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To Mariam
a true sister in the faith

and

in memory of my sister, Denise Seal Kratz—
in anticipation of Death’s defeat and in the sure hope of the resurrection
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1

INTRODUCTION

Many film producers create sequels to blockbuster movies. Most of these follow-up films 
are not crafted as carefully or artistically as their predecessors. Occasionally, exceptions 

emerge, in unusual cases generating long series of shows. The internationally loved nine-film 
Star Wars sequence, now with prequels and spanning more than four decades, is undoubtedly 
the most famous contemporary example.

In 1997, I (Craig) had the privilege of seeing my book Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction 
and Survey appear in print, and a second edition came out in 2009.1 This volume grew out of 
years of teaching a quarter-long class on this material first at the undergraduate and then at 
the graduate level. What began as my own lecture notes had turned into detailed printed out-
lines that I distributed to my students and then into a spiral-bound booklet of prose commen-
tary that added even more information. When Broadman & Holman Publishers were looking 
for an introductory textbook on precisely this topic, I was delighted to be able to expand the 
material once more and turn it into a publishable volume. I was also thrilled that IVP in the 
United Kingdom was eager to publish a British edition.

At that time I did not imagine composing a sequel. Broadman & Holman had already 
contracted with John B. Polhill to produce a comparable introduction to Acts and Paul, and 
it appeared in 1999 as Paul and His Letters, an extraordinarily comprehensive, accurate, and 
user-friendly companion to my book. Nevertheless, I was greatly encouraged by the reception 
that Jesus and the Gospels was receiving. I discovered it was being used as a textbook in college 
and seminary classrooms around the English-speaking world and soon was translated into 

1 Nashville: B&H; Leicester, UK: Apollos.
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German as well. In more recent years, Korean and Portuguese translations have also appeared. 
Laypeople around the world volunteered the information that they found it helpful for seri-
ous, personal study apart from any educational institution or degree program.

Soon various individuals began to ask me what I used for textbooks when I taught Acts 
through Revelation. I explained that my class notes had begun a similar metamorphosis. Early 
in the new millennium, therefore, I began seriously to contemplate a sequel to my first text-
book. My two previous publishers expressed interest in the project, so my research moved for-
ward. John Landers, my B&H Academic editor, suggested the title From Pentecost to Patmos.

In the autumn semesters of 2004 and 2005, I had my students in “Understanding the 
Gospels and Acts” read drafts of my material on Acts. In the springs of 2005 and 2006, classes 
on “Understanding the Epistles and Revelation” worked through my writing on that half of 
the New Testament. Were our seminary still following the quarter system, Jesus and the Gospels 
would fit perfectly for the first term and From Pentecost to Patmos for the second and third 
terms. But Denver Seminary, like most tertiary-level institutions in the US in recent years, 
shifted to the semester system, and so the division became more awkward.2

Nevertheless, this volume has done well enough to merit a second edition, which we pres-
ent here. Its first edition, too, was translated—into Korean, Spanish, and Portuguese, with the 
chapter on Revelation published as a stand-alone booklet in Albanian. Like its predecessor, 
this volume attempts to offer the reader a “one-stop shopping” guide to everything we would 
most want theological students to know about the biblical books covered. Classically, “intro-
ductions” have treated such background information as author, date, audience, provenance, 
purposes, genre, outline, and a few highlights of theology and contents, while “surveys” have 
concentrated on the contents of the books of Scripture, after the fashion of a miniature com-
mentary, with only minimal background information. Increasingly, both kinds of works do 
some of each task, just in varying proportions, but they all still tend to assume that lecturers 
will supplement the textbooks with in-class treatments of the exegesis of important passages 
and discussions of interpretive controversies in more detail.

Our experience and convictions have led us to a somewhat opposite process. What inter-
ests most twenty-first-century students and what they most often need for ministry and life 
is a detailed mastery of the meanings of the texts of Scripture themselves. All of these other 
topics are important but not as primary. So we have attempted to deal with the most crucial 

2 But see the excellent recent work of Thomas R. Schreiner, Handbook on Acts and Paul’s Letters 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2019).
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items of introduction in just enough detail to provide the necessary background for correctly 
interpreting the New Testament books, with footnotes and bibliography indicating where 
more detailed discussions can be found. We spend most of our time, however, on surveying the 
actual structure and contents of each book, the main points taught in each section and sub-
section, the distinctive exegetical cruxes, and several key items for contemporary application. 
Thus if students were never to attend class but knew and understood, inside and out, what we 
have written, our consciences would be clear that they would have an excellent foundation in 
the biblical literature covered. We nevertheless hope they attend class, too!

As in Jesus and the Gospels, we adopt a broadly based, theologically evangelical perspective. 
A disproportionately large number of the sources in our bibliographies, especially in the com-
mentary sections, come from evangelical authors. But we have read widely, interacted with a 
broad cross-section of scholarship, and tried to offer a representative sampling of approaches 
across a wide spectrum of theological commitments, even if often only in the footnotes. When 
it comes to the more controversial passages and interpretive issues, it is almost impossible to 
do justice to all points of view, so we have often had to deal with complex issues briefly, mov-
ing quickly to our conclusions. But on some of the thorniest issues, especially involving gender 
roles, we have taken the time to explore multiple positions in more detail. 

The overall structure of the book is straightforward. Acts comes first because it appears 
immediately after the Gospels in canonical sequence and because it forms the narrative context 
into which many of the Epistles may be inserted with greater understanding.3 The section on 
Paul’s letters surveys his Epistles in chronological order as best we can reconstruct it. These chap-
ters are preceded by an introduction to Paul’s life, ministry, and thought that includes, among 
many other things, an explanation of why his letters were arranged in our New Testament canon 
in a different sequence (p. 137). The dating of the remaining Epistles—Hebrews, James, 1 and 
2!Peter, 1, 2, and 3!John, and Jude—is much less certain. But one possible chronology, which we 
have followed for the sequence of our discussions, is James, Hebrews, 1!Peter, Jude, 2!Peter, and 1, 
2, and 3!John.4 Revelation is almost certainly the last of the New Testament books to be written.

3 For a more in-depth discussion of Acts’s canonical placement after the Gospels and before the 
Epistles, see Stanley E. Porter, “The Early Church and Today’s Church: Insights from the Book of 
Acts,” McMaster Journal of Theology and Ministry 17 (2015–16): 73–83.

