ is indeed the Messiah, for God has raised him, fulfilling the prophecy of David. The proof of Jesus' resurrection is the eyewitness report of the apostles (v. 32). The exaltation has already been implicitly mentioned by the reference to the enthronement of David's descendant in v. 30. Now it becomes explicit in v. 33. God has exalted Christ to his right hand and given him the gift of the Holy Spirit, which has now been poured out. Just as the apostles were witnesses to Jesus' resurrection, so the Jewish crowd itself was witness to the exaltation of Christ as they had witnessed the gift of the outpoured Spirit at Pentecost.124 Only the one exalted to God's right hand can dispense the Spirit.

The Spirit has been poured out, as “you now see and hear.” It follows that the Christ has been exalted. But again Peter used a scriptural proof to back up this assertion, again a psalm of David (Ps 110:1). The reasoning is much the same as before. David spoke of one being exalted to God's right hand. David did not ascend into heaven, so he could not have been speaking of himself. It follows, implicitly this time, that David must have spoken of his messianic descendant. The conclusion is the same as before. The outpouring of the Spirit testifies to the ascent of the Messiah since David predicted this ascent. Thus Christ is Messiah.

Psalm 110:1 was a favorite text for the early church. According to Mark 12:35-37, it was first used of the Messiah by Jesus himself to attack the usual political understanding of a Davidic Messiah. It reappears throughout the New Testament, in 1 Cor 15:25; Heb 1:13; 10:13 and with strong allusions in Rom 8:34; Eph 1:20,22; Col 3:1; Heb 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Pet 3:22. Originally it may have been an enthronement psalm acknowledging the earthly king as God's representative. For the early Christians it became the basis for the affirmation that Jesus has been exalted to God's right hand. For Peter it served as a natural transition from the confession of Jesus as Messiah, the dominant concept to this point, to the ultimate confession that Jesus is Lord.

2:36 Verse 36 provides the climax to Peter's sermon and returns full circle to its beginning point, the affirmation of Jesus as Lord (v. 21). In fact, every point to this conclusion of the sermon harks back to its beginning. “God has made this Jesus … Lord and Christ” is reminiscent of the Messiah-designate language of v. 22. “Whom you crucified” returns to the theme of the Jewish guilt in Jesus' death (v. 23). Peter's whole use of the psalms had been to establish the messianic status of Jesus for his Jewish audience. Now, with the prompting of Ps 110:1, he moved them to call upon the name that is above every name (Phil 2:9) and confess Jesus as Lord, leading back to his original text of Joel 2:32.125

(3) Invitation and Response (2:37-41)

37When the people heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter and the other apostles, “Brothers, what shall we do?”

38Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.”

40With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.” 41Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day.

2:37-39 Peter's Jewish crowd got his point. They were guilty of rejecting, even crucifying, the Messiah. Luke said they were “cut to the heart,” an uncommon word Homer used to depict horses stamping the earth with their hooves (v. 37).126 Peter's response was almost programmatic in that he presented them with four essentials of the conversion experience (v. 38): repentance, baptism in the name of Jesus Christ, forgiveness of sins, and receipt of the Spirit.127 These four generally form a single complex throughout Luke-Acts. They are the normative ingredients of conversion. There is no set, mechanistic pattern by which the various components come into play, particularly baptism and the receipt of the Spirit. The connection of the Spirit with baptism is depicted in various sequences through Acts. Here the Spirit seems to be promised immediately following or as a concomitant of baptism, whereas in 10:44-48 the coming of the Spirit seems to have preceded water baptism. The Ethiopian eunuch was baptized, but receipt of the Spirit was not mentioned (8:38), though his resulting joy was a gift of the Spirit. Baptism and the gift of the Spirit are separated by some interval of time for the Samaritans (8:12,17). The disciples of John at Ephesus were rebaptized and immediately received the Spirit (19:5-6). The Spirit cannot be tied down to a set pattern. Clearly, however, both baptism and receipt of the Spirit are normative to the experience of becoming a Christian believer.128

The connection of baptism with the forgiveness of sins in v. 38 has often been a matter of controversy. A literal rendering of the verse runs: “Repent, and let each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for/ on the basis of the forgiveness of your sins.” The disputed word is the preposition eis, which could indicate purpose and thus be taken to mean that baptism is the prerequisite for the forgiveness of sins. There is ample evidence in the New Testament, however, that eis can also mean on the ground of, on the basis of, which would indicate the opposite relationship—that the forgiveness of sins is the basis, the grounds for being baptized.129 Perhaps more significant, however, is that the usual connection of the forgiveness of sins in Luke-Acts is with repentance and not with baptism at all (cf. Luke 24:47; Acts 3:19; 5:31).130 In fact, in no other passage of Acts is baptism presented as bringing about the forgiveness of sins. If not linked with repentance, forgiveness is connected with faith (cf. 10:43; 13:38f.; 26:18).131 The dominant idea in 2:38 thus seems to be repentance, with the other elements following. Repentance leads to baptism, the forgiveness of sins, and the gift of the Spirit. The essential response Peter called from the Jewish crowd is the complete turnabout that comprises true repentance, to turn away from their rejection of the Messiah and to call upon his name,132 receive baptism into his community, and share the gift of the Spirit they had just witnessed so powerfully at work in the Christians at Pentecost. Peter concluded his appeal with a promise, the promise of Joel 2:32 (cf. v. 21): “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” The universal scope of the promise is emphasized. Salvation is not only for the group of Jews present at Pentecost but for future generations (“your children”) as well. It is not only for Jews but for Gentiles, for those “who are far off.”133

2:40-41 Luke's note that Peter warned them “with many other words” was his way of indicating that he had only been able to give a portion of Peter's sermon. His reference to a “corrupt generation” (skolias, “crooked, perverse”) is Old Testament language for a generation that is stubborn and rebellious and not faithful to God (Ps 78:8; cf. Deut 32:5; Phil 2:15). The Jews at Pentecost were part of such a generation, a generation that witnessed the coming of the Messiah and rejected him.134 So Peter's final word was an appeal to “save” themselves from the lot of such a generation. And they were saved; about 3,000 accepted Peter's invitation that day, were baptized, and were added to the 120.135

9. The Common Life of the Community (2:42-47)

42They devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. 43Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. 44All the believers were together and had everything in common. 45Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 46Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 47praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.

2:42 This section comprises the first extensive “summary” in Acts.136 Luke perhaps provided two summaries here: v. 42 pictures the community life in itself and has much in common with the more extensive treatment beginning in v. 43. Quite possibly v. 42 should be viewed separately, as a conclusion to the Pentecost narrative.137 Thus viewed, it provides a glimpse into the manner in which the new converts were incorporated into the believing community. Verses 43-46 thus would appear to introduce a new section that deals with the life of the whole Christian community and to prepare for the narratives of the witness in Jerusalem that follow in chaps. 3-5. That this is so is supported by the fact that the latter summary begins with a reference to the apostolic miracles (v. 43), one of which follows immediately after the summary (3:1-10).

In v. 42 the believers are said to have “devoted themselves” to four practices in their new life together. First was the teaching of the apostles. Just as the apostles had been instructed by Jesus, so they passed along that instruction to the new Christians. In keeping with Jesus' teaching to them (chap. 1), this would have included such subjects as his resurrection, the Old Testament Scriptures, the Christian witness, and surely their own reminiscences of Jesus' earthly ministry and teachings.138 The second activity to which they devoted themselves was “the fellowship.” The Greek word used here (koin[image: image]nia) is one Paul often employed, but it appears only here in all of Luke-Acts. Its basic meaning is “association, communion, fellowship, close relationship.”139 In secular Greek it could involve the sharing of goods, and Paul seems to have used it this way in 2 Cor 9:13. It was also used of communion with a god, especially in the context of a sacred meal; and Paul used it in that sense in 1 Cor 10:16.140 Since it appears in a list in Acts 2:42, it is not easy to determine its exact nuance in this context. The key may be to see the terms “breaking of bread” and “prayer” in apposition to “fellowship.” The meaning would then be that they devoted themselves to a fellowship that was expressed in their mutual meals and in their prayer life together.141 If this is so, then the meaning of the third element, “the breaking of bread,” would be further clarified. Joined with fellowship, it would likely carry the cultic sense of sharing a meal with the Lord, participating in the Lord's Supper.142 It probably also involved as well their participation in a main agap[image: image] meal together.143 The fourth and final element of their life together, another expression of their fellowship, was “the prayers” (RSV). The presence of the article in the Greek text before prayers has led some interpreters to see this as a reference to their keeping the formal prayer hours of Judaism in the temple.144 They may well have done so to some extent, for their faithfulness in attending temple worship is noted in 2:46 and 3:1. The reference, however, is probably much broader and involves primarily their sharing in prayer together in their private house worship.

2:43 The longer summary gives a fuller description of the life of the entire Christian community. It begins in v. 43 by referring to the miracles performed by the apostles. The miracles are described with the characteristic combination “signs” and “wonders.”145 The same phrase continues to be used of the apostles' miracle-working in 4:30 and 5:12 and is applied to others as well: Jesus (2:22), Stephen (6:8), Moses (7:36), Philip (8:13), and Paul and Barnabas (14:3; 15:12). It is interesting to note that the phrase is no longer used after chap. 15, although Paul continued to work miracles.146

An example of one such miraculous sign is given in 3:1-10. Luke's summary statement would indicate that this healing story is only one example of many miracles worked by the apostles in this early stage of their ministry. The response of the people is a reverent fear (phobos, “awe,” NIV). “Everyone” probably refers to those outside the Christian community who were awed by apostolic miracles (cf. 5:12-13).

2:44-45 Verse 44 elaborates on the fellowship enjoyed by the Christians. The word koin[image: image]nia is not used, but other terms express the same reality. First, they are said to have been “together” (epi to auto). This Greek phrase is notoriously difficult to translate, occurring five times in Acts (1:15; 2:1, 44,47; 4:26). It seems to depict the gathered community, with a strong emphasis on their unity.147 This unity is further expressed by their holding “everything in common” (which is described in v. 45 as selling their goods for the benefit of others whenever a need arose).

Here two ideals for a community of goods seem to be combined. First is the Greek ideal of a community in which everything is held in common and shared equally. It is a basically utopian concept, which can be traced as far back as the Pythagorean communities and is often expressed by the same phrase Luke employed in v. 44, “holding all in common” (echein hapanta koina).148 Verse 45, however, speaks against the early Christian community adopting a practice of community ownership. The imperfect tense is used, indicating that this was a recurrent, continuing practice: their practice was to sell their property and goods149 and apportion the proceeds whenever a need arose.150 This is much more in keeping with the Old Testament ideal of community equality, of sharing with the needy so that “there will be no poor among you” (Deut 15:4f.).

2:46-47 Verse 46 sets forth the dual locale of their life together. They remained faithful to their Jewish worship, devoting themselves “with one accord” (“together”) in the temple. The word translated “with one accord” (homothymadon) is commonly used in Acts to express unity of purpose and particularly applies to the “one heart and mind” (4:32) of the Christian fellowship (cf. 1:14; 2:1; 4:24; 5:12; 15:25). F. Stagg, however, points out that single-mindedness is not always a good thing. The same word is used of the angry mobs that rushed upon Stephen (7:57) and Paul (19:29).151 For the Christian community, fellowship and unity of purpose are salutary only when rooted in fellowship with Christ and in the unity of his Spirit. The structure of Acts should remind us of this—the unity of the Christian community derives from and is guided by the gift of the Spirit that lies at the heart of its life together.

The Christian presence in the temple testifies not only to their remaining faithful to their Jewish heritage but also evidences their zeal for witness. In Jerusalem the temple was the primary place where crowds would be found, and there the Christians went to bear their witness (3:11-12; 5:21,42). If the temple was the place of witness, homes were the place for fellowship.152 In the intimacy of the home setting, a common meal was shared together, probably including the Lord's Supper as well. It was a time marked by rejoicing in their fellowship with one another and with the Spirit and by their own openness and sincerity (aphelot[image: image]s). On the giving end, they expressed their joy by praising God for his presence in their life together (v. 47). On the receiving end, they experienced the favor of the nonbelieving Jewish community in Jerusalem.153 God responded to their faith and blessed the young community, adding new converts daily.154 Indeed, as with the young Jesus, so it was for the growing church—favor with God and favor with humanity (Luke 2:52).155

Verses 43-46 give an ideal portrait of the young Christian community, witnessing the Spirit's presence in the miracles of the apostles, sharing their possessions with the needy among them, sharing their witness in the temple, sharing themselves in the intimacy of their table fellowship. Their common life was marked by praise of God, joy in the faith, and sincerity of heart. And in it all they experienced the favor of the nonbelievers and continual blessings of God-given growth. It was an ideal, almost blissful time marked by the joy of their life together and the warmth of the Spirit's presence among them. It could almost be described as the young church's “age of innocence.” The subsequent narrative of Acts will show that it did not always remain so. Sincerity sometimes gave way to dishonesty, joy was blotched by rifts in the fellowship, and the favor of the people was overshadowed by persecutions from the Jewish officials. Luke's summaries present an ideal for the Christian community which it must always strive for, constantly return to, and discover anew if it is to have that unity of spirit and purpose essential for an effective witness.

__________________________________

1Commentators differ about the extent of the prologue. G. Schneider sees the prologue as vv. 1-3, Die Apostelgeschichte, HTKNT (Freiburg: Herder, 1980), 1:187-88. H. Conzelmann sets the prologue at vv. 1-4: Acts of the Apostles, trans. J. Limburg, A. Kraabel, and D. Juel, Her (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 3-4. F. F. Bruce treats vv. 1-5 as the prologue: Commentary on the Book of Acts, NIC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 30. (Hereafter referred to as Acts: NIC.) E. Haenchen takes vv. 1-8 as the prologue: The Acts of the Apostles, trans. B. Noble and G. Shinn (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971), 136-47. Since the literary convention appears only in vv. 1-2, it seems more natural to limit the prologue to them, as does B. Reicke, Glaube und Leben der Urgemeinde: Bemerkungen zu Apg. 1-7 (Zurich: Zwingli, 1957), 9-11; and M. Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles, ed. H. Greeven (London: SCM, 1956), 194.

2For a discussion of Hellenistic prologues, see H. J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (New York: Macmillan, 1927), 194-204; V. K. Robbins, “Prefaces in Greco-Roman Biography and Luke-Acts,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 6 (1979): 94-108.

3See R. Stein, Luke, vol. 24, NAC (Nashville: Broadman, forthcoming) for a full treatment of the Lukan preface. Luke's dependence on “eyewitnesses and servants of the word” as well as his desire to present “an orderly account” apply as much to Acts as to his Gospel.

4C. H. Talbert cites books 8 and 13 of Josephus's Antiquities as examples of other Hellenistic prefaces that lack the summary to the new volume: Acts, KPG (Atlanta: John Knox, 1984), 6.

5Probably no inferences should be drawn from the lack of the title in Acts other than its being in a secondary preface, briefer and less formal. Suggestions such as that Luke was treating him less formally because he had become a Christian between the writing of the two prefaces are unnecessary.

6His terms are seboumenoi and phoboumenoi.

7Bruce, Acts: NIC, 31, cites J. I. Still for the “legal brief” theory and B. H. Streeter for the suggestion that Theophilus was Titus Flavius Clemens, the cousin of the Emperor Domitian.

8K. Lake and H. J. Cadbury, The Beginnings of Christianity, Part I: The Acts of the Apostles, vol. 4, ETC (London: Macmillan, 1933), 2. (Hereafter cited as Beginnings.)

9A point well emphasized by D. J. Williams, Acts, GNC (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985), 2.

10For a literary analysis of Luke's closure of his Gospel and opening of Acts, see M. C. Parsons, “The Ascension Narratives in Luke-Acts,” Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1985.

11The time of the ascension has long created problems, since it takes place forty days after the resurrection in Acts and seemingly on the day of the resurrection in Luke 24:51. The Western text seems to have attempted to solve the problem by omitting the references to the ascension in both Luke 24:51 and Acts 1:2. Lake, however, argues in favor of the Western omission at Acts 1:2, “The Preface to Acts and the Composition of Acts,” Beginnings, vol. 5: Additional Notes, 1-7.

12Schneider (Apostelgeschichte 1:192) lists T. Zahn, A. Loisy, and R. Pesch as being in agreement with him in connecting the Spirit with the selection of the apostles.

13The sermon at Nazareth has long been recognized as programmatic for Luke-Acts. It sets the theme for the Jewish rejection of Jesus and the “witnesses” of Acts as well as that of the inclusion of the Gentiles.

14The NIV translates the phrase [image: image] as “after his suffering,” which refers to the whole passion event, including both death and resurrection.

15Beginnings 4:4. See also D. L. Mealand, “The Phrase ‘Many Proofs’ in Acts 1, 3 and in Hellenistic Writers,” ZNW 80 (1989): 134-35.

16The long list of appearances in 1 Cor 15:5-8 would seem to allow for an extended time of appearances. Luke, however, would probably quibble with Paul over his experience being of the same order as the others. In Acts the resurrection appearances stop with the ascension.

17It is often noted that this seems to conflict with Luke 24:51, where the ascension took place on the same day as the resurrection. Some would resolve this by seeing the reference in Luke 24:51 as only a temporary departure during the period of appearances, but the language (“borne up into heaven”) and the setting (Bethany, on Mount of Olives) point to an ascension. One could, of course, opt for the Western text and omit the phrase altogether. The most likely solution is to consider Luke's literary purpose. The ascension in the Gospel serves to give closure to the Gospel. Luke was not concerned to deal extensively with the ascension in his Gospel. He would do that in Acts. He only wanted to give a suitable closure to the story of Jesus, and the ascension was the logical point of closure. Chronology was not his concern. His only connecting links between pericopes are a vague de (vv. 44,50). Anyone familiar with Luke's linking devices and chronological notes should know that those de's could represent almost any period of time. In point of fact, Luke 24:44-53 is almost a summary of the first chapter of Acts and probably should be interpreted by it.

18See G. Lohfink, Die Himmelfahrt Jesu (München: Kosel, 1971), 176-86; J. F. Maile, “The Ascension in Luke-Acts,” TB 37 (1986): 53. Later Gnostic systems lengthened the period of resurrection appearances considerably to allow for Jesus' esoteric instruction of their group—eighteen months for the Valentinians, 550 days in the Ap. Jas. (Conzelmann, Acts, 6). Some suggest that Luke's strict delimitation of the forty days may have been directed at such Gnostic speculation (e.g., Schneider, Apostelgeschichte, I, 194).

19A. T. Robertson, WP 3:7.

20Robertson, WP 3:7, opts for “assemble.” For “spending the night,” see Beginnings 5:5.

21Lake (Beginnings 5:7-16) suggests that the disciples had been spending the night at Bethany, as Jesus had done during his days in Jerusalem prior to the passion. That they may have been departing from Jerusalem also allows for the Galilean appearance traditions, which are not otherwise mentioned in the Lukan appearance narratives. See Reicke, Glaube und Leben 14-15, for the intriguing suggestion that Luke's silence on the Galilean appearances may have been due to the “revolutionary” associations of Galilean Judaism.

