Week 45 (November 2 – 8)

Acts 1 – 20

Main Message:  God provides us with the Holy Spirit when we accept Christ, and all people..not just Jewish…can become children of God and have eternal life.  The Holy Spirit emboldened the apostles and Paul to start the church and spread the good news of the risen Jesus Christ across the known world at that time from Jerusalem to Rome. 
Overview

The author of Acts is widely viewed as Luke, the Gentile physician who accompanied Paul on much of his ministry (middle of second missionary journey).  Acts 16:10 is the first place where “we” is used to describe their actions (so Luke may have joined Paul and Silas at the seaport Troas).  Acts is also written to Theophilus, the same as Luke’s gospel.
Most believe Acts was written around 63AD just after he wrote the gospel of Luke.   There are some who believe a later date..after 70 AD.  Support for the earlier date is the fact that Acts does not mention the outcome of Paul’s trial or the executions of Paul and Peter (67AD) or the destruction of Jerusalem (70AD).

The book of Acts is a bridge between the story of Jesus in the gospels and the life of the church in the letters that follow, covering about 30 years time.  It describes the beginning of the Christian missionary movement first in Jerusalem and then to the far corners of the known world.  Peter and Paul are the prime movers.  
Acts begins with Jesus’ ascension into heaven after forty days of post-resurrection activity.  Ten days later God sends the Holy Spirit …and the church is born.  Through the Holy Spirit (and the fact they were witnesses to Jesus’ resurrection), the apostles preach boldly about Jesus.  They are able to perform miracles, speak in tongues, and preach with authority.   As a result, many people in Jerusalem are converted.  The Jewish leaders try to stop them with threats of death, imprisonment, and severe lashings to no avail.  In fact, Peter and later Stephen tell the Jewish Leaders in front of their council that they “killed the Son of God”!  What courage! Remember…this is the Peter who denied knowing Christ three times.  Unfortunately, Stephen becomes the first Christian martyr for saying so and is stoned to death.  Read Acts 4:13, 16-20;  5:29,30, 33-34, 38-40;  7:52-53, 57-58.
Intense persecution following Stephen’s death caused Christians to scatter to other areas far and wide, and thereby spread of the gospel.   Paul was the ultimate persecutor going everywhere to destroy the church, even going house to house to drag out men and women and put them into prison.  He was so eager to kill the Lord’s followers that he obtained permission to travel to Damascus to arrest followers there (Acts 8:3; 9:2-3).  It was on the way to Damascus, that Paul meets the brightly shining Jesus and is converted.  He becomes probably the greatest Christian missionary of all time, taking 3 journeys across much of the known world and ultimately ending in Rome the political center of the world.  He preaches that all people – not just Jewish - can become saved and enjoy eternal life with God.
Paul’s key missionary journeys.  Often these resulted in conflicts or jealousy over the message Paul was preaching – leading to beatings, imprisonment and stonings.  
· First journey 46-48 AD (Acts 13;2-14:28).  Antioch was the home base for Paul’s journeys.  Acts 13:1 says that teachers of the church at Antioch included Barnabas, Simeon (called the “black man”), Lucius (from Cyrene), Manaen (the childhood companion of King Herod Antipas), and Saul (also called Paul).  Isn’t it amazing how God works…even the childhood friend of King Herod (who had John the Baptist beheaded) had become converted and was now a leader of the early church!!  Paul begins the first missionary journey accompanied by Barnabas & Mark.  They started at Antioch in Syria and journeyed to Cyprus and then to cities (in Turkey today) such as Perga (where Mark left them and went to Jerusalem), to Pisidian Antioch,  to Iconium, to Lystra, to Derbe, and back to Perga and then by ship back to Antioch in Syria. 

· Second journey 49-52 AD (Acts 15:40 -18:23).  Because of disagreement over Mark, Barnabas breaks away on his own missionary journey with Mark (to Cyprus), and Paul takes Silas.  Paul and Silas leave Antioch in Syria and go back to Derbe and Lystra (where he met Timothy who accompanied him from that point on).  They traveled through Galatia and Phrygia, around Asia to port of Troas (where Luke probably joined them). Then sailed to Greece (Philipi,  Thessalonica, Athens, Corinth).  Then sailed to Ephesus (modern day Turkey) and from there to Caesarea (in Samaria) and then to Jerusalem, and back up to Damascus and Antioch.   Phew!
· Third journey 53-57 AD (Acts 18:23-21:17).  Back through Galatia and Phrygia and on to Ephesus where Paul performed unusual miracles (Act 19:11,12).  Many in Ephesus worshipped the goddess Artemis (great goddess of fertility).  There was also a large amphitheater there (25,000) and a pro-Artemis, anti Paul rally was held there (driven by people who made their livelihood by carving images of Artemis).  The amphitheater still exists there today.  Paul then traveled to Macedonia retracing steps from Journey two.  It was there that Paul raised a young man who fell from the third floor window where Paul was preaching for hours.   He then returned to Miletus near Ephesus where he asked the church of Ephesus elders to meet him.  He told them he would never see them again and that he was headed to Jerusalem.  Some sad goodbyes: Acts 20:25-27; 36-38.
