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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 8-12 – “You will be my witnesses in…all Judea and 
Samaria”2 
Luke introduced his account of the church by 
noting the commission Jesus gave to the apostles – 
they were “to be [his] witnesses in Jerusalem and in 
all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” 
(Acts 1:8). Acts 8-12 details apostles and the 
church’s activity in the second region of the 
commission, in Judea and Samaria. In particular, 
this section of Luke’s material notes the Jewish 
Christians’ resistance to the equal inclusion of the 
widening range of people being attracted to Jesus. 
Luke narrates their resistance in a way that echoes 
the resistance Jesus experienced from the religious 
leaders who objected to the way he interacted 
with people they considered ‘undesirable’ (cf. Luke 
5:27-32).  
 
Consider the following two themes Luke weaves 
into his narration of the growing tensions 
experienced by the early church: 

 
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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• “The good news of peace through Jesus Christ” transforms people and creates peaceful 
relationships (Acts 10:36; cf. Acts 9-10; Galatians 3:25-27; Ephesians 2:11-22).  

• Acts chapters 8-11 shift the focus away from Jerusalem and the Jewish Christians to Antioch 
and the Gentile Christians, a move that reveals both the failures of the Jewish people and 
God’s efforts to fulfill the global scope of His promises. 
 

Acts 8 
Acts chapter eight opens with a brief description of “a great persecution against the church in 
Jerusalem” that scattered Christians “throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria” and initiated 
the second phase of the mission Jesus gave to the apostles (Acts 8:1; 1:8). Luke began his 
narrative of the mission into “Judea and Samaria” by focusing on Philip’s ministry to the 
Samaritans, a ministry that echoes his record of Jesus’ interactions with the Samaritans (Luke 
9:51-55; 10:25-37; 17:16-18). Philip’s success among the Samaritans (cf. Acts 8:12), who were 
descended from the remnants of the northern kingdom of Israel, reveals God’s effort to restore 
and reunite Israel (cf. Ezekiel 37:15-28) and serves as a bridge to Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles 
(the Samaritans were an intermediary people, halfway between the Jews and Gentiles).   
 

 

Acts 9 
Acts chapter nine recounts Jesus’ appearance to Saul and Saul’s subsequent conversion from a 
persecutor of those who followed Jesus (cf. Acts 8:1-3; 9:1) to a follower of Jesus himself.  Luke 
clearly believed Saul’s conversion represented an important moment in the church’s 
development – he recorded the events three times in the book (Acts 9:1-19; 22:1-21; 26:12-18). 
Consider the ways in which he emphasized the significance of Saul’s conversion: 

The Samaritans 
John’s gospel informs us that “Jews [had] no 
dealings with Samaritans” (John 4:9). Even 
though the Samaritans’ shared a common 
lineage with the Jewish people (the 
Samaritans descended from the remnants of 
the northern kingdom of Israel and the 
foreigners Assyria imported into their land 
after conquering them in 722BC, cf. 2 Kings 
17), a deep animosity existed between the 
two people groups in the first century. The 
close proximity of the Jews and the 
Samaritans (Samaria sat between Judea and 
Galilee, the two primary territories of the 
Jews) aggravated those tensions and often 
resulted in violent conflicts. 

How did the early church respond to the 
tensions between the Jews and Samaritans 
and what lessons can we take from that 
response and apply to our relationships today? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
 



joshua hartwigsen, Adult Bible study, summer 2020 

 

• First, Jesus commissioned Saul “to carry [his] name before the Gentiles” (Acts 9:15; Genesis 
22:18; Isaiah 19:16-25), which begins Act’s transition to the third part of the church’s mission 
(Acts 1:8) and the fulfillment of God’s purpose for Israel (Genesis 12:1-3; 22:18; Exodus 19:5-
6; Acts 3:25-26).  

• Second, Jesus’ appearance to Saul emphasizes the importance of his mission by echoing 
God’s commissioning of prophets in the Hebrew Bible (cf. Isaiah 6:1-13; Jeremiah 1:4-10; 
Ezekiel 1:1-3:15; Galatians 1:11-16).  