22This point is convincingly demonstrated by J. D. G. Dunn in Baptism in the Holy Spirit (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), passim.

23J. Munck, The Acts of the Apostles, rev. W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, AB (Garden City: Doubleday, 1967), 4.

24Probably no great distinction is intended here between the words “times” ([image: image]) and “dates” ([image: image]).

25The Western text of Acts reads “no one can know” instead of “it is not for you to know,” which Lake and Foakes-Jackson prefer as the lectio difficilior, Beginnings 4:8.

26Many scholars see Acts 1:7-8 as Luke's attempt to deal with the delayed Parousia. Luke replaced the expectation of the Lord's imminent return with a “salvation history” (Haenchen, 143; Conzelmann, 6-7). More likely Luke shared the prophetic view that the final times depended on the successful Gentile mission.

27The question of the Jews in Luke-Acts is a thorny one, with radically divergent viewpoints among the scholars. For the view that Luke totally wrote off the Jews, see J. T. Sanders, The Jews in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987). For the view that Luke-Acts was written primarily from a Jewish perspective, see J. Jervell, Luke and the People of God (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972). That the prophetic concept of a restored Israel is central to Luke-Acts is argued by D. L. Tiede, “The Exaltation of Jesus and the Restoration of Israel in Acts 1,” HTR 79 (1986): 278-86. See also idem., Prophecy and History in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980).

28R. Pesch, Die Apostelgeschichte, Teilband I: Apg. 1-12 (Zurich: Benziger, 1986), 70-71.

29J. Dupont, Nouvelles Etudes sur les Actes des Apôtres, Lectio divina 118 (Paris: Cerf, 1984), 49-52.

30The Greek word [image: image] (“witness”) came to have in later Christian literature the sense of “martyr,” one who bore testimony even to death. The only place it could possibly have such a meaning in Acts is 22:20 in connection with Stephen.

31W. O. Carver, The Acts of the Apostles (Nashville: Southern Baptist Sunday School Board, 1916), 15.

32L. E. Keck, “Listening to and Listening for: From Text to Sermon (Acts 1:8),” Int 27 (1973): 197.

33A. Schlatter, Die Apostelgeschichte (Stuttgart: Calwer, 1948), 6.

34Pss. Sol. 8:16 refers to Pompey's coming from the ends of the earth, which happened to be Rome; but even there the phrase seems to follow the Old Testament meaning of “distant lands” rather than reflecting a set epithet for Rome. In a recent article D. R. Schwartz argues that “end of the earth” refers only to the extreme borders of Israel (“The End of the [image: image],” JBL 105 [1986]: 669-76).

35I. H. Marshall, The Acts of the Apostles, TNTC (Leicester: Inter-Varsity, 1980), 60.

36For a thorough treatment of the ascension narrative, see Lohfink, Himmelfahrt. See also R. F. O'Toole, “Luke's Understanding of Jesus' Resurrection-Ascension-Exaltation,” BTB 9 (1979): 106-14; J. A. Fitzmyer, “The Ascension of Christ and Pentecost,” TS 45 (1984): 409-40. See also Parsons, Ascension Narratives.

37Compare Matt 28:3; John 20:12; Luke 24:4; also see Luke 9:29. The motif also appears in extrabiblical literature: 2 Macc 3:26, 11:8; T. Levi 8:2. See Lohfink, Himmelfahrt, 199-200.

38This striking double-noun form is a common Hellenistic form of address found in Thucydides, Plato, and Plutarch, among many others. See P. van der Horst, “Hellenistic Parallels to the Acts of the Apostles: 1:1-26,” ZNW 74 (1983): 22.

39Lohfink, Himmelfahrt, 270.

40Pesch, Apostelgeschichte 1:74, notes that Luke's treatment of the Parousia in Luke 21 links it closely to the success of the Gentile mission (cf. vv. 24,27).

41It is, of course, possible that some of the larger groups of disciples witnessed the ascension, but Luke seems to have implied that his narrative to this point had primarily involved only the eleven (v. 2). The subsequent narrative confirms this impression by linking the apostles with the ascension (v. 22).

42According to Luke 24:50 the ascension took place “in the vicinity of Bethany,” which was on the opposite side of the Mount of Olives and several miles from Jerusalem. Williams suggests that the Greek of Luke 24:50 ([image: image]) should be taken quite literally—on the road toward Bethany: D. J. Williams, Acts, 17. The setting on the Mount of Olives may have had significance in light of Zech 14:4, according to which the Messiah will descend from heaven at Olivet.

43This was calculated by interpreting Exod 16:29 (“stay where he is”) by Num 35:5, which measures the limits of a city at 2,000 cubits. One could thus not leave his “place” (city), i.e., go beyond its limits. See Beginnings 4:10.

44First suggested by Chrysostom according to R. B. Rackham, The Acts of the Apostles (London: Methuen, 1901), 9.

45F. J. Foakes-Jackson, The Acts of the Apostles, MNTC (New York: Harper, 1931), 6.

46The Western witness codex Bezae replaces “the women” with “their wives and children.”

47Some early church fathers, under the strong influence of a celibate ideology, suggested that they were of a different relationship to Jesus. Epiphanius maintained that they were Joseph's children by a previous marriage, thus protecting the “perpetual virginity” of Mary. Jerome argued that they were Jesus' cousins, the children of Mary's sister, thus protecting the virginity of Joseph as well. For a full discussion see J. H. Ropes, The Epistle of St. James, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1916), 53f.

48A number of interpreters see the phrase “devoted themselves to prayer” (RSV) ([image: image]) as a technical term for attending formal worship in the temple and synagogue. This is based on synagogue inscriptions that deal with manumitted slaves for whom the proviso is made that they must continue to attend synagogue worship, using this exact phraseology. See Beginnings 4:10-11 and T. C. G. Thornton, “‘Continuing Steadfast in Prayer,’ New Light on a New Testament Phrase,” ExpTim 83 (1971): 23-24.

49For further exposition on this theme, see W. Willimon, Acts, INT (Atlanta: John Knox, 1988), 21.

50This analysis is indebted to J. Dupont, “La destinée de Judas prophetisée par David (Actes 1, 16-20),” Etudes sur les Actes des Apôtres, Lectio divina 45 (Paris: Cerf, 1967), 309-20.

51This Greek phrase marks off a new division at Acts 6:1 (“in those days”); 11:27 (“during this time”). This could be an indication that with v. 14 the introductory narrative ends (all of 1-14 has its parallel in Luke 24), and at v. 15 the new story begins.

52One member of the council for each ten males (m. Sanh. 1:6). The Christian assembly with twelve apostles as leaders would thus consist of 120. There is not a perfect analogy to the Jewish pattern since the Christian group also included females (v. 14).

53This role is perhaps anticipated in Luke 22:32.

54Peter addressed them as “[image: image], [image: image]. The occurrence of [image: image] would seem to indicate that only males took part, but there is some evidence in Acts that even [image: image] like [image: image] can include women. See 17:34, where “a woman named Damaris” was among the believing [image: image].

55When referring to Scripture, “David” pointed to the psalms in Acts, indicative of the Jewish association of the psalms with King David (cf. 2:25, 34). Sometimes “Psalms” is specified (cf. 1:20).

56C. H. Cosgrove, “The Divine dei in Luke-Acts: Investigations into the Lukan Understanding of God's Providence,” NovT 26 (1984): 168-90.

57Literally “shared the lot [image: image] of this ministry.” The word refers to the small stone used in casting lots, as it is used in 1:26. It came to have the derivative meaning of the office or rank so obtained and then simply “rank,” regardless of the manner obtained, as is the usage in 1:17. Today it refers to ecclesiastic rank and is found in the words “cleric, clergy.”

58In current scholarship these are referred to as “narrative asides.” See S. Sheeley, “Narrative Asides in Luke-Acts,” Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1987. Obviously the apostles needed no reminder of the recent events with Judas. Luke's readers did.

59Evidence exists that some of the early versions of Acts took [image: image] (“prone”) as [image: image] (“swollen”); for the Syriac, Georgian, and Armenian versions translate it as “having swelled up.” Perhaps this was an early attempt to explain how a headlong fall could lead to rupture. There may be some connection with a later tradition of Judas's death, attributed to Papias by Apollinarius of Laodicea, according to which Judas became ill and swelled up to such enormous proportions that even an ox cart could not negotiate past him in a narrow street. See Beginnings 5:22-30. One should also not overlook the parallel with the death of Antiochus Epiphanes in 2 Macc 9:8.

60The most significant difference between the two accounts is that Judas hung himself in the Matthean version. An early attempt to deal with this is found in the early Latin Vulgate, where “prone” is translated “suspended.” Augustine likewise suggested that the rope by which Judas hung himself broke, causing him to fall headlong and burst open. For a harmonization of all the differences between the two accounts, see C. W. Carter and R. Earle, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1959), 20-21; A. B. Gordon, “The Fate of Judas According to Acts 1:18,” EvQ 43 (1971): 97-100. For the view that the Judas tradition originated as a midrash on Akeldama, see M. Wilcox, “The Judas Tradition in Acts 1:15-26,” NTS 19 (1973): 438-42; F. Manns, “Un Midrash Chrétien: Le Recit de la mort de Judas,” RSR 54 (1980): 197-203.

61Luke restricted the term apostles to the Twelve, with the sole exception of chap. 14 (vv. 4,14), where Paul and Barnabas were given the designation. The word has a much broader usage elsewhere in the NT, especially in Paul's writings. He differentiated between the Twelve and another group of apostles that included James, the brother of Jesus (1 Cor 15:5,7). He also included Andronicus and Junias among the apostles (Rom 16:7). For Paul the term seems to have denoted those who like himself had received a special commission from the risen Lord. On the whole question see K. H. Rengstorf, ““[image: image] … [image: image],” TDNT, 1:398-447; W. Schmithals, The Office of Apostle in the Early Church, trans. J. Steeley (Nashville: Abingdon, 1969).

62From the second century on, there are many such traditions about the other apostles that seem primarily to be later attempts to fill in the gaps left by Acts. They are usually fanciful and offer little historical credibility. Eusebius (Hist. Eccl. 3:39) attributes the Joseph tradition to one of Philip's prophesying daughters. See C. S. C. Williams, The Acts of the Apostles, HNTC (New York: Harper, 1957), 61.

63For Ethiopia see Bruce, Acts: NIC, 51; for Germany see Haenchen, Acts, 162. Other traditional speculations were that Matthias is another name for Zacchaeus (according to Clement of Alexandria) or Barnabas (The Clementine Recognitions): Beginnings 4:14-15.

64Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:120.

65D. J. Williams, Acts, 17.

66Munck (Acts, 10) argues for casting by ballot.

67Reicke, Glaube und Leben, 26.

68Carver, Acts, 23.

69There are many interesting points of contact between the initial sermons of Jesus (Luke 4), Peter (Acts 2), and Paul (Acts 13). For a thorough comparison, see R. I. Garrett, Jr., “The Inaugural Addresses of Luke-Acts,” Ph.D. diss., The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1980.

70Compare Luke 9:51, where the same construction marks an important stage in salvation history. The time had come for Jesus to go to Jerusalem and face his destiny there. See E Lohse, “Die Bedeutung des Pfingstberichtes im Rahmen des lukanischen Geschichts-werkes,” EvTh (1958): 422-36.

71For a full discussion, see E. Lohse, “[image: image]” TDNT 6:44-53.

72Robertson, WP 3:20.

73Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:248.

74There is a curious shift of number in v. 3 from plural (“separated tongues”) to singular “it sat.” The NIV obscures any shift: “tongues … separated and came.” The missing singular antecedent is surely ad sensum: “tongues of flame, and [one] sat on each of them.”

75For the view that Pentecost involved glossolalia, see I. J. Martin III, “Glossolalia in the Apostolic Church,” JBL 63 (1944): 123-30; W. Neil, The Acts of the Apostles, NCB (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1973), 73; C. S. C. Williams, Acts, 63. There are many modifications to this view such as that of Bruce, Acts: NIC, 56-58, who sees it as the sort of glossolalia that contains many foreign phrases, as attested by Pentecostals. Unlikely is the theory of W. S. Thomson that the Christians repeated the ecstatic praise language of the pilgrims, whom they had earlier heard worshiping in the temple: “Tongues at Pentecost,” ExpTim 38 (1926-27): 284-86.

76Exemplary of many who argue for a foreign language phenomenon is E. F. Harrison,Interpreting Acts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1986), 59-62. A modification of this view found in the more radical critics is that Luke was responsible for the foreign language motif, having altered an original experience of glossolalia, e.g., Conzelmann, Acts, 15-16.

77This was suggested by Lake, Beginnings 5:111-21. A somewhat modified view that involves the ecstatic utterance of Scripture is that of R. O. P. Taylor, “The Tongues of Pentecost,” ExpTim 40 (1928-29): 300-03.

78Several scholars who see the miracle as one of speaking in foreign languages emphasize that it probably consisted primarily of praise. See Dupont, Salvation of Gentiles, 48-50; Kremer, Pfingstbericht, 122.

79Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:251.

80For example, Lake, Beginnings 5:111-21.

81Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles: The Greek Text, 3rd ed., rev. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 165. (Hereafter referred to as Acts: GT.)

82Bruce notes that Galilean diction was quite distinct by “its confusion or loss of laryngals and aspirates,” Acts: NIC, 59, n. 15.

83G. D. Kilpatrick, “A Jewish Background to Acts 2:9-11?” JJS 26 (1975): 48-49. Kilpatrick's own suggestion is that the list came from the Jewish community of Rome and enumerated the places of origin of its members, which would explain the presence of Judea as well as its ending with the resident Jews and proselytes of Rome. Another suggestion is that Judea should be emended to Iberia, the ancient name for modern Georgia: J. M. Ross, “‘Judaea’ in Acts 2:9,” ExpTim 96 (1985): 217. Reicke, Glaube und Leben, 35-36, sees the list as originating in Antioch, which would explain both the presence of Judea as well as the absence of Syria.

84Bruce, Acts: NIC, 62.

85This has been argued in an article by S. Weinstock (JRS 38 [1948]: 43-46), and it has been more recently advanced by J. A. Brinkman, “The Literary Background of the ‘Catalogue of Nations’ (Acts 2:9-11),” CBQ 25 (1963): 418-27. A very different approach is advocated by E. Guting, “Der geographische Horizont der sogenannten Volkerliste des Lukas (Acta 2:9-11),” ZNW 66 (1975): 149-69. Guting sees Luke as responsible for composing the list, which was based on the languages of his day along the lines of a similar linguistic enumeration in Strabo.

86B. Metzger, “Ancient Astrological Geography and Acts 2:9-11,” in Apostolic History and the Gospel, ed. W. Gasque and R. Martin (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1970), 123-33. Metzger shows that at most there are five agreements between the lists, which is no more than coincidence.

87For an excellent summary of the evidence for Jewish settlement in these regions, see D. J. Williams, Acts, 28-29.

88”Romans” possibly refers to Roman citizens of the wider empire, such as Paul, as Cadbury and Lake argue in Beginnings 4:20. In the context of this list, however, it more likely is a geographical reference to actual residents of the city of Rome.

89Possibly also by undergoing proselyte baptism, although this practice is not documented with certainty before the second century A.D. See G. F. Moore, Judaism in the First Centuries of the Christian Era (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927), 1:327-38.

90The Western text understood vv. 9-11 as Luke's comment and so reads “they hear” instead of “we hear” in 11, to make this clear.

91The word used for wine here is [image: image], which usually refers to “new wine.” Following the usual chronology of Pentecost, there would have been no “new wine” available, the grape harvest still being nearly two months in the future. Most interpreters deal with this by observing that new wine was often kept fresh (and thus “new” or “sweet”) for as long as a year by immersing it in water. An interesting suggestion is that Qumran seems to have kept three “Pentecosts,” each separated by fifty days, to celebrate the wheat, wine, and oil harvests, respectively. The association here would thus be with the second, wine Pentecost, which came 100 days after Passover. See J. A. Fitzmyer, “The Ascension of Christ and Pentecost,” TS 45 (1984): 434-36.

92For a “classic” presentation of this view, see W. L. Knox, The Acts, NCB (Oxford: Clarendon, 1967), 80-84. See also N. Snaith, “Pentecost, the Day of Power,” ExpTim 43 (1931-32): 379-80.

93Often cited is a tradition in Philo (De. Dec., 9.11) of a speech miracle at Sinai where the Torah is said to have rested on the Israelites in the form of fiery tongues and endowed them with a gift of speech. Philo, however, never connected Sinai with Pentecost, nor did any other first-century source. See Lohse “[image: image],” TDNT 6:48-49. Some evidence in Jub. and 1QS suggests that some Jewish sectarian circles celebrated Pentecost as a covenant renewal, but whether they also connected this with the giving of the Torah is uncertain. See I. H. Marshall, “The Significance of Pentecost,” SJT 30 (1977): 347-69. Dupont, Salvation of the Gentiles, 34-45, has attempted to link Acts 2:1-13 by pointing to the number of words it has in common with the LXX text of Exod 19. Most of the parallel vocabulary, however, consists of stock theophany terminology rather than any dependence of Acts on the Sinai text: Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:246.

94For representatives of this view, see J. G. Davies, “Pentecost and Glossolalia,” JTS, n.s. 3 (1952): 228-31; Rackham, Acts, 19. Rackham considered the list of nations in Gen 10, followed by the account of Babel in Gen 11:1-9, as “most obvious” evidence that Luke intended to connect his account with Babel.

95This tradition is found in Josephus (Ant. 1.1.4), in Philo (De Confus. Ling. 3.405), and in other first-century sources. See Beginnings 5:115-16.

96Dupont, Nouvelles Etudes, 196-98.

97Fitzmyer, “Ascension and Pentecost,” 439. See also the useful summary of the themes in the Pentecost narrative by A. T. Lincoln, “Theology and History in the Interpretation of Luke's Pentecost,” ExpTim 96 (1985): 204-09.

98C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1936). Many recent critics have challenged the primitive nature of these Acts speeches, seeing them as more reflective of Luke's own Christology; e.g., R. F. Zehnle, Peter's Pentecost Discourse: Tradition and Lukan Reinterpretation in Peter's Speeches of Acts 2-3, SBLMS 15 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971).

99There are many variations on this outline, with many scholars separating vv. 22-36 into two sections: vv. 22-28 giving the scriptural proof of the resurrection, and vv. 29-36 the connection of this to Pentecost; e.g., Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:265 (cf. Pesch, Apostelge-schichte 1:116). A rather original chiastic structure is suggested by G. Krodel, Acts, ACNT (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1986), 83.

100 [image: image]: The same word used of the Spirit-filled Christians in 2:4.

