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Introduction to Acts

The book of Acts can be summarised in just three words: God’s unstoppable mission. The narrative covers the first three decades of the numeric and geographic expansion of Jesus’s first followers. As readers, we observe Jesus ascend to heaven and pour out his Spirit, and we wait with bated breath to see what will become of this fledgling movement of followers. Luke charts the miracles; the social care; the spread of the word and the growth of the church; the persecution, opposition and trials. 

One writer notes, ‘Taken simply as a tale of adventure, it is by far the most action-packed book in the New Testament.’1 But of course, it is so much more. As we reach the end of the book, the apostle Paul has reached the capital of the Empire. Though he is chained, the word is not. God’s unstoppable mission keeps going to the end and invites us to become the next instalment, witnessing to the transforming power of the risen Lord.

The book of Acts gives the contemporary reader great confidence that wherever we are and whatever we face, the one enthroned in heaven is still at work, through his people, empowered by his Spirit, to transform lives. In this brief introduction we are going to look at some of the main issues and themes before we move into the commentary on the text.

1. Author and date

The earliest tradition of the church claims that Luke, the doctor and co-worker of Paul (Colossians 4:14; Philemon 24), was the author of both the third Gospel and the book of Acts.2 Luke himself was not an apostle nor an eyewitness to the resurrection, but he was a close travelling companion of Paul.3 This connection likely gave him access to other apostles who were able to inform his account. This makes him a reliable source in recounting the story of the early church.

As to when Luke wrote his account, we cannot be completely certain. There are, however, some clues to help us. For example, Luke makes no mention of the outcome of Paul’s trial, the increased persecution of Christians under Nero or the Jewish war culminating in the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem in AD 70. There is therefore a strong case to be made for dating Luke’s account to a period before all these events, and shortly after Paul’s Roman imprisonment – AD 62–4.4 

However, a number of other scholars date Acts to the AD 70s or 80s, based on the material in Luke 21 which appears to refer to the events of AD 70.5 This would require us to read Luke 21 with the perspective that the events described had already occurred, which is by no means certain. If this were the case, it would seem strange to find no other mention of these events in the rest of Luke–Acts. As Darrell Bock concludes, ‘Either Acts is written so much after AD 70 that these issues are no longer worth noting … or it is written before it. On balance, the latter is more likely.’6

2. Audience and purpose

The primary addressee of Luke’s two-volume work was an individual described as ‘most excellent Theophilus’ (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). He is one who has already received some measure of teaching (Luke 1:4), and Luke’s account is designed to provide greater certainty. The work therefore has both apologetic and didactic intent.

Luke’s self-stated aim in his two-volume work is to provide Theophilus with ‘certainty’ concerning the things he had been taught.7 Luke is at pains to demonstrate he has carefully investigated and ordered his material (Luke 1:1–4).8 Given Luke’s emphases, the ‘certainty’ would appear to be around the message of salvation and the legitimacy of the Gentile mission.9 We can see this in the repeated summary statements regarding the spread of the word, or the repeated portrayal of the legal innocence of ‘the Way’. Luke is providing an apologia for Christianity. He is keen to demonstrate that the Gentile church is not a dangerous sect, but rather emerged ‘in continuity from a faithful and restored Israel’.10

One way Luke provides assurance to his readership is through repetition, or what has been termed ‘functional redundancy’.11 Repetition highlights significant events or messages. We see this most notably in the conversion accounts of Paul (Acts 9; 22; 26) and Cornelius (Acts 10; 11; 15) and the call to Gentile mission (Acts 13:46; 18:6; 28:28). In this way, Luke further demonstrates the legitimacy of ‘the Way’ to both Jewish and Gentile audiences.

Another key feature of Luke’s narrative is his summary statements, charting the progress of the word. Growth and persecution walk hand in hand through the account. Luke’s summary statements appear in the following places:


• Acts 6:7 – ‘so the word of God spread’

• Acts 9:31 – ‘the church throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria enjoyed a time of peace and was strengthened … it increased in numbers’

• Acts 12:24 – ‘the word of God continued to spread’

• Acts 16:5 – ‘the churches were strengthened in the faith and grew daily in numbers’

• Acts 19:20 – ‘the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power’



These statements in part advance the plotline, but they also demonstrate that God’s hand was upon the church to advance the mission and protect against opposition.12 Luke’s main interest in the selection and ordering of his material is the ministries of Peter and Paul, and the expansion of the church from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth.13

In summary, Luke’s concern is with all that Jesus is continuing to do and teach, through his church empowered by the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:1–8). The apostolic message is credible, urgent and inclusive. Salvation is for all, in fulfilment of Israel’s Scriptures.14 It extends to the poor, the sick, the possessed, the outcast and those previously excluded.15 The church, in the power of the Spirit, is fulfilling the vocation given to Israel to be a light to the nations.

