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Acts 

Pathways of Discipleship Bible Survey 

Title, Author, and Date 

 It is possible that the book of Acts originally had no title 

 Some manuscripts add “of the Apostles”; however, book could be more accurately described as “The Acts of the 

Holy Spirit through the Apostles” 

 Written by Luke, Acts is a sequel to Luke’s Gospel; both are addressed to Theophilus 

 Luke was Paul’s close friend and accompanied him on various journeys 

 Date: likely in the early 60s AD, before the end of Paul’s first Roman imprisonment 

Themes/Features/Characteristics of Luke 

 Purpose 

 In Acts, Luke seeks to provide an account of the continuation of Jesus’ work through the Holy Spirit in the 

early church 

 Other purposes 

 Highlight Paul’s contributions to the spread of Christianity 

 Demonstrate the innocence of Christians as they faced various accusations 

 Luke wrote to edify Christians by recounting how God’s plan, coming to fulfillment in Jesus, had continued 

to unfold in the history of the early church 

 By linking the work of Jesus (in the Gospel of Luke) with the work of the Holy Spirit (in Acts), Luke gives 

every Christian who reads his two volumes assurance that faith is grounded in the acts of God in history and 

that the message we believe is indeed sent from God 

 Geography 

 Rome and Antioch dominate Acts; they are two of the centers of missions 

 People 

 Most of the biographical information is about Peter and Paul 

 The speeches of these men and others are given prominence 

 Some of the speeches/messages are evangelistic, some are personal defenses, some are challenges to 

congregations, some deal with the church and internal disagreements 

 Key People 

 Peter: one of the Twelve 

 John: one of the Twelve, known as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” 

 James: one of the Twelve; first of the disciples to die for his faith in Christ 

 Stephen: one of the men appointed as a manager of food distribution in the early church; martyred for 

his faith 

 Philip: one of the men appointed as a manager of food distribution in the early church; one of the first 

missionaries to Samaria 
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 Paul: New Testament writer and missionary; originally named Saul; early persecutor of the church 

before his conversion 

 Barnabas: name means “Son of Encouragement”; traveled as a missionary with Paul and then with John 

Mark 

 Cornelius: Roman officer; one of the first Gentile Christians 

 Timothy: Paul’s assistant; later became a pastor in Ephesus 

 Lydia: believer and hostess to Paul and Silas; seller of purple cloth 

 Silas: served as a missionary; involved in the ministries of Paul and Timothy and Peter 

 Apollos: Alexandrian preacher who ministered in Achaia; instructed by Aquilla and Priscilla 

 Felix: Roman governor of Judea; kept Paul in prison for two years 

 Festus: succeeded Felix as governor; reviewed Paul’s case with Herod Agrippa II 

 Herod Agrippa II: responded to the gospel with sarcasm when dealing with Paul’s case 

 Luke: medical physician who traveled with Paul; author of the book 

 Style 

 Acts is written as a work of history, but it is history with a theological purpose 

 Focus is on how the gospel spread from Jerusalem to Rome 

 It is a missionary document, showing the preaching of the gospel, the formation of the church, and the 

spread of the church in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and throughout the world 

 The story of the spread of the gospel is abbreviated for the sake of space 

 Two major sections based upon Peter (Acts 1-12) and Paul (Acts 13-28) 

 Contents 

 Early Church 

 Though the church is prominent, little effort is made to describe the inner workings of the church (i.e. 

methods of worship and governance) 

 Seems to be that, at the beginning, they met together in small groups; entrance into the church is by 

baptism with water 

 Focus on the unity of the church 

 The church gradually moved from its roots in Jerusalem and Judaism to encompass the surrounding area 

full of Gentiles 

 The church was a sending agent, concerned with the spreading of the Gospel 

 The Plan of God 

 The outworking of God’s plan is an overarching theme in Luke/Acts 

 The plan is to bring salvation to the “ends of the earth” and is fulfilled in Jesus and the ongoing witness 

of the church 

 God’s plan, Luke writes, centers on two critical events: the crucifixion of Jesus and the inclusion of 

