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Christian Beginnings

According to the Acts of the Apostles

Session 1 - Introduction



Why Study the Acts of the Apostles?

Have you ever wondered … how an insignificant movement within first century Judaism 

became a world religion … or why its crucified leader became worshipped as divine … 

or why his brother, James, became its leader … or why someone who’d never met Jesus 

and who violently opposed his movement became its most effective advocate … or why 

Jesus who preached the good news of God’s rule became the good news himself … or 

what became of Jesus’ ministry of healing and hospitality … or why baptism became the 

Christian rite of initiation … or why Gentiles living throughout the Mediterranean 

should offer exclusive allegiance to a crucified Jew … or what role the Holy Spirit played 

in the conception and growth of the early church … or what characterised worship in 

the early Jesus movement or informed its beliefs and practices … or how leadership was 

exercised or decisions were reached … or how Christian allegiance affected kinship, 

societal and cultural affiliations?



The Acts of the Apostles

Apocryphal Acts (2nd–3rd centuries)
Novel (Romance), Biography (Bios), Aretology, Travel Narrative

Acts of Andrew, Acts of John, Acts of Paul (& Thecla), Acts of Peter, Acts of Thomas

(4th–5th cent:  Acts of Barnabas, Acts of Philip,  Acts of Pilate, Acts of Xanthippe & Polyxena,

Passion of Bartholemew, Passion of Matthew, et al)



Acts of the Apostles

PRAXEIS APOSTOLWN

Second part of a two-volume work (Luke-Acts)

An account of how the ‘word of God’ (ie the good news about Jesus Christ) spread rapidly

throughout the ‘western’ inhabited world (oikoumenê) – from Jerusalem to Rome

Covering the first Christian generation, c 30 – 60 CE

Partial (only northern Mediterranean; no eastern or southern expansion)

Selective (focuses on strategic centres / growth points)

Nuanced (narrated from a particular perspective)

Traverses Six Major Transitions (Luke > Acts)

Theological: Proclaimer > Proclaimed

Geographical: Palestine > Diaspora

Cultural: Jewish > Greco-Roman

Linguistic:  Aramaic > Greek

Demographic: Jews > Gentiles

Sociological: Agrarian > Urban



Acts of the Apostles

What kind of a book?

‘Since many have undertaken to compile a narrative about the events that have been fulfilled among us, 

just as they were handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of 

the word, I, too, decided, as one having a grasp of everything from the start,to write a well-ordered 

account for you, most excellent Theophilus,so that you may have a firm grasp of the words in which you 

have been instructed.’ (Luke 1.1–4)

Strong resonances with Ancient Greek Historiography (‘Historical Monograph’)

Cf Thucydides (5th cent BCE), History of the Peloponnesian War

& Polybius (2nd cent BCE), The Histories

‘… to set forth the matter exactly and to expound it as lucidly as possible …’

(Lucian [2nd cent CE], How to Write History, 42)

Contrary to the aspirations of Lucian, Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886) and his successors (history ‘as it 

actually was’ – brute fact), all historical reconstruction is mediated, partial, selective, interpretative and 

influenced by the presuppositions, biases and interests of historians (and their sources).



Acts of the Apostles

What kind of a book?

Strong resonances with Ancient Greek Historiography (‘Historical Monograph’)

Tendentious (kerygmatic) History  

Jesus – the fulfilment of Jewish vocation and destiny

Jesus – the way of salvation for all people

The birth of a universal faith from Jerusalem

‘… those who believed were of one heart and soul’ (idealised)

Imaginative Reconstruction & Fabrication

Compensate for a lack of sources & ‘spin’ existing ones

Structural Overview

The birth of Christian community (ch 1)

The mission among Jews (chs 2 – 8, Peter)

The mission among Gentiles (chs 9 – 28, Saul/Paul)



Acts of the Apostles

Literary Forms

Narratives

Journeys, missionary activities, miracles stories

Summaries

Acts 2.42–47; 4.32–35; 5.12–16

We-Sections (Luke’s travel diary?)

Acts 16.10–17; 20.5–15; 21.1–18; 27.1–28.16

Speeches

(28 speeches: Peter [8], Paul [10], risen Christ, Demetrius, Festus, Gallio, Gamaliel,

James, Stephen, Tertullus, town clerk at Ephesus, the Twelve)

‘As to the speeches which were made either before or during the war, it was hard for me, and for others who reported 

them to me, to recollect the exact words. I have therefore put into the mouth of each speaker the

sentiments proper to the occasion, expressed as I thought he would be likely to express them, while at the

same time I endeavoured, as nearly as I could, to give the general import of what was actually said.

(Thucyidides, History of the Peloponnesian War, 1.22)



Acts of the Apostles

When was it Written?

Dating assessments range from 60s to 130s

< < < < < Terminus a quo (earliest) > > > > >

After the Gospel of Luke (cf Acts 1.1-2; Luke used Mark [late 60s])

Luke usually dated in the 80s (cf Luke 21.20-24 // Mark 13.14-23)

Value judgements about doctrinal development (eg Christology, ecclesiology, no Gnosticism, et al)

and historical probability (no mention of Emperor Nero’s persecution of Christians in Rome [64 CE]

or the destruction of the Temple [70 CE] or the apostle Paul’s death [by Nero mid 60s?])

< < < < < Terminus ad quem (latest) > > > > >

Acts alluded to in the writings of Justin Martyr (150s) and quoted by Irenaeus (180s) 

Is the author dependent on Josephus’ Jewish War (late 70s),  Antiquities of the Jews (mid 90s)?