3. Structure and outline

Acts 1:8 provides us with the major structural outline that the book follows. The disciples were to wait in Jerusalem until they received the Holy Spirit. They were then to be witnesses in Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. We can trace this movement through Acts as follows:


• Acts 1–7: in Jerusalem

• Acts 8–9: in Judea and Samaria

• Acts 10–28: to the ends of the earth



The third section can be further divided into ever-expanding missionary circuits which start and finish (mostly) in Antioch.


• Acts 13–14: First missionary circuit

• Acts 16–18: Second missionary circuit

• Acts 19–21: Third missionary journey ending in Jerusalem

• Acts 22–8: From Jerusalem to Rome – the custody narratives



As can be seen, a significant amount of space is given to the custody narratives which run from Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem (Acts 22) to the end of the book as Paul awaits trial before Caesar (Acts 28). Commentators debate the reason why so much space is devoted to Paul’s trial and accompanying speeches. As already noted, Luke is keen to demonstrate the innocence of ‘the Way’ for his readership. In addition, we note the truth of Paul’s statement to the churches in Lystra, Iconium and Antioch: ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22). The Christian life is not triumphalist, devoid of sickness, suffering or persecution. Believers in every place should expect trials and opposition if they are standing faithfully for Christ. 

Around one-third of the material in Acts is given over to speeches.16 Peter delivers eight speeches; Paul delivers nine speeches; and other speeches are given by Stephen (7:2–53), James (15:13–21) and other officials.17 The speeches serve to provide the reader not just with historical events, but also with the theology of the gospel. Luke is both a historian and a theologian.18 He is not merely recounting historical events but also intends his narrative to have an impact in evangelising and discipling others. 

4. Major themes

God’s sovereign purpose and plan

The plan and purpose of God features prominently in the book, driving the narrative forward. This is in continuity with the opening of Luke’s Gospel where we see mention of ‘waiting for the consolation of Israel’ (Luke 2:25) and ‘looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38). On several occasions we see reference to the plan/purpose (boulē) as evidence of the divine hand behind the events of the narrative.

On the day of Pentecost, Peter speaks of Jesus’s death occurring in fulfilment of God’s ‘deliberate plan [boulē] and foreknowledge’ (Acts 2:23). In Acts 4:28, as the believers pray on the release of Peter and John from custody, they too refer to Jesus’s death: ‘They did what your power and will [boulē] had decided beforehand should happen.’ God’s sovereign purpose enables the believers to have confidence as they continue to speak boldly in Jesus’s name. In Paul’s farewell to the Ephesian elders, he assures them that he has not failed to declare to them ‘the whole will [boulēn] of God’ (Acts 20:27). In Acts 21, Paul receives a prophecy from Agabus of the trouble that awaits him in Jerusalem. He reiterates his resolution to go, to which those with Paul said, ‘The Lord’s will be done’ (Acts 21:14). Elsewhere, the little Greek word dei (‘it is necessary’) appears twenty-eight times in Luke–Acts to demonstrate the present fulfilment of God’s plan and purpose.19

God is portrayed as the almighty ruler of all creation, to whom allegiance is owed. He is described in the following ways: the one who ‘made the heavens and the earth’ (Acts 4:24; 14:15); ‘the earth is [his] footstool’ (Acts 7:49); he ‘made the world and everything in it … he made all the nations … he marked out their appointed times’ (Acts 17:24, 26). He is the King of kings and the Lord of lords, and there is no other name under heaven by which men may be saved (Acts 4:12). The God of Israel is also the God of the nations. And we see repeatedly that the God of the whole earth desires the good news to be taken to the whole earth (Acts 1:8; 3:25; 13:47). As Squires notes, the ‘scope of this divine plan is cosmic and universal’.20

