
An Overview Of The Bible
Acts

I. Introduction
A. No other New Testament book connects its material with the general 

history of the world like Acts. This makes it invaluable to the reliability 
of the New Testament.

B. Acts is a sequel to the mighty events of the gospels, and the gateway 
to the glorious doctrines of the epistles. It marks one of the greatest 
turning points in history.

II. Historical Writing In Antiquity
A. This book reflects ancient historical writing. The concern of classical 

Greek historians was not the mere chronicling of events, but the con-
viction that the actions and words of distinctive people in their respec-
tive periods represent more adequately the situation than any com-
ments by the historian. That is, the “acts” of the subjects, understood 
in terms of both their actions and their words, were the building blocks 
for the historians and biographers of antiquity. What these historians 
and biographers were primarily interested in were illuminating narra-
tives that gave insight into the spirit of a period or of a person’s char-
acter. One of the main ways in which to portray both these factors was 
through speeches, of which Acts contains many. These speeches are, 
of course, not verbatim accounts but summaries of the original (as Eu-
tychus undoubtedly could testify, Acts 20:7-12).

B. Furthermore, in writing their histories the ancients frequently grouped 
their material in a topical manner, without always specifying chrono-
logical relationships. While the ancients were interested in what actu-
ally happened, it must also be noted that history was written by the 
ancients for moral, ethical, and polemical purposes, and not just to in-
form or entertain. This is true for Acts, for Luke certainly did not write 
for money, literary recognition, or only to add to human knowledge. He 
wrote, as he tells us in the beginning of his two-volume work, to pro-
claim the certainty of what his audience had been taught (Luke 1:1-4). 
In other words, Luke’s Acts, like the approach of the Old Testament, 
traces the activity of God in various historical events as viewed from a 
specific perspective.

C. In the process of writing this history, Luke has his own interests, view-
point, and purposes in writing. To a great extent these have affected 
his selection, arrangement, and shaping of the particular pieces of ma-
terial he incorporates, though that does not mean that his history must 
be viewed as unreliable.



III. The Incredible Accuracy Of Luke
A. Luke’s reliability as an historian is unquestionable. Unger tells us that 

archaeology has authenticated the gospel accounts, especially Luke. In 
Unger’s words, “The Acts of the Apostles is now generally agreed in 
scholarly circles to be the work of Luke, to belong to the first century 
and to involve the labors of a careful historian who was substantially 
accurate in his use of sources.”
1. His mention of matters such as the census (Luke 2:1-3), Lysanias 

as a tetrarch (Luke 3:1), Lystra and Derbe being cities of Lycaonia 
(Acts 14:6) all show his intimate knowledge of first century life.

2. Furthermore, his usage of terms such as “deputy” (Acts 13:7, 12; 
18:12), “part” (Acts 16:12),“rulers” (Acts 17:6), and “chief man” 
(Acts 28:7) have confounded scholars but he has always been 
proven to be right.

B. Concerning Luke’s ability as a historian, Sir William Ramsay concluded 
after 30 years of study that “Luke is an historian of the first rank; not 
merely are his statements of fact trustworthy … this author should be 
placed along with the very greatest of historians.”

C. Thanks to the many archaeological finds, most of the ancient cities 
mentioned in Acts have been identified. The journeys of Paul can now 
be accurately traced as a result of these finds. In all, Luke names 32 
countries, 54 cities, and 9 islands without an error.

D. Colin Hemer, a noted Roman historian, has cataloged numerous ar-
chaeological and historical confirmations of Luke’s accuracy.
1. Specialized details, which would not have been widely known except 

to a contemporary researcher such as Luke who traveled widely.
2. Details archaeologists know are accurate but cannot verify as to the 

precise time period.
3. Correlation of dates of known kings and governors with the chro-

nology of the narrative.
4. Facts appropriate to the date of Paul or his immediate contempo-

rary in the church but not to a date earlier or later.
5. Undesigned coincidents between Acts and the epistles to Paul.
6. Internal correlations within Acts.
7. Off-hand geographical references that bespeak familiarity with 

common knowledge.
8. Differences in formulation within Acts that indicate the different 

categories of sources he used.
9. Peculiarities in the selection of detail that are explainable in the 

context of what is now known of first century life.
10.Accounts shaped in such a way as to suggest that the author was 

recounting a recent experience, rather than shaping a text long af-
ter it had been written.