101That Jews were required to pray three times a day is well-established. There is some question, however, whether the hours were set at definite times in the first century. See Haenchen, Acts, 178, n. 8.

102The Western text lacks the specific reference to Joel, and some commentators would follow that reading; e.g., Beginnings 4:21.

103D. C. Arichea, Jr., “Some Notes on Acts 2:17-21,” BT 35 (1984): 442-43.

104Ibid.

105The text of Joel seems to have influenced the entire text of Acts 2:1-16 to some extent. See C. A. Evans, “The Prophetic Setting of the Pentecost Sermon,” ZNW 74 (1983): 148-50.

106Compare Acts 3:15; 4:10; 5:30; 10:39-40; 13:28-30. See Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:271.

107There have been many attempts to find messianic links to the term “Nazarene,” such as deriving it from the Hebrew nazer for “root, shoot”; but it was a common Jewish practice to designate persons by means of their place of origin. That seems to be the function of “Nazarene” in connection with Jesus throughout Acts (cf. Acts 3:6; 4:10; 6:14; 22:8; 26:9; Luke 18:37). The sole exception is Acts 24:5, where the term is used of the Christian group as a whole, the sect of the Nazarenes (i.e., those connected with Jesus). See Beginnings 5:356-57.

108H. K. Mouton, “Acts 2:22, ‘Jesus, a man approved by God’?” BT 30 (1979): 344-45.

109Beginnings 4:23.

110Carter and Earle, Acts, 36.

111This double dimension of divine purpose and human responsibility runs throughout Luke-Acts. On the one hand, Jesus' death follows the divine purpose: Luke 9:22; 17:25; 22:37; 24:26; 24:44,46; Acts 17:3. On the other, guilt of the people is strongly emphasized in the passion narrative: Luke 23:2,4-5,20-23,25,51.

112At v. 23b the Greek text reads simply “nailing him.” Obviously the reference is to the cross, which must be supplied. See Robertson, WP 3:29.

113The variation would be due to a confusion of [image: image] (“pangs”) with [image: image] (“cord”). Such a variant is found in Ps 18:5, where the Hebrew text has “cords of death” but which was translated “pangs of death” in the Septuagint. See Marshall, Acts, 75f.

114D. J. Williams, Acts, 34; Rackham, Acts, 29.

115In first-century Judaism all the psalms were attributed to David, and this understanding is followed faithfully throughout Acts (cf. 1:16; 2:34).

116The Septuagintal form of the psalm has a decidedly eschatological slant. Such variants from the Hebrew text as the reading “in hope” (v. 26) instead of “securely” and “to see corruption” (v. 27) instead of “decay” allow an interpretation in terms of resurrection and immortality. See A. Schmitt, “Ps. 16, 8-11 als Zeugnis der Auferstehung in der Apg.,” BZ 17 (1973): 229-48.

117Some have wanted to see a reference to Christ''s descent into hell here, but Hades cannot bear that meaning and in this context simply means death. See Robertson, WP 3:31.

118Dupont, Salvation of the Gentiles, 106-10.

119Pesch, 1:123, cites Sir 47 as an example of the broader usage.

120Josephus (Ant. 6.8.2) describes David as “prophesying,” as does 11QPss. See J. A. Fitzmyer, “David, ‘Being Therefore a Prophet’ … (Acts 2:30),” CBQ 34 (1972): 332-39.

121Antiquities 13.249 and War 1.61. See Beginnings 4:24.

122There is evidence from the Qumran writings (4QFlor) that 2 Sam 7:10-16 was interpreted messianically. See Marshall, Acts, 77.

123Compare the same line of reasoning in Heb 7:9-10.

124A connection between the exaltation of Christ and the outpouring of the Spirit is found by many exegetes by appealing to an early Christian use of Ps 68:18 in the form found in Eph 4:8. See J. Dupont, “Ascension du Christ et don de l'Espirit d'après Actes 2, 33,” Christ and the Spirit in the New Testament, 219-28. Allusions to Ps 68:18, however, are simply not apparent in Acts 2:33.

125In the original context of Joel 2:32, [image: image] refers to Yahweh. Very early it came to apply to Christ as well, which reflects a high Christology. Although it has often been argued that [image: image] came into Christian usage via Hellenistic cults (e.g., W. Bousset, Kurios Christos [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1921]), the occurrence of the Aramaic phrase marana-tha (“Lord, come”) in 1 Cor 16:22 and in Did. 10:6 (also translated in Rev 22:20) points more in the direction of an early Jewish-Christian application of the normal appellation for God to Jesus as well.

126Robertson, WP 3:34.

127For the view that these form a complex of associated ideas that appear in various formulations, see S. New, in Beginnings 5:121-40. The same viewpoint is argued by J. D. G. Dunn, Baptism in the Spirit.

128For a comprehensive survey of research in Acts on the connection between baptism and the Spirit, see M. Quesnel, Baptisés dans l'Espirit: Baptême et Espirit Saint dans les Actes des Apôtres, Lectio divina 120 (Paris: Cerf, 1985).

129A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research (New York: Doran, 1914), 592; also WP 3:35.

130See Beginnings 4:26.

131B. Sauvagnat, “Se repantir, etre baptisé, recevoir l'Espirit: Actes 2:37ss.,” Foi et Vie 80 (1981): 77-89.

132There seems to be no distinction between the prepositions [image: image], and [image: image] in the baptismal formulas of Acts. The meaning seems to be the same in every case: calling upon the name is to invoke the power of Jesus and commit oneself to his rule.

133The allusion is probably to Isa 57:19, which Paul also employed with reference to God's inclusion of the Gentiles (Eph 2:14,17).

134Often Jesus used the term “this generation” with reference to the stubbornness and refusal to heed his words on the part of those who witnessed his ministry: Mark 8:12,38; Luke 9:41; 11:29-32,50f.; 17:25; Matt 16:4.

135Some have fretted about numbers—3,000 would have been too many in proportion to the small population of Jerusalem, would have necessitated too many baptisms in the arid Judean climate, would have been too large a crowd for the temple area to accommodate. None of these presents insurmountable problems. Jerusalem had an ample water supply, the temple area was vast and would accommodate 200,000 or more (so Harrison, Acts, 72), and the resident population of Jerusalem has been estimated at 55,000, swelling to 180,000 during pilgrim festivals: J. Jeremias, Jerusalem at the Time of Jesus, trans. F. H. and C. H. Cave (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1989), 83.

136For the Lukan summaries, see comments on 1:14.

137This division is suggested by Schneider, Apostelgeschichte 1:287. Pesch (Apostelge-schichte 1:180) also argues for two summaries but sees the first as including both vv. 42 and 43 and built around the subject of “apostles,” with the second summary (vv. 44-47) built around the phrase [image: image].

138Harrison, Acts, 73, suggests that it may also have included instruction in ethics, interpersonal relationships, facing persecution, and the other types of material covered in the paraenetic portion of the NT epistles.

139BAGD, 439.

140F. Hauck, “[image: image], κ.τ.λ.,” TDNT 3:805.

141Pesch, Apostelgeschichte 1:130.

142It is often debated whether “breaking of bread” ([image: image]) is a technical term for the eucharist in Luke-Acts. The noun form only occurs here and in Luke 24:35, but the verbal expression “to break bread” is more frequent (cf. Luke 22:19; 24:30; Acts 2:46; 20:7,11; 27:35). Bruce argues that the symbolism of broken bread in connection with Christ's body would definitely point to eucharistic associations (Acts: NIC, 79).

143For a good discussion of the association of eucharist with an agapě meal, see R. Michiels, “The ‘Model of Church’ in the First Christian Community of Jerusalem: Ideal and Reality,” LouvSt 10 (1985): 309-10.

144Basing his argument on a technical usage of [image: image] (devoting themselves) in synagogue inscriptions with the meaning of worship, Jeremias claimed that 2:42 depicts the four elements of the formal worship service for the early Christians: (1) teaching, (2) table fellowship, (3) Eucharist, and (4) prayers. See The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, trans. N. Perrin (London: SCM, 1966), 118-21.

145For the relationship between these two words, see comments on 2:22.

146Perhaps this is reflective of Luke's subtlety as a writer. “Signs and wonders” is a common OT phrase and so is employed in the earlier chapters of Acts, where the witness was primarily to Jews. In the later portions of Acts, with their Greek setting, Paul used less “biblical” terminology (cf. 19:11).

147For a full treatment of the phrase see J. Dupont, Nouvelles Etudes, 308-09.

148For references in the Hellenistic literature, see P. W. van der Horst, “Hellenistic Parallels to the Acts of the Apostles (2:1-47),” JSNT 25 (1985): 59-60. For a comparison with the community of goods practiced at Qumran, see the comments on Acts 4:32-35 and J. Downey, “The Early Jerusalem Christians,” TBT 91 (1977): 1295-1303.

149Two types of property are probably to be seen in v. 45, possessions in general ([image: image]) and real estate ([image: image]).

150This practice is described in greater detail in 4:32-35. See the comments on that passage.

151F. Stagg, The Book of Acts: The Early Struggle for an Unhindered Gospel (Nashville: Broadman, 1955), 67-70.

152The Greek phrase [image: image] can be translated “at home” or “from house to house.” The latter is probably preferable, depicting the Christians as individually opening their homes to the larger fellowship. With such a large membership, the picture is probably that of a number of home fellowships.

153[image: image] refers to the Jewish people as a whole, just as in the normal usage of the Septuagint.

154The present participle [image: image] should not be seen as referring to a gradual process of salvation for the believers but rather as a reference to the gradual process of God's addition of new converts to the community: Beginnings 4:30. Robertson summarizes the picture as being “a continuous revival, day by day” (WP 3:40).

155The most troublesome appearance of [image: image] occurs at the end of v. 47. After “And the Lord added those who were being saved day by day,” the Greek phrase is [image: image] [image: image]. The NIV translates it “to their number.” The “unity” emphasis of the phrase would favor a translation such as “to the fellowship/unity of the existing community.” See E. Delebecque, “Trois simples mots, chargés d'une lumière neuve,” RevThom 80 (1980): 75-85. The scribes had trouble with the phrase. Some added the words “to the church” in v. 47, while others moved [image: image] [image: image] to the next verse, thus reading “Peter and John together.”




SECTION OUTLINE

II. THE APOSTLES WITNESS TO THE JEWS IN JERUSALEM (3:1-5:42)

1. Peter's Healing a Lame Beggar (3:1-11)

2. Peter's Sermon from Solomon's Colonnade (3:12-26)

3. Peter and John before the Sanhedrin (4:1-22)

(1) Arrested and Interrogated (4:1-12)

The Arrest (4:1-4)

The Council's Inquiry (4:5-7)

Peter's Response (4:8-12)

(2) Warned and Released (4:13-22)

The Council's Deliberation (4:13-18)

Peter's and John's Response (4:19-20)

The Apostles' Release (4:21-22)

4. The Prayer of the Community (4:23-31)

5. The Common Life of the Community (4:32-37)

6. A Serious Threat to the Common Life (5:1-11)

7. The Miracles Worked by the Apostles (5:12-16)

8. All the Apostles before the Council (5:17-42)

(1) Arrest, Escape, and Rearrest (5:17-26)

(2) Appearance before Sanhedrin (5:27-40)

(3) Release and Witness (5:41-42)

II. THE APOSTLES WITNESS TO THE JEWS IN JERUSALEM (3:1-5:42)



True to the mandate of Acts 1:8, the witness that began with Pentecost was pursued vigorously in Jerusalem. The events of chaps. 3-5 are set entirely within the holy city. At this point the Christian community was wholly Jewish in membership. These first believers were true to their Jewish heritage and committed to the task of winning their fellow Jews to Jesus the Messiah. As a result their activity in these chapters is set in their home fellowships, the temple, and the Jewish Sanhedrin. Their home meetings were the place for renewal; the temple was the place for witness; the Sanhedrin, the place for defense. The first two locales are familiar from chaps. 1-2. The latter is new to this section and sets an ominous note, the opposition to the gospel that would dog the Christian witnesses throughout the whole of Acts.

This portion of Acts begins with a rather tightly knit section running from 3:1-4:31. It begins with Peter's healing a lame beggar in the temple precincts (3:1-11), which attracted a crowd and prompted a sermon from Peter (3:12-26). This led to his and John's arrest by the temple guard and a hearing before the Jewish ruling council (4:1-21). At the center of their interrogation was the subject of the lame man's healing (4:9,16,22). The section ends with the community's prayer of praise to God for the apostles' release and their petition for more signs and wonders, a final closure to the healing episode and its aftermath (4:23-31).

The narrative now turns to a further glimpse into the community's life together, particularly focusing on their sharing of goods. This comprises 4:32-5:11, which depicts the practice at its best (4:32-37) and its tragic worst (5:1-11). A summary statement on the continuing miracles performed by the apostles (5:12-16) is followed by their arrest and a second appearance before the Sanhedrin (5:17-42), much as Peter's miraculous healing of the beggar provoked the first arrest.

1. Peter's Healing a Lame Beggar (3:1-11)

1One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer—at three in the afternoon. 2Now a man crippled from birth was being carried to the temple gate called Beautiful, where he was put every day to beg from those going into the temple courts. 3When he saw Peter and John about to enter, he asked them for money. 4Peter looked straight at him, as did John. Then Peter said, “Look at us!” 5So the man gave them his attention, expecting to get something from them.

6Then Peter said, “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.” 7Taking him by the right hand, he helped him up, and instantly the man's feet and ankles became strong. 8He jumped to his feet and began to walk. Then he went with them into the temple courts, walking and jumping, and praising God. 9When all the people saw him walking and praising God, 10they recognized him as the same man who used to sit begging at the temple gate called Beautiful, and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had happened to him.

11While the beggar held on to Peter and John, all the people were astonished and came running to them in the place called Solomon's Colonnade.

Of the many miracles recounted in Acts, none has more formal resemblance to the miracles of Jesus in the Gospels than this one. There is one major difference—Jesus healed by His own authority; Peter healed by the “name” of Jesus, which was indeed by Jesus' authority at work through the agency of the apostles. Perhaps more striking still are the parallels between this story, Jesus' healing of a paralytic (Luke 5:17-26), and Paul's healing of a lame man at Lystra (Acts 14:8-11). Indeed, in Acts most of the miracles of Peter have their counterpart in similar works of Paul in the latter half of the book.1 In this way Luke showed that the work of Christ begun in his earthly life (cf. Acts 1:1) continued in the work of the young Christian community. In Acts the miracles were always in the service of the word, confirming God's presence in the spread of the gospel or as a sign that enabled faith. Nowhere is that more evident than in this healing of the blind beggar.

3:1 The first two verses provide the setting. Peter and John were going up to the temple at the time of prayer. They were often together in the early portion of Acts (3:1,3,11; 4:13,19; 8:14).2 Peter did all the speaking and acting, with John merely standing in the background.

John's presence is sometimes explained as based on the Jewish law that at least two witnesses are necessary to confirm any testimony (cf. 2 Cor 13:1). The practice may be traced to Jesus' sending his disciples out on mission by pairs (Luke 10:1), a practice that still retains its wisdom and validity. Peter and John are said to have gone up to the temple. There were various accesses to the temple, some of which involved a descent. Whether one actually ascended or descended to the temple, the customary idiom was to “go up” for worship there. The word Luke used for the temple throughout this narrative is hieron, i.e., the broad term for the entire temple complex.

The time of the apostles' visit was the “ninth” hour, three in the afternoon, i.e., the hour of prayer. It was also the time of the evening Tamid, one of the two sacrifices held daily in the temple.3 These had become prescribed times of prayer, and people would come to the temple at the sacrifice times to observe the ceremony and pray. The largest crowds would thus have been found at the times of sacrifice, as Peter and John must have been well aware; for they went to the temple for prayer and for witness.

3:2 Verse 2 introduces the one who would be healed. He is described as “crippled [ch[image: image]los, lame] from birth [literally, ‘from his mother's womb’].” The fact that he was born lame makes his healing all the more remarkable (cf. 4:22). This man was no recent “psychosomatic” cripple but one who was congenitally lame. When Peter and John arrived at one of the temple gates, this man was in the process of being carried and placed there to beg for alms from those entering the temple.

That he would have been carried there so late seems strange, for the afternoon Tamid was the final stage of the daily temple worship; the crowds would soon have been gone for the day. Still, it was one of the two major periods of worship, and many would have come to the temple at precisely this time to express their devotion to God. It was prime time for receiving alms. The rabbis taught that there were three pillars for the Jewish faith—the Torah, worship, and the showing of kindness, or charity.4 Almsgiving was one of the main ways to show kindness and was thus considered a major expression of one's devotion to God. With their minds set on worship, those who entered the temple for the evening sacrifice and prayer would be particularly disposed to practice their piety by generously giving alms to a lame beggar.

Where did all this take place? Luke described the gate as the “gate called Beautiful.” Unfortunately Jewish literature has no reference to a gate called “beautiful.” From the third century on, it has been identified with the Shushan gate, which was located on the eastern wall of the temple precincts and was the main access for those approaching the temple from the Kidron Valley. There are serious problems with this identification, however. It was primarily an access for those coming to the temple from the east outside Jerusalem, and Acts has given the picture that the apostles were no longer residing at Bethany, east of the city, but were staying in Jerusalem (cf. 1:14; 2:1). Further, access to the Shushan gate was extremely steep and treacherous because it was located on the eastern wall at the top of the precipitous cliff overlooking the Kidron valley. Few would have chosen such a hazardous entrance to the temple, and it would not have been a good spot for begging.5 A more likely identification thus seems to be one of the gates that led into the sanctuary proper. Josephus spoke of ten gates in the sanctuary. Nine, he said, were overlaid with silver and gold; but the tenth “was of Corinthian bronze and far exceeded in value those plated with silver and set in gold.”6 So massive was this gate that when it was closed each evening, it “could scarcely be moved by twenty men.”7 This seems to be the same gate identified in the rabbinic literature as the Nicanor gate.

There is some discrepancy between the sources about the exact location of this gate. Josephus placed it at the far eastern access to the sanctuary, leading from the court of the Gentiles (the outer courtyard) into the court of the women. The rabbinic sources place it at the eastern access to the court of the men of Israel, thus between the court of the women and that of the men. Many scholars see Josephus as giving the correct location, since he was writing from living memory, whereas the rabbinic writings date from a period long after the destruction of the temple.8 This seems to be the most likely spot for Peter's encounter with the lame man. He lay at the beautiful gate with its magnificent doors of Corinthian bronze, begging at the entrance to, but still definitely outside, the sanctuary.

3:3-5 Verses 3-5 relate Peter and John's encounter with the lame man. “Alms, alms,” he begged, like a stuck phonograph record, as he would have uttered hundreds of times a day. This time the response was different. Typically, donors would flip a coin in his direction as they hastened into the temple, scarcely giving him a glance. This time the would-be benefactors stopped in their tracks. Peter fixed his gaze on him (ateniz[image: image]). “Look [blep[image: image]] at me,” he said. This obviously was not going to be a chance encounter, so the man responded by giving his total attention (epech[image: image]) to Peter.9 Perhaps he expected a display of unusual generosity. Would this be his day? Yes, it would be, but not as he might think.