As we read Luke’s summary statements concerning the spread of the word, we see the divine hand directing the events. As Bock says, ‘At key junctures God enables, directs, protects, and orchestrates.’21 This all lends credence to Luke’s apologia for the identity and mission of Jesus and the early church as the gospel is taken to the Gentiles. As Chris Green notes, God is the one ‘who plans and guides the route the gospel takes from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth, and if Acts has a hero at all, it is God’.22 We may wish to go further (as the next sections will argue) and say that the hero of Acts is God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As Squires puts it, the ‘plan of God is an important way by which Luke nurtures and equips the church of his time for its God-given task’.23

Jesus Christ – risen and exalted

For the attentive reader of Acts, what is particularly striking is Jesus’s ubiquitous presence throughout the narrative. The opening chapters (even the opening words) set the scene for Jesus’s active and present rule. In Acts 1:1 Luke speaks of ‘all that Jesus began to do and teach’. This immediately implies that Jesus, in Acts, is continuing to ‘do and teach’, albeit from heaven.24 In Acts 1 we see Jesus’s ascension into heaven, and the events and speech of Acts 2 inform the reader of Jesus’s current place and status. Peter’s speech on the day of Pentecost tells us that Jesus is risen and exalted to the right hand of God (Acts 2:32–3). Peter’s conclusion is, ‘God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Messiah’ (Acts 2:36).

As the narrative progresses, we see repeatedly that Jesus is no absent king, enthroned but distant from his people. The first Christian martyr, Stephen, sees Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55–6). Jesus appears to Paul at various points in his own journey, promising his presence with him (Acts 9:3–6; 18:9–10; 23:11). 

Jesus is described as the one who will restore all things at the eschaton (Acts 3:21) and who will also be the judge of all (Acts 17:31). There is therefore an urgency in calling people to repent and turn to him as the one who has power to condemn and acquit. 

At numerous points, the name ‘Lord’ is used interchangeably to refer to God and Jesus.25 The one enthroned at the right hand of the Father is no less than God the Son, fully divine and worthy of worship. Chris Green is right in observing the following: ‘To put it starkly, Luke claims to be writing not the Acts of the Apostles, nor even the Acts of the Holy Spirit, but volume two of the Acts of Jesus.’26

The Holy Spirit (and the spirit world)

The Holy Spirit is clearly a key character in Acts, but we must also note the wider context of a spiritual realm if we are to understand Luke’s portrayal of him and his work. It is worth recalling Luke’s wider purpose – to provide ‘certainty’ to his reader.27 The Spirit proves himself to be the true Spirit of God amid the other spiritual forces at work in the Graeco–Roman world. The Spirit speaks, fills, acts upon and empowers the main characters in the advance of the narrative.28 

Just as the Spirit gave miraculous conceptions to Elizabeth and Mary (Luke 1–2), so too he brings forth the birth of the new covenant community (Acts 2). The Spirit empowered Jesus’s ministry and he empowers the ministry of Jesus’s eyewitnesses. At each new junction in the narrative (geographical and social), the Spirit brings fresh empowerment as the orchestrator of the mission. George Bonnah says, ‘The Holy Spirit directs, determines and legitimates almost all that the narrator writes about in the Acts of the Apostles.’29 The Spirit points away from himself and towards Jesus as the risen and exalted Messiah.

We can see this most clearly in the early chapters of Acts. At Pentecost the Spirit descends upon Jesus’s apostles. They are then empowered to be witnesses to the gospel, and the work of the Spirit is multifaceted. The Holy Spirit enables them to speak with great boldness (Acts 4:8, 31). He empowers ministries of compassion (Acts 6:5). The Spirit strengthens and encourages the church (Acts 9:31). The Holy Spirit directs and even blocks missionary endeavour (Acts 13:2; 16:6). The Spirit warns of hardship (Acts 20:23). And the Holy Spirit appoints overseers (Acts 20:28).

At this point we must also consider the other spiritual forces at work that appear to compete with the Spirit of God. We see such encounters with Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8:9–24); Elymas the sorcerer (Acts 13:6–12); the girl with the python spirit (Acts 16:16–23); and the seven sons of Sceva (Acts 19:11–20). At each point there is a threat to the gospel from another spiritual force. 