4 The most likely divergence from this chronology would come with the letter of Jude, which may 
be considerably earlier than all the other non-Pauline Epistles except perhaps James. But because of the 
close literary relationship between Jude and 2!Peter, it makes sense to treat them together. See further 
below, p. 682.
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The Canon of the New Testament
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Matthew
Mark
Luke
John
Acts

Letters of Paul to churches 
(decreasing length)

Letters of Paul to individuals 
(decreasing length)

Hebrews

Ge
ne

ral
 

Ep
ist

les

James
1 and 2 Peter

1, 2, and 3 John
Jude

Revelation

The comments on each book begin with introductory considerations. Then follow abbre-
viated remarks in commentary form on the most central, interesting, relevant, and/or contro-
versial details of the book, in passage-by-passage (and at times even verse-by-verse) sequence 
with footnotes to where specific concepts or quotations originate or to where fuller discussion 
of issues may be found. Finally, some brief remarks with respect to the contemporary appli-
cation of each book and a selective bibliography of works for further study will appear. The 
bibliographies begin with commentaries arranged under three headings: advanced works, the 
understanding of which is usually enhanced (though not required) by some knowledge of 
Greek; intermediate-level items, which include detailed but not overly technical commentar-
ies on the English text written with full knowledge of the original language and of current 
scholarship; and introductory volumes, which are briefer or more applicational in focus but 
still reflect sound, up-to-date scholarship evaluated in light of the original languages and texts 
of Scripture. All of the bibliographies prioritize recent, important, and higher-quality works 
from a variety of perspectives.
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Since 2008, I have been privileged to be a member of the Committee on Bible Translation of 
the NIV.  The 2011 NIV is, in my estimation, the best “optimally equivalent” translation available 
today (other good examples include the CSB and NAB). Some (“formally equivalent”) transla-
tions prioritize preserving the form and meaning of the original Greek of the New Testament 
(or of the Hebrew and Aramaic of the Old Testament), while other (“dynamically equivalent”) 
translations prioritize clarity and readability. Optimally equivalent translations aim at both accu-
rate and understandable rendering simultaneously, even as their translators realize that what will 
result will overall be not quite as “formally equivalent” as the so-called “literal” translations (e.g., 
NASB, ESV, NRSV), nor quite as “dynamically equivalent” as the fresher, more readable ones 
(e.g., NLT, GNB, CEB). But they will be sufficiently accurate and sufficiently understandable 
at the same time to communicate to the broadest cross-section of readers.5 So the NIV is our 
default translation, and we specifically indicate when we quote a different one.

While reading widely among the scholarship of several languages and cultures, with 
rare exceptions we limit our footnotes and bibliography to English-language publications. 
Italicized material, review questions at the end of each chapter, and maps, charts, and diagrams 
are likewise designed to make the work more user-friendly. Our goal is for readers to come 
to better understand first-century Christianity and the literature it produced that came to be 
treated as uniquely sacred. We hope that our textbook fosters a better appreciation of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, worshipped by this fledgling church, often in hostile circumstances and facing 
difficulties remarkably similar to those the church faces today throughout the world, despite 
the changes in cultural and technological forms in which those challenges may be cloaked.

This edition has about 19 percent more words than the first. Much of that is due to addi-
tional footnoting. Readers uninterested in documentation for our perspectives or in resources 
for further study can ignore most all of these, and the text itself is not that much longer. Those 
who are looking for the lay of the scholarly land will gain considerably more help from the 
expanded footnoting than previously. In terms of the text, we have occasionally deleted a little 
from the first edition, but much more often we have added a bit. The portions of the text itself 
that have been most expanded are the introduction to Paul (the last fifteen years have seen 
an avalanche of Pauline study, almost outpacing all the rest of New Testament scholarship 
put together!), bits of Galatians and Romans, treatments of some of the most controversial 
Pauline passages, snippets in the General Epistles, and a fair amount of the introduction to 
Revelation. We hope our readers find these additions worthwhile.

5 For an introduction to all three approaches, see Craig L. Blomberg, Can We Still Believe the Bible? 
An Evangelical Engagement with Contemporary Questions (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014), 83–118. 
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1

Acts: The Gospel Moves Out

Introduction
!e Uniqueness of Acts
The fifth book of the New Testament proves unique in numerous ways. First, it is the only 
intentional “sequel” in the canon. No other Gospel besides Luke’s proceeds to narrate the events 
of the first generation of Christian history. And while various Epistles spawned follow-up 
letters, to our knowledge no two letters were ever conceived as a unity from the outset. Thus 
one cannot fully understand the book of Acts without first studying the Gospel of Luke.1 As 
straightforward as this point may seem, it is often not recognized because, in the canonical 
process of grouping the four Gospels together, John’s has intruded and come between Luke’s 
first and second volumes.2

Second, the contents of Acts remain unique. It is the only book to treat the period between 
Jesus’s crucifixion (probably in AD 30) and the end of Paul’s ministry (or at least nearly 
the end, sometime in the 60s). It has often been observed that the traditional title ascribed 
to the book, “The Acts of the Apostles,” is somewhat misleading because the only one of 

1 On which, see Craig L. Blomberg, Jesus and the Gospels: An Introduction and Survey, 2nd ed. 
(Nashville: B&H; Nottingham: IVP, 2009), 159–76, and the literature there cited.

2 Cf. I.!Howard Marshall, “Acts and the ‘Former Treatise,’” in The Book of Acts in Its Ancient Literary 
Setting, vol. 1, ed. Bruce W. Winter and Andrew D. Clarke (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 163–82. 
Gregory Goswell goes further, arguing that Acts should not be seen as a continuation of Luke only, but 
also for any of the three other Gospels, since each of the four Gospels ends with missional words about 
spreading the gospel, which then unfolds in Acts. Goswell, “The Place of the Book of Acts in Reading 
the NT,” JETS 51 (2016): 67–82.
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the original Twelve who plays a prominent role in this work is Peter. The most highlighted 
human character is Paul, who thought of himself as an apostle but was not one of the Twelve. 
Beyond that, we read a little about John, the other ten are listed, but the remaining characters 
are not apostles at all. Perhaps, then, we should think of the work as “The Acts of Peter and 
Paul,” or better “The Acts of the Holy Spirit,” since Luke clearly sees the work of the early 
church as “Spirit-directed.”3 Yet whatever the title, this is the only existing work inside the canon 
of Scripture to describe this f irst generation of church history.4 The work of this generation is a 
significant transition from the authority of the Old Testament prophets and Jewish leaders to 
the Christian apostles and leaders as the first generation of Christian authorities, empowered 
by the presence and work of the Holy Spirit in their lives.5 Thus Acts serves as a unifier and 
transition point for Scripture, so that all appeals to the “New Testament church” as a model for 
Christian living in any other time and place sooner or later wind up scrutinizing Acts.

Third, this volume offers unique problems in application. Unlike the Epistles, it gives few 
formal commands. Even the four Gospels, with their emphasis on Jesus’s ethical instruction, 
have more explicitly didactic material than Acts. Most of its contents simply present  various 
vignettes involving the characters Luke chooses to highlight. Subsequent readers frequently 
find themselves asking, “What is normative?” “What is a positive example to emulate or a 
nega tive one to avoid?” “Or are certain events included for other reasons—perhaps just because 
they happened and remained important for explaining developments in the fledgling church?” 
One fundamental interpretive axiom in answering these questions is to distinguish consistent pat-
terns of behavior in multiple contexts within the book (and within the rest of the New Testament 
more generally) from behavior that varies from one context to the next. Luke, as narrator, can also 
give indirect clues by noting God’s blessing as the result of some activity—a further way of 
indicating its exemplary nature.

Finally, the book of Acts appears in a unique position in the progress of God’s revelation to 
humanity. The first Christian generation clearly formed a transitional period from the age 

3 Justo L. González, Acts: The Gospel of the Spirit (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2001), 8.
4 It is almost the only source inside or outside the canon, but some of the apocryphal Acts may 

impinge on the time frame covered by the canonical Acts. For the most part, however, they present 
subsequent ministry of the apostles, often in legendary form. For what can be known about them, see 
W.! Brian Shelton, Quest for the Historical Apostles: Tracing Their Lives and Legacies (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2018).