3:6a Verse 6 is the heart of the passage, the one detail that sets this story apart from the usual narrative: “I have no silver or gold.” Peter perhaps cast his glance up at the magnificent doors that towered above the poor beggar. They had no silver or gold either, with their beautiful craftsmanship in solid Corinthian bronze. They were too precious to be marred with an overlay that would only detract from their beauty. All the other gates of the sanctuary were gilded. Not this one. Some things are more precious than silver or gold. The beggar was soon to learn this lesson of the “Beautiful” gate.

3:6b-10 That more precious something is related in vv. 6b-8, the gift of healing. “In the name of Jesus” Peter commanded the man to walk. The reference to “the name” is not incidental. In the biblical sense a name is far more than a label. It represents a person and is an extension of that person's being and personality. To invoke the name of Jesus is to call upon his authority and power.10 In a real sense, then, Jesus through Peter continued his healing ministry. With a healing touch common to miracle narratives, Peter grasped the man's right hand and lifted him up. It is almost as if at this point the man needed all the encouragement he could get.11 The man felt the new strength surging through his feet and ankles.12 He jumped to his feet and began to walk. With his increasing awareness of the miracle that had happened to him, he entered the sanctuary with Peter and John. Before, as the lame beggar, he sat in the court of the Gentiles at the gate to the sanctuary. Day by day he sat there at the threshold to the place of worship, but he could not enter. He was lame, blemished, and denied access to the inner courts (cf. Lev 21:17-20; 2 Sam 5:8).13 At this time not only had he received physical healing, but he had found spiritual acceptance as well. For the first time he was deemed worthy to enter the house of worship. This theme will repeat itself in Acts. Those who were rejected as unworthy for worship in the old religion of Israel found full acceptance in the name of Jesus, whether a lame beggar, an Ethiopian eunuch, a woman, or a Gentile.

No wonder the man was filled with such joy. He began walking, jumping, and praising God. For the first time he could really praise God in the place of praise, in God's house. Luke perhaps gave a veiled reference to the man's healing being a sign of the messianic times that had come in Jesus. He used a rare word (hallomai) for the man's jumping, a word found in the Septuagint text of Isa 35:6 with reference to the messianic age: “Then will the lame leap like a deer.” The people who were present at the temple witnessed the transformation. They knew the man for the lame beggar he had been and saw what he had become as he leapt about in the temple praising God. They were filled with awe and amazement at what they saw, and that wonder prepared them for Peter's explanation.

3:11 Verse 11 is transitional, linking the healing narrative in the temple with Peter's sermon from Solomon's Colonnade. Solomon's Colonnade lay along the eastern wall and thus across the court of the Gentiles and some distance from the sanctuary.14 Although Luke did not mention any exit from the sanctuary, one has to assume that the group exited the temple by way of the beautiful gate, traversed the court of the Gentiles, and reassembled at Solomon's portico.15 The scene was now set for Peter's speech. The healed man was there as living evidence of the miracle, holding fast to Peter and John. The crowd likewise came running to the scene with a mixture of curiosity and awe. Peter was not about to miss this opportunity for witness.

2. Peter's Sermon from Solomon's Colonnade (3:12-26)

12When Peter saw this, he said to them: “Men of Israel, why does this surprise you? Why do you stare at us as if by our own power or godliness we had made this man walk? 13The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified his servant Jesus. You handed him over to be killed, and you disowned him before Pilate, though he had decided to let him go. 14You disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked that a murderer be released to you. 15You killed the author of life, but God raised him from the dead. We are witnesses of this. 16By faith in the name of Jesus, this man whom you see and know was made strong. It is Jesus' name and the faith that comes through him that has given this complete healing to him, as you can all see.

17“Now, brothers, I know that you acted in ignorance, as did your leaders. 18But this is how God fulfilled what he had foretold through all the prophets, saying that his Christ would suffer. 19Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, 20and that he may send the Christ, who has been appointed for you—even Jesus. 21He must remain in heaven until the time comes for God to restore everything, as he promised long ago through his holy prophets. 22For Moses said, ‘The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among your own people; you must listen to everything he tells you. 23Anyone who does not listen to him will be completely cut off from among his people.’

24“Indeed, all the prophets from Samuel on, as many as have spoken, have foretold these days. 25And you are heirs of the prophets and of the covenant God made with your fathers. He said to Abraham, ‘Through your offspring all peoples on earth will be blessed.’ 26When God raised up his servant, he sent him first to you to bless you by turning each of you from your wicked ways.”

Comparison of this sermon with Peter's sermon at Pentecost reveals many of the same elements. The elements in common are the address (“Men, Israelites”), beginning the sermon by correcting a false impression, reference to God's “glorifying” Jesus, a contrast of Jesus' death with his resurrection, reference to the apostles' witness to the resurrection, the responsibility of the Jerusalemites for Jesus' death, extensive proofs from the prophets, references to Jesus' exaltation and God's divine purposes, and an appeal for repentance. The two sermons contain significant differences as well. For example, the scriptural proofs in the Pentecost sermon aim at establishing the messianic status of Jesus. Those in this sermon are aimed at the need for the Jews to repent and accept Jesus as the one sent from God. A far greater proportion of this sermon is devoted to the appeal. Also there are new elements in this sermon: an emphasis on faith, a softer treatment of the Jewish responsibility for Jesus' death, and a number of striking, perhaps early Jewish-Christian titles for Jesus, such as Servant, Holy and Righteous One, Author of life, and Prophet-like-Moses.16 The speech itself falls into two main portions. First, Peter established the relationship between the healing of the lame man and the basic Christian proclamation of the death and resurrection of Christ (3:12-16). Then he appealed to the Jews to repent and accept Christ as the Messiah sent from God (3:17-26).17

3:12 Verses 12 and 16 go closely together. Verse 12 raises the question about the power behind the man's healing. Verse 16 provides the answer. In between is inserted the basic kerygma of the death and resurrection of Christ and the Jewish responsibility in those events. The basic function of vv. 13-15 is to establish the Jewish guilt in rejecting Jesus. The remainder of the sermon is basically an appeal to repent and affirm Christ.

Peter began by seeking to correct any misunderstanding that he or John had healed the man by their own power or piety. No, it was faith in the name of Jesus that healed the man (v. 16). But how could the name of Jesus have such power? Verses 13-15 answer that question. The power is his by virtue of his glorification (v. 13) and his resurrection (v. 15). The “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” had glorified his servant Jesus, raising him from the dead (v. 15). The patriarchal formula was a familiar one in Judaism (cf. Exod 3:6). It is perhaps not by accident that the same formula appears in Luke 20:37, a passage that deals with the resurrection. God is the God of the living. The glorification refers to Christ's exaltation to God's right hand. As the glorified, risen One, Christ has the power to grant healing in his name.

3:13-15 One is struck by the unusual title “servant” (pais) applied here to Jesus. It is not a common title for Jesus in the New Testament, occurring only here and in v. 26 and twice in chap. 4 (vv. 27,30).18 The usage seems to be basically liturgical in chap. 4, for it is applied there to David as well as Christ (v. 25). Here in chap. 3, particularly in a context dealing with the death of Jesus, it is tempting to see an allusion to Christ as the suffering servant of Isaiah. This becomes even more likely when one considers the possible allusions to the servant psalms that run throughout vv. 13-14, in the references to “glorification” (Isa 52:13), the “righteous one” (Isa 53:11), and being “handed over” or “delivered up” (paradidomi, twice in LXX of Isa 53:12).19

Finally, the most likely prophecies of Christ's suffering, referred to in 3:18, would be those of Isa 52:13-53:12, the passage quoted in Acts 8:32-33. The suffering servant concept is prominent throughout the New Testament. Perhaps the reason the title only occurs in the early chapters of Acts is that the Greek word used in Isaiah for servant (pais) can be translated “son” as well and so was assimilated into the more familiar “son of God” confession in the Greek-speaking church. Indeed, that very tendency appears in the King James Version of Acts 3:13,26. The emphasis in the use of a servant Christology in Acts 3:13,26 is not on the vicarious death but on the election of Christ as servant. God has chosen him, sent him, and exalted him. The Jewish guilt lies in their rejection and denial of God's chosen servant.

Even though God glorified Jesus, the Jerusalemites did the opposite, handing him over to death and disowning him before Pilate (v. 13b). The best commentary on this statement is the passion narrative in Luke 23:13-25. There Pilate is shown to have attempted to release Jesus three times, each being rebuffed by the Jews. So here Pilate is said to have decided to let him go. Both here and in the Gospel, Pilate was primarily a witness to the guilt of the Jerusalem Jews. He “surrendered Jesus to their will” (Luke 23:25). Likewise the Jewish request for Barabbas, a “murderer,” is fully set forth in Luke 23:18-19,25. One should not miss the irony in v. 14. The Jerusalemites requested that a murderer be released to them, for they were themselves murderers. They killed “the author of life” (v. 15). But the seeming defeat of the cross ended in victory: “God raised him from the dead.” Peter and John were themselves witnesses to the reality of his resurrection. The guilt of the Jerusalem Jews was well established. Their real guilt was, however, not so much in their delivering God's chosen one to death as in their denial of Jesus (vv. 13-14). Peter continued to emphasize this in the remainder of his sermon. God sent the Christ to bless them, the sons of the covenant (v. 25), but they disowned him.

In vv. 14-15 three additional terms are applied to Christ—the Holy One, the Righteous One, and the Author of life. The Holy One is a title in the Old Testament applied to Elisha (2 Kgs 4:9) and Aaron (Ps 106:16, RSV). In the New Testament it appears to be a messianic term. Demons (Mark 1:24) and men (John 6:69) confessed Jesus as “Holy One of God.” It occurs also in 1 John 2:20 (“holy one”) and in Rev 3:7 (“him who is holy”) as a designation for Christ. There is some evidence for the messianic use of Righteous One prior to Christianity; it appears as a title for the Messiah in 1 Enoch 38:2; 46:3; 53:6 and Pss. Sol. 17:35. In Zech 9:9, a Christian testimonium (cf. Matt 21:5), the messianic King is described as “righteous.” The title appears also in Acts 7:52 and 22:14. Finally there is the term “author [arch[image: image]gos] of life.” The term occurs only here, in 5:31, and twice in Hebrews (2:10; 12:2). The word has a double nuance, meaning either leader/pioneer or author/originator. In this passage either meaning could be applied. Christ is either the author, the originator and source of life, or he is the leader in the resurrection-life, the firstborn from the dead (cf. 26:23). The term is not a messianic title as such but an apt summary of the work of Christ in a context that deals with resurrection.

3:16 Having established that Christ has been exalted by God in light of his resurrection, and consequently that he is now in the position to dispense the divine Spirit and power, Peter answered his original question about the power behind the lame man's healing (v. 16). The Greek is complex and somewhat obscure, but the NIV probably renders it as clearly as it can be by separating it into two parallel statements, both of which emphasize two things active in the man's healing—faith and the name of Jesus. Ultimately the name, the power of Jesus, healed the man—not Peter's or John's power. But the power of Jesus worked through faith. Whose faith? That of the apostles or that of the man? Perhaps Luke deliberately left it open. Surely Peter worked by faith. But what about the man? If he had little faith to begin with, the miracle that led him to this point—clinging as he did to the apostles (v. 11)—was already bringing about in him the greater miracle of faith in Christ, the Author of life. Perhaps this is what Luke wanted us to see by emphasizing faith alone rather than the possessor of faith. For after all, faith is the greatest miracle of all, and that miracle stood open to all in Solomon's Colonnade that day.

The concluding portion of Peter's sermon can be divided into two parts, both relating to the need for the Jews to repent. Verses 17-21 give the basic call to repentance and the blessings God will grant them as a result. Verses 22-26 give scriptural support for the appeal.

3:17-18 One is struck by the conciliatory tone of vv. 17-18. The Jews in Jerusalem acted “in ignorance” when they did not recognize Jesus as the Holy and Righteous One, the anointed Servant of God. In actuality he was the author of life for them, but they sent him to his death. This was a sin of ignorance. Had they known him for who he truly was, “they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 2:8). Such sins were considered by the Jews as forgivable sins and were distinguished from conscious, intentional sins, which the Old Testament describes as those done “with a high hand” (RSV). Means of atonement were available for sins of ignorance, but not for intentional, deliberate sins (cf. Num 15:27-31). Jesus himself had recognized their ignorance in crucifying him and had already prayed for their forgiveness (Luke 23:34). Thus, Peter was offering the Jerusalem Jews a second chance. Once they had disowned the Christ. It was, however, a rejection in ignorance. Now they could accept Christ and be forgiven. Should they fail to do so once Peter gave them a full understanding of Christ's true identity, it would be a wholly different matter, a deliberate, “high-handed” rejection.

In these passages that deal with the Jewish responsibility for Jesus' death, it should be borne in mind that there are four mitigating emphases. One is this emphasis on ignorance. A second is that Acts nowhere contains a blanket condemnation of the Jews: only the Jerusalem Jews are given responsibility in Jesus' death. In Paul's speeches to the Jews of the dispersion, he never charged them with any guilt in Jesus' crucifixion but made clear that only the Jerusalemites were responsible (cf. Acts 13:27-28; cf. Luke 13:33-34). Third, the Gentiles are shown to have shared in the culpability (“lawless men,” 2:23; Pilate, 3:13). Finally, the suffering of the Messiah was bound up with God's own divine purposes (v. 18): God foretold it, the prophets had spoken it, and the death of Christ fulfilled it. The mystery of the divine sovereignty worked through the tragedy born of human freedom to bring about God's eternal purposes for the salvation of humanity (cf. 2:23f.). God took the cross, the quintessence of human sin, and turned it into the triumph of the resurrection. But where did the prophets predict this suffering of Christ? Luke referred to such predictions often (cf. Luke 24:46; Acts 17:3; 26:22f.; significantly also 1 Pet 2:21f.). The servant psalm of Isa 52:13-53:12 immediately comes to mind, but the early Christians did not fail to note many other Old Testament passages as finding their ultimate realization in the passion of Christ (e.g., Jer 11:19; Zech 12:10; 13:7; Pss 22; 31; 34; 69).

3:19-20 Peter gave the call to repentance (v. 19) with two expressions: “repent” (metanoe[image: image]) and “turn to God” (epistreph[image: image]). The Jerusalem Jews were to have a complete change of mind, turning from their rejection of Christ and turning, or “returning,” to God. In rejecting God's Messiah they had rejected God's purpose for them. Accepting the Messiah would thus be a return to God. In vv. 19b-20 Peter gave the threefold result of their repentance: (1) their sins would be forgiven, (2) the “times of refreshing” would come upon them, and (3) God would send the Messiah whom he had appointed for them. The forgiveness of sins is clear enough.20 Throughout Acts repentance is closely connected with forgiveness; indeed it is the basis for forgiveness (cf. 2:38).

The main sin Peter laid upon the Jerusalem Jews was their sin of ignorance in rejecting the Messiah. True forgiveness could only have come from their turning to God by accepting his Messiah. Then only would “the times of refreshing” come from the Lord. The phrase “times of refreshing” (anapsyxis) is difficult. The basic meaning of the word is the cooling off that comes from blowing, like the refreshment of a cool breeze. This rare biblical word occurs only here and once in the Septuagint (Exod 8:11), where it refers to the relief that came to Egypt after the plague of frogs ceased. It appears in the Jewish apocalypse 4 Ezra 11:46, where it refers to the final messianic times of Israel's redemption. What is unclear is whether it indicates a temporary period of respite during the period of messianic woes preceding the end time or whether it pictures the final time itself. Probably the latter is intended. The term is likely synonymous with the concept of “restoration” in v. 2121 and reflects Jewish messianic expectation. It was particularly appropriate to Peter's sermon to the Jews in the temple square. The same can be said for the third result of their repentance—God's sending the Messiah to them (v. 20). This seems to reflect a common Jewish expectation that the Messiah would only come on the repentance of Israel. The reference is surely to the Messiah, as the presence of the articles indicates, “the Christ,” the Anointed One. He is described as having been “appointed for you,” i.e., “you Jews.”

3:21 Verse 21 concludes Peter's appeal with an explanation for why the Messiah was not then present. He must remain in heaven until the final time when God will restore everything.22 The best commentary on this concept is to be found in 1:6-11. The concept of restoration is basically the same as that about which the disciples questioned in 1:6. The Messiah's present location in heaven presupposes the ascension and return at his Parousia (1:9-11). The question still remains: does 3:19-21 presuppose a Jewish messianic concept that understood the first coming of the Messiah as being predicated upon the repentance of Israel? The passage could surely be so viewed if taken in isolation from its context.23 In the context of Peter's sermon, however, something quite different is expressed. The difference lies in the reference at the opening of his sermon to Jesus' death and resurrection. The Messiah indeed has come as the glorified Servant, the Holy and Righteous One of God. But the Jerusalem Jews did not receive him as Messiah; they disowned him. He is indeed the Messiah appointed by God, but they failed to recognize and receive him as their Messiah. The Messiah will come again to restore his kingdom to Israel (Rom 11:25-26). Whether that will be a time of refreshing for Israel depends very much on their repentance and reception of Jesus as the Messiah.24 What was true for the Jews in Solomon's Colonnade still holds true today. Only in receiving the Christ of God by repentance and turning to him is there forgiveness, refreshing, and restoration.

3:22-23 Still continuing his appeal, Peter then gave the negative side. Jesus is depicted as the “prophet like Moses” whom God will “raise up” and the people must heed (v. 22). Whoever does not listen to him will be utterly rooted out from the people (v. 23). This is basically a quotation of Deut 18:15,19, supplemented by Lev 23:29. The passage in Deuteronomy gives Moses' promise that after he is gone God will continue to speak to Israel by raising up prophets who will speak his word.

Already before the coming of Christ, this passage was being interpreted messianically in some Jewish circles. Evidence exists, for instance, that the Qumran community expected a prophet like Moses as a part of their messianic expectation, and the Samaritans hoped in a prophet-messiah called the Taheb.25 In his Gospel, Luke often likened Jesus to a prophet (cf. Luke 4:24; 7:16,39; 24:19), and in Stephen's speech the Mosaic-prophetic typology is treated in detail (cf. Acts 7:37).

Two motifs in the tradition of Deuteronomy were particularly applicable to Christ. One was the prophetic motif. A new prophet would come, a newer and greater prophet than Moses—one whom the people must hear. The second was the reference to God's “raising up” (anist[image: image]mi) this prophet. In the original context of Deuteronomy the word simply meant to bring forth, but in application to Christ it was sure to be seen as a reference to his resurrection. Most significant of all, use of this text shows Moses himself to have been one of the prophets who witnessed to Christ. Leviticus 23:29 originally dealt with those in Israel who refused to observe the Day of Atonement. They were to be “rooted out,” totally “cut off” from the community. The application to Christ means that those who do not listen to him and turn to him in repentance will no longer be a part of the people of God (v. 23b; cf. Heb 2:3).

