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THE WORLD UPSIDE DOWN 
A survey of the book of Acts 
 
 
The coronavirus 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 13:1-21:14 – “You will be my witnesses…to the end of the 
earth”2 
Luke dedicates more than half of the material in Acts to Paul’s ministry among the Gentiles. In 
particular, Luke records three missionary journeys undertaken by Paul in Acts 13-21. Summaries 
of Paul’s teaching during his trips reveal that he believed his ministry brought Jews and Gentiles 
together as equals under Jesus’ rule in fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham (cf. Acts 13:13-
52), a message that solicited sharp responses from people. Consider:  
• A general pattern of Jewish resistance and Gentile acceptance towards Paul and his message 

about Jesus (cf. Acts 13:46-50; 14:1-2, 19; 17:1-5, 11-13; 18:12). 
• Paul’s message proved dangerous to many people (Acts 16:20; 17:6-7; 18:12-17; 19:23-41). 
• Luke worked to validate Paul and his message against the rejection and hostility he 

encountered by: 
o Intentionally telling Paul’s missionary efforts in a way that echoes Jesus’ own ministry 

efforts (Luke 10:1-15; 14-18; Acts 13-21). 
o Noting the Holy Spirit’s role in Paul’s ministry as evidence of Jesus’ ongoing presence 

both guiding and protecting Paul (Acts 13:2; 16:6-10; 20:22-23; cf. Acts 1:8; John 
14:18, 26; 16:12-14). 

 

Acts 13:1-14:28 – Paul’s first missionary trip 
Luke, after describing Peter’s disappearance from Herod’s prison (Acts 12:18-19), transitioned 
his narrative’s focus from Peter to Saul/Paul. God had chosen Paul “to carry [His] name before 
the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel” (Acts 9:15) and Paul’s Holy-Spirit-directed 

 
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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missionary efforts brought about the third phase of the mission Jesus gave to the apostles – to 
be his “witnesses…to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8; 13:1-3). 
 
Luke’s select account of Paul’s first trip emphasized certain moments that highlight features of 
Paul’s efforts. Consider, for example, the things Luke records about Paul’s activity in the 
following two locations: 
• Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 13:13-52) – Luke records a 

lengthy address Paul delivered to a Jewish 
synagogue in Antioch that offers a summary of his 
message to the Jewish people that included: 

o Jesus fulfilled “what God promised to the 
fathers” – the promise to use the family of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to bless all 
nations (Genesis 12:1-3; 22:18; 26:1-5; 
28:13-15; cf. Genesis 17:1-8). 

o God fulfilled His promises through Jesus’ 
death and resurrection (Acts 13:33-39; cf. 
Psalm 2:7-8; Daniel 7:13-14; 1 Corinthians 
15:20-28). 

o Paul had a specific mission to bring the 
Gentiles to Jesus in fulfillment of God’s 
promise to Abraham (Acts 13:46-47; 
Genesis 22:17-18).  

• Lystra (Acts 14:8-23) – While Luke’s record of Paul’s speech in Antioch reveals the content of 
his message, the response Paul encountered in Lystra emphasizes peoples’ reactions. 

o Even though many Gentiles believed his message about Jesus, many Gentiles 
misunderstood Paul and his message about Jesus (Acts 14:8-18). 

o Jews from Antioch and Iconium, jealous over Paul’s successes among the Gentiles, 
worked to poison Paul’s efforts among the Gentiles (Acts 14:2, 19). 
 

Acts 15:1-35 – Paul and the Jerusalem council 
Misunderstandings about their covenant relationship with God led a seemingly widespread 
Jewish prejudice against Gentiles (cf. Exodus 19:5-6; Acts 10:1-11:15). Luke, in the book of Acts, 
notes that the presence of that prejudice in the early church and how that attitude worked 
against the church’s identity and mission.  Acts chapter fifteen reveals the church’s response to 
that prejudice and emphasizes the church’s role in God’s plan to restore His relationship with all 
of humanity.  Consider some of the things Luke records: 
• Paul’s strong resistance to the Jewish Christians who taught that Gentile Christians had to be 

“circumcised according to the custom of Moses” in order to be saved (Acts 15:1-2, 5; 
Galatians 2:1-5) reminds us that elevating our preference over the message of Jesus 
endangers “the truth of the gospel” (Acts 15:2). 
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• Division represents a very serious threat to the church, an understanding reflected in the 
decision of the church leaders to meet together in Jerusalem to address the issue (Acts 15:2, 
6).   