5 David E. Smith, “Acts and the Structure of the Christian Bible,” in Contemporary Studies in Acts, 
ed. Thomas E. Phillips (Macon: Mercer University Press, 2009), 95.
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of law to the era of the gospel. No one woke up the day after Pentecost to hear a Jerusalem 
town crier announcing the end of the old covenant and the inauguration of the new! The 
differences that Jesus made through his life, death, and resurrection only gradually dawned 
on his followers. Parallel to this development was the transformation of Jesus’s first group of 
disciples from an exclusively Jewish sect centered in Jerusalem to what one generation later 
had become a predominantly Gentile movement scattered throughout the Roman Empire. 
Thus, while many incidents in Acts reflect Christians, especially Jewish ones, still observing 
the law, Luke’s own theological emphasis lies in highlighting how Christianity successively 
developed from a sect within ethnic Judaism to a movement that crossed all ethnic and 
cultural boundaries.

Authorship
Comparing the prefaces of Luke and Acts, along with the style of the two narratives overall, 
has convinced virtually all scholars that the author of these two volumes must be the same 
person. But who is he? Strictly speaking, Acts, like the four Gospels, is anonymous. As best 
we can tell, the titles to the books did not appear in the original documents and were prob-
ably first added in the second century as the various books of the New Testament began to 
be gathered together. The testimony of the ancient church fathers, however, unanimously aff irmed 
that Luke, whom Paul calls his “beloved physician” (Col. 4:14 KJV), was the author, a man who 
appears to have been a Gentile, since Paul refers to him only after mentioning “the only Jews 
among my co-workers” who have remained with him (v. 11). In the late nineteenth century, 
William Hobart argued that distinctively medical vocabulary appeared throughout Luke-
Acts, corroborating the tradition that a physician wrote these works.6 But in the early twenti-
eth century, Henry Cadbury demonstrated that this vocabulary appeared just as frequently 
in nonmedical works, demonstrating the inadequacy of Hobart’s argument.7 In more recent 
times, however, Loveday Alexander has shown that the closest parallels to the prefaces of 
Luke and Acts are found in Greco-Roman scientific treatises. While this does not prove that 

6 William K. Hobart, The Medical Language of St. Luke (London: Longmans and Green, 1882).
7 Henry J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1920; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999).
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Luke was a “scientist,” or more specifically a physician, it is at least consistent with the early 
church tradition.8

Church tradition also accounts for those sections of Acts in which the author changes 
from third-person narrative to first-person plural (describing what “we” did) as due to Luke’s 
presence with Paul on those occasions (16:10–17; 20:5–21:18; 27:1–28:16).9 In modern times, 
however, scholars have proposed at least two other options. First, this “we material” could 
reflect the diary, memoirs, or oral recollection of an eyewitness and companion of Paul, which 
was consulted by someone else while writing the entire book.10 Alternatively, some think this 
is an entirely artificial literary device based on allegedly similar practices, particularly in nar-
rating travel accounts, especially by sea, of various characters in Greco-Roman stories, even 
when the author had no link to any participants in these adventures.11

With the rise of modern biblical criticism, particularly in the nineteenth century, many 
followed the influential philosophy of Ferdinand Christian Baur, who built on Georg W.!F. 
Hegel’s dialectic view of history, in which a movement (thesis) was eventually opposed (antith-
esis) until a compromise between the two was achieved (synthesis). Baur believed that “Luke” 
mediated between the extreme Jewish Christianity of Peter and James and the extreme Gentile 
Christianity of Paul, creating a very late, mid-second-century synthesis. If the two works 
were this late, then of course no actual travel companion of Paul could have penned them. 
Today this reconstruction of the situation and motivation behind Acts has largely fallen out 
of favor. What Baur did correctly recognize, however, was that early Christianity, like Judaism 
more broadly, was diverse. But recognizing this diversity of ethnic and cultural expressions of 

8 Loveday C. A. Alexander, The Preface to Luke’s Gospel: Literary Convention and Social Context in 
Luke 1.1-3 and Acts 1.1 (Cambridge: CUP, 1993). Alexander has also demonstrated that, despite certain 
features of Acts that might appear fictitious at first glance, on more careful inspection Luke’s style and 
genre show that he intended to write a book that was accepted as “fact.” Loveday C.!A. Alexander, “Fact, 
Fiction and the Genre of Acts,” NTS 44 (1998): 380–99.

9 E.g., the Muratorian Canon; Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.1.1, 3.14.1; Tertullian, Against Marcion 
4.2; Eusebius, Church History 3.4. There are also numerous current scholars who still hold to this view. 
Craig Keener believes that Luke used the first-person periodically not only to indicate his presence 
on these occasions, but also to deflect attention from himself (as opposed to drawing attention by 
mentioning himself individually) and keeping the focus on Paul and the others. Keener, “First-Person 
Claims in Some Ancient Historians and Acts,” JGRChJ 10 (2014): 9–23.

10 See esp. Stanley E. Porter, “The ‘We’ Passages,” in The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting, 
ed. David W.!J. Gill and Conrad H. Gempf (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,1994), 545–74. 

11 See esp. William S. Campbell, “The Narrator as ‘He,’ ‘Me,’ and ‘We’: Grammatical Person in 
Ancient Histories and in the Acts of the Apostles,” JBL 129 (2010): 385–407.
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Christianity, especially between ethnically Jewish and Gentile believers, is clear from the text 
of Acts itself and does not require a hypothesis of an unreconcilable divide between Paul and 
the Jerusalem apostles. 

Contemporary skepticism concerning Lukan authorship also focuses on another issue 
involving Paul—the apparent theological contradictions between Acts and the undisputed 
Pauline letters, arguing that no close follower of Paul could have been the author of Acts. The 
classic exposition of this claim appears in a short article by Philipp Vielhauer, who pointed out 
four major differences: (1) Acts allows for a “natural theology” in which humans by general 
revelation may come to find God (esp. Acts 17:16–31), whereas Paul has an altogether nega-
tive view of the possibility of salvation apart from explicit faith in Christ (e.g., Rom 1:18–32). 
(2) Paul’s attitude toward obeying the law is more positive in Acts, as compared especially with 
his tirade against those who would impose the law on Gentile Christians in his letter to the 
Galatians. (3) Paul’s Christology in Acts, like that of other early Christian preachers, centers 
on the resurrection, whereas in 1!Cor 2:2 Paul refers to the crucifixion as the exclusive heart 
of his gospel. (4) Finally, the eschatology of Luke appears to be “delayed,” that is, the author 
recognizes that a fair amount of time may elapse until Christ returns, whereas the Paul of the 
Epistles still holds out a lively hope for an imminent Parousia.12

There are valid observations in these summaries of key contrasts between Acts and the 
Epistles, but they can be easily overdrawn.13 (1) Romans 1:19–20 agrees with Paul in Athens 
(Acts 17) that all humanity should recognize from the nature of creation that a Creator 
exists. (2) Acts 13:39 makes clear, even in Acts, that Paul does not believe the law can save 
anyone, while 1!Cor 9:19–23 emphasizes Paul’s willingness to put himself under the law for 
the sake of winning his Jewish contemporaries. (3) Neither the crucifixion nor the resurrec-
tion represents Christ’s entire salvific work, as Paul himself observes by stressing the neces-
sity of the resurrection in 1!Corinthians 15. (4) Finally, a closer study of both Acts and the 
letters of Paul demonstrates strands of a lively expectation of Christ’s near return, coupled 

12 Philipp Vielhauer, “On the ‘Paulinism’ of Acts,” in Studies in Luke-Acts, ed. Leander E. Keck and 
J. Louis Martyn (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966; London: SPCK, 1978), 33–50.

