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THE WORLD UPSIDE DOWN 
A survey of the book of Acts 
 
 
The coronavirus has quickly changed everything about our world. In just a few weeks, the virus 
deconstructed many of the institutions considered untouchable in both our nation and in other 
nations around the world. Given the upheaval created by the virus, it seemed like a good time to 
study the book of Acts. Luke’s second book (cf. Acts 1:1) traces Jesus’ ongoing teaching and 
activity through the Holy Spirit empowered church and how it, like the coronavirus, “turned the 
world upside down”1 (Acts 17:6). This class will therefore consider the way Luke’s narrates the 
church’s early activity to better understand why it disrupted its world. Our understanding of 
Luke’s presentation of the church’s character and message will then help us understand the 
church’s place in our world today. 
 

Beginning considerations 
Two important points will frame our exploration of the book of Acts in this class: 

  

Acts tells a story 
 

Acts is part two of that story 
 
A few things need to be said about the above points to help us appreciate their significance for 
our study. 
• A tendency exists to consider Acts as a historical record of the early church, a tendency 

seemingly supported by Luke’s own stated purposes for writing (Luke 1:1-4). While historical, 
Luke did not intend to write “history” as we think of it. 

o “History” carries the assumption, in our culture, of a dispassionate view of an event in 
the past accurately retold by considering every possible perspective. Our world 
commonly believes that history, understood as seeing-it-as-it-happened, holds 
intrinsic value. 

o History, in Luke’s world, did not have intrinsic value; it only had value to the extent 
that it communicated something important - “history” was not neutral; it always 
told a story.  

o This difference in understanding of “history” does not mean that Luke’s record is not 
historical nor accurate. Rather, it means that, in writing a true account of Jesus and 
the church in Luke and in Acts, Luke carefully selected his material to communicate 
the meaning of the story he composed. 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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• Luke’s effort to write the story of the church’s beginnings in the book of Acts in a way that 
reveals its meaning carries implications for the way we read the book. For example: 

o Luke’s careful selection of events (he did not tell everything) means that we have to 
pay careful attention to the things he did select, asking how they contribute to the 
story he composed and to its meaning; we need to become skilled interpreters of 
literature. 

o Because Luke operated out of his culture’s understandings of history, we need to be 
careful to consider his perspective rather than imposing our own thoughts onto his 
writing – reading the Bible is a cross-cultural experience. 

o Finally, because Luke connected his material in the book of Acts to the material in his 
gospel, we need to read Acts in light of the Gospel of Luke. 

 

Acts part 1 – the Gospel of Luke 
• Luke opens the book of Acts by mentioning “the first book” he wrote that “dealt with all that 

Jesus began to do and teach” (Acts 1:1), reminding us that the material in the book of Acts 
continues a story begun in the gospel of Luke.  

• The story of Jesus Luke began writing in his gospel establishes the characters, the plot, and 
the themes that drive the narrative in both of his books. Luke’s gospel reveals that Jesus 
and his kingdom fulfill Israel’s story while emphasizing the social implications of his 
identity and his kingdom.  

• Consider the following, brief outline of Luke’s gospel: 
 

Luke 1:1-2:52 
Luke’s gospel contains the longest, most detailed account of Jesus’ birth, which he fills with 
references to prophetic material in the Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) that reveals his 

conviction that Jesus is the conclusion to Israel’s story.  Consider: 
Luke 1:26-33, 46-55 

Luke 2:10-11, 25, 34-35 
 

Luke 3:1-9:51 
Moving abruptly forward to the beginning of Jesus’ ministry in Galilee, this section in Luke 

establishes and evidences Jesus’ messianic identity and the nature of the kingdom. Consider: 
Luke 3:21-4:13 

Luke 4:16-21, 42-44 
Luke 5:12-26 

Luke 5:1-11, 27-32; 8:1-3 
 

Luke 9:52-19:27 
This long section in Luke’s gospel records a relatively short period of time; it records Jesus’ 
journey to Jerusalem and contains many well-known teachings that evidence the growing 

tensions between him and his society. Consider: 
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Luke 11:37-12:3 
Luke 12:13-34 

Luke 15:1, 11-32 
Luke 19:41-44 

 

Luke 19:28-24:53 
Luke ends his gospel with his record of Jesus’ time in Jerusalem, his betrayal, death, and 

resurrection that reveals how those events embodied the nature of Jesus’ kingdom and fulfilled 
scripture. Consider:  

Luke 22:14-30 
Luke 23:26-43 
Luke 24:13-49 

 
 

For next class… 
As we begin to explore the book of Acts in our coming classes, consider the following questions 
in preparation for next week: 
• How would you characterize the focus of Luke’s presentation of Jesus and his ministry in his 

gospel? What do you think he intended that focus to communicate to Theophilus? What 
lessons do you think that focus holds for us? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

• How does Luke picture God’s kingdom in his gospel? In what ways might that portrait differ 
from what his Jewish countrymen anticipated? In what ways might it differ from what we 
anticipate today? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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• What social implications of Jesus’ identity and message about the kingdom does Luke 
develop in his gospel? How do you think those social implications prepare readers for the 
material in Acts? What relationship do you think we should have to those implications as 
followers of Jesus? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• What do you think Luke intended his gospel to communicate to Theophilus and all others 

who read his material? Is there anything in Luke’s gospel that indicates how he expected 
people to think and act based on his material? How might the book of Acts give us insight 
into Luke’s expectation? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• How would you summarize Luke’s account of Jesus’ life? What application(s) would you 

make based on that summary? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 

 

 


