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Book of Acts
Session 1: Introduction to the First Century Church

I.
The Acts of the Apostles:
The Book of Acts is a much loved and unique part of our New Testament.  It picks up the story of Jesus’ disciples after His ascension and so presents the first glance of what the New Testament Church would look like in His physical absence.  The name “Acts” is short for “Acts of the Apostles” and focuses on the works and ministry of those who walked with Jesus during His Earthly ministry and the impact that they made in the First Century world.
A. Author and Purpose:

The Author of Acts is Luke, the doctor, the same author of the Gospel of Luke.  He wrote both books with a specific purpose in mind; to give a detailed account of the story of Christianity’s birthing through the life of Jesus and then His apostles for Theophilus, an established member of the upper class who had become a believer in Jesus.

“In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven (Ac. 1:1)”

“Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us…I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught (Lk. 1:1-4).”

B. Describes the Power on the Early Church:

Subsequently, Luke’s record gives us a first hand look into the lifestyle and power that rested on the Early Church.

“They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  Everyone was filled with awe at the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles (Ac. 2:42-43).”

C. Disagreements About the Book’s Relevance: 

There are some who contest that because of the way that Acts was written it cannot be used to establish doctrine but only to tell the historical story of the Church.  Those that hold to this position also say that the power dimension that we see available to the believers in the First Century and which made abundant impact on the Church is no longer relevant because these displays were used to jump start the Church and now that we have the completed written word of God the Church doesn’t have need for the types of miracles seen in Acts.  While this stance is widely held it has no Biblical founding and is entirely based on extra Biblical ideas and experience. 

II.
Historical Significance:
We of course look at The Book of Acts as far more than a history lesson, but we must not dismiss the value that is presented in the historical record that it provides us.  This account of the First Century was written by a First Century eyewitness who gave strong attention to the details surrounding his writing; noting places, names and connecting details that give us an accurate look at the Roman world in the days of the First Century Church. 
A. Validates the Life and Ministry of Christ:

Jesus really lived, ministered and died in the region of Israel that Luke describes.  This account provides us with countless details that further validate the life of Jesus as a real person. 

“Aeneas,” Peter said to him, “Jesus Christ heals you. Get up and roll up your mat.” Immediately Aeneas got up (Ac. 9:34).”

B. Documents the Early Beginnings of the Church:

The Epistles of Paul and others all draw on the story that is told in the Book of Acts.  The story begins when the Church began, at the ascension of Jesus to Heaven, and then it goes on to tell how the good news went out through the exploits of the believers in the Early Church.  This book documents the early beginnings of the Church like no other trustworthy first century source.   

“they…asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” He said to them: “…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 (Ac. 1:6-8).”

C. Describes the Western Spread of Christianity:

The Gospel began a strong westward expansion with churches being planted in cities all across the known world from Jerusalem all the way to Spain (the most distant known western territory).  Acts gives us the reasons why and defines the process and even the key people that God used to accomplish this task in a single generation.

“after I have completed this task and have made sure that they have received this contribution, I will go to Spain and visit you on the way (Ro. 15:28).”

D. Introduces the Author of Most of the New Testament Letters: 
The Apostle Paul penned the majority of the New Testament writings and Acts introduces us to this young man even before his conversion to Christ.  Without the history that Acts provides us about Paul there would be many unexplainable gaps in our understanding of who he is, where he came from and his miraculous conversion.

“Then Saul, who was also called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, “…Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You are going to be blind for a time…” Immediately mist and darkness came over him, and he groped about…When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, for he was amazed (Ac. 13:9-12)”

III.
Significance to the Church:
While we are grateful for the historical significance which the Book of Acts provides us with we are benefited beyond measure by the richness of its practical theology. In the pages of this document we see church leadership displayed, church discipline enacted, church practices presented, the process of church planting and many other areas of church life.  It is an example left behind for how the Church is to be the Church. 
A. Validates the Apostolic Ministry:

As the Church began we see from the very start the need of the ministry of the apostles to carry the vision for the Church and to discern the leading of the Lord in order to lead the Church in their generation.  We see these leaders operating in power, wisdom and the stamp of God on their lives and leadership.  This is the pattern set forth for New Testament Christianity; this was how the Lord plumb lined the Church from its conception and it is how He intends that the Church be run.