• Third, like the prophets and like Jesus (who also operated as a prophet), the Jews rejected 
Saul and his message (Acts 9:20-30; cf. Acts 7:1-53). 

 

Acts 10:1-11:18 
Luke opened the book of Acts by recording the apostles’ commission to witness for Jesus 
throughout their world (Acts 1:8). Luke’s narrative of the apostles’ activity, however, revealed 
their tendency to only witness among their people in their lands. God responded by 
providentially using things like persecution (cf. Acts 8:1-4) and actively using the Holy Spirit and 
visions to prompt their efforts (Acts 8:26-40; 10:9-23). Acts chapter ten records a symbolic vision 
God sent to Peter directing him to the home of a Roman centurion named Cornelius (Acts 10:9-
23). Even though He had already revealed to Peter “that [he] should not call any person common 
or unclean” (Acts 10:28-29), God further confirmed His impartial sovereignty over all people by 
‘pouring out’ the Holy Spirit on the Gentiles in the same way He gave the Holy Spirit to the 
apostles in Acts 2:1-4 (Acts 10:34-36, 44-45; 11:15). His dramatic acceptance of Cornelius and his 
household convinced the Jews that “to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads 
to life” (Acts 11:1-18). 

 

Acts 11:19-12:25 
Luke’s narrative shifts its focus in Acts 11:19 from Jerusalem to Antioch in Syria. Antioch, the 
third largest city in the Roman empire, became the functional heart of the growing church and 
the sponsor of Paul’s missionary efforts that occupy the remainder of the book. Luke paired his 
reference to the growth of Gentile Christianity with a final story of Jewish hostility towards the 

A blessing to the whole world 
When God announced His selection of 
Abraham, He also announced the purpose for 
choosing him – God chose Abraham so that 
He could bless the whole world through him 
and his family (cf. Genesis 12:1-3; 18:17-19; 
22:17-18). God gave insight into His purpose 
when He covenanted with Israel at Mt. Sinai 
and announced His purpose for the nation – 
they were to serve as priests mediating 
between God and the nations (Exodus 19:5-
6).  

How did God expect Israel to serve as a nation 
of priests? How do you think God expects us to 
serve as priests today (1 Peter 2:9)? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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church in Acts chapter twelve. King Herod Agrippa I “laid violent hands” on Christians in effort to 
please his Jewish citizenship and, after killing James, he intended to kill Peter too (Acts 12:1-5). 
God, however, freed Peter and killed Herod for his arrogance (Acts 12:19, 20-23). Luke used this 
record of Jewish hostility toward the church as the transition from Jewish Christianity to Gentile 
Christianity and to move the narrative from Peter, who fled from Judea to Caesarea (Acts 12:19), 
to Paul, who the Holy Spirit commissioned to take the message of Jesus to the Gentiles (Acts 
13:1-3). 
 
 

Discussion/application questions 

• What things do you think Luke emphasizes in his record of the church’s activity in “Judea and 
Samria” and what insights do you think his emphases hold for us?   
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• Luke’s record of Peter’s visit to Cornelius’ home includes Peter’s comment that the message 

about Jesus is “the good news of peace through Jesus Christ (he is Lord of all)” (Acts 10:34-
36). In that setting, the message of peace had to do with the way Jesus reshaped people’s 
relationship to one another. In what ways did Jesus reshape Peter’s relationship with 
Cornelius (cf. Acts 10:1-11:18)? How do the reshaped relationship Jesus creates become part 
of the gospel, “the good news of peace through Jesus Christ”?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
•  God clearly and repeatedly announced His plan to use the family of Abraham to bless the 

entire world (cf. Genesis 12:1-3; 22:17-18; Isaiah 19:16-25; Exodus 19:5-6), yet Luke’s record 
of the Jewish people in Acts reveals a prejudice against non-Jewish people (Samaritans and 
Gentiles). What factors do you think might have contributed to that bias and in what ways 
might similar prejudices manifest themselves in our lives today? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 