13 On the other hand, Rieuwerd Buitenwerf is so convinced by the similarities between Acts 9:1–25 
and information in Galatians and 1–2 Corinthians that he believes that Luke was dependent upon 
Paul’s letters when he wrote of Paul’s conversion. Buitenwerf, “Acts 9:1–25: Narrative History Based 
on the Letters of Paul,” in Jesus, Paul, and Early Christianity: Studies in Honor of Henk Jan de Jonge, ed. 
Rieuwerd Buitenwerf, Harm W. Hollander, and Johannes Tromp (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 61–86.
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with the possibility that it may in fact not happen for some time (cf., e.g., Luke 17:20–37; 
Acts!13:40–41, 47; 1!Thess 4:13–5:10).14

David Wenham thus rightly concludes that the differences between Acts and the Epistles 
probably prove that Paul himself did not write Acts (though, of course, no one has ever claimed 
that). But the differences do not demonstrate that an associate of his, himself theologically 
trained in the early Christian faith with his own emphases writing to a specific audience with 
particular needs, could not have authored this work.15 Moreover, no convincing reason has 
ever been given for the early church to have uniformly latched on to such an otherwise obscure 
person as Luke and claimed him as author of either the Gospel or Acts if he were not the true 
writer of these works.16

Date
As noted above, it was popular in the mid-nineteenth century to date Acts to the early or 
even mid-100s. This late date allowed scholars to dismiss fairly easily the reliability of Luke’s 
narrative as a tendentious presentation that conceals the serious differences that divided the 
first Christian generation. Petrine and Pauline Christianity were seen as profoundly differ-
ent trajectories in the first century, with Luke’s compromise only a much later development. 
Galatians 2:11–15, rather than Acts 15, seemed to reflect these early tensions better.

Today, however, a sizable majority of scholars dates Acts to sometime after AD 70 and 
before the mid-90s. The decade of the 80s proves most popular and could almost be spoken of 
as the consensus date among more liberal commentators.17 Later dates are rejected because by 
then Paul’s letters were becoming widely known, so that the silence of Acts about them would 

14 For further evaluation of attempts to create division between Paul’s letters and Acts’s account of 
him, see Michael B. Thompson, “Paul in the Book of Acts: Differences and Distances,” ET 122 (2011): 
425–36. 

15 David Wenham, “Acts and the Pauline Corpus II: The Evidence of Parallels,” in The Book of Acts 
in Its Ancient Literary Setting, ed. Winter and Clarke, 215–58. For a book-length study of Paul in Acts, 
see the work so entitled by Stanley E. Porter (Tübingen: Mohr, 1999; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
2001).

16 It has been a long-held tradition within the church that Luke not only was the author of Acts 
but that his presentation of Paul (and his preaching) is consonant with Paul’s epistles. For an example, 
see Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.12.9, 3.13.3, 3.14.1–4, 3.15.1.

17 Almost but not quite, because there has been a little bit of a revival of support for an even later 
date a little before or after the turn of the century, often based on the assumptions that Luke knew 
Josephus’s writings and a complete collection of Paul’s letters and/or that Acts was separated by two or 
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be inexplicable. Because Acts follows the Gospel of Luke and many date Luke to a time after 
the fall of Jerusalem (particularly on the basis of Jesus’s alleged “after-the-fact prophecy” in 
Luke 21:20), then Acts also would have to postdate 70. The supposed theological contradic-
tions associated with Vielhauer (see above) likewise lead scholars to assume that some time 
has elapsed since the Epistles were written in the 50s and 60s for further development in 
thought to have occurred.

On the other hand, a number of conservatives still date Acts to the period between approxi-
mately AD 62 and 64.18 The abrupt end of the book, with Paul awaiting the results of his 
appeal to Caesar in Rome, has suggested to many that Luke wrote almost immediately after 
these last events occurred. Given that Acts 21–28 has been narrating Paul’s arrest, his various 
hearings, and his imprisonments in considerable detail, all building toward his appeal to the 
emperor, it is hard to understand why Luke would not have recorded the outcome of that 
appeal if he had written at a late enough date to have known it.19 In the traditional view, he 
has just had two years to interview eyewitnesses of Jesus’s life while Paul languished in prison 
in Caesarea, almost lost his life in the storm narrated in Acts 27, has seen the Gospel make 
it to Rome with Paul preaching “unhindered,” is aware that the first generation of Jesus-
followers is starting to die out, and does not have as many responsibilities while Paul is under 
house arrest in Rome. He could have recently seen the finished Gospel of Mark, in and for 
Rome, and may have been spurred on to provide his even fuller Gospel, plus its sequel, at 
precisely this time. The two-year period of house arrest in Rome, with which the book of Acts 
ends, should probably be dated to 60–62 since Festus acceded to power in 59 and Paul was 
shipped to Rome that fall. If we allow some time for Luke to pen his Gospel, then we arrive 
at the date suggested above. What is more, if early church tradition is accurate that Paul was 
in fact freed as the result of this appeal (only to be arrested and martyred again later in the 

three decades from the Gospel of Luke. See, e.g., Mikeal C. Parsons, Acts (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 
16–17.

18 E.g., David G. Peterson, The Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 4–5; Eckhard J. 
Schnabel, Acts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2012), 45 (preferring 62 but allowing for anywhere between 
60–65). Cf. also the thorough treatment by Karl L. Armstrong, “A New Plea for an Early Date of Acts,” 
JGRChJ 13 (2017): 79–110.

19 Troy M. Troftgruben shows how the ending both creates closure on numerous fronts and is 
deliberately open-ended on others, but neither of these points explains why Luke chose to write at 
the specific time he did, whenever it was. Troftgruben, A Conclusion Unhindered: A Study of the Ending 
of Acts within Its Literary Environment (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010). But neither of these points 
explains why Luke chose to write at the specific time he did, whenever it was. 



From Pentecost to Patmos, Second Edition16

decade), this almost certainly must have occurred before Nero began persecuting Christians 
in 64. As we discussed in our earlier volume, Luke 21:20 does not have to be seen as writing 
the events of history in the guise of prophecy after the fact. But if Luke 21:20 reflects a genu-
ine prediction on Jesus’s part, then it does not help us determine the date of Luke’s writing 
one way or the other.