“It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ (Eph. 4:11-13).”

B. Gifts of the Spirit in Operation:

Paul lists off and then describes some of the gifts of the Holy Spirit with detail in his first epistle to the Corinthians (1Co. 12-14).  But in the Book of Acts we aren’t being taught about these gifts we are seeing them in action and watching the powerful impact that they have on those who experience them.

“Everyone was filled with awe at the many wonders and signs performed by the apostles (Ac. 2:43).”

C. Post Resurrection Interactions with Jesus:

Several times in Acts we see Jesus having conversations and interactions with people.  These encounters vary in their expression but they represent times after Jesus has ascended to the right hand of the Father where He is appearing or otherwise communicating with His saints.  This sets a very interesting precedent in that it validates the importance and existence of such encounters in New Testament experience.  While these types of engagements are rare they occur and in Acts we see biblical precedence.   

“suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him.  He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” “Who are you, Lord?” Saul asked. “I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,” he replied.  “Now get up and go into the city, and you will be told what you must do (Ac. 9:3-6).”

D. Importance of Dreams and Visions for the Church:

The Early Church was doing their absolute best to hear and follow the Lord through the many transitions that they were facing.  A dynamic and repeated way that the Lord led the top leaders in this new movement was through dreams and visions.  This wasn’t a fringe part of the Lord’s leadership style is was a primary way that He gave information and direction to His newly appointed Church leadership team. 

“During the night Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia standing and begging him, “Come over to Macedonia and help us (Ac. 16:9).”

E. Ministry of Angels After Christ:

In Acts we see the active role of angels continuing on into New Testament Christianity in profound ways.  Later the author of Hebrews confirms that the Lord assigns angels to come down and minister to the saints; they help us in our weakness and sometimes come to fulfill specific purposes in God’s heart.

“They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.  But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out (Ac. 5:18-19).”

F. Mission of the Gospel to All Nations:

Acts marks a very unique and transitional time for the Kingdom of God because it is during this time period that God made known the mystery of the gospel as a gift to the Gentiles as well as to Jews.  This changed everything; leadership structures shifted, religious systems were shaken, the very definition of what it meant to worship the one true God changed and the message of God’s grace being extended to whom so ever was understood in a profound new way. 

“But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings and to the people of Israel (Ac. 9:15).”

IV.
Brief Outline of the Book:
I am going to drastically oversimplify the breakdown of the Book of Acts in order to make a bite sized outline for us in this study.  While we will be going through the entire book in the coming weeks I wanted to be able to give a brief overview in this introductory session.  
A. The Start of the Church (Chapters 1-4):

In Acts we see the first moments of the Church emerging into the world and its first expression begin to form.  The intro chapters of Acts give the story of its miraculous and eruptious birth into an unsuspecting Jerusalem culture.  Both the hearers and the preachers where taken off guard by the breaking in of the power of God.  The result was the explosive growth of the Church.

B. Growing Pains (Chapters 5-9):

As the Church begins to grow so do the issues presented to its witness, its infrastructure and its capacities.  This portion of Acts highlights several of the very real early problems that arose as well as God’s way and His leader’s way to address these issues.

C. The Gospel Goes to the Gentiles (Chapters 10-12):

One of the most significant issues that Acts addresses is the subject of non-Jewish participation in the Kingdom of God under Jesus’ newly established Church.  Chapters 10-12 take this issue head on as Luke describes the problem that this touchy subject caused in the early Church as well as providing God’s clear and miraculous direction and telling of the due process that apostles followed to implement sweeping changes to how the Kingdom of God was to be viewed.

D. Paul’s Missionary Journeys (Chapters 13-20):

Once the issue of Gentile salvation and purpose has been settled the storyline then focuses on the proclamation of the Good News to the both Jews and Greeks in cities all over the Roman provinces.  Paul takes three extended missionary journeys into new territories to proclaim Jesus and plant churches everywhere he went.

E. Paul’s Roman Imprisonment (Chapters 21-28):

Along the way Paul was met with receptivity from many people that he preached to as well as opposition from religious and governmental leaders everywhere he went.  Ultimately this led to his imprisonment and eventual execution; but not before he was enabled to present the message of Jesus before many high ranking governmental leaders throughout the Roman Empire.  
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