11.Cultural or idiomatic items now known to be peculiar to the first 
century world.

E. All of this has lead A. N. Sherwin-White to conclude, “For Acts the con-
firmation of history is overwhelming … Any attempt to reject its basic 
historicity must now appear absurd. Roman historians have long taken 
it for granted.”

IV. The Purpose Of Acts
A. If we did not have the Book of Acts, we would have, apart from what 

we could determine from the letters of Paul, no information whatso-
ever about the early church. We usually speak of the Acts of the Apos-
tles, but the book neither gives nor claims to give an exhaustive ac-
count of the acts of the apostles. Apart from Paul only three apostles 
are mentioned. We are told of James and John, although it is very lit-
tle. But it does give some real information concerning Peter.

B. Basic to every evaluation of Acts is the question of the purpose or pur-
poses of its author. Luke himself states his purpose in writing Luke and 
Acts was “so that you may know the certainty of the things you have 
been taught” (Luke 1:4). The “most excellent Theophilus” (Luke 1:3; 
cf. Acts 1:1), to whom Luke addressed his work, seems to have been a 
man who, though receptive to the gospel and perhaps even convinced 
by its claims, had many questions about the gospel as he knew it. 
From the way Luke writes, we may surmise that Theophilus was con-
cerned about how the gospel related to Jesus’ ministry, to Jews and 
the world of Judaism, to the lifestyle of certain scrupulous Jewish 
Christians, to the more universalistic outlook of Gentiles, and to the 
sanctions of Roman law. Also, he was undoubtedly interested in how 
the gospel had been received and what success it had met in the vari-
ous places of influence known to him in the eastern part of the empire, 
from Jerusalem to Rome.

C. Certainly when receiving his first instruction in the gospel, Theophilus 
had been told of Jesus’ death and resurrection. But, judging from 
Luke’s gospel, apparently the meaning and implications of that death 
and resurrection were not quite clear to him. So Luke writes to deal 
with this person’s uncertainties and the questions of others like him 
who will read his account.

D. Acts, therefore, like many another works, was probably written with 
multiple purposes in view. A main reason for its composition was un-
doubtedly to proclaim the gospel. It proclaims the continued confron-
tation of men and women by the Bible through the church and shows 
(1) how that gospel is related to the history of redemption; (2) how it 
is rooted in and interacts with secular history; (3) how it is universal in 
character; (4) how it has been freed from the Jewish law; and, (5) 



how the Holy Spirit stands behind the proclamation of the word of 
God.

E. In his first volume, Luke shows how men and women were confronted 
by the word of God in the earthly work of Jesus (cf. Luke 5:1; 8:11, 
21; 11:28). In Acts, Luke seeks to show how men and women con-
tinue to be confronted by that same word through the work of the 
church (cf. Acts 4:29, 31; 6:2, 4, 7). Luke’s stress on the word of God 
is rooted inseparably in the confessions of the earliest Christians and 
the consciousness of Jesus Himself. For Luke the preaching of salvation 
in Jesus proclaimed by the church flows right along with the work and 
teaching of Jesus. That is why Luke wrote a sequel to his gospel, thus 
making clear what was presupposed in the earliest preaching.

F. Furthermore, the word of God is firmly fixed in the context of world 
history. It began with the miraculous births that took place “in the time 
of Herod king of Judea” (Luke 1:5) and during the reign of Caesar 
Augustus, “while Quirinius was governor of Syria” (2:1-2; cf. 3:1-2; 
23:1-25). It spread throughout the Roman world mainly during the 
reign of the emperor Claudius (Acts 11:28; 18:2), when Gallio was 
proconsul of Achaia (18:12-17), when Felix and Festus ruled in Judea 
and Ananias was the high priest in Jerusalem (24:1-25:27), and be-
tween the times of the Jewish kings Herod Agrippa I (12:1-23) and 
Herod Agrippa II (25:13-26:32).