3:24-25 Moses was not the only prophet who predicted the Christ. “All the prophets from Samuel on” did so (v. 24).26 Samuel was considered the first prophet after Moses, with Moses being the very first (cf. 13:20). Thus all the prophets foretold these days, i.e., the days of salvation, the coming of Christ. For whom did the prophets speak if not for Israel? The Jews themselves were “the heirs of the prophets” (v. 25). With their fathers God established his covenants. To take comfort in their privileged position was easy. John the Baptist had already warned them of the danger of relying on their descent from Abraham and membership in the covenant community (Luke 3:8). Here Peter reminded them of the content of the covenant with Abraham: “Through your offspring all peoples on earth will be blessed.” It was not Peter's concern to emphasize the missionary imperative implicit in this promise to Abraham (Gen 12:3).27 At this point he probably was largely unaware of it himself; God had to prod him pretty hard to witness to Cornelius (chap. 10). What Peter was concerned to do was to convince his Jewish hearers that God's covenant with Abraham was fully realized in Jesus.

3:26 The word “offspring” is singular here. Much as in Gal 3:16, the Abrahamic covenant is related to Christ. He is that sole offspring in whom blessing would come. First and foremost, he was Israel's Messiah. God sent him “first to you” (v. 26). Verse 26 serves as a suitable closure to the sermon because it recapitulates various earlier themes: the servant role of Christ (v. 13); God's “raising him up,” with its overtone of resurrection (vv. 15,22); the need for the Jews to repent and “turn” (v. 19). God sent his servant to them, to fulfill God's blessing to Abraham by turning each of them from their evil ways.28 There is significance in the little word “first,” just as there is in Abraham's blessing extending to “all peoples on earth.” It may have taken the apostles some time to fully realize the implications of the missionary imperative, but there it is. Peter was primarily concerned with the Jews. The gospel was preached to them first. Soon it would reach far beyond the boundaries of Judaism “to all the peoples on earth.”

3. Peter and John before the Sanhedrin (4:1-22)

Up until this point in Acts, there had been no resistance to the Christians on the part of the Jews. Indeed, the picture has been that of the general acceptance and favor accorded them by the people (cf. 2:47). In chap. 4 the picture changes. Not, however, with the people. They still were responding favorably to the message of the apostles, indeed, in an overwhelming way (cf. 4:4). It was the officials who turned against the apostles, and not even all of them. The primary enemy was the priestly Sadducean aristocracy for whom the Christians were a serious threat to the status quo. Twice they arrested the apostles. The first time occurred here, as they descended upon Peter and John in the course of their witness in the temple square. This time the two apostles were given a “preliminary hearing” in their proclamation of Christ. Because the apostles did not heed this warning and preached Christ all the more, the Sadducees were enraged, and they arrested and tried all the apostles (5:17-42).29

This section falls into two natural divisions, corresponding to the arrest of the apostles (4:3) and their release (4:21). The first section treats the arrest, interrogation, and defense of Peter and John (4:1-12). The second relates the deliberations of the court, the warning to the apostles, their response, and their release (4:13-22).

(1) Arrested and Interrogated (4:1-12)

1The priests and the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to Peter and John while they were speaking to the people. 2They were greatly disturbed because the apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead. 3They seized Peter and John, and because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day. 4But many who heard the message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand.

5The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. 6Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest's family. 7They had Peter and John brought before them and began to question them: “By what power or what name did you do this?”

8Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: “Rulers and elders of the people! 9If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, 10then know this, you and all the people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you healed. 11He is

“‘the stone you builders rejected,
which has become the capstone.’

12Salvation is found in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.”

THE ARREST (4:1-4). 4:1 Peter's sermon was suddenly interrupted by an official contingency comprised of priests, the captain of the temple guard, and Sadducees, who “descended upon” the apostles.30 That Luke used the plural “while they were speaking” is interesting. It was Peter's sermon that was interrupted. As always he was the spokesman, but the plural shows that John was not silent. Like all the apostles, he also was bearing his witness to Christ.

The priests who were present in the arresting company were perhaps those who were on duty that day for the evening sacrifice.31 The captain of the temple (strat[image: image]gos) was probably the official whom the Mishna designates the sagan. The sagan had extensive duties, which included assisting the high priest in all ceremonies and serving as his alternate in such capacities. Ranking second in the priestly hierarchy, he was always chosen from one of the families of the priestly aristocracy. Indeed, serving as sagan was viewed as a stepping-stone to appointment as high priest. The sagan's involvement in this scene is particularly appropriate since he had ultimate responsibility for order in the temple grounds and had the power to arrest.32 His linkage with the Sadducees here is also quite natural. Representing the priestly aristocracy, he belonged to their ranks.

The Sadducees were clearly the powers behind the arrest of the two. Josephus listed them as one of the three “schools of thought” among the Jews of the first century, along with the Pharisees and Essenes (Ant. 13.171). The origin of their name is disputed but may go back to Zadok, the high priest in Solomon's day.33 The Sadducees of the first century represented the “conservative” viewpoint. They rejected the oral traditions of the Pharisees and considered only the written Torah of the Pentateuch as valid. They considered the concepts of demons and angels, immortality and resurrection as innovations, believing in no life beyond this life.

More important than their theology, however, was their political orientation. Coming largely from the landed aristocracy, they were accommo-dationists with regard to the Roman occupation of Israel. Possessing considerable economic interests, their concern was to make peace with the Romans, preserve the status quo, and thus protect their own holdings. In return the Romans accorded the Sadducees considerable power, invariably appointing the high priest from their ranks, who was the most powerful political figure among the Jews in that day. The prime concern of the Sadducean aristocracy, of whom the high priest was the chief spokesman, was the preservation of order, the avoidance at all costs of any confrontation with the Roman authorities.

4:2 The Sadducees' annoyance at Peter and John's witness to the resurrection was not so much theological as political, as was generally the case with the Sadducees. Note the wording in v. 2: not “they were proclaiming the resurrection of Jesus” but “they were proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead.” The idea of a general resurrection was an apocalyptic concept with all sorts of messianic overtones. Messianic ideas among the Jews of that day meant revolt, overthrow of the foreign overlords, and restoration of the Davidic kingdom. There had been such movements before (cf. 5:36-37), and the Romans had put them down. There would be many more in the future. In fact, the worst fears of the Sadducees were indeed realized when war broke out with the Romans in A.D. 66, with terrible consequences for the Jews.34 Here, with the large crowds surrounding Peter and John, their fears were aroused. The notes of Peter's sermon alarmed them: resurrection, Author of life, a new Moses. These were revolutionary ideas. The movement must not spread. It must be nipped in the bud.

4:3 So they arrested Peter and John and placed them “in jail” until next morning.35 The Jewish high court, the Sanhedrin, had jurisdiction over matters of temple violation. It met regularly each day, with the exception of Sabbaths and feast days. Since it was now already evening and the Sanhedrin had already recessed, Peter and John would have to be detained until the court reconvened in the morning.

4:4 Verse 4 comes almost as an intrusion in the narrative. It is not so. The interruption had been the arrest. Luke returned to Peter's temple sermon. Despite adversities the sermon was no failure. Many did respond and place their faith in the Author of life. So much was this the case that the total number of Jewish Christians came to 5,000.36 Not only does this serve as a suitable climax to the sermon of chap. 3, but it also serves as an introduction to the trial scene of 4:5-22. The Sadducees tried their best to stop the witness of the apostles. They did not succeed. The Christian message was finding too much acceptance with the people. The rulers raged, but it was all in vain (4:25).

THE COUNCIL'S INQUIRY (4:5-7). 4:5 The next morning the council convened to hear the apostles, just as they had tried Jesus in a morning session (Luke 22:66). At this point Luke did not use the term Sanhedrin, but it appears at v. 15. The term was also used of minor, local courts; but the reference here was to the supreme court of the land, which held the jurisdiction over the temple area. Exactly where it met is uncertain. Jose-phus indicated that it met outside the temple precincts and just to the west of it, while the rabbinic sources placed it within the temple area in a room especially designated for it on the south side of the forecourt.37 Its origin seems to date to Hellenistic times when Israel was a client-nation and no longer had a king as its supreme political authority.

Matters regarding local jurisdiction were entrusted by the Hellenistic overlords to a council of Jews, which developed into the Sanhedrin of New Testament times. It seems to have consisted of seventy-one members, based on Num 11:16, counting the seventy elders mentioned there plus Moses as presiding officer. The presiding officer in the New Testament period was the high priest. At first the Council seems to have consisted primarily of the leading priests and lay elders from the aristocracy. From the time of Queen Alexandra (76-67 B.C.), however, Pharisees were admitted on the Council. Probably always in the minority, the latter still had considerable clout because of their popularity with the people (cf. Josephus, Ant. 13.298).

The picture of the assembly here in v. 5 comports well with the known composition of the body. It consisted of the ruling priests, the elders, and the scribes. Luke used the term “rulers,” but this almost certainly refers to the priestly representation on the Sanhedrin. Verse 6 mentions four of these plus an unspecified additional number of members from the high-priestly families.38 The “elders” were the lay members from the Jewish aristocracy, probably comprising the bulk of the entire body and being of Sadducean persuasion. The “teachers” were the scribes, students of the law and responsible for interpreting it before the body. Most scribes were of Pharisaic outlook, so it was likely in this group that the Pharisees were represented on the Sanhedrin.

4:6 In v. 6 Luke gave an “aside” that mentions by name several of the high-priestly group represented on the Council. Annas is named as high priest. Actually, Annas was high priest from A.D. 6-15, and at this time (early A.D. 30s) his son-in-law Caiaphas was the reigning high priest.39 Luke's attribution of the title to Annas may reflect the actual state of affairs. Annas was the most powerful political figure among the Jews at that time. Five of his sons, one grandson, and a son-in-law all acquired the rank of high priest. He may well have been the power behind the scenes, calling all the shots.40 Caiaphas, Annas's son-in-law, was high priest from A.D. 18-36, the longest tenure of any high priest during New Testament times. He seems to have struck it off well with Pilate, since he survived the entire period of the latter's term of office. He and his father-in-law were instrumental in the conviction of Jesus (John 11:49f.; 18:13f.).41 At this time they were considering a pair of his followers whom they probably saw as equally threatening to the peace and consequently to their own considerable interests.

There is no known John among those who held the office of high priest. Codex Bezae, however, reads “Jonathan” in this verse. If one follows that variant, he would then be the Jonathan, son of Annas, who served as high priest in A.D. 36-37. No record exists of an Alexander who served as high priest in the New Testament period. He may have belonged to one of the families of the priestly aristocracy.

4:7 The interrogation began with the apostles being brought before the Council. The Greek says literally “in the middle” (v. 7), which comports well with the rabbinic statement that the Sanhedrin sat in a semicircle: “The Sanhedrin was arranged like the half of a round threshing-floor so that they might all see one another. Before them stood the two scribes of the judges, one to the right and one to the left, and they wrote down the words of them that favored acquittal and the words of them that favored conviction.”42 The question was then posed to the apostles: “By what power or what name did you do this?” The verb is plural, as if the Court asked the question in unison; but one would assume that the high priest, as presiding officer, served as spokesman in beginning the interrogation. Some interpreters assume that the question has to do with the man's healing, but the main reason for the arrest had been the preaching of the apostles (v. 2). They were concerned about the source of the disciples' teaching and the possibility that their emphasis on the resurrection could lead to a major messianic insurrection with serious political repercussions. They were concerned about authority, proper accreditation, law and order, keeping the peace.43

PETER'S RESPONSE (4:8-12). 4:8 The question as to the “name” behind their preaching was a question of accreditation and authorization, but Peter could not let this one get by. The lame man was healed by the name of Jesus. If the Sanhedrin wanted to know about that name, he would tell them all about it. Instead of the expected defense, Peter gave them a sermon.44 In fulfillment of Jesus' promise (Luke 12:11f.), he was given a special endowment of the Holy Spirit to bear his witness with boldness.45

Verses 9-12 comprise a minisermon on “the name that brings salvation.” It begins with the reference to the name raised by the Sanhedrin and repeated by Peter (vv. 7,10), which is linked to the word “saved” with regard to the healing of the man (v. 9). These two concepts are brought back together at the conclusion, with the reference to salvation in no other name (v. 12). The crux of the sermon is a play on the Greek word s[image: image]z[image: image], which means both physical “salvation” in the sense of healing (v. 9) as well as the spiritual, eschatological sense of salvation (v. 12).46 The physical “salvation” of the lame man through the name of Jesus is thus a pointer to the far greater salvation that comes to all who call upon his name in faith.

4:9 In many ways Peter's testimony before the Sanhedrin is a condensed form of his address in Solomon's Colonnade. It began with a reference to the healing of the lame man (v. 9). The crowd in the temple wondered about the source of the lame man's healing, and Peter pointed to the name of Jesus. The Sanhedrin wanted to know about the name, and Peter pointed them to the healing of the lame man. The two go together: wholeness, salvation, is in the name of Jesus; the name of Jesus brings wholeness. Peter's words contain a bit of irony. The rulers were worried about the political dangers of the “name” the apostles were preaching. “This name is not destructive,” said Peter; “it brings good things; it brings wholeness” (author's paraphrase). Peter underlined his point. “Be very sure of this,” he said, “you and everyone else in Israel.”47

4:10-11 Peter was ready to preach to all, even the Sanhedrin. But like the crowd in the Colonnade, the judges in the Sanhedrin rejected the name that could bring them salvation. Peter repeated the familiar kerygmatic formula: “Whom you crucified, but whom God raised.” Indeed, it is by the very fact that God has exalted him that the power had come for healing the man. The themes are the same as before: the healing name of Jesus, which proves his resurrection and points to his salvation, the guilt of the Jews who rejected him. Also, as before, there is a proof from Scripture, this time from Ps 118:22. It establishes the guilt of the Sanhedrin. They were the “builders,” the leaders of the nation,48 who rejected the very rock on which God's people are to be built.49 Very early Ps 118:22 came to be viewed by the Christians as pointing to Christ, the one rejected by his own people, whom God made the crowning stone of his people.50 This text also appears in Luke 20:17 as well as in 1 Pet 2:7 and in both passages is linked to other Old Testament texts that incorporate a “stone” motif. Many see this as evidence that the early Christian community made collections of Old Testament texts that were applied to Christ.51

4:12 All Peter's sermons to this point ended with an appeal, but there seems to be none here. The appeal, however, is present implicitly. If there is salvation in no other name (v. 12), then obviously one must make a commitment to that sole name that brings salvation. But the appeal is even stronger than that. Peter switched to the first person at the end of the verse, “by which we must be saved,” amounting to a direct appeal to the Sanhedrin. Peter had been bold indeed. He had come full circle. They asked for the name in whom his authority rested. He answered their question. It was the name, the power of Jesus. He directed the charges. The Council had rejected the one who bore this powerful name. The ultimate verdict rested with them. Would they continue to reject the one whom God had placed as the final stone for his people, the only name under heaven in which they would find their own salvation? The final verdict would rest in their own decision.

(2) Warned and Released (4:13-22)

13When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus. 14But since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with them, there was nothing they could say. 15So they ordered them to withdraw from the Sanhedrin and then conferred together. 16“What are we going to do with these men?” they asked. “Everybody living in Jerusalem knows they have done an outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. 17But to stop this thing from spreading any further among the people, we must warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name.”

18Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19But Peter and John replied, “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God. 20For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.”

21After further threats they let them go. They could not decide how to punish them, because all the people were praising God for what had happened. 22For the man who was miraculously healed was over forty years old.

4:13-14 Peter had borne his testimony. It was now time for the Council to deliberate. They assessed the evidence (vv. 13-14). First, there was the courage, the sheer freedom with which Peter spoke.52 They hardly expected this from men who had no formal education in matters of the law, who were ordinary laymen.53 Then there was the fact that they had been with Jesus. He too had been just a “commoner” but also with an amazing boldness and knowledge beyond his training. But he too had been a dangerous person, a threat to their peace; and they consequently had condemned him to death. Finally, there was the healed man, standing with them before the Tribunal. Whether he was there voluntarily in support of Peter and John or whether he had been summoned as a witness, we are not told. In any event there he was, standing there, “exhibit A,” a “known sign” (v. 16). He was hard to overlook. It was hardly a clear-cut case. The Council sat in silence. At this point there was nothing they could say. Indeed, Jesus' promise was being fulfilled before the apostles' eyes (Luke 21:15).54 The irony can scarcely be missed—the accused spoke with utter boldness and freedom; their accusers sat in stony silence.

4:15-17 When the Sanhedrin ordered Peter and John out of the courtroom (v. 15), they were following normal procedure. Their custom after hearing the witnesses was to dismiss them in order to have as clear and open a discussion among themselves as possible.55 In this instance they were at something of a loss. They really had no charge to lay upon them. Further, the accused were popular with the people, for the news about healing of the lame man had already spread throughout Jerusalem. There was only one thing they could do—they could threaten. They would warn the apostles to no longer speak “in this name” (v. 17).

4:18-19 Although only implicit at this point, this would also establish culpability should the apostles decide to transgress the interdiction of the court (cf. 5:28). So the apostles were brought back into the court and given the warning. They were no longer “to speak and teach in the name of Jesus” (v. 18). The warning was given in narrative style rather than in direct speech, perhaps Luke's way of underlining the timidity of the Council on the whole matter. The response of Peter and John was in direct discourse; it was bold and almost defiant: “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God's sight to obey you rather than God.”

4:20-22 The response was much the same as that given by Socrates to his Athenian accusers who warned him to desist from his teaching. The saying had become quite proverbial, however, and was widely used by Jews and Greeks.56 It would seem a bit ironic if these unlearned and common men (v. 13) were throwing the words of the Greek philosopher at them. The stronger irony, however, is in the boldness of the apostles and the timidity of their accusers. The apostles could only speak of what they had seen and heard (v. 20). They were the eyewitnesses of Jesus' entire ministry (1:21f.), the witnesses to his resurrection (2:32; 3:15). Peter and John had no choice but to defy the court's order, for it had “stepped in between the conscience and God.”57 The court had no alternative but to threaten them further and release them (v. 21). They could find no grounds for punishing them at this point, and they feared the apostles' popularity with the populace.58 The man, born lame, was over forty years old (v. 22), so the miracle was particularly striking; and the people took it for what it was, an act of God, a sign. The little word “sign” should not be overlooked in the Greek text of v. 22. That is what the man's healing had been—a sign to the temple crowd in Solomon's Colonnade that attracted them to the gospel and ultimately to faith. It had been a sign to the Sanhedrin as well, a pointer to the sole name in which salvation (ultimate “healing”) is to be found. There is no record of response for Peter's appeal to the Sanhedrin, as there was for his temple sermon (v. 4). Here for the first time is found a theme that will recur throughout Acts—the rejection of the Messiah by the Jews. For many of them, particularly their official leadership, he was, and continued to be, the stone rejected by the builders.