In the ancient world it was easy to group all spiritual forces together. Magic and miracle were dangerously close to one another in the syncretistic culture of Luke’s day.30 Luke’s concern is to bring clarity where there may have been confusion. Magicians – portrayed as ‘diabolical agents – are the perfect vehicle for Luke to illustrate Satan’s impotence in the period after Jesus’s exaltation to glory’, as Susan Garrett puts it.31 Luke, with his skilful characterisation of magic (in its source, efficacy and motive), demonstrates that Christ has bound the ‘strong man’ (Luke 11:21–2) and therefore magic is to be repudiated and Christ’s name extolled (Acts 19:17–19).

Readers are left in no doubt that the source of magic is the devil. The efficacy of magic, while real, is no match for the power of the risen Christ. The motive of magic is one of self-promotion and self-interest. The Holy Spirit is the only one who can bring real healing, life and transformation.

At this point it is worth providing a general comment on the role of the miraculous in Acts. At numerous points in the narrative we see the apostles perform signs and wonders, we see examples of prophecy and tongues-speech, and we see angelic appearances. Since the rise of Pentecostalism in the twentieth century, many have seen such things as desirable and normative for the church today. However, we must remember the unique position of the apostles as eyewitnesses to the resurrected Christ. The signs and wonders authenticated them, as Paul makes clear in 2 Corinthians 12:12. The miracles performed mirror those done by Jesus, and demonstrate them to be his authorised witnesses.32 In the history of God’s redemptive work we see clusters of miracles at significant moments – Moses and the Exodus, the ministries of Elijah and Elisha, and around Jesus and his apostles. Therefore, we need to be careful to read the narrative within its redemptive historical context, recognising the unique authority of the apostles.33 

Similarly, it will be argued that tongues-speech serves a particular purpose for Luke in authenticating both the apostolic witness and, in the post-Pentecost narrative, mission to controversial people groups. Many of the things recorded serve to demonstrate the fulfilment of Joel 2:28–32 cited in Acts 2:17–21. Prophecy, too, serves a purpose for the church in the era before the apostolic teachings are written down and circulated, later becoming canonical. We must remember that in the first three decades of the church’s life they were without the collected writings that we call the New Testament. It is notable that in the post-apostolic era the command of Paul in the pastoral epistles is to teach the things passed on by the apostles. We will explore these themes more fully at the relevant points in the commentary.

The church – Jews and Gentiles

One of the distinctive differences between Luke’s Gospel and Acts is the birth of the church. That small band of disciples explodes at Pentecost and, with Jesus ascended into heaven, organises itself around the apostles as a new ekklesia. As Bosch notes:

There is no church in Luke’s gospel, only ‘disciples’ … One might say that what distinguishes Acts from the gospel is the church … The Lordship of Christ is not exercised in a vacuum but in the concrete historical circumstances of community which lives under the direction of the Spirit.34

The early chapters of Acts provide two summaries of the life of the early church (Acts 2:42–7; 4:32–7). We are provided with a picture of a church devoted to the apostles’ teaching, to fellowship, to prayer and to the breaking of bread. They exercise radical generosity in meeting the needs of one another. We see the church tackling serious immorality (Acts 5:1–10) and structuring itself to meet the needs of the community (Acts 6:1–7). 

It is impossible to read Acts without perceiving the tension that runs throughout between Jew and Gentile. As the gospel reaches into Samaritan then Gentile territory, the relationships between these groups become strained, requiring apostolic intervention (Acts 8:14–17; 11:1–18; 15:1–33). 

Perhaps most significantly we see Gentiles welcomed into the church, with the conversion story of Cornelius taking up two whole chapters. Things are not entirely straightforward, however, as Jewish and Graeco–Roman cultures clash. In Acts 15 we see the church wrestling over the issue of circumcision and how Jewish Law ought to be applied to Gentile converts. The Jerusalem consultation (and the accompanying letter to the churches) is one of the most significant moments in the book. The early Christian leaders did not want to make it difficult for Gentiles turning to God, yet they wanted these Gentiles to exercise sensitivity towards the new Jewish brothers and sisters in Christ (Act 15:19–21).

It is important to note that Luke does not see the church as the replacement for Israel as the people of God. Rather, he sees the ingrafting of Gentiles as the fulfilment of God’s plan for Israel.35 It is because the Messiah has come to bring restoration and refreshing that Israel can fulfil her vocation to be a light to the nations. The new covenant people of God are thus made up of Jew and Gentile, united by the Spirit under the Lordship of Christ.