Nevertheless, it is important to stress that the debate is not exclusively between conserva-
tives opting for a pre-70 date and liberals preferring a post-70 date. Several prominent evan-
gelical scholars opt for the later date, assuming that Luke meant to end his account with the 
gospel reaching Rome.20 This was the heart of the empire from which it could truly go out to 
“the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8) and may well have formed in Luke’s mind a fitting climax, 
even if modern sensibilities want to know the outcome of Paul’s appeal. The possible chiastic 
structure of Luke’s two-volume work could also support this understanding. Beginning by 
setting God’s plan of salvation in Jesus in the context of Roman history at the outset of the 
Gospel, Luke closes Acts with the fulfillment of that plan in Rome. In a chiastic structure, the 
climax appears in fact at the center of the document, in this case the accounts of the resurrec-
tion of Jesus. There lies Luke’s most crucial theological datum, and less urgency appears for 
the end of the work to be as climactic. Conversely, the well-known liberal English bishop in 
the 1970s, John Robinson, dated Acts (as he did all of the New Testament documents) prior 
to AD 70 for a variety of reasons, including his conviction that Luke 21:20 was too vague to 
be a description of the Roman sack of Jerusalem ex post facto.21

Audience
Both the Gospels themselves and early church tradition typically give us the least information 
about the audience to which each of the Gospels and Acts were addressed. In the opening 
verse of both of his works, Luke refers to Theophilus, a name that means “lover of God” and 
that some have taken as a generic reference to Christians. Most, however, recognize that this 
was a proper name in the ancient Greek-speaking world and probably refers to Luke’s patron 
for his writing project, given the time and cost involved in researching and dictating to a scribe 

20 E.g., Ben Witherington III, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 62; Craig S. Keener, Acts: An Exegetical Commentary, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2012), 400–401. 

21 John A.!T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster; London: SCM, 
1976; Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2000), 86–117. 
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an enterprise as ambitious as this one. Because of the preface to the Gospel (Luke 1:1–4), it 
would appear that Theophilus was either a new Christian or what we would call a “seeker,” 
whom Luke wished to instruct further in matters of the faith so that he could believe them 
with greater assurance. But the early church regularly understood all of the Gospels to be writ-
ten f irst of all for entire Christian communities and then quickly to be circulated for the benefit of the 
church at large. Speculation concerning the location of Luke’s congregation has ranged from 
Antioch to Ephesus to Philippi, with little way of being certain of any identification. Because 
of his interest in the theme of material possessions and his portrayal in Acts of a number of 
comparatively wealthy early believers, it is also plausibly suggested that he may have been writing 
to a slightly more well-to-do Christian community somewhere in the predominantly Gentile and 
Greek-speaking eastern half of the empire. But beyond that we can say little with confidence.22

Purposes
At least three main purposes dominate Acts, perhaps to an even greater extent than they did 
Luke’s Gospel.23 The f irst is clearly historical. By being the only Gospel writer to pen a sequel, 
Luke obviously wanted to preserve a selective record of important events in the life of the first 
Christian generation. Despite a handful of apparent contradictions, which will be dealt with 
in the commentary section, countless names, places, customs, dates, and other details appear 
in the book of Acts, which can be corroborated by reference to non-Christian sources, and 
an even greater number can be harmoniously meshed with data from the Epistles to form a 
plausible, detailed chronology of this roughly thirty-year period. A classic example involves 
the precise terms Luke uses for the political rulers in various cities and provinces, terms that 
include proconsul, magistrate, governor, chief, city clerk, tribune, procurator, and politarch. Some 
of these changed, even within the first century, yet in every case Luke gets the right term 
matched with the right community in the right period of time, hardly likely for someone 
unconcerned with careful historical reporting.

Indeed, the archaeological support for the Gospels pales in comparison with the amount of 
information available from all of the sites treated in Acts. To this day tourists travel throughout 

22 See the very careful nuancing in Keener, Acts 1:423–34.
23 Presuppositions and methodology prove particularly important here. For an overview and evalu-

ation of how six prominent hermeneutical methods interpret and understand Acts, see Eckhard J. 
Schnabel, “Fads and Common Sense: Reading Acts in the First Century and Today,” JETS 54 (2011): 
251–78.
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Italy, Greece, Turkey, and the eastern Mediterranean, visiting modern cities as well as ancient 
ruins that fit well with a host of details in Luke’s second volume. More than a hundred years 
ago, the British archaeologist Sir William Ramsay set out to disprove the historicity of Acts 
but, after extensive work, particularly in Turkey, became convinced of the book’s reliability and 
converted to Christianity. His works still contain a wealth of valuable information,24 but they 
must be supplemented by Colin Hemer’s magisterial work The Book of Acts in the Setting of 
Hellenistic History, which contains the most extensive compendium of historical information 
in one volume by which one can evaluate the historicity of Acts.25 Hemer comes to a most 
favorable verdict indeed. Also crucial in understanding the historical background of virtually 
every location, development, and custom treated in Acts is the five-volume collection edited 
by Bruce Winter entitled The Book of Acts in Its First-Century Setting.26

However, even more fundamental than history to Luke’s purposes were his theological motives. 
Luke is not narrating secular history but salvation history (Germ. Heilsgeschichte)—God’s 
plan of redemption—as it unfolds during this key juncture between his old and new cove-
nants.27 Thus God, especially through his Holy Spirit, appears as the primary agent who 
causes the events of the book to unfold. Particularly prominent is the geographical progress 
of the gospel as new churches are planted. Evangelistic efforts are highlighted far more than 
the necessary subsequent work of “follow-up.” While the point has been exaggerated, it is 
fair to observe that Luke recognizes that the end may not come immediately. Indeed, he may 
have been the first Christian (or at least the first Christian writer) to suspect that the church 
might continue long enough for such a theological history as his to prove valuable.

24 See esp. William M. Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveller and Roman Citizen, Mark Wilson (London: 
Angus Hudson; Grand Rapids: Kregel, rev. 2001 [orig. 1895]).

25 Ed. Conrad H. Gempf (Tübingen: Mohr, 1989). But see also throughout Craig S. Keener, Acts: 
An Exegetical Commentary, 4 vols. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012–15).

26 Bruce Winter, The Book of Acts in Its First-Century Setting (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993–96). 
Cf. also Ben Witherington III, ed., History, Literature and Society in the Book of Acts (Cambridge: CUP, 
1996). For information about the cities themselves, without a focus on the issue of Acts’s historicity, see 
the new (and ongoing) series by SBL Press, entitled The First Urban Churches and edited by James R. 
Harrison and L. L. Welborn, with most of the five volumes (as of 2019) focusing on one or more cities 
where Paul planted churches.

27 Brian J. Tabb, “Salvation, Spreading, and Suffering: God’s Unfolding Plan in Luke-Acts,” JETS 
58 (2015): 50.
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The definitive survey of the major theological themes in Acts is edited by David Peterson 
and I. Howard Marshall.28 A comprehensive evangelical compendium of studies of the theol-
ogy of Acts, it includes contributions on topics such as the plan of God, Scripture and the 
realization of God’s purposes, salvation history and eschatology, God as Savior, the need for 
salvation, salvation and health, the role of the apostles, mission and witness, the progress of the 
word, opposition and persecution, the preaching of Peter, the speech of Stephen, the preaching 
and defense of Paul, the spirit of prophecy, the new people of God, the worship of the new 
community, the Christian and the law of Moses, mission practice and theology under con-
struction, Israel and the Gentile mission, reciprocity and ethics, along with other more general 
or methodological essays.

