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Introducing Acts 
Acts (more fully ‘The Acts of the Apostles’) is a sequel to Luke’s Gospel, written by the same author – the 
physician Luke – for the same recipient (Theophilus).  The words of Jesus in Acts 1:8-9 set the pattern for Acts: 

 The apostles Jesus appointed will be witnesses to His resurrection, spreading the good news (or gospel) 
about Him.  This begins with the remaining eleven, but includes others, especially Paul (Part 19). 

 The apostles will only be able to fulfil this task through the empowering of the Holy Spirit foretold by John 
the Baptist and Jesus.  Some suggest Acts should be called ‘The Acts of the Holy Spirit’. 

 The gospel will spread from Jerusalem to Judea and Samaria and on to the ‘ends of the earth’.  This fulfils 
the prophecy of Isaiah 49:5-6 that God’s Servant would restore Israel and be a light to the Gentiles too. 

 

The Holy Spirit Comes 
Before He ascended to Heaven, Jesus told His apostles that in a “few days” they would be “baptised with the 
Holy Spirit” (Acts 1:5).  The apostles waited prayerfully in Jerusalem and finally on the Day of Pentecost (a 
festival 50 days after Passover when the Jews gathered in Jerusalem), the baptism in the Spirit happened.  Acts 
2:1-13 describes the consequences.  The disciples heard a noise like a wind (v2), saw flames (v3) and were 
given ability to speak in languages (or tongues) they had not learned.  Many people visiting the city from 
distant places heard them speaking about what God had done in their own languages and local dialects.  Some 
in the crowd wondered what this meant, while others accused the disciples of being drunk.  Attention was 
now focussed on the apostles and they had power from the Holy Spirit to speak about Jesus.   
 

Simon Peter spoke to the crowd of people who would have been familiar with the Old Testament.  He said: 
1. The supernatural gift of speaking in other languages was a fulfilment of prophecy (2:14-21).  Joel had 

prophesied about a coming day when God would pour out His Spirit on all of His people indicating a new 
age of salvation (Joel 2:28-32).  The gift of tongues was a sign that this salvation had now come. 

2. Jesus is the Lord and Messiah (v22-36) 
 God endorsed Jesus’ message through His miracles, which they had seen (v22); 
 The people had executed Jesus, but this was also part of God’s plan (v23); 
 God raised Him from the dead as David had foreseen and the apostles had witnessed (v24-32); 
 Jesus is now seated beside God the Father from where He was pouring out the Spirit (v33). 

3. They must respond to the message (v37-38).  To have their sins forgiven and be transformed by receiving 
the Spirit, they must repent (turning from their sins) and be baptised, expressing a new identity in Jesus. 

The response to this first preaching of the Christian gospel was amazing: 3000 people were baptised.   
 

Jesus’ Teaching About the Holy Spirit 
On the night before He died, Jesus promised the Twelve that the Holy Spirit would come after He left them 
(John 14:15-31;16:5-16).  Indeed, the Spirit could not be sent until Jesus left them (16:7).  He will be: 

1. The Spirit of Truth – the Spirit teaches people God’s truth.  He would remind the apostles of what Jesus 
taught and reveal new truths from God to them, which were the basis for the New Testament writings 
(14:26, 16:13).  For others, the Spirit would convict them of important truths: that they have sinned; that 
God is righteous; and that judgement is coming and deserved (16:8-11). Above all He will bring glory to 
Jesus by revealing only those things Jesus gave Him to say (just as Jesus did with the Father’s words). 

2. Like Jesus – the Spirit is a person, not an impersonal force.  He does everything for Christians that Jesus 
did for His disciples when He was on earth.  The word used in 14:15 and 14:26 is a rich one and could be 
translated ‘counsellor’ – the Spirit guides Christians – ‘helper’ – He strengthens them to serve God – or 
‘advocate’ – He speaks for Christians and defends them. 

 What happened after Jesus ascended to Heaven? 
 Who is the Holy Spirit and what does He do? 
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3. With and in Christians – the Spirit will make His home in the lives of Jesus’ followers (14:17), indicating a 
permanent ‘indwelling’.  In the Old Testament, the Spirit anointed some people, enabling them to fulfil 
tasks or speak God’s words, but He was never said to live in God’s people. This new kind of relationship 
with God fulfilled prophecies of Joel and Ezekiel about a future outpouring of the Spirit.  The Spirit gives 
“peace of mind and heart” to Christians despite their troubles in this world, just as Jesus did (14:27). 