4. The Prayer of the Community (4:23-31)

23On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. 24When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. “Sovereign Lord,” they said, “you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. 25You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father

David:

“‘Why do the nations rage
and the peoples plot in vain?
26The kings of the earth take their stand
and the rulers gather together
against the Lord
and against his Anointed One.’

27Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. 28They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. 29Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. 30Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.”

31After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.

Peter's first sermon, at Pentecost, was followed by a glimpse into the common life of the Christians in Jerusalem (2:42-47). Here, after Peter's witness before the crowd in the temple square and before the Sanhedrin, we are again given a glimpse into the life of the Christian community. Just as chap. 2 spoke of their common prayer life (2:42), here again the prayer of the Christians is emphasized, with the major difference being that what was mentioned in summary fashion in the former passage is here related concretely with an example of their prayers.

4:23 Verse 23 provides the setting and the linkage with the preceding narrative. After their release Peter and John returned “to their own people.” Many interpreters see this as referring only to the other apostles, viewing vv. 24-30 as the apostles' prayer for boldness in their witness.59 The apostles, however, were not the only bold witnesses in Acts. Note Stephen (6:10) and Philip (8:5), to mention only the next two major witnesses in Acts. The whole community was involved in the proclamation of the word, and the community gathered for prayer when the apostles were in difficulty (cf. 12:12). That is the picture here—the Christians gathered to pray for the deliverance of the two apostles from the Sanhedrin. When Peter and John arrived on the scene, they informed them of the warning given by “the chief priest and elders.”60 The fellowship responded with praise to God for delivering the apostles (vv. 24-28) and a petition for courage to continue their bold witness in the face of such opposition (vv. 29-30).

4:24-28 Together they lifted their voices in praise to God. That they offered an occasional prayer of this nature in unison is unlikely. Luke was simply expressing that the whole community joined together in this prayer.61 God was addressed as “Sovereign Lord,” a common designation for God in the Old Testament and appropriate to this gathering of Jewish Christians.62 God was further addressed as Creator, Maker of heaven, earth, the seas and all that dwell in them, again in language thoroughly steeped in Old Testament phraseology (cf. Exod 20:11). More than that the whole form of the prayer has Old Testament precedents. Compare Hezekiah's prayer in Isa 37:16-20, where the same elements appear: God was addressed as Lord and Creator, there followed a reference to the threat of Israel's enemies, and the prayer concluded with a petition. It is in the petition that the major difference from the Christians' prayer appears. Hezekiah prayed for deliverance. The Christians prayed for courage.

In the community's prayer the reference to the threat of enemies is given in the form of a scriptural proof. The Scripture is in the exact Septuagintal rendering of Ps 2:1-2 and is presented as a prophecy, spoken by God through David under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.63 Most likely originally relating to God's triumph over Israel's enemies through the anointed king, the Christians came to see it as in a real sense prophetic of Christ.64 All the details of these first verses of the psalm were applicable to the passion of Christ, and the Christians did so in their prayer (v. 27). The raging nations represented the Gentile rulers and their cohorts, the soldiers who executed Jesus. The people of Israel were those who plotted in vain.65 Herod represented the “kings of the earth”; Pilate, the “rulers”;66 and Christ, the “anointed” of God.67 Here again as in chap. 3 the title “servant” is applied to Jesus. Here in a prayer the term is primarily liturgical and is applied to David as well in v. 25.68 The theme of v. 28 is by now familiar. All the plotting against God's anointed is in vain because God has already predetermined the outcome (cf. 2:23; 3:18). In the paradox of human freedom and divine sovereignty, despite all the raging of humanity, God's purposes prevail. They did so in Christ. They did so with the apostles before the Sanhedrin.

4:29-30 The community turned to its petition: “Now, Lord, consider their threats.” Whose threats? The Sanhedrin's, of course. Just like the threats, plots, and rages against Jesus, the community viewed itself in much the situation he had experienced.69 The authorities had raged against him, and God made him to triumph in the power of his resurrection. So now the same temporal powers had raged and plotted against the apostles. Like Christ, God had delivered them. The Christians realized that the opposition was not over. The Sanhedrin continued to threaten them. One would expect them to ask God for further deliverance. They did not. Instead, they asked for more of the same, requesting of him boldness in witness and further miraculous signs. The request for miracle was not a request for power over their enemies. It was closely related to the request for boldness in witness.

In Acts the miracles are always in the service of the word. They are “signs” in the sense that they point beyond themselves to the ultimate power of the gospel message of Christ's resurrection and the salvation that is in him (4:12). That was amply illustrated in the miracle they experienced. The healing of the lame man started the whole train of events that took them before the Sanhedrin. The healing did not deliver them from danger; if anything, it provoked it. On the other hand, the healing first attracted those who listened to Peter's sermon in Solomon's Colonnade and responded to the word in faith. This is what the community prayed for—more signs to undergird the word, more boldness to proclaim it. They surely knew what the result would be—more persecution.

4:31 Their prayer was answered by the shaking of the house. Perhaps a shaking from thunder or a quaking of the earth, it gave them a tangible sense of God's presence and his response to their prayer.70 And their prayer was fulfilled at once. Immediately they were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak the word with boldness, just as they had petitioned. This was not a “second Pentecost.”71 They had already received the Spirit. The Spirit had helped Peter and John in a mighty way before the Sanhedrin. It was a fresh filling, a renewed awareness of the Spirit's power and presence in their life and witness. This was not an ephemeral ecstatic manifestation but a fresh endowment of power for witness that would continue (cf. 4:33).

5. The Common Life of the Community (4:32-37)

32All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they shared everything they had. 33With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and much grace was upon them all. 34There were no needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales 35and put it at the apostles' feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need.

36Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles called Barnabas (which means Son of Encouragement), 37sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles' feet.

The previous episode exemplified the prayer life of the community with an actual incident. Luke returned to his summary style to further picture the life together, much as he did in 2:42-47. Many of the themes are the same, but there is considerable development of one theme in particular, the sharing of goods within the fellowship.

4:32-33 The opening two verses are almost identical with 2:43-44, only in reverse order. Together they characterize the community life as marked by four things: their unity in mind and heart (v. 32a), their sharing of their possessions (v. 32b), the power and witness of the apostles (v. 33a), and the grace of God, which rested upon them (v. 33b). The overarching concept was their unity, their being “one in heart and mind,” their fellowship in the Spirit (cf. koin[image: image]nia in 2:42).72 This served as the basis of their sharing of their possessions. The latter is described in two ways. First, “no one claimed that any of his possessions was his own.” The picture is one of unqualified sharing, of not claiming owner's rights, of saying “what's mine is yours.” The second expression is “they shared everything they had.” The Greek literally reads “everything was in common with them.” Taken by itself, this could refer to shared ownership; but in conjunction with the first expression, it also refers to a practice of freely sharing one's goods with another.

Many interpreters have seen Luke's description of the Christian practice here as reflecting Greek ideals, particularly in such phrases as “one mind” (psych[image: image] mia) and “all in common” (hapanta koina). The Greeks shared a common myth that in primitive times people lived in an ideal state in which there was no ownership but everything was held in common. Some attributed such a practice to the Pythagoreans, and Plato envisioned his ideal republic as one devoid of all private ownership. It is doubtful such a utopian ideal was ever realized among the Greeks, but for some Greeks communal ownership was a major part of their dream of a “Golden Age.”73

More common than this myth was the Greek ideal of friendship according to which true friends held everything in common (panta koina) and were of “one mind” (mia psych[image: image]).74 Aristotle is reputed to have defined a friend as “one soul dwelling in two bodies.”75 Such expressions became commonplace and are found in Roman writers such as Cicero as well as the Hellenistic Jew Philo. Luke's description would have evoked an immediate response in his Gentile readers. What they esteemed as an ideal had become a reality in the young Christian community. They were of one mind, for they shared freely with one another, truly common both in soul and in means. The main business of the community was, of course, the witness for Jesus; and this the apostles continued to do “with great power” (dynamis, v. 33). This power likely refers to their continuing performance of miracles, a further testimony to God's answering their prayer (v. 30; cf. 5:12-16). “Much grace was upon them all,” primarily in God's blessing on their lives and witness. On this note Luke's general summary of the Christian life together ends (cf. 2:47). He then turned to a more thorough discussion of one particular aspect of their common life—their sharing of goods.

4:34-35 If v. 32 depicted the Christian sharing in terms of Greek ideals, verse 34a sets forth the Old Testament ideal: “There were no needy persons among them.” This is the ideal God established for Israel. According to Deut 15:4f., Israel was to keep God's commands; and God would bless them; there would be no poor among them.76 There is evidence that in New Testament times the text of Deut 15:4 was seen as a reference to the ideal final times when Israel would be fully faithful to the law and there would be no poverty in the land.77 The Christians saw themselves as the people of God of the final times (cf. 2:17), they were experiencing God's blessing (4:33), and they were striving to realize the ideal of a people of God with no poor among them.

Verses 34b-35 depict the means by which they sought to realize this ideal. Those who had lands or houses would sell them, bring the proceeds, and lay them at the apostles' feet. The proceeds were then distributed to the needy among them. Repeated attempts have been made to see this as an early Christian experiment in community ownership. Sometimes a specific pattern has been suggested, such as the common ownership practiced by the Qumran covenanters.78 There are many reasons to reject such suggestions. Every evidence is that the early Christian practice was wholly voluntary.

First, there was no transfer of ownership, no control of production or income, no requirement to surrender one's property to the community. The voluntary nature of the Christian practice is evidenced by the consistent use of the iterative imperfect tense throughout vv. 34b-35. This is how they “used to” do it. They “would sell” their property and bring it to the apostles as needs arose.

Second is the example of Barnabas in vv. 36-37. His sale of property would hardly be a sterling example if surrender of property were obligatory.

Third, in the example of Ananias and Sapphira, Peter clarified for Ananias that his sin was in lying about his charity. The land remained his to do with as he pleased; he was under no obligation to give the proceeds to the church (5:4).

Fourth, the picture of the central fund for the widows in 6:1-6 is clearly not an apportioning of each one's lot from a common fund but a charity fund for the needy.

Finally, there is the example of Mary in 12:12f. She still owned a home and had a maid. The Christians enjoyed the hospitality of her home. This was clearly no experiment in common ownership.79

But what of the practice of laying the proceeds at the apostles' feet? The gesture was one of submission to another. At this point the Twelve were the representatives appointed by Christ as the foundation of the true people of God. The submission was not to them but to the one they represented. To lay one's gift at their feet was to offer it to Christ. The apostles certainly did not consider this an enviable role. They were all too glad to turn the responsibility over to others (cf. 6:2).

4:36-37 Luke concluded his treatment of the early Christian sharing with two specific examples—one to be followed (Barnabas) and one to be avoided (Ananias and Sapphira). Barnabas sold a field and placed all the receipts at the apostles' feet. Of more interest to us are the little details told about Barnabas here.

Luke had a way of taking characters who played a major role later in the book and introducing them early, but only briefly and in passing, as is the case with Barnabas here. His name was Joseph, and he was given the nickname Barnabas by the apostles. This was not insignificant in itself because the granting of a nickname was often seen as a sign of respect. (Compare Jesus giving Simon the nickname of Peter/Rock.) The problem is that Luke said the name meant Son of Encouragement. Now bar does mean son in Aramaic, but no scholar has ever been able to give a convincing derivation of “encouragement” (parakl[image: image]sis) from nabas.80

Etymologies aside, the important thing is how well the by-name fits the picture of Barnabas in Acts. He was the encourager, the advocate, the paraklete par excellence of all the characters in Acts. When the Christians in Jerusalem shied away from Paul after his conversion, Barnabas interceded and introduced him to them (9:26f.). When Paul refused to take Mark on his second missionary journey, Barnabas took up for Mark (15:36-39). When the Christians of Jerusalem became concerned over the orthodoxy of the Antiochene Christians in their witness to Greeks, Barnabas again served as intercessor, saw the gracious work of the Antiochene Christians, and encouraged them (11:20-23). Indeed, 11:24 well sums up the portrait of this “Son of Encouragement”: “He was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith.”

We also learn that Barnabas was a Levite from Cyprus. Levites were officials in the temple cultus, subordinate in rank to the priests. Prohibited from offering sacrifices and barred entrance to the holy place, they served in such capacities as policing the temple grounds, keeping the gates, and providing the music at sacrifices and on ceremonial occasions.81 According to ancient provisions (Deut 10:9; Num 18:20,24), Levites were not supposed to own land, but that no longer seemed to apply in Barnabas's day. (Indeed, Jeremiah, a priest, owned land [Jer 32:6-15].)

We are not told where the field was located, whether in Judea or his native Cyprus. Nothing was made of Barnabas's Levitical status in Acts.82 He may never have served as a Levite. Such service was in no way compulsory for one of Levitical lineage.83 Just how strong were Barnabas's Cypriot roots we also are not told. Luke simply said here that he was a Cypriot by birth. His family may have moved to Jerusalem when he was quite young, and it is in and around Jerusalem where we find Barnabas active in the early chapters of Acts. On the other hand, it is probably not by chance that Paul and Barnabas's mission work together began on the island of Cyprus.

6. A Serious Threat to the Common Life (5:1-11)

1Now a man named Ananias, together with his wife Sapphira, also sold a piece of property. 2With his wife's full knowledge he kept back part of the money for himself, but brought the rest and put it at the apostles' feet.

3Then Peter said, “Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land? 4Didn't it belong to you before it was sold? And after it was sold, wasn't the money at your disposal? What made you think of doing such a thing? You have not lied to men but to God.”

5When Ananias heard this, he fell down and died. And great fear seized all who heard what had happened. 6Then the young men came forward, wrapped up his body, and carried him out and buried him.

7About three hours later his wife came in, not knowing what had happened. 8Peter asked her, “Tell me, is this the price you and Ananias got for the land?” “Yes,” she said, “that is the price.”

9Peter said to her, “How could you agree to test the Spirit of the Lord? Look! The feet of the men who buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out also.”

10At that moment she fell down at his feet and died. Then the young men came in and, finding her dead, carried her out and buried her beside her husband. 11Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.

If Barnabas was a positive example of the community's sharing, the story of Ananias and Sapphira provides a sharp contrast. They too sold a piece of property, pledging the proceeds to the community of believers. But they held back part of the proceeds; and a terrible judgment followed, resulting in both their deaths. Perhaps no passage in Acts raises more serious difficulties for Christian readers. The judgment on these two seems so harsh, so nonredemptive, so out of keeping with the gospel. It will be necessary to return to this question; but in order to make an accurate assessment, it would be wise first to look at the passage itself and examine what it seems to say and what it does not say.

The passage falls into two natural divisions: the confrontation of Ananias (vv. 1-6) and the strikingly parallel confrontation with Sapphira (vv. 7-11). In both sections Peter, as the spokesman for the apostles, to whom the community funds were entrusted (4:35), did the confronting. It is striking that “equal time” is given to both the man and the woman. In both his Gospel and in Acts, Luke paired women with men, particularly in contexts of witness and discipleship. Here perhaps he was showing that along with discipleship goes responsibility; and this applies to all disciples, female as well as male. This would have been particularly noteworthy in the Jewish culture of the early Jerusalem church, where a woman's religious status was largely tied up with her father or husband and depended on his faithful execution of the religious responsibilities.84

Ananias was the first to be confronted. Although the first two verses refer to Sapphira's complicity and are in that sense introductory to both parts of the passage, the verbs are singular—he “sold a piece of property … he kept back part of the money.” There is a mild irony even in Ananias's name, whose etymology is “God is gracious.” In light of the fearsome judgment that befell his own actions, the grace of God was surely his only hope.

5:1 Ananias had evidently sold a piece of land,85 like Barnabas, and also like Barnabas had pledged the full proceeds to the community. This can be assumed from the use of a rare Greek verb (nosphizomai, v. 2) to describe his action in holding back part of the money. The verb means to pilfer, to purloin, to embezzle. One does not embezzle one's own funds but those of another, in this instance those that rightfully belonged to the common Christian fund. Significantly, the same rare verb occurs in the Greek version of Josh 7:1-26, the story of Achan, who took from Jericho some of the booty “devoted” (i.e., set aside for God) for sacred use. Achan received a judgment of death from God himself, and Luke may well have seen a reminder of his fate in the similar divine judgment that came upon Ananias and Sapphira. They too had embezzled what was sacred, what belonged to the community in whom the Holy Spirit resided. One must assume either that the practice of the community was always to pledge the full proceeds of a sale or that Ananias and Sapphira had made such a pledge with regard to the sale of the field.86

5:2-3 In any event, when Ananias placed the reduced portion at the apostles' feet, Peter confronted him with his duplicity (v. 3). How Peter knew it was an incomplete sum the text does not say. The emphasis on the Spirit throughout the passage would indicate that it was inspired, prophetic insight on Peter's part, just as the Spirit inspired Elisha to see his servant Gehazi's duplicity in accepting money from Naaman the leper (2 Kgs 5:26).87 Peter knew that Ananias's gesture was a lie. He had not given his pledge but only a part. “Why have you embezzled [“kept for yourself,” NIV] a portion of the sale price? Why have you allowed Satan to enter your heart?” One must remember that the community was “of one heart and mind” (4:32). This spiritual unity lay behind their not claiming their possessions as their own, their sharing everything they had. They were the community of the Holy Spirit, and in this community they placed all their trust, found their identity and their security. But this was not so with Ananias. His heart was divided. He had one foot in the community and the other still groping for a toehold on the worldly security of earthly possessions. To lie with regard to the sharing was to belie the unity of the community, to belie the Spirit that undergirded that unity.88 That is why Peter accused Ananias of lying to the Spirit. The Greek expression is even stronger than that—he “belied,” he “falsified” the Spirit.89 His action was in effect a denial, a falsification of the Spirit's presence in the community.90 All this had happened because he had allowed the archenemy of the Spirit, Satan, to enter his heart. Satan “filled” Ananias's heart just as he had Judas's (cf. Luke 22:3). Like Judas, Ananias was motivated by money (cf. Luke 22:5). But in filling the heart of one of its members, Satan had now entered for the first time into the young Christian community as well.

5:4 Peter reminded Ananias that he had been under no compulsion (v. 4). He did not have to sell his land. Even if he sold it, he still could have retained the proceeds. The act of dedicating the land to the community was strictly voluntary. Once pledged, however, it became a wholly different matter.91 It had been dedicated to the community. In lying about the proceeds, he had broken a sacred trust. Ultimately, he had lied to God. Not that he had not betrayed the community. Not that he had not lied to the Spirit. Rather, to betray the community is to lie to the Spirit that fills the community, and to falsify the Spirit of God is an affront to God himself.