‘Many New Testament interpreters use the date AD 80–85 for the composition of Luke-Acts,

and there is no good reason to oppose that date, even if there is no real proof for it. Such an 

intermediate dating remains the most plausible …’ (Joseph Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, p 54)



Acts of the Apostles

Where was it Written?

Not in Palestine

Native Greek-speaker, familiar with Mediterranean Culture & Geography

Somewhere in the Mediterranean Basin 

Rome (Italy) – Antioch (Syria) – Ephesus (Asia Minor) – Achaia or Athens (Greece)

Largely Circumstantial Evidence

Geography & Local Knowledge – Narrative Emphasis –Theological Concerns – Early Church Tradition

‘Luke was a Syrian of Antioch, by profession a physician, the disciple of the apostles, and later a follower 

of Paul until his martyrdom. He served the Lord without distraction, without a wife, and without 

children. He died at the age of eighty-four in Boeotia [central Greece], full of the Holy Spirit.’ 

(Extratextual Prologue to the Gospel [cf Anti-Marcionite Prologue], late 2nd cent?)



Acts of the Apostles

The Text -Three ‘Families’

The Alexandrian

Papyrus 74, Codex Sinaiticus, Codex Alexandrinus, Codex Vaticanus

The Western (6-10 % longer than Alexandrian)

Codex Bezae Cantabrigiensis

Byzantine (textus receptus?)

Tend to be later witnesses 

Acts 15.19–20 (Alexandrian)

Therefore I have reached the decision that we should not trouble those gentiles who are turning to God, 

but we should write to them to abstain only from things polluted by idols and from sexual immorality 

and from whatever has been strangled and from blood.

Acts 15.19–20 (Western / Bezae)

‘Therefore I have reached the decision that we should not trouble those gentiles who are turning to 

God, but we should write to them to abstain only from things polluted by idols and from sexual 

immorality [omit: and from whatever has been strangled] and from blood, and whatever they do not wish to 

be done to them, they should not do to others.’



Acts of the Apostles

Who Wrote it?

‘The third book of the Gospel: According to Luke. This Luke was a physician. After the 

ascension of Christ, when Paul had taken him along with him as one devoted to letters, he 

wrote it under his own name from hearsay. For he himself had not seen the Lord in person, 

but, insofar as he was able to follow it all, he thus began his account with the birth of John.’ 

(Muratorian Canon, c 170–180 CE)

‘Luke also, the companion of Paul, recorded in a book the Gospel preached by him.’

(Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 3.1.1, c 170–190 CE)

‘Luke was a Syrian of Antioch, by profession a physician, the disciple of the apostles, and later a 

follower of Paul until his martyrdom. He served the Lord without distraction, without a wife, 

and without children. He died at the age of eighty-four in Boeotia [central Greece], full of the 

Holy Spirit.’ (Extratextual Prologue to the Gospel [cf Anti-Marcionite Prologues], late 2nd cent?)



Luke & Theophilus
Luke

Second generation Christian

Author of Luke & Acts

Gentile with Jewish Sympathies (‘god-fearer’, theosebês?)

Educated, Greek-speaking, multi-cultural, rhetorician

Companion of Paul (Phlm 24; Col 4.14; 2 Tim 4.11) 

The beloved physician (Col 4.14)?

‘… our author is a well-travelled retainer of the social elite,

well educated, deeply concerned about religious matters, 

knowledgeable about Judaism, but no prisoner of any subculture 

in the Empire. Rather, he is a cosmopolitan person with a more 

universalistic vision of the potential scope of impact of his faith, 

both up and down the social ladder, and also across geographical, 

ethnic, and other social boundaries.’

(Ben Witherington, Acts of the Apostles, p 56)



Luke & Theophilus

Theophilus

(friend / beloved of God)

Proper name from 3rd cent BCE, used of Jews and Gentiles

Actual person or literary device?

‘Most excellent’ (kratiste, ‘Your Excellency’, Luke 1.3; 

member of Roman aristocratic classes [cf

Equestrians/Knights; Felix, Procurator of Palestine, Acts 

23.26 et al])

Luke’s patron (cf ‘In my history of our Antiquities,

most excellent (kratiste) Epaphroditus …’

[Josephus, Against Apian 1])

A Christian inquirer, catechumen or neophyte 

(cf ’… so that you may have a firm grasp of the words in 

which you have been instructed (katêcheô).’ Luke 1.4)



First Century

Greco-Roman World 

of the Mediterranean  



Title – 24 pt

Text – 20 pt

Jerusalem to Rome – 1450 miles (direct), 2100 miles (on foot)



Roman Social Order

Institutionally Religious

Hierarchal / Ordered

Patronage & Obligation

Honour & Shame

Civitas - City States

Citizenship – civis bonus

fides as allegiance

Fidelity/Allegiance to the gods

(cf ‘Hence are we called atheists. And we 

confess that we are atheists, so far as gods 

of this sort are concerned …’ Justin Martyr, 

First Apology 6)



Title – 24 pt

Text – 20 pt



Title – 24 pt

Text – 20 pt



Title – 24 pt
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Title – 24 pt
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Logos Online Bible Study
First Wednesdays, 7.00–8.30 pm, on Zoom

Christian Beginnings

According to the Acts of the Apostles

Next Time

Wednesday 1st July 2026

Session 2 – Acts 1.1–26

Please read beforehand
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