• Peter’s comment that God did not require Cornelius to be circumcised or to keep the law of 
Moses reminds us that the church must unite behind Jesus rather than the culture or 
preferences of any one group in the church (Acts 15:7-11; 10:1-11:15). 

• James’ belief that the equal inclusion of Gentiles in the church fulfilled Old Testament 
prophecies and accomplished God’s purpose for Israel (Acts 15:13-21; Amos 9:11-12; Exodus 
19:5-6) reminds us that God intends the church, a group of different people united together 
through Jesus, to embody His plans for humanity.  
 

Acts 15:36-18:23 – Paul’s second missionary trip 
Luke’s record of Paul’s second missionary 
journey introduces readers to a number of 
individuals and places that hold an 
important place in Paul’s letters. For 
example: 
• Luke mentions Paul’s efforts in Philippi 

(Acts 16:11-40), Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-
9), and Corinth (Acts 18:1-17), cities to 
which he would later write letters. 

• Luke also records Paul’s interactions 
with a number of individuals like 
Timothy (Acts 16:1-3), Lydia (Acts 13-
15), the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:25-34), 
and Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18:24-26).  

 

The Jerusalem Council 
Luke gives the Jerusalem council an important 
place in his account of the early church by 
placing it in the center of his letter. We can 
easily understand the council’s significance – 
it rejected the Jewish/Gentile division 
threatening the early church and offered 
Holy-Spirit-given guidance to the Jewish and 
Gentile Christians, reminding the Jewish 
Christians that they did not hold an elevated 
place before God (Acts 15:7-11) and offering 
basic instructions to the Gentiles on how to 
act (Acts 15:19-20).  

Why do you think the council instructed the 
Gentiles to respect God, sexuality, and life 
(Acts 15:19-20)? What might those 
instructions reveal about the problems facing 
the church and about God’s concerns? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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Paul’s second missionary journey also emphasizes the political and religious threat people in the 
Roman world saw in his message. For example: 
• Paul “turned the world upside down” by proclaiming “that there is another king, Jesus” (Acts 

17:5-7). 
• Paul’s message about God’s unique sovereignty and about Jesus’ resurrection was not 

merely “new” and “strange”; it carried a threat that required examination (Acts 17:16-32; 
16:20-21). 
 

Acts 18:23-21:15 – Paul’s third missionary trip 
Luke’s record of Paul’s third missionary 
journey includes a focus on Paul’s plans to 
travel to Jerusalem (Acts 20:16, 22; 21:4, 10-
14). While Luke narrated Paul’s journey to 
Jerusalem in a way that echoed Jesus’ own 
journey to Jerusalem (Luke 14-18), Paul’s 
statements about going to Jerusalem do not 
focus on the parallels between himself and 
Jesus. Instead, Paul desired to go to 
Jerusalem to oversee delivery of the money 
collected by the Gentile Christians for the 
church in Jerusalem as part of the 
responsibility given to him during the 
Jerusalem council (Galatians 2:1-10; Acts 
11:27-30; 24:17; 1 Corinthians 16:1-4; 2 Corinthians 8:1-9:15; Romans 15:25-28; Acts 20:4). 
Paul’s numerous references to the monetary gift he collected from the Gentiles indicate his 
conviction about its importance – the help the Gentile churches offered to the Jewish church in 
Jerusalem was important because it represented the unity God caused to exist among Christians, 
a unity that embodied the new world order of Jesus’ kingdom. 
 
 

Discussion/application questions 

• Beginning in Acts chapter thirteen, Luke shifts his narrative’s focus to Paul and his missionary 
efforts among the Gentiles. Why do you think Luke’s dedicates so much attention to Paul and 
what lesson do you think that focus holds for us today?   
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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• In what ways do you think Luke’s record of the Jerusalem council in Acts 15 offers guidance 
for us today?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• What recurring themes/messages do you see in the messages Luke records Paul delivering 

during his missionary journeys?  What insights do you think those themes/messages offer us 
into the message and mission of the church today? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• Why do you think Paul was so focused on delivering the monetary gift offered by the Gentile 

churches to the Jewish church in Jerusalem, especially given the Holy Spirit’s warning that it 
would result in his imprisonment (Acts 24:17; 21:10-14)? What lessons do you think we can 
take from Paul’s focus on that gift? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 