G. In addition, this word regarding salvation in Jesus has permeated the 
land of Palestine and Syria, and has been received in the main centers 
of the eastern part of the Roman Empire, finally entering the capital 
city with “no man forbidding him” (the final word of Acts). It is a uni-
versal message. It began in Jerusalem among Jews and spread “to the 
ends of the earth” (as promised by Jesus Himself, Acts 1:8) to include 
all kinds of people. It is a message that by means of a process under 
the Spirit’s direction, freed itself from the restraints of Jewish legalism. 
It is a word of God that affected the lives of many through the power 
of the same Holy Spirit who came upon Jesus at His baptism.

V. The Outline Of Acts
A. The church In Jerusalem (1:1-8:3).

1. The risen Lord (1:1-26).
2. The beginning of the church (2:1-47).
3. The healing of a lame man (3:1-26).
4. The beginning of persecution (4:1-37).
5. Purging and persecution (5:1-42).
6. Helpers and martyrs (6:1-8:3).

B. The church in Judea and Samaria (8:4-12:25).
1. The Christians scattered (8:4-40).



2. Saul’s conversion and Peter’s work (9:1-43).
3. The conversion of the Gentiles (10:1-11:30).
4. Persecution by Herod (12:1-25).

C. The church in the uttermost part of the world (13:1-28:31).
1. The first missionary trip (13:1-14:28).
2. The meeting in Jerusalem (15:1-35).
3. The second missionary trip (15:36-18:22).
4. the third mission trip (18:23-21:26).
5. Paul’s imprisonment and journey to Rome (21:27-28:31).

VI. Authorship And Date
A. Two observations from Acts itself must govern the discussion of its 

authorship. First, stylistically and structurally the gospel of Luke and 
the Acts are so closely related that they have to be assigned to the 
same author. Second, Luke and Acts claim to have been written by one 
who reports firsthand some of the events he records. In the beginning 
to his two-volume work, the author’s use of the expression “among us” 
should probably be taken to imply his contemporary status with some 
of the events he purposes to narrate (Luke 1:1-4).

B. We know that Luke was a Gentile, a doctor, and that he was one of 
Paul’s most valued helpers and companions (Colossians 4:14; 
Philemon 24; 2 Timothy 4:11). In Luke 4:35, he uses the correct 
medical term for convulsion. In Luke 9:38, he employed the correct 
medical term for a doctor paying a visit to a patient. In Luke 18:25, he 
uses the medical term for a surgeon’s needle. In Acts, Luke also uses 
medical terminology (1:3; 3:7; 9:18, 33; 13:11; 28:1-10).

C. Furthermore, we have the evidence of the “we” sections in Acts. The 
author never signs his name, but the “we” sections (16:10-17; 
20:5-21:18; 27:1-28:16) indicate that the author was one of Paul’s 
companions. Accepting the author as a traveling companion of Paul 
explains two peculiar features of Acts: (1) the author devotes more 
than 60% of its space to Paul; and, (2) in the author’s presentation of 
Paul, the first trip is narrated with great brevity while certain parts of 
the second and third trips, Paul’s five defenses, and the journey to 
Rome are described in great detail. No writer who was a stranger to 
apostolic times or working entirely from sources would have devoted 
so much space to the latter part of Paul’s work. His work would have 
been more equally planned.

D. Traditionally, the author of the third gospel has been identified as Luke, 
and tradition never considered any author other than Luke. His author-
ship was accepted by Marcion (c. A.D. 135), was included in the Anti-
Marcionite Prologue to the third gospel (c. A.D. 170), and was taken 
for granted by the compiler of the Muratorian Canon (c. A.D. 180-



200). Furthermore, with Luke-Acts being originally one work in two 
volumes, which sometime during the last part of the first century or 
very early in the second began to circulate as two separate works, 
what is said regarding the one as to authorship must apply equally 
well to the other. There are quotations of it by Diognetus, the Didache, 
Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Eusebius, and Jerome. In 
fact, any testimony in early Christian literature that the third gospel 
was written by Luke is testimony that Acts is by Luke, for the opening 
of Acts shows that both books are by the same author. Fifty words are 
common to the two books and are not found elsewhere in the New 
Testament.