As the mission grew, churches were planted and Paul and Barnabas appointed elders in every church (Acts 14:23). In Acts 20, we see Paul charge the elders of the church at Ephesus. They were to be the overseers in the absence of the apostle. Their role was to preserve the apostolic teaching. This is how the church was to be provided for and protected in the post-apostolic era. Thus the organic and organised elements of ecclesial life are both seen as important.

Acts presents a picture of a dynamic movement of disciples, not without difficulties but distinctive in their countercultural boldness and compassion. They met in the Temple courts and house to house (Acts 2:46). They broke bread in homes and organised themselves under deacons and elders.36 The large and the small, and the organic and organised, were all part of the life of the early church as they sought to encourage one another and bear witness to those around them. They understood themselves to be local communities on mission for Christ.37 

The mission

One of the big themes in the book of Acts is that of mission. Jesus’s first followers were instructed to be his witnesses (Acts 1:8), something the early churches took seriously. Bosch notes, ‘The noun “witness(es)” (martyrs/martyres) occurs thirteen times in Acts but only once in Luke’s gospel … In Acts, “witness” becomes the appropriate term for “mission.”’38 

We can see from Acts that the theme of mission or ‘witness’ is broad and varied. Goheen states, ‘Witness defines the people of God in the entirety of their lives – all of life is witness!’39 It clearly involved their verbal witness and preaching (Acts 2:14–39; 4:31; 8:4). It involved the strategic planting of churches (Acts 14:21–8). It also involved deeds of compassion (Acts 6:1–7; 9:36–9). And it also involved a countercultural way of living which attracted the favour and interest of those around them (Acts 2:47). With the pouring out of God’s Spirit, the ‘witness’ become democratised – something the whole community was drawn into, everyone playing their part.40

We also see variety in the apostolic approach to preaching, Paul being the most obvious example. In Pisidian Antioch he gave a history of God’s dealings with Israel (Acts 13:16–41). In Athens he appealed to the God of creation (Acts 17:22–31). This sensitive contextualisation is a distinctive feature of the mission which reaches priests and slave girls. It is a good reminder to us to think carefully about how we can best reach our own communities with the good news of Jesus Christ.

Transformed people came together to form a new community – the church, a group with a constantly outward orientation that refused to be drawn in on itself. The church is constantly looking out at the needs of the least and the lost. Mission is an ‘ecclesial enterprise’ and every believer a ‘missionary’.41

Salvation and the gospel 

The word ‘salvation’ (sōzō) has a range of meanings in Acts, including rescue, healing and the bringing of eternal life, with the latter being the most common.42 The most striking feature of this message of salvation is that it is a free gift, given in grace, received by faith (Acts 15:11). Nothing needs to be added to earn salvation. Repentance and faith are all that is required (Acts 2:38; 16:31). As we have noted, this message was for Jew and Gentile alike (Acts 11:14). There were no boundaries as to who may receive the gift.

This was the basic apostolic message of salvation – repent and believe for the forgiveness of your sins. This is still the church’s message today. Peterson states, ‘Salvation is essentially status reversal for Luke. The kingdom of God displaces other kingdoms, drawing Jews and Gentiles, even social outcasts, into a new community around Jesus.’43 Nearly one hundred years ago C. H. Dodd identified five elements that are common in the apostolic gospel:44


• It is the age of fulfilment (Acts 2:16; 3:18; 13:26)

• Achieved by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus (Acts 2:23; 4:10–11; 10:39–40; 13:28–30)

• Who is now exalted to the right hand of the Father (Acts 2:32–6; 3:15; 5:31–2; 10:40–41)

• And will one day return as judge (Acts 3:20–21; 17:31)

• So repent and believe (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 13:39; 17:30)



Green’s summary of the message overlaps and simplifies Dodd’s. The repeated elements identified are ‘you killed him, God raised him, we saw him, so repent’.45 This is the core of the gospel message that is adapted to different audiences. The apostolic preaching was characterised by boldness and the call for response. Thompson describes the apostolic preaching as ‘response oriented’ rather than ‘response driven’. They were not adapting the message to get a favourable response; indeed, the response was often mixed, yet a clear call to repentance was a critical element in the faithful preaching of the gospel.46

