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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. 
 

Acts 1-7 – “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem”2 
• Luke introduces the material in the book of Acts by connecting it to “the first book” he wrote 

to Theophilus in which he “dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach” (Acts 1:1).  The 
connection he made indicates that he considered Acts a continuation of Jesus’ story.  

• Consider, for example, some of the ways Luke connected the two books together: 
o Just as he presented Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s story in his gospel (cf. Luke 1-

2), so too does he present the church as key part of that fulfillment (cf. Acts 1-2). 
o In his gospel, Luke emphasized the social implications of Jesus’ identity and mission 

(cf. Luke 4:16-21). Luke continued to emphasize the social implications of Jesus’ 
mission in Acts through his record of the church’s behavior (cf. Acts 2:42-47; 4:32-37). 

o Luke strengthened the connections he made between Jesus’ identity and mission and 
the church’s activity by intentionally composing his account of the early church in a 
way that replayed the narrative of Jesus’ life.  

• Also in his introduction, Luke records the mission Jesus gave to the apostles; he 
commissioned them “to be [his] witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to 
the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). That mission offers an index to the material in the book: 

o Acts 1-7 records the apostles’ work in Jerusalem. 
o Acts 8-12 details the apostles’ efforts in Judea and Samaria. 
o Acts 13-28 traces the mission of the apostles throughout the Roman empire, “the end 

of the earth”. 
• The apostles’ work in Jerusalem, recorded in Acts 1-7, focuses on a few main themes that 

include: 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
2 Acts 1:8. 
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o The Holy Spirit’s empowering and guiding presence in the apostles’ lives as the means 
by which Jesus continues to teach and lead his people (Acts 1:1-2, 8; John 14:18, 26; 
16:12-15; cf. Acts 4:8). 

o The Holy Spirit’s presence in the apostles and the church as the fulfillment of God’s 
promise to “restore the kingdom to Israel” (Acts 1:1-3, 6-8; 2:1-40; cf. Deuteronomy 
30:1-6; Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 11:17-20; 36:22-28; 39:25-29; Joel 2:28-32). 

o God’s symbolic indwelling of the apostles and the church as evidence of their identity 
as His new temple (Acts 2:1-4; Exodus 19:18; 40:34-38; 2 Chronicles 5:13-14; cf. 1 
Corinthians 3:16-17; 6:19), which set up a growing tension between the church and 
the temple in Jerusalem. 

 

Acts 1 
Acts chapter one opens with the announcement of the imminent arrival of “the kingdom of 
God”, the kingdom that formed the center around which Jesus’ ministry revolved (Acts 1:1-8; 
Matthew 4:17, 23) and the kingdom over which he rules (Acts 1:9-11; Daniel 7:13-14; Ephesians 
1:18-23). Even though they still struggled to understand Jesus’ teachings about the kingdom, the 
disciples’ appointment of Matthias to replace Judas and complete the symbolism of the twelve 
as a new Israel evidenced their anticipation of the kingdom’s arrival. 
 

 

Acts 2 
The opening scene in Acts chapter two narrates the way God, through the Holy Spirit promised 
by Jesus, indwelt His people like He previously indwelt the tabernacle and the temple (Acts 2:1-4; 
Exodus 19:18; 40:34-38; 2 Chronicles 5:13-14). While Luke’s long discussion about the 
homelands of the crowd of Jews and proselytes attracted by the Holy Spirit’s dramatic arrival 

The Kingdom of God 
Notice Luke’s references to the kingdom of 
God in Acts; he intentionally refers to the 
kingdom at key transitions in the text. 
Consider:  

• Acts 1:3, 6, 8 – the beginning of the 
apostles’ work in Jerusalem (Acts 1-7). 

• Acts 8:12 – the beginning of the 
apostles’ work in Judea and Samaria 
(Acts 8-12). 

• Acts 14:22; 19:8; 20:25; 28;23, 31 – 
the apostles’ work “to the ends of the 
earth”, represented by Paul’s 
missionary trips through the Roman 
empire and his eventual journey to 
Rome itself (Acts 13-28). 