While not a theme in its own right, centrally related to Luke’s historical and theological 
purposes is his apparent apologetic motive—defending the faith against critiques of vari-
ous kinds. If it is not merely Theophilus whom Luke wants to know the truth of the gospel 
with certainty (Luke 1:4) but all believers in the communities that will receive his writing, 
then Luke may well recognize that competing apocryphal traditions about characters and 
events in the first Christian generation had begun to circulate, if not yet in writing then at 
least by word of mouth. Even more probable is that there were external charges by both Jews 
and Romans that merited a Christian response. In various ways both groups thought that 
Christians were breaking their laws. Luke takes pains throughout Acts to show that this is not 
the case. Luke may also be defending the faith to Gentiles, inside or outside the church, who 
began to wonder why this originally Jewish sect was becoming predominantly Gentile, with 
most Jews rejecting Christianity within thirty years of its inception. Luke thus shows how it 
is the natural and necessary outgrowth of Judaism and how it is the unbelieving Jews, rather 
than Christian believers, who have deviated from God’s will.29

A third purpose, while no doubt subordinate to historical and theological interests, appears to be 
literary. Luke writes many of his stories in an artistic and adventurous manner. Who can read 
the account of the storm and shipwreck of Paul, in chapter 27, without feeling the suspense 
at numerous points? Who cannot help but chuckle at those praying in John Mark’s home, in 
chapter 12, who refuse to believe that their prayers have been answered and Peter has been 

28 Witness to the Gospel: The Theology of Acts (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). Cf. esp. Darrell L. 
Bock, A Theology of Luke and Acts: God’s Promised Program, Realized for All Nations (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2012).

29 Paul W. Walaskay, “And So We Came to Rome”: The Political Perspective of St. Luke (Cambridge: 
CUP, 1983).
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released from prison, even when the servant girl Rhoda tells them he is standing on their 
doorstep? Who cannot marvel at the great swings of superstition by the pagans in Lystra 
(chapter 14) or on the island of Malta (chapter 27), who at one moment think Paul is divine 
and at the next a condemned criminal? Luke repeats the stories that prove central for him, 
narrates speeches and episodes at greater length depending on their importance, uses the liter-
ary device of foreshadowing (e.g., with Saul’s role at the stoning of Stephen), and, in general, 
seems to delight in recounting the works of God in his world with some aesthetic skill.30

A particularly controversial aspect of Luke’s style of writing involves speeches or sermons 
attributed to various individuals. Thucydides, the ancient Greek historian, has often been 
quoted for explaining how he tried to acquire reliable sources when attributing speeches to 
his characters, but also conceded that he was not always able to do so. In such instances, he 
freely composed words he believed were likely to reflect the kind of thing most probably said 
on a given occasion (Peloponnesian War 1.22.1–2). Scholars of Acts have often cited one or the 
other of these two prongs of Thucydides’s comments as accounting for the speeches in Acts.31 
Without a doubt the messages, like Jesus’s teaching in the Gospels, were often drastically 
abbreviated. In keeping with completely acceptable historical and literary practice of the day, 
Luke would have felt free to put in his own words his understanding of the heart or essence 
of what a given speaker uttered. That Luke regularly relied on eyewitness reports, trustworthy 
oral tradition, and shorter written sources for composing his Gospel makes it prima facie prob-
able that he did so for the book of Acts as well.

The Roman historian Livy, for example, somewhat different from Thucydides, averred 
that he consistently relied on sources that he inherited, while Polybius censured those who 
fabricated history. At the same time, there are occasional written or oral addresses in Acts 
where it seems unlikely any Christian could have had access to them. A classic example is the 
letter from the commander Claudius Lysias to the governor Felix in 23:26–30, and Luke may 
even give hints on such occasions that he is recording information less literally (see p.!91). But 
overall, we have no reason to doubt the general accuracy of the speeches of Acts.32

30 Cf. Richard I. Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1987).

31 Stanley E. Porter, “Thucydides 1.22.1 and Speeches in Acts: Is There a Thucydidean View?” 
NovT 32 (1990): 121–42.

32 In painstaking detail, Keener (Acts, vol. 1, 258–319) shows that Luke provides the gist of each 
speech with knowledge of their contents and at times even the distinctive styles of the various speakers.
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Literary Genre
“The ancient title Praxeis was a term designating a specific Greek literary form, a narrative 
account of the heroic deeds of famous historical or mythological figures.”33 Clearly Luke 
believes his characters to be historical. More specialized designations in recent studies devoted 
to the genre of Acts point out significant parallels between Luke’s second volume and apolo-
getic history, institutional history, ancient bios, historical monograph, epic, and novel, while also 
recognizing that, as in the Gospels, the end product of Acts is a unique mixture of genres.34 As 
the second volume in Luke’s two-part work, Acts raises expectations of closely resembling the 
Gospels in genre. Yet because the focus is no longer on the one, central character of Jesus but 
on several early Christian leaders and the emerging church that they guided, the form need 
not be identical. If the Gospels are best described as theological biographies, then perhaps 
Acts is best described as a theological history. And, as noted above, this does not exclude the fact 
that Luke writes in a very artistic and aesthetically pleasing fashion as well. Like the ancient 
historian Ephorus, Luke organizes a series of historical subjects along geographical lines,35 
while rhetorically Luke blends elements of the style of the Septuagint with characteristics of 
Greco-Roman orators.36

Structure
Of the many different outlines proposed for Acts, four take account of significant features 
in the text that must inform any proposal concerning the book’s structure. First, Acts 1:8 has 
regularly been seen as a programmatic statement of the book’s outline. Here Jesus prophesies 
that the disciples will be his witnesses, beginning in Jerusalem, moving out to Judea and Samaria, 
and ultimately reaching the ends of the earth. The three stages of chapters 1–7, 8–12, and 
13–28 roughly correspond to this three-part outline. There is no question that topically Luke’s 

33 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 47.
34 For this list of options and this conclusion, see Alan J. Bale, Genre and Narrative Coherence in 

the Acts of the Apostles (London: T&T Clark, 2015). One should add to the list the category of “col-
lected biography” as in Sean A. Adams, The Genre of Acts and Collected Biography (Cambridge: CUP, 
2013). 

35 Witherington, Acts of the Apostles, 35.
36 Howard C. Kee, To Every Nation under Heaven: The Acts of the Apostles (Harrisburg: Trinity, 

1997), 20.
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progression of thought shows the fledgling Christian movement spreading ever farther afield 
from its origins in Israel.

Second, chapters 1–12 and 13–28 broadly correspond to each other in that the Christian mission 
still operates predominantly in Jewish circles with Peter as the main character in the f irst half of the 
volume while, with Paul in the second half, the ministry turns predominantly to the Gentile world. 
More intriguingly, numerous specific parallels appear between the ministries of Peter and 
Paul. Both preach sermons replete with scriptural quotations fulfilled in Jesus. Both experi-
ence miraculous releases from prison. Both heal the sick and raise the dead. Both push the 
boundaries of Judaism by increasingly promoting a new covenant gospel not governed by 
Torah observance. Both are concerned for the poor and organize collections to meet their 
needs, and so on. There are also parallels between the ministries of one or both of these men 
and Jesus himself, as depicted in Luke’s Gospel, a few of which include very precisely similar 
details (see e.g., below on Acts 9:32–43 and 19:21).37

Third, and helping to divide the book into shorter segments, Luke records six summary 
statements, all describing succinctly how the word of God grew and spread, the church was 
blessed and multiplied in numbers, and similar sentiments. Each of these appears at the end of 
a “panel” of texts that is reasonably homogeneous, geographically speaking—6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 
16:5; 19:20; and 28:31.38 Combining the insights of all three of these approaches leads to an 
outline as follows:
 I. The Christian Mission to the Jews (1:1–12:24)
  A. The Church in Jerusalem (1:1–6:7)
  B. The Church in Judea, Galilee, and Samaria (6:8–9:31)
  C. Advances in Palestine and Syria (9:32–12:24)
 II. The Christian Mission to the Gentiles (12:25–28:31)
  A. Paul’s First Missionary Journey and the Apostolic Council (12:25–16:5)
  B. Paul’s Second and Third Missionary Journeys (16:6–19:20)
  C. Paul’s Final Travels to Jerusalem and to Rome (19:21–28:31)

37 See esp. Andrew C. Clark, Parallel Lives: The Relation of Paul to the Apostles in Lucan Perspective 
(Carlisle, UK: Paternoster, 2001); cf. Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts (Macon: Smyth & Helwys, 2005).