Gentles in salvation 

 Acts is “salvation history” 

 Luke shows that the events in Acts happen according to the will and purpose of God, in fulfillment of 

Scripture, that the life of the church is directed by God, and that the power of God was seen through 

signs and wonders 
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 The Message and the Mission 

 The message, seen in the speeches scattered throughout the book, is primarily concerned with the fact 

that Jesus, who had been raised from the dead after being put to death by the Jews, had been declared to 

be the Jewish Messiah and the Lord, and hence the source of salvation; only through Him is forgiveness 

from sins offered; the gift of the Holy Spirit had come to the church 

 The mission of taking the message to the world began with a small band of believers gathered in 

Jerusalem; under the power and direction of the Spirit, they became witnesses to Jesus and gathered 

more people to Him; persecution led to their dispersion and the spreading of the message; Paul was a 

prominent figure in the mission 

 The Presence of the Future 

 Early Christians understood that the “last days” had come 

 Prophets had taught that this period was one in which God would fulfill His promises by saving His 

people and judging their enemies 

 Luke shows that the ultimate judgment still lies ahead, but that the early Christians were already living 

in the “last days” 

 Salvation 

 Considered by most to be the central theme in Luke and Acts 

 The disciples initially expected salvation to mean the restoration of an earthly kingdom to Israel (1:6) 

 Jesus did not deny this, but it becomes clear that the saving power of the Kingdom of God is realized in 

the forgiveness of sins offered in the gospel proclamation 

 2:21; 2:47b; 4:12; 5:31; 13:23; 13:26; 13:47; 16:31; 28:28 

 The Word of God 

 Acts highlights the power of the word of God; Luke credits this power for the growth and strength in 

the church 

 The Word, for Luke, is especially the message about God’s gracious redemption through Jesus Christ 

 Though he gives focus to apostolic preaching, he emphasizes that spiritual transformation takes place 

only as the apostles are faithful witnesses to the Word 

 The Holy Spirit 

 Theme in both Luke and Acts 

 References to the Spirit “coming upon” or “filling” people 

 Spirit has been poured out to empower the church and spread the gospel 

 The People of God 

 Luke makes it clear that the people of God, whether Jew or Gentile, are those who believe in His Son 

Jesus and receive His Holy Spirit; they are “Christians,” followers of Christ 

 Progress Despite Opposition 

 Just like Jesus, the church and its message face great opposition 

 Begins with mockery at Pentecost, continues with attempts by the Sanhedrin to keep them quiet, 

includes the death of the first martyr, Stephen; James is also killed; came from the Jewish people and 

Roman establishment 

 Two important facts emerge as the Christians face opposition 

 They are called to stand firm and be faithful 
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 They refuse to stop preaching, etc. 

 Opposition becomes an occasion for evangelism 

 The Word of God continues progressing in spite of the opposition 

 The hand of God remains on the missionaries even through their persecution; does not remove 

them  

Outline 
I. The Beginning of the Church (1:1-2:47) 

II. The church and Jewish authorities (3:1-5:42) 

III. The church begins to expand (6:1-9:31) 

IV. The beginning of the Gentile mission (9:32-12:25) 

V. The mission to Asia Minor and its aftermath (13:1-15:35) 

VI. Paul’s missionary campaign in Macedonia and Achaia (15:36-18:17) 

VII. Paul’s missionary campaign in Asia (18:18-20:38) 

VIII. Paul’s arrest and imprisonment (21:1-28:31) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Resources 

John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Handbook 
Zondervan Handbook to the Bible 
Lea and Black: The New Testament: Its Background and Message 
Carson and Moo: An Introduction to the New Testament 
Lecture Notes from Liberty Theological Seminary, Dr. Donald Fowler 
Holman Illustrated Study Bible 
John MacArthur: The MacArthur Bible Commentary 
Robert H. Gundry: A Survey of the New Testament 
Rose Publishing: Deluxe Then and Now Bible Maps 
Andreas J. Kostenberger: Encountering John 
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