5:5-6 When Ananias heard these words, “he fell down and died” (v. 5). How did he die? Was it from shock from overwhelming guilt and remorse upon the exposure of his sin? Was he struck down by God?92 The text does not say. The note about the fear that came upon all who heard about it, however, would indicate that they at least saw the hand of God in it all. The manner in which his funeral was handled would likewise indicate that a divine judgment was seen in the whole affair. The young men arose,93 wrapped up his body,94 and carried him outside the city to bury him.95 They wasted no time in ceremony, for they were back in three hours (vv. 7,10). This was most unusual procedure. Burials were often fairly hasty in Palestine, but not that hasty, not, that is, except for death under unusual circumstances, such as suicides and criminals—and judgments from God.96

5:7 About three hours later Sapphira appeared on the scene. Just where the scene was we are not told. Luke told the story with the greatest economy. We are also not told who was present. Were all the apostles there? Only Peter is mentioned. How many of those upon whom fear came (v. 5) were actually present to hear the confrontation? We must assume that at least the young men were there with Peter and Ananias (v. 6). For all we are told, in this scene it may have been a matter of only Peter and Sapphira. Where had she been all this time? Why had she not been informed of her husband's death? Why did she now appear; was she looking for her husband?

Luke was not interested in such details. His only goal was to point to the grim outcome of her duplicity with her husband. She joined him in the conspiracy with the funds. She would join him in death.

5:8 Peter confronted her about the sale price, just as he had confronted Ananias. “Is this the price you … got for the land?” he asked her (v. 8). “Yes,” she replied. We are again left with questions. Did Peter mention the actual sale price or the reduced sum Ananias had brought? In giving an affirmative answer, was Sapphira conforming her guilt by continuing the lie? That is the most likely event, and most interpreters so take it. Yet if Peter had mentioned the actual full sale price, then her response would have been an admission of guilt, a confession.

5:9-10 In any event, with neither Ananias nor Sapphira did Peter pronounce a curse. His questioning of Sapphira left her the opportunity of repentance, and one can probably assume the same for Ananias. Peter's role was to confront—not to judge. The judgment came from God. But Peter had to lay before her the consequences of her action. She had joined with her husband in “testing” the Spirit of the Lord. This time the expression was not of lying to the Spirit but of testing him, to see how far he would go in his tolerance.97 Not very far, was Peter's answer: “The feet of the men who buried your husband are at the door, and they will carry you out also.” This was the first Sapphira had heard of her husband's death, and she fell down immediately at Peter's feet, dead.

Peter's words scarcely sound redemptive. He was fulfilling the prophetic role of the divine mouthpiece, pronouncing God's judgment on her for her complicity with her husband. She may have died of shock; but if so, it was inevitable, for Peter already knew and informed her that her doom was sealed. One can scarcely miss the irony of the situation. Now she lay at Peter's feet, in the place of her money. She had joined her husband in conspiracy. Now she would join him in the grave.98

5:11 Sapphira's story is bracketed by the same epitaph as that of her husband (cf. v. 5b): “Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.” The repetition is not by chance: it is the whole point of the story. The church is a holy body, the realm of the Spirit. By the power of this spiritual presence in its midst, the young community worked miracles, witnessed fearlessly, and was blessed with incredible growth. The Spirit was the power behind its unity, and its unity was the power behind its witness. But just as with God there is both justice and mercy, so with his Spirit there is also an underside to his blessing. There is his judgment. This Ananias and Sapphira experienced. The Spirit is not to be taken lightly. As the Spirit of God he must always be viewed with fear in the best sense of that word (phobos), reverent awe and respect. It might be noted that this is the first time the word “church” (ekkl[image: image]sia) occurs in Acts, which denotes the people of God gathered as a religious community. Perhaps it is not by accident that it occurs in the context of this story. The church can only thrive as the people of God if it lives within the total trust of all its members. Where there is that unity of trust, that oneness of heart and mind, the church flourishes in the power of the Spirit. Where there is duplicity and distrust, its witness fails.

Overview. There have been numerous approaches to dealing with the severity of this passage. One has been to note the various parallels to this story elsewhere. In form this story can be classified as a “penalty miracle,” or miracle of divine judgment; and such stories are common in the Old Testament.99 To those of Achan and Gehazi, one could add the incident of Nadab and Abihu in Lev 10:1f., who were consumed by the same “unauthorized fire” that they laid upon the censor, or the devastating judgment on Jeroboam delivered to his disguised wife by Abijah the prophet (1 Kgs 14:1-18). Even closer is the unhappy fate of the two elders whose lie about Susanna led to their own death rather than hers (Sus). The most apt Old Testament parallel is the provision for Israel's purity, which one encounters frequently in Deuteronomy: “Root out the evil one from your midst” (author's translation).100 A number of recent interpreters have sought a closer parallel in the punishment the Qumran community enforced on those who held back goods from the common fund. As has already been noted, this is not a real parallel, since the early church seems to have had a voluntary system of sharing and not an enforced monastic community of goods like Qumran. What happened to Ananias and Sapphira is quite remote from the punishment meted to the Qumran member who failed to surrender all his property on entrance to the community. Such violators were excluded from the common meal for a period of a year and had their food rations cut by a quarter.101

Other suggestions have sought to alleviate the judgmental note in the story of Ananias and Sapphira. It is often argued that their “lying to the Spirit” was the sin Jesus declared to be “unforgivable.”102 It has already been noted that Acts 5:1-11 simply does not depict Ananias and Sapphira's sin in terms of blaspheming the Spirit, attributing the work of the Spirit to Satan.103 Often it is said that the pair died of psychological fright. This can be neither proved nor disproved from the text, and it well may have been the case; but it does not alleviate the strong judgmental note of the text. Peter knew and told Sapphira beforehand that she was about to be carried feetfirst out the door. Luke's emphasis on the fear of the people would likewise indicate that they saw divine judgment in the incident, not just a couple's panic in being caught with the goods.104

When all is said and done, there is no “comfortable” solution to the passage. It is a unique story. There is nothing like it elsewhere in Acts,105 or for that matter in the New Testament. But nowhere in the story are Ananias and Sapphira condemned to eternal perdition. Their death did not necessarily involve their loss of salvation.106 Still, the judgment that befell Ananias and Sapphira was severe, and one is all too aware that today's churches would be much emptier if such standards were consistently applied. It is part and parcel of Luke's ideal portrait of the early church in Acts. None of the standards fit the church of our experience—“one in heart and mind,” no one “claimed that any of his possessions was his own.” Luke depicted it as a unique period, the new people of God in Christ, filled with the Spirit, growing by leaps and bounds. There was no room for distrust, for duplicity, for any breach in fellowship.

The same Spirit that gave the community its growth also maintained its purity. This seems to have been Luke's point, for the Ananias and Sapphira story is bracketed by an emphasis on the unity of the community (4:32-35) and the power of the Spirit in its midst (5:12-16).

One must not pass the story off, however, as a unique phenomenon of the primitive church or an adjunct to Luke's ideal portrait of the church. If the incident makes us uncomfortable, it should. For one, it deals with money. Luke, who as a physician probably had known personally the pitfalls of wealth, of all the Gospel writers gave the strongest treatment of money's dangers. Ultimately the temptations of money ensnared Judas (Luke 22:5; Acts 1:18), the rich young man (Luke 18:18-23), and the rich fool (Luke 12:15-21). The same quest for material security trapped Ananias and Sapphira. Not only was it their undoing, but it also threatened the church. Then, and now, the mark of any Christian fellowship is the relationship of its members to material matters. That is where its real heart and mind are revealed. This story reminds us of a further truth. The church, when it is the church, is a holy community, the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 3:16f.). Disunity, duplicity, and hypocrisy always “belie” the Spirit and hinder his work. If the church is to have genuine spiritual power in its life and witness, it must be an environment of the Spirit, devoted to maintaining its sanctity and purity.

7. The Miracles Worked by the Apostles (5:12-16)

12The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon's Colonnade. 13No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people. 14Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number. 15As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter's shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by. 16Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick and those tormented by evil spirits, and all of them were healed.

This third summary statement in Acts comes close on the heels of the second. That one emphasized the community of sharing practiced by the church (4:32-35). This one emphasizes the healing ministry of the apostles and bears out the divine response to their prayer for signs and wonders in 4:30. In structure the first statement, about the signs and wonders done by the apostles (v. 12a), connects directly with v. 15 and constitutes the main new emphasis in the summary statements—the healing ministry. Verses 12b-14 are a sort of parenthesis, continuing emphases that have been made in all the summaries—the effectiveness of the Christians' witness and their favor with the people (cf. 2:47; 4:33). The whole passage, with its focus on the healing ministry and the growing acclaim of the people, prepares for the renewed concern of the Sadducees and their arrest of the apostles, just as the healing of the lame man (3:1-10) led to the first arrest (4:1-22).

5:12-14 Verses 12-13 are deceptively clear in the NIV. The Greek text is far more ambiguous. The first statement is clear enough: “The apostles performed signs and wonders among the people.” An example of such a sign has already been given with Peter's healing the lame man (3:1-10). Now all the apostles were shown to be doing miraculous works. The miracles were performed among the Jewish populace (laos) and were “signs” that pointed to and prepared the way for the witness to the word. The Greek of v. 12b says that “they all” were accustomed to meet together in Solomon's Colonnade. The NIV clarifies by adding “believers.” Some interpreters would see the “all” of v. 12b as referring only to the apostles and then see “no one else” in v. 13 as referring to none of the other Christians. This has the advantage of solving the seeming contradiction between vv. 13-14, where no one dared join the Christians, yet many new converts were added. It, however, raises the rather serious question of why the other Christians wouldn't join the apostles in Solomon's Colonnade. Were they afraid of their power after what happened to Ananias and Sapphira? Were they afraid of being arrested by the temple authorities? Such timidity is scarcely likely for the community that prayed so boldly in 4:23-31. It is probably best, and the most likely reading, to follow the NIV and see v. 12b as referring to the other Christians joining the apostles in Solomon's Colonnade. Peter had preached there after the healing of the lame man (3:11), and it was likely the customary gathering place for the Christians. Other references to their preaching in the temple may well have been in this place just inside the eastern wall (cf. 5:20f., 25,42).

The people were awed by the power of the apostles, seeing the miracles worked through their hands,107 and perhaps having heard the report about Ananias and Sapphira. They did not run up and join the Christian band in the colonnade but kept a healthy distance (v. 13a).108 Nevertheless they held the Christians in the highest regard. Luke was working with a paradox here. It is the same two-sidedness of the Spirit's power that had just been demonstrated in Ananias and Sapphira. The power of the miracles attracts. The awesome power of the Spirit that judges also demands commitment and responsibility. Before that power the crowd kept its distance with healthy respect, unless they were willing to fully submit to that power and make a commitment. Many did, Luke said, making it clear this time that men and women became disciples and were added to the growing community of believers (v. 14).

5:15 Verse 15 returns to the main theme of the summary, the healing ministry of the apostles. Again Peter was the representative. So widespread was the fame of his healing powers that people would bring their sick friends and relatives into Peter's presence in the hope that even his shadow might fall upon them. One is reminded of the woman who shared a similar hope that the fringe of Jesus' garment might heal her (Luke 8:44). In the ancient world a person's shadow was the subject of much superstition and was believed to represent his or her power and personality, to literally be an extension of their person.109 Whether or not they were healed by Peter's shadow Luke did not explicitly say, but the note underlines the strength of the apostle's healing reputation.

5:16 In any event, crowds came from all the surrounding villages to Jerusalem to be healed by the apostles. One is reminded of Jesus' own healing ministry as recorded in Mark 6:53-56 and the similar response of the people.110 At this point the apostles were still confined to Jerusalem. The people came to them from the outlying villages. Only later would they go forth from Jerusalem and take their gospel and their healing ministry into the villages of Judea (cf. 9:32-43).

8. All the Apostles before the Council (5:17-42)

As in 3:1–4:5, the apostles' healing led to their arrest by the temple authorities and to a hearing before the Jewish Sanhedrin. Many similarities exist between this section and other portions of Acts, especially the twofold trial scenes of 4:5-22 and 5:27-40 and the escape scenes of 5:17-26 and 12:6-11. This has led many scholars to postulate Luke's use of different sources that covered the same events,111 but this tends to overlook the real progression that takes place in the narrative. The conflict between the Christians and the Jews steadily intensified.112 With the growing success of the Christian witness, there is a heightened reaction on the part of the Jewish authorities—at first only a hearing, warning, and release (4:5-22). Now those on the Council would impose the death penalty (5:33) and were only thwarted in their intentions by the sage advice of a Pharisee (5:34-39). The apostles were again released, but this time the Council had them whipped before so doing (5:40). The conflict became even stronger with the killing of Stephen (6:8–8:2) and the resulting persecution of the Christians in Jerusalem (8:1); and it reached its apex in chap. 12, where the execution of James and the attempt to do the same to Peter found the support not only of the Jewish officials but the populace as well (12:3).

This second encounter with the Sanhedrin can be divided into three main parts: the initial arrest and its almost ludicrous result (5:17-26), the hearing before the Sanhedrin (5:27-40), and the release of the apostles with their continued witness (5:41-42).

(1) Arrest, Escape, and Rearrest (5:17-26)

17Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. 18They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail. 19But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. 20“Go, stand in the temple courts,” he said, “and tell the people the full message of this new life.”

21At daybreak they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to teach the people.

When the high priest and his associates arrived, they called together the San-hedrin—the full assembly of the elders of Israel—and sent to the jail for the apostles. 22But on arriving at the jail, the officers did not find them there. So they went back and reported, 23“We found the jail securely locked, with the guards standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” 24On hearing this report, the captain of the temple guard and the chief priests were puzzled, wondering what would come of this.

25Then someone came and said, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts teaching the people.” 26At that, the captain went with his officers and brought the apostles. They did not use force, because they feared that the people would stone them.

5:17-18 As before, the Sadducees were enraged by the apostles' preaching. They were described as being “filled with jealousy,” undoubtedly over the tremendous success of the Christian witness (5:15-16). The word translated “jealousy” can also mean zeal, and there may well have been an element of zeal in their determination to stamp out this growing messianic movement before its increasing popularity aroused the concern of the Roman authorities and led to severe reprisals. The high priest was again the spokesman.113 He was ultimately responsible for the proper maintenance of the temple precincts and its cultus, and so it was very much on his turf where the Christians were having all their success (cf. v. 12b). His cohorts in the local party114 of Sadducees would have shared his concern for preserving the peace against such popular movements and supported him in putting the apostles in the public jail (v. 18).115 One should not miss the irony of their being placed in the public jail, i.e., openly and for everyone to see. Soon they would be unable to find these very ones who were so openly placed in jail.

5:19-21a The miraculous escape of the apostles is told with the greatest economy here. In vv. 21b-26 it will be retold in far greater detail. The emphasis is placed on the total helplessness of the Jewish authorities. In this way the lesson of Gamaliel's speech is illustrated vividly beforehand—”If it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men” (v. 39).

An “angel” of the Lord appeared to the imprisoned apostles at night, opened the prison doors,116 and led them out (v. 19). The angel gave the apostles God's instructions. They were to return to the temple and speak “the full message of this new life.”117 They were to resume their witness, preaching the gospel that leads to life, the message of salvation.118 The apostles went and did as the angel bade them, early in the morning when the crowds would be gathering in the temple to observe the morning sacrifice. They obviously were not concerned for their safety. They returned to the very spot where they had been arrested, preaching the same words of life for which they were arrested. Perhaps there is irony in their deliverance by the angel. Sadducees did not believe in angels.

5:21b-24 Now the interesting part of the story begins. The scene shifts to the Council chambers where the Sanhedrin had gathered for its morning session.119 The first item on the agenda was the interrogation of the apostles; so officers were sent to the jail to fetch them. But they were not there. The officers hastened back to deliver the startling news. The prison doors were securely locked. The guards were duly standing at their posts (and thus evidently awake). Yet there was no one inside. How in the world did they get out through locked gates, past the guards? The Council was at a total loss.

5:25-26 Finally someone arrived with the good news, or was it bad news? The prisoners hadn't totally escaped. They were on the temple grounds, back to their old tricks, teaching the people. Now the captain, the sagan, decided he had better handle the matter personally. After all, he was second in rank to the high priest himself and ultimately responsible for order on the temple grounds. Unusual circumstances like this had best not be left to lesser officials. So he went with his officers to gently persuade the apostles to accompany him to the Council chambers. He personally might have desired their execution by the usual procedure of stoning, but at this point he was more concerned about being stoned to death himself by the people, who held the apostles in the highest regard (cf. v. 13). One must not miss the irony in this entire fiasco.

The Sanhedrin was totally thwarted in its designs, totally helpless to control the situation. All was in God's hands. The only reason the apostles finally appeared before the Council was their own willingness to do so. And they were willing to do so because the events of the night had convinced them once more that they were very much in God's hands.

(2) Appearance before Sanhedrin (5:27-40)

27Having brought the apostles, they made them appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high priest. 28“We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man's blood.”

29Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather than men! 30The God of our fathers raised Jesus from the dead—whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree. 31God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might give repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel. 32We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.”

33When they heard this, they were furious and wanted to put them to death. 34But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a teacher of the law, who was honored by all the people, stood up in the Sanhedrin and ordered that the men be put outside for a little while. 35Then he addressed them: “Men of Israel, consider carefully what you intend to do to these men. 36Some time ago Theudas appeared, claiming to be somebody, and about four hundred men rallied to him. He was killed, all his followers were dispersed, and it all came to nothing. 37After him, Judas the Galilean appeared in the days of the census and led a band of people in revolt. He too was killed, and all his followers were scattered. 38Therefore, in the present case I advise you: Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. 39But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.”

40His speech persuaded them. They called the apostles in and had them flogged. Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.

This second appearance before the Sanhedrin is significantly different from the first (4:5-22). That one only involved two apostles, Peter and John. Here all the apostles stood before the Council. There was no formal charge leveled against Peter and John; the questions mainly regarded their authorization (4:7). The apostles now were confronted with violation of the Council's interdiction (5:28). The possibility of a verdict of death was not raised before, but at this point it became explicit (5:33). Most significant of all, there was no particular spokesperson for the Christians. Now there was, and he was a Pharisee (5:34-40). The trial scene falls into two rather balanced parts, focusing on the witness of the Christians (5:27-32) and the intercession of Gamaliel (5:33-40).

5:27-28 The trial began with the apostles being brought before the Sanhedrin. The Greek text has them “stood up” (est[image: image]san) before the body, and this was the usual procedure, the defendants standing, the judges sitting. The high priest as presiding officer began the interrogation, charging the apostles with two offenses. First, they had broken the interdiction of the Sanhedrin and continued to preach “in this name.” Second, they were determined to lay the guilt for “this man's blood” on them, the Jewish leaders.