38 Cf. Richard N. Longenecker, “Acts,” in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, ed. Tremper Longman 
III and David E. Garland, vol. 10 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 695–96.
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Fourth, it would appear that Luke and Acts together are arranged as an extended chiasm. 
The Gospel of Luke begins by setting the birth of Jesus in the context of world history and 
Roman rule. It proceeds to describe the adult Jesus almost exclusively in Galilee, moves him 
into Samaria and Judea through the large central section or travel narrative, and culminates 
with Jesus in Jerusalem. Only Luke among the Gospel writers limits the resurrection appear-
ances to those that took place in Jerusalem and briefly refers to the ascension. Acts then sum-
marizes the resurrection appearances and unpacks the ascension, before describing the church 
moving out through Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria, and throughout the Gentile world, with 
the narrative ending with the preaching of the gospel by Paul extending as far as Rome.39 
The only sections that do not immediately seem to match are Jesus in Galilee paired with 
the church in the Gentile world, until we remember that from Isaiah’s day onward Galilee 
was often known as “Galilee of the Gentiles” (cf. Isa. 9:1; Matt. 4:15) and that it contained a 
significant Gentile population in the first century as well.

Textual Criticism
Textual critics of the New Testament typically identify three and sometimes four major text 
types (groupings of manuscripts that tend to follow recognizable patterns of similarities and 
differences from one another), which were originally designated according to the parts of 
the Roman Empire in which they appeared to predominate. These four text types are the 
Alexandrian, the Byzantine, the Western, and (sometimes) the Caesarean. As its name sug-
gests, the Western text particularly reflects manuscripts associated with the western half of the 
Roman Empire, especially Italy, including the earliest translations of the New Testament into 
Latin. The primary Greek majuscule manuscript (from the earliest era, in which writing was 
done entirely with capital letters) is Codex Bezae (often abbreviated simply as D and dating 
to the fifth century). Although other parts of the New Testament remain less altered in Codex 
Bezae, the Western text of Acts is about 10 percent longer than the other text types on which our 
various modern language translations are based. It is possible that scribal notes originally written 
in the margins of texts were later copied into the narrative of Acts itself. What is particularly 

39 Intriguingly, this outline could be correlated with Bruce Longenecker’s work, which finds four 
interlocking “chain-links” as keys to Luke’s structure, generating an outline of 1:1–8:3 (the church 
in Jerusalem); 8:4–12:25 (the persecution and spread of Christianity); 13:1–19:41 (Paul’s missionary 
journeys); and 20:1–28:31 (the series of events that takes Paul from Jerusalem to Rome). Longenecker, 
“Lukan Aversion to Humps and Hollows: The Case of Acts 11.27–12.25,” NTS 50 (2004): 185–204.
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intriguing about the Western text in Acts is that a number of these insertions appear to 
give additional historical information, even if they do not reflect what Luke originally wrote. 
Perhaps the most famous of these appears in 19:9 (see below, pp. 80–81). But an evangelical 
doctrine of Scripture relies only on what most likely appeared in the original copies of indi-
vidual books, so we will not spend any additional time on this textual issue here.40

Sources
As already noted, it is probable that Luke used a variety of sources in compiling the book of 
Acts. During the past generation, Fitzmyer offered as elaborate a set of proposals as any.41 
Antioch is often assumed to be a place where a sizable amount of information could have been 
acquired, given its role as Paul’s “home base” and a meeting point for various other apostles. 
When Luke accompanied Paul to Jerusalem at the end of Paul’s third missionary journey, Luke 
would have had even greater opportunity to interview eyewitnesses of the historical Jesus and 
of the early Christian movement, as well as to consult whatever shorter documents might have 
been produced covering events for which he was not personally present. With the Gospel of 
Luke, we may develop some reasonable hypotheses because we have other Gospels with which 
to compare. Thus most scholars believe Luke relied in part on Mark, on a collection of Jesus’s 
sayings (in English designated as Q—the largely didactic material that Matthew and Luke 
have in common not found in Mark), and possibly a shorter source accounting for some or 
all of Luke’s distinctive material (L). But without parallel accounts of Acts, the source-critical 
enterprise proves far more subjective. Short of some spectacular new discoveries in the Middle 
East, we probably never will be able to delineate the sources of Acts with any high degree of confidence.

Chronology"#

The most certain date in the book of Acts comes in 18:12, when Paul appears before Gallio in 
Corinth. From a stone inscription at Delphi, it appears that Gallio was proconsul there only 

40 For details, see The Message of Acts in Codex Bezae, 4 vols., ed. Josep Rius-Camps and Jenny 
Read-Heimerdinger (London: T&T Clark, 2004–2009).

41 Fitzmyer, Acts of the Apostles, 80–88.
42 For full details, cf. esp. Rainer Riesner, Paul’s Early Period: Chronology, Mission Strategy, Theology 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). Documentation for select references in specific ancient sources 
appears in the appropriate places in our commentary below.
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from July 51 to July 52. The famine of Acts 11:27–30, according to Josephus, was actually a 
series of local famines that spanned 44–46, though its effect continued on for perhaps another 
two years. Acts 12:25–14:28 suggests that Paul’s first missionary journey followed relatively 
soon after Paul and Barnabas’s return from Jerusalem to deliver famine relief for the poor.

In Gal 1:18 and 2:1, Paul describes intervals of three and fourteen years, respectively, 
between his conversion and first two trips to Jerusalem. These trips seem most likely to corre-
spond to Acts 9:28 and 11:30 (for more detailed defense see our treatment of Galatians below). 
The next step is to identify the specific dates for these two visits. Even if Paul’s famine-relief 
mission in 11:30 were as late as 47, this would push his conversion back to AD 30, a full sev-
enteen years earlier, which is the most probable year of Christ’s crucifixion. This would not 
seem to allow enough time for the events of Acts 1–8 in between the crucifixion and Paul’s 
conversion, and it would not work at all if Christ’s death were in AD 33, the next most com-
monly suggested date. As a result, some think that the three and fourteen years of Gal 1:18 
and 2:1 are to be taken as overlapping; that is, both are to be dated from Paul’s conversion so 
that the total period of time from his becoming a Christian to his second trip to Jerusalem was 
only fourteen years. This would allow for Paul’s conversion to be as late as 33, but this does not 
seem to be as natural a meaning of the grammar of Galatians.

A better solution is to realize that ancient dating often employed “inclusive reckoning,” 
with both first and last years of a period of time counted. Thus the “seventeen” years from 
Paul’s conversion to his famine-relief visit could have been as little as fifteen-and-a-fraction 
years. This could place Paul’s conversion shortly following Stephen’s martyrdom in about AD 
32, with his famine relief visit in 47. Paul’s first trip to Jerusalem would then have been in 35 
(32 plus the three years of Gal 1:18).