 

The Gospel Spreads  
Over the first months after the Day of Pentecost, God performed miracles through the apostles, people 
believed their message and the new Christians formed a community we call the Church (Part 21).  Peter and 
John even preached the message about Jesus to the Jewish leaders who had executed Him (Acts 4:1-22).  Not 
surprisingly, they faced opposition and one young man called Stephen was stoned to death by them for 
preaching boldly about Jesus (Acts 7).  A man called Saul who was an official witness to the killing became a 
leading enemy of the Christians (Acts 8:1-3).  Many Christians who fled Jerusalem to escape persecution 
shared the gospel across Judea and beyond through ordinary conversations.  Opposition helped the Church 
grow!  A man called Philip preached in Samaria and shared the gospel with an official from Ethiopia who had 
been worshipping God in Jerusalem and was reading from Isaiah 53 (Acts 8).  Philip explained that these words 
were speaking about Jesus and the man responded in faith and was baptised.  The gospel was spreading north 
and south.  Acts 9 shows God’s power to transform people.  In a personal encounter with the risen Jesus, Saul, 
who had believed he was serving God by arresting Christians, was commissioned as an apostle (see Part 19). 
 

The first Christians were all Jews, Samaritans (who shared many religious beliefs with Jews) and a few Gentiles 
who were already worshipping God.  Acts 10 tells of a Roman army officer called Cornelius who was visited by 
an angel who told him to send for Peter.  Peter was given a vision (three times as often in his life) in which he 
was told to eat various animals forbidden as food by the Law of Moses.  Just then, Cornelius’ messengers 
arrived, and Peter went with them to Cornelius’s house.  He realised the significance of his vision: God will 
accept people from any nation who believe the gospel about Jesus (v34).  Many Gentiles in Cornelius’s home 
believed and received the Holy Spirit, evidenced by speaking in other languages as the apostles had on the Day 
of Pentecost.  Some Jewish Christians disagreed with Peter preaching in the home of a Gentile but accepted 
that he had been right when they heard about the coming of the Spirit on them. 
 

Before Jesus came, inclusion among God’s covenant people, Israel, meant acceptance of the Law of Moses.  
Jesus initiated a new people of God – the Church – beginning with the apostles He chose.  He said He would 
fulfil the Old Testament Law, bringing it to its proper conclusion.  It was obvious from the beginning that the 
sacrificial system no longer served any purpose when Jesus had offered Himself as a sacrifice for sins, but what 
about the other aspects of the Law, such as special festivals and restrictions on eating certain foods?  Most 
importantly, should Christians practise the sign of the covenant with Abraham, circumcision?  God had 
included Gentiles like Cornelius in the Church, but should they be expected to follow the Law of Moses? 
 

Opposition to Christianity continued and James, brother of John and one of the Twelve, was killed by Herod 
Agrippa, a grandson of Herod the Great who had been substituted for Herod Antipas as king of Judea by the 
Roman Emperor (Acts 12).  The message about Jesus continued to spread despite this opposition and God 
released Peter from prison miraculously, while Herod Agrippa was struck down by God for his pride.  The 
remainder Acts (Chapter 13 onwards) focuses on the work of Paul, who took the message about Jesus to many 
Gentile regions (see Part 19).  Importantly, however, the Church resolved the question of what was expected 
from Gentile converts in terms of obedience to the Law.  Some Christians tried to teach Gentile converts that 
they must be circumcised, so the apostles met together with the elders of the Church in Jerusalem to resolve 
this matter (Acts 15).  Paul and Peter described what God had done among the Gentiles, including Cornelius.  
When the others heard this, they agreed that the Gentiles should be accepted as true Christians without 
having to be circumcised or follow other Jewish religious practices.  The Holy Spirit was leading the apostles 
into further truth, just as Jesus said He would.  They saw that the Law of Moses was no longer the way for 
God’s people to live in obedience to Him.  People do not need to abandon their culture or become Jews to be 
Christians, but they do need to make God’s will the first priority in their lives and allow the teachings of the 
Bible to guide them, including the New Testament books written by the apostles and others. 
 
 
 

SUMMARY: The gospel spread by the Spirit’s guidance and power through preaching and conversations 
 The Holy Spirit indwells Christians, enabling them to live as God wants them to. 
 The gospel must be shared with people from every nation by gifted preachers and ordinary believers. 
 