What the high priest did not say is perhaps more significant than what he did say. He made absolutely no reference to the apostles' escape. Was this out of total embarrassment? Further, he scrupulously avoided mentioning Jesus by name. Does this reflect that already at this early stage mentioning the name of Jesus was considered in some circles as blasphemous?120 In any event, there were formal charges this time. The apostles had been duly warned by the court not to continue further witness, and the interdiction had been fully ignored. They were unmistakably culpable.121 The high priest's concern about being charged with responsibility for Jesus' “blood” may have had more significance than appears at first sight. To “lay someone's blood” on someone is an Old Testament expression for a charge of murder and in accordance with the ius Talionis demanded the death of the guilty party.122 In essence the high priest was saying, “You are trying to get us killed for responsibility in this man's death” (author's paraphrase).

5:29 Peter, of course, was not trying to get the leaders killed but rather to get them saved. As in the first trial, his response was more of a witness than a defense. As then, he referred to the basic principle of obeying God rather than man (cf. 4:19), this time the form being even closer to that of Socrates' famous quote in Plato's Apology 29d. This principle underlies this entire section of Acts. Where God's will lay in this instance was fully demonstrated in the escape with its command to resume the preaching in the temple. Not impeding God's purposes would be the main thrust of Gamaliel's speech. Peter had no choice. He had to remain true to the divine leading. His saying has continued to be used by Christians throughout the centuries, by Christian martyrs making the ultimate sacrifice in obedience to their Lord, and by power-hungry medieval popes exerting their influence over the secular rulers.123 It is a dangerous saying, subject to abuse and misappropriation; and one should be as clear as Peter was about what God's purposes really are before ever using it.

5:30-32 Peter's witness before the Sanhedrin was basically a summary of the Christian kerygma, as it had been at his first trial (4:10-12). The basic elements are all there—the guilt of the Jewish leaders for crucifying Jesus, the resurrection and exaltation, repentance and forgiveness in his name, the apostolic witness. There are some differences in detail. Jesus' crucifixion is described as “hanging on a tree,” probably in allusion to Deut 21:23, an Old Testament text the early Christians saw as pointing to Christ.124

In v. 31 the exalted Christ is described as “Prince” and “Savior.” Neither term was new to Peter's sermons. The first term occurred in his temple sermon (3:15), where it had the nuance of author or originator of the resurrection life. Here it has the sense of “leader” or “prince” but still in close connection with the new life he brings through repentance and forgiveness of sins. It is thus closely connected with the title “Savior,” which Peter had not used before. The concept of the salvation in his name, however, was at the very heart of his previous witness before the Sanhedrin (cf. 4:12). Here as there Peter's purpose was the same—to demonstrate that Christ is indeed the risen Savior and to urge repentance and commitment to his name. Peter was issuing an invitation to the Sanhedrin. They had indeed sinned in hanging Jesus on the cross, but there is forgiveness and salvation for Israel in him. If they needed further proof that he is their deliverer, risen and exalted to God's right hand, the apostles could bear eyewitness testimony to these realities (v. 32).

The pouring out of the Holy Spirit, so evident in all the miraculous works that were being accomplished, was bearing his own witness. Then as now, the Spirit is granted to all who obey God. Peter had been obedient, obeying God rather than man. Now his implicit appeal was that the Sanhedrin follow him in the same obedience.

5:33-34 The Jewish leaders were not the least inclined to respond to Peter's appeal. Their reaction was quite the opposite. They were infuriated (dieprionto; lit., “sawn in two”). Some called for the death penalty, undoubtedly the Sadducees on the Council. Theologically they were not inclined to be convinced by Peter's appeal to the resurrection, and politically Peter's messianic message only served to further confirm that this was a dangerous, rabble-rousing group. They might have passed the verdict then and there had not a voice been raised urging moderation. It was a voice from the Pharisaic minority on the Council.

One wonders how much of a part politics played in the Sanhedrin's decision on this particular occasion. Josephus said that the Sadducean officials usually yielded to the recommendations of the Pharisees because the latter enjoyed the support of the masses.125 Gamaliel may have used this occasion as another opportunity to assert this Pharisaic ascendancy over the Sadducees. As a Pharisee he would have had more sympathy with the Christians theologically.126 Pharisees believed in a coming Messiah, in the resurrection, and in a life after death, none of which the Sadducees accepted. The Pharisees also had an oral tradition of interpretation of the Torah that gave them considerable flexibility and openness to change. Not so the Sadducees, who accepted only the written Torah and were far more rigid and conservative in attitude. Such differences must have contributed considerably to Gamaliel's more tolerant stance toward the apostles.127

The Gamaliel in question here was Gamaliel I, who is referred to in several places in the rabbinic literature, though surprisingly sparsely for a man of his stature. He was the son or grandson of the famous Hillel and seemed to have been at the prime of his influence from about A.D. 25-50. Rabbinic tradition gives him the title of Nasi, or president of the high court, and has his son Simeon follow him in that role. His grandson Gamaliel II held the presidency after A.D. 90,128 when the court met at Jamnia. Perhaps nowhere is the esteem in which he was held better expressed than in the following statement of the Mishna: “When Rabban Gamaliel the Elder died, the glory of the Law ceased and purity and abstinence died.”129 For Christians he is best known through his pupil, Paul (Acts 22:3).

5:34-39 Gamaliel's power in the Sanhedrin is subtly reflected in his ordering the apostles to be removed “for a little while.” Such matters were generally the prerogative of the high priest, and his reference to “a little while” reflects his confidence that it wouldn't take him long to sway the court. He began by urging the court to “consider carefully” what they were about to do to the apostles. Considering that the death penalty had just been suggested, he was implying that this might be a bit rash and bring unfortunate results down on them, particularly given the Christian popularity with the masses. There was a better way. Simply leave the movement alone. Leave it to God. If he was not in it, it would fizzle out (vv. 38-39).

5:36-37 To make his point, Gamaliel cited two examples of similar messianic movements in recent Jewish history. His reasoning was simple. Neither movement succeeded—God was not in them. The examples he chose, however, raise serious historical problems. These revolve primarily around the first example—Theudas. According to Gamaliel, this Theudas appeared “some time ago,” claiming to be somebody (cf. 8:9), raised a following of about 400 men, and was killed. With his death the followers scattered in every direction, and the whole movement ended. The only other Theudas during this period of whom there is record is mentioned in Josephus's Antiquities (20.97-99). According to Josephus, this Theudas raised a considerable following from the masses, persuading them to take along all their possessions and join him at the Jordan River. Claiming to be a prophet, he insisted that at his command the waters of the Jordan would part (as in the days of Joshua). Getting wind of the movement, the Roman procurator arrived on the scene with a squadron of cavalry, took many prisoners, and beheaded Theudas, taking the trophy to Jerusalem (for a public object lesson).

If Luke and Josephus were talking about the same Theudas, there is a serious anachronism, for Josephus's Theudas is dated during the procura-torship of Fadus, whose term began in A.D. 44, some ten to fifteen years later than the time when Gamaliel would have delivered this address. To make matters worse, Gamaliel then gave the example of Judas the Galilean, who he said arose after Theudas, when in fact Judas's rebellion occurred in A.D. 6, nearly forty years earlier than Theudas's movement.

Many approaches have been taken in dealing with this problem,130 but basically three possibilities emerge: (1) either Josephus was in error, (2) or Luke was responsible for the anachronisms, or (3) they refer to two different Theudases. It is unlikely that Josephus would have made such an error. He lived in Palestine during the period of Fadus and would have had personal recollection of such events as the movement under Theudas. This leads many scholars to attribute the anachronism to Luke.131 Obviously for those who are impressed with Luke's general historical accuracy elsewhere and who are not disposed to according him such a mistake, the third option remains the most viable route.

Although it is an argument from silence, there is solid basis for arguing that the Theudas of Acts may be a different person from the one mentioned by Josephus. For one, the Acts account is very brief and could be applied to any number of messianic pretenders. Apart from the name Theudas and the fact of his death, it has little in common with Josephus's account. All the colorful highlights are missing—the parting of the Jordan, the arrival of the cavalry, the beheading. Acts gives the modest following of 400 men; Josephus spoke of “the majority of the masses” following Theudas. Acts says they were dispersed; Josephus, that many were arrested.

A second consideration is that the name Theudas may be a nickname or a Greek form of a common Hebrew name. In such a case the Theudas of Acts may be identified elsewhere by a different, Hebrew name.132 Finally, Josephus spoke of innumerable tumults and insurrections that arose in Judea following the death of Herod the Great (4 B.C.).133 Though he mentioned no leaders of these movements by name, this would be a plausible context for the Theudas incident mentioned in Gamaliel's speech.

Gamaliel's second example is less problematic. He referred to Judas the Galilean who arose “in the days of the census.” This is almost surely the same Judas who is referred to by Josephus in both his Jewish War and his Antiquities.134 He started a major rebellion in protest of the census under Quirinius (A.D. 6-7), which was undertaken for purposes of taxation. Josephus did not mention his death, but Gamaliel referred to his being killed and all his followers being scattered. Although the original rebellion under Judas was stifled by the Romans, such was not the case with the general movement begun by Judas. According to Josephus, he laid the foundations of the Zealot movement within Judaism, a movement that would grow to such proportions that in less than twenty-five years after Gamaliel's speech, it would initiate all-out war with the Romans.

5:38-39 Gamaliel's point is clear (vv. 38-39). God will work out his will. A movement that has his backing will prevail. Otherwise it will abort. So leave these men alone, lest you find yourselves fighting God. At this point in time Gamaliel might also have been concerned about their finding themselves fighting the Jewish populace. In any event he enunciated a sound rabbinic principle: “Any assembling together that is for the sake of Heaven shall in the end be established, but any that is not for the sake of Heaven shall not in the end be established.”135 Gamaliel's advice was sound and yet also a bit ironical. Already his counsel was finding fulfillment—in the growing Christian community, in their signs and wonders, in their escape from jail just the night before. It had become obvious whose side God was on. Already the Council were finding themselves fighters against God.

5:40 The Sanhedrin concurred with Gamaliel's advice. Again they released the apostles, but this time with a flogging. The flogging referred to was the customary punishment used as a warning not to persist in an offense. It consisted of thirty-nine lashes, often referred to as the forty less one (cf. 2 Cor 11:24). Based on the provision for forty stripes given in Deut 25:3, the practice had developed of only giving thirty-nine in the event of miscounting, preferring to err on the side of clemency rather than severity. It was still a cruel punishment. With bared chest and in a kneeling position, one was beaten with a tripled strap of calf hide across both chest and back, two on the back for each stripe across the chest. Men were known to have died from the ordeal.136 As before, the apostles were warned not to continue their witness in Jesus' name. This time the warning was reinforced with somewhat stronger persuasion.

(3) Release and Witness (5:41-42)

41The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name. 42Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.

5:41-42 The apostles were not persuaded. They would continue to obey God rather than men. In fact, they rejoiced at having suffered for the name, very much in accord with the beatitude of their Lord (Luke 6:22f.). And the witness to the name continued—publicly in the temple and privately in the homes of the Christians. Luke seems to have used a common Greek rhetorical construction in v. 42 called a chiasm, which is most easily pictured as an A-B-B-A pattern. In the temple (A) and in homes (B), the apostles taught (B) and preached the gospel (A). Teaching was the task within the Christian fellowship, preaching the public task in the temple grounds. If there is any significance to his using such a device, it would be to give emphasis to the beginning and concluding elements. Their witness, their preaching of the gospel, was their primary task and occupation.
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100Deut 13:5; 17:7,12; 19:19; 21:21; 22:21,24; 24:7. Cf. 1 Cor 5:13.

101J. A. Fitzmyer, “Jewish Christianity,” 243.

102So J. Munck, The Acts of the Apostles, rev. by W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, AB (Garden City: Doubleday, 1967), 41; Robertson, WP 3:61.

103See n. 90.

104The same can be said for P. Menoud's view (“La Mort d'Ananias et Sapphira,” see n. 90) that the story developed from the first deaths in the church and the consternation this created for the Christians who expected to still be alive at the Parousia. Luke's concern was not with deaths but with breach of fellowship, and the text must be dealt with in that light, i.e., in its context.

105There are other penalty miracles in Acts, but none are so severe. Elymas the magician lost his sight but only “for a time” (13:11); the sons of Sceva took a beating and lost their clothing, but that is all (19:16), though Herod's death and worm-eaten state could possibly be considered a penalty miracle (12:19b-23).

106Paul attributed deaths within the Corinthian community to a breach of fellowship and did not imply any loss of salvation (1 Cor 11:30).

107Verse 12a reads literally, “Many signs and wonders happened through the hands of the apostles.” Luke's wording was carefully chosen. Peter made clear that he himself did not heal the lame man (3:12); the apostles were merely the agents through whom God worked his miracles.

108A number of scholars have wanted to see “the rest” of v. 13 as referring to the Jewish officials, emending [image: image] to “Levites” (Hilgenfeld) or “elders” (C. C. Torrey), or “rulers” (M. Dibelius). Often this is combined with the view that [image: image] should be translated “seize,” giving the meaning that they dared not arrest the Christians for fear of their popularity with the people. See C. C. Torrey, “The ‘Rest’ in Acts v. 13,” ExpTim 46 (1934-35): 428-29; D. Schwarz, “Non-Joining Sympathizers (Acts 5, 13-14),” Bib 64 (1983): 550-55.

109P. W. van der Horst, “Peter's Shadow: The Religio-Historical Background of Acts v. 15,” NTS 23 (1977): 204-12.

110This Markan pericope is not paralleled in Luke's Gospel.

111Any source analysis of Acts tends to be fairly subjective since there are no parallel sources to be compared with it as is the case with the Synoptics. See the discussion in the introduction.

112This stress on the narrative development rather than on sources is effectively made by E. Haenchen, Acts, 254-56.

1130ne Old Latin manuscript reads Annas for the participle [image: image], which begins v. 17, thus rendering “Annas the High Priest,” and Moffatt follows that variant in his translation. This is very much in keeping with Luke's designation of Annas as high priest in 4:6, but it is too poorly attested to adopt.

114Josephus used the term “philosophies” to describe the three major parties within contemporary Judaism—the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes (Ant. 18.11). The rather awkward phrase “the existing sect” ([image: image]) appears in v. 17, which seems to mean the local sect in accordance with the usage elsewhere in Acts for [image: image] (cf. 14:13; 28:17).

115[image: image] could refer either to the “public jail” or to their being put “in jail publicly.”

116If it was the same prison in which Peter was later confined, two doors were involved (12:10).

117The Greek word [image: image] means messenger. In Acts angels are God's messengers, speaking his words, performing his acts of deliverance—cf. 8:26; 10:3; 12:7,23. Note also how consistently in Acts miraculous escapes from prison took place at night—12:6; cf. 16:25.

118In Acts the terms “salvation” and “life” are virtually synonymous. Cf. “life” in 3:15; 11:18; 13:46 with “salvation” in 4:12; 11:14; 15:11; 16:17,30f.

119Luke used two expressions for the council in 21b, the “Sanhedrin” and the “full assembly ([image: image]) of the elders of Israel.” Some scholars argue that Luke referred here to two separate judicial bodies, but the terms are most likely parallel expressions for a single body, as the NIV indicates by the use of dashes.

120In the period after the fall of Jerusalem (post A.D. 70), Christians were placed by Pharisaic orthodoxy under a formal curse or ban (the birkat ha minim), and uttering the name of Jesus was indeed considered blasphemy. It was scrupulously avoided in the rabbinic writings.

121Jeremias's theory for the necessity of a preliminary trial informing the defendant of his culpability has been critiqued by B. Reicke (Glaube und Leben, 105ff.), who pointed out that such a law applied only in capital offenses. However, Jeremias's main point still seems to apply. In the first trial the Sanhedrin had no formal charges to make. In the second they did—the apostles had transgressed their interdiction. See J. Jeremias, “Untersuchungen zum Quellenproblem der Apostelgeschichte,” ZNW 36 (1937): 208-13.

122R. Pesch, Apostelgeschichte 1:216.

123An excellent summary of the use and abuse of this saying throughout Christian history is given by Pesch (ibid., 1:222-24).

124Peter did not here use Deut 21:22f. to develop the idea of Christ's becoming a curse for us, although that idea seems to be present in 1 Pet 2:24 and is fully developed by Paul in Gal 3:13. Compare further uses in Acts 10:39; 13:29. For the form of text behind the citations, see M. Wilcox, “Upon the Tree—Deut. 21:22-23 in the New Testament,” JBL 96 (1977): 85-99.

125Antiquities 18.17.

126In Acts the Pharisees are generally depicted as fairly sympathetic toward the Christians, in marked contrast to the picture in the Gospels, though in Luke the Pharisees played no real role in the crucifixion of Jesus. In Acts the Sadducees were the ones who mounted the real opposition, as here. See J. T. Sanders, The Jews in Luke-Acts (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 94-101.

127On the origins of the parties, see T. W. Manson, “Sadducee and Pharisee—The Origin and Significance of the Names,” BJRL 22 (1938): 144-59.

128Beginnings 4:60.

129M. Sota 9:15.

130Josephus spoke of the sons of Judas the Galilean in the paragraph immediately following his account of Theudas (Ant. 20.102). It is sometimes argued that Luke used this section of Josephus and confused the sons with the father. This solves the problem of sequence between Theudas and Judas but raises others, not least of which would be a very late date for Acts. (Ant. was published in A.D. 93.) Though it often has been maintained, it is not likely Luke used Josephus. Where their matter overlaps, no literary relationship can be shown. For an entirely different solution, which would move the historical setting of Gamaliel's speech to chap. 12 (ca. A.D. 44), see J. W. Swain, “Gamaliel's Speech and Caligula's Statue,” HTR 37 (1944): 341-49.

131E.g., E. Haenchen, Acts, 257; H. Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, trans. J. Limburg, A. Kraabel, and D. Juel, Her (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), 42.

132Theudas is most likely a shortened form of a Greek name such as Theodotus or Theodosius, meaning Gift of God. Jews often adopted such Greek names that corresponded etymologically to their given Hebrew names. Hebrew names corresponding to Theodotus would be such common ones as Jonathan, Nathaniel, and Matthias. See C. J. Hemer, The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 1989), 162-63, n. 5. A similar argument sees Theudas as a possible Aramaic nickname meaning witness; P. Winter, “Miszellen zur Apostelgeschichte. 1. Acta 5, 36: Theudas,” ExpTim 17 (1957): 398-99.

133Antiquities 17.269, 285.

134Antiquities 18.4-10; 18.23; 20.102; War 2.433; 7.253. See M. Black, “Judas of Galilee and Josephus's ‘Fourth Philosophy,’” Josephus-Studien (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1974), 45-54.

135M. Abot 4:11.

136M. Mak. 3:10-14. In some instances less than thirty-nine stripes were prescribed, with the sole provision that the number had to be divisible by three (in order to get the proportion of chest to back stripes to come out right). There is no reason to see less than the customary thirty-nine being given to the apostles.
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