Some have argued that this timeline is impossible and that the full historicity of the 
chronology of Acts cannot be salvaged. Robert Jewett observes that Aretas IV was not given 
control over Damascus until 37, but he is the king from whom Paul fled before his first visit to 
Jerusalem (2!Cor 11:32–33), which we are dating to 35.43 On the other hand, we do not know 
for sure that Aretas was given much control even in 37. It is merely a hypothesis based on 
the facts that Caligula’s reign as emperor began in 37 and that he frequently gave client kings 
more extended powers than emperors usually bestowed. It seems better, therefore, to follow 
F.!F. Bruce, who suggests that Aretas’s influence was more unofficial, allowing for the earlier 

43 Robert Jewett, Dating Paul’s Life (London: SCM [A Chronology of Paul’s Life (Philadelphia: 
Fortress)], 1979), 30–33.
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Ascension and Pentecost

Fixed Points in the Chronology of Acts

Stoning of Stephen and
    Conversion of Paul

Paul’s First Jerusalem
    Visit

Death of Herod Agrippa I

Height of Famine in Judea
Paul’s Second Jerusalem Visit,
    First Missionary Journey, 
    Apostolic Council, and 
    Second Missionary Journey

Gallio in Corinth

!ird Missionary Journey

(3 Years in Ephesus)
Return to Jerusalem/Arrest 
    and Imprisonment under 
    Felix (2 years)
Accession of Festus
Two Years in Rome

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

Acts 1–2

Acts 12

Acts 11:27–30

Acts 18:12

Acts 24:27

30

ca. 35

44

46

49

52–57

60–62

32 or 33

51–52

52–55

59

57–59
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date. No Scripture actually gives him an official title as ruler in Damascus; Paul merely states 
that he fled from Aretas.44

Herod Agrippa I’s death, described in Acts 12:19b–23, is dated by Josephus to 44. This 
makes the events of Acts 12 occur before those at the end of Acts 11, but this is no problem 
because Luke does not link the chapters chronologically. Chapter 12:1 reads merely “about this 
time,” and in his Gospel Luke often arranges events in topical rather than chronological order. 
Here the topical link would be the common theme of events related to Antioch throughout 
11:19–30. An early church tradition claims that Peter stayed twelve years in Jerusalem after 
the crucifixion (Acts of Peter 5:22), which would mean that his imprisonment, miraculous 
release, and departure from the city, all narrated in Acts 12, happened in 42.

Paul’s first missionary journey, the Apostolic Council, and his second journey up to his 
arrival in Corinth must then have all taken place between 47 and 52. Since Paul was in Corinth 
at least a year and a half (18:11), apparently mostly all before his appearance before Gallio, he 
probably arrived in town in late 50. The most common date for the Apostolic Council, there-
fore, is 49, but it could have been as much as a full year earlier. Paul’s shorter, first missionary 
journey could have occurred in either or both of the years 48 and 49. Paul’s third journey gives 
the impression of brief visits in cities previously evangelized, with the only extensive stop 
being his nearly three-year period in Ephesus (20:31). So these years would most likely be 
52–55, or possibly 53–56.

The next fairly well-established date involves the accession of Festus to the procurator-
ship in Judea. Based on a comparison of several passages in Eusebius and other early Christian 
writers, it would seem that Felix ruled from 52 to 59, though some dispute one or both of 
these dates. If accurate, the chronology would place Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem in 57, because 
he spent two years in prison under Felix (24:27). This would allow up to a year or more for 
the rest of Paul’s third missionary journey, a reasonable length of time, in which he revisited 
cities evangelized on the second missionary journey and then returned home to Jerusalem. 
Paul’s hearings before Festus and Agrippa seem to have come soon after Festus’s accession, 
with Paul’s appeal to Caesar immediately thereafter. So the trip to Rome probably began in 
the fall of 59, with the arrival of the shipwrecked passengers who had wintered on the island 
of Malta occurring in the spring of 60. Paul’s two years of house arrest in Rome (28:30) would 
then span 60–62. Virtually all of these dates are tentative. Many scholars agree on the general 
outline but vary the less secure dates a year or two in one direction or the other. A variety of 

44 F.!F. Bruce, Paul: Apostle of the Heart Set Free (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), 76–82, 475.
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more radical revisions have also been proposed from time to time, but none has commanded 
widespread support.45 

Questions for Review
1. What are the unique features of the book of Acts, and what is their significance?
2. What are the arguments for and against Luke as the author of Acts?
3. What are the arguments for and against a date for Acts before AD 70?
4. What can we reasonably suggest about the audience of Acts?
5. What is the probable genre of Acts and its significance?
6. What appear to be the three main purposes of Acts, and how does each affect our 

interpretation of the book?
7. What textual clues enable us to propose various structures for Acts?
8. What unique features surround the study of the text and sources for Acts?
9. What are the most secure dates for various events within the book of Acts, and how 

do they help us arrive at other key dates for other events?

Commentary
!e Christian Mission to the Jews (1:1–12:24)
The Church in Jerusalem (1:1–6:7) Preface (1:1–5) The book of Acts begins with a pref-
ace very similar to the opening of the Gospel of Luke. In 1:1, Luke addresses the same patron, 
Theophilus, and refers back to his prior work. Speaking of “all that Jesus began to do and 
to teach” suggests that this second volume reflects what Jesus is continuing to do and teach 
in the church through the Holy Spirit. Only here, in all of the New Testament, do we learn 
about the forty-day period of Jesus’s resurrection appearances (vv. 2–5). At least three reasons for 
their inclusion may be discerned. First, they have an apologetic value in demonstrating repeat-
edly that Christ was truly alive in bodily form. Second, they have didactic or instructional value 
because Jesus used this time to teach the disciples how all representative portions of the Old 

45 For a chart comparing the six most important scholarly chronologies proposed in recent years, 
see the chart in David L. Eastman, “Paul: An Outline of His Life,” in All Things to All Cultures: Paul 
among Jews, Greeks, and Romans, ed. Mark Harding and Alanna Nobbs (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans: 
2013), 52.
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Testament were fulfilled in him (see Luke 24:25–27). Much early Christian preaching may 
have derived from what the apostles learned during this period of time. Third, the appearances 
have predictive value, outlining God’s program for the coming ministry of the Holy Spirit.

The disciples must not begin their ministry immediately but wait for what John the 
Baptist had promised—the baptism of the Holy Spirit. This expression is used in many differ-
ent ways in contemporary churches, but if we are to remain faithful to the biblical use of the 
terminology, we will reserve it for the initial experience of the Spirit in a person’s life. Of the 
other six uses of this phrase in the New Testament, five of them (like this one) refer to John 
the Baptist’s prediction of the role of the Spirit in the ministry of the coming Messiah. They 
thus refer to Jesus’s followers’ f irst immersion into the power of the Spirit, not to any subsequent 
“second blessing,” significant and genuine as such an experience may be for various believers. 
The only other use of the “baptism of the Spirit” comes in 1!Cor 12:13, in which Paul speaks of 
everyone in the church having had this experience, presumably including the most immature 
of Christians. This again suggests that the expression refers to the time of one’s conversion.46

Ascension (1:6–11) The