E. Various dates in the first and second century have been proposed for 
Luke’s writing of his two-volume work. The best choice among those 
suggested is the spring of A.D. 63. Acts had to have been written after 
the accession of Festus in A.D. 60 and after Paul, as a prisoner, arrived 
in Rome in the spring of A.D. 61 and spent two years in prison.

F. Acts contains a number of features that point to an earlier date than 
A.D. 70. Prominent among these is the portrayal of the situation of the 
Jews. They are represented as being both a spiritual and political 
power who had influence with the Roman courts and whose damaging 
testimony against the Christians must be countered. The Jews would 
likely not be depicted in this manner after their destruction as a nation 
in the war of A.D. 66-70. Nor would Luke have attempted in such a 
context to argue before a Gentile audience that the gospel should be 
accepted as a religio licita (“legal religion”) because of its relation to 
Judaism. In the eyes of the Roman world Judaism did not exist after 
A.D. 70. Luke’s work, however, is built upon the dual premises that the 
Jewish leaders throughout the Diaspora and particularly the Jewish 
authorities at Jerusalem are at the time an important voice before Ro-
man courts of law, and Judaism both in the Diaspora and at Jerusalem 
is accepted by Rome as a religio licita.

G. Likewise, the estimation of Roman justice inferred in Acts argues for its 
early composition. Acts expresses a hopeful outlook regarding the 
gospel’s acceptance in the Gentile world and its recognition by Roman 
authorities. This could hardly have been the case after Nero’s persecu-
tion of Christians that began in A.D. 65 and resulted in the martyrdom 
of Paul and Peter, along with that of many other Christians (cf. 28:31, 
where Paul was able to preach with “no man forbidding him” in Rome.

VII.Miscellaneous Features Of Acts
A. The book furnishes the background for at least ten of Paul’s epistles. 

We find in it the historical setting for 1-2 Thessalonians (Acts 18), Ga-



latians (Acts 18), 1-2 Corinthians (Acts 19-20), Romans (Acts 20), 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon (Acts 28).

B. The book has also been divided into two parts. In the first Jerusalem is 
the center. In the second Antioch is the center. In the first part Peter is 
the prominent figure. In the second part Paul is the prominent figure.

C. Luke details the similarities between Peter and Paul.
1. Peter’s ministry.

a) Began his ministry with the healing of the lame man (3:6).
b) People sought for Peter’s shadow to fall on them for healing 

(5:15).
c) Peter and the sorcerer, Simon Magus (8:20).
d) Tabitha raised from the dead (9:32).
e) Peter worshiped by Cornelius (10:25).
f) Peter in the Sanhedrin, supported by Gamaliel, a Pharisee 

(5:34).
g) Peter miraculously released from prison (5:19).
h) Peter’s vision of the sheet recorded three times (10:9-16).
i) Peter beaten (5:40).

2. Paul’s ministry.
a) Healed the lame man at Lystra (14:8).
b) People took aprons and handkerchiefs away from Paul for healing 

(19:12).
c) Paul and the sorcerer, Bar-Jesus (13:8).
d) Eutychus raised from the dead (20:9-12).
e) Paul worshiped at Lystra (14:13).
f) Paul supported by the Pharisees in the Sanhedrin (23:6-7).
g) Paul miraculously released from prison (16:26).
h) Paul vision of Christ recorded three times (9:22, 26).
i) Paul beaten (Acts 16:22-23).

VIII.Conclusion
A. The record of Acts is full of illustrations and examples of Christian doc-

trine. We see what the teaching of Christ meant by the way the Chris-
tians lived. It is a book of teaching by example, and its facts are full of 
ideas and principles.

B. Acts is no mere chronicle of witness to an absent Christ. His ascension 
did not rob His followers of His presence. The lovely paradox is that He 
was never so fully with them as after He had left them.

C. The preciousness of a book may sometimes best be estimated if we 
consider the loss which we should experience if we did not possess it. 
If so, we can hardly value Acts too much.