It is sometimes suggested that atonement theology is absent from the book of Acts. While it is true that the resurrection, ascension and exaltation of Christ are prominent, it is not true to say there is no reference to the atoning death of Christ. In Acts 8:32–5 Philip helps the Ethiopian eunuch understand that Isaiah 53 was about the atoning death of Christ. In Acts 20:28 Paul describes God’s church as ‘bought with his own blood’, which strongly suggests redemption through substitutionary atonement. Further, language of Christ setting us free from sin and justifying us (Acts 13:38–9) and the necessity of his suffering (Acts 17:3) would also point to Jesus’s atoning death being a key part of the apostolic preaching. An emphasis on the resurrection does not imply that the message of the cross was not present or prominent. Further, Paul’s writings suggest it would have occupied an important place within the speeches, of which we only have summaries, for example, 1 Corinthians 2:2. 

It is also worth noting that the gospel and conversion were not for Luke a purely individualistic act of commitment. As one friend recently commented, the gospel is not merely fire insurance! Conversion drew the convert into the life of the community and involved a radical change of life.47 As Marshall notes, ‘Whereas the gospel is often understood to be the good news of salvation, it includes the announcement of God’s judgment, a call to repentance, and a programme for a new life for the “saved” that may sharply challenge their former, sinful way of life.’48 Salvation for Luke is not simply a ‘ticket to the sky when you die’ but a whole-of-life transformation in the community of the saved.49

Ethics

Marshall notes the social and ethical elements built into the new life created by the gospel. These include the sharing of possessions, care for the needy, preaching and healing, and financial generosity.50 One of Luke’s distinctive interests is in the needs of and concern for the poor defined in socio-economic terms.51

Luke’s interest in ethics is linked closely to his understanding of mission. Mission is not simply gospel proclamation but includes the outworking of the transformed lives of the community.52 Hays notes, ‘The power of the apostles’ “testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” is linked directly by Luke to the community’s economic sharing (Acts 4:32–5). The testimony is credible because the evidence of God’s power is palpable in the community’s life.’53

Luke’s depiction of the community’s attitude towards money and possessions in particular draws on Old Testament ideals of justice and generosity. Particularly striking is the statement in Acts 4:34, that ‘there was no needy person among them’. This is almost a direct quote from Deuteronomy 15:4. Here is an idealised portrait in miniature of the renewed Israel fulfilling its God-given vocation. The church’s ‘economic relations are a practical and symbolic medium for displaying and enacting Luke’s central message of the dawning of a new age’.54

It should be noted that this is not a ‘programme’ of social mission, but rather ‘the social implications of the gospel’.55 Luke is not presenting a vision of the church interested only in social action without any need for gospel proclamation. Proclamation and ethics belong together for the people of God in their witness to the transforming power of the risen Christ. As Hays describes it, the church ‘turns the world upside down not through armed revolution but through the formation of the church as a counter-culture, an alternative witness-bearing community’.56

Persecution and suffering

Luke’s Gospel presented Jesus as man destined to suffer (Luke 24:27), and the disciples too must follow in the Master’s footsteps as they seek first the kingdom, deny self, take up their cross and follow him. In Acts we see multiple episodes of imprisonment, trial, beating, being chased out of town and even martyrdom.57 The apostles in particular continually live in the shadow of death as they remain faithful to Christ.58

The weaving together of growth and suffering cautions the modern Christian against living in an ‘over-realised eschatology’ where we think all the promises of kingdom victory can be had now. The book of Acts shows us that suffering and gospel progress walk hand in hand together. Hays says, ‘The apostolic hardships of the Acts narrative can be read as the fulfilment of Jesus’s call to surrender everything and take up the cross in order to follow him … Despite the power unleashed … Luke does not minimize suffering.’59 

As Thompson observes, ‘The Lord reigns and is accomplishing his saving purposes, yet his reign remains contested, the fulness of the kingdom is still “not yet”.’60 As Paul said when he revisited the churches he had previously planted, ‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God’ (Acts 14:22).

[image: Paragraph break image]

The attentive reader of Acts will find themselves challenged, encouraged, even inspired to persevere in ‘running the race’ of faith. While hardships await, the presence of God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – gives the church great confidence to be bold and courageous in bearing witness to the risen Lord. The task of ‘witness’ remains urgent, but Jesus is still active, through his church, empowered by his Holy Spirit. And the word of God continues to spread … 
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