What insights do you think Luke’s placement of 
the phrase “kingdom of God” might offer into 
his organization of, and intentions for, the 
material in Acts? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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might seem like a detour, it signals the connection between the Holy Spirit’s arrival and God’s 
promises to use His Spirit to reunite the Israelite nation (Acts 2:1-12; Ezekiel 36:22-37:28). Luke 
then reinforced his understanding by recording Peter’s speech to the crowd in which Peter tied 
the Holy Spirit’s arrival to a prophecy by Joel (Acts 2:14-21, 32-33; Joel 2:28-32). Chapter two 
concludes with the account of “about three thousand” people being baptized and receiving the 
promised “gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38-41). The chapter thus begins and ends with the Holy 
Spirit indwelling people, demonstrating how they formed both the new temple and the renewed 
Israel God promised through the prophets (cf. Ezekiel 36:22-37:28; 40:1-48:35). 
 

Acts 3-4 
The newly inaugurated church began its ministry in a way similar to Luke’s record of the 
beginning of Jesus’ ministry – both began with miracles focused on “the poor”, “the captives”, 
“the blind”, and “the oppressed” (Luke 4:16-21, 18-19; Acts 3:1-9). Luke’s record of the speech 
Peter delivered to the crowd attracted by the miracle identifies Jesus as the power behind the 
healing, a power he possesses because he is the prophesied messianic king (Acts 3:11-26). That 
message “greatly annoyed” the Jewish religious leaders who arrested and questioned Peter and 
John (Acts 4:1-22). Luke’s account of the conversation Peter and John had with the other 
Christians after being released points to the upcoming conflicts between the Christians and the 
Jewish state – Peter and John identified the Jewish religious leaders with the Gentile nations who 
aligned themselves against God (Acts 4:23-26). 
 

Acts 5 
Act’s fifth chapter details the growing conflicts confronting the church. First, in a story that 
mirrors the accounts of Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 10:1-3) and Achan (Joshua 7), Luke records 
problems that came from within the church and that God, through the Holy Spirit, dramatically 
stopped (Acts 5:1-11). Second, Luke describes the escalating tension between the church and 
the Jewish religious leadership that resulted in the imprisonment and beating of the apostles 
(Acts 5:17-40). Luke included in that scene a speech by a Pharisee named Gamaliel who advised 
the Jewish leaders on how to deal with the apostles (Acts 5:33-39). Gamaliel speech prepares 

The behavior of the church 
Luke includes a number of passages that 
provide insight into the daily lives of the early 
church. He did not, however, record 
everything the early church did; he 
deliberately selected his material to support 
his message. Consider: 

• Acts 2:42-47 
• Acts 4:23-30 
• Acts 4:32-37 
• Acts 6:1-6 

What behaviors characterized the early church 
in Acts and what might those things reveal 
about their understandings of the kingdom of 
God? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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readers for the church’s success despite the growing hostility it faced – referring to the apostles 
and the church, he said, “if it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them. You might even 
be found opposing God!” (Acts 5:39). 
 

Acts 6-7 
Acts chapters six and seven focus on Stephen, one of the men selected to oversee “the daily 
distribution” to the widows (Acts 6:1-6), and narrates his death in a way that reenacts Jesus’ 
transfiguration, trial and death (Acts 6:8-15; Luke 9:29; Matthew 26:59-64). Targeted because of 
his public, Holy-Spirit empowered teaching (Acts 6:8-10), diaspora Jews leveled false charges 
against him and brought him before the Jewish council (Acts 6:11-14). Stephen, with his face 
transfigured “like the face of an angel” (Acts 6:15), did not offer a defense of himself. Instead, 
Stephen indicted the council by showing how their rejection of Jesus replayed Israel’s history of 
rejecting the people God sent to save them (Acts 7:2-50) revealing them to be “stiff-necked 
people, uncircumcised in hear and ears” who followed in the rebellious way of their ancestors 
(Acts 7:51-53).  
  

 
 
 

Moving forward… 
As we begin to explore the book of Acts in our coming classes, consider the following questions: 
• What successes and what problems does Luke record the early church encountering while 

being Jesus’ “witnesses in Jerusalem” (cf. Acts 1:8)? What insights do you think Luke intends 
readers to take from the development of both those successes and problems?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• What role does the Holy Spirit play in Acts 1-7? What insights do you think the Spirit’s role in 

Acts 1-7 offers us for His role in our lives? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

• How did the apostles and other people in Acts opening section use the Old Testament to 
prove their convictions about Jesus and the church? What insights do you think their use of 
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the Old Testament offers to us about our use of the Old Testament and its relationships to 
the New Testament? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

• In the book of Acts, Luke intentionally tells the story of the church in ways that replays his 
record of Jesus’ life. In what ways do you see the material in Acts 1-7 replaying events from 
Jesus’ life?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
  

 
 
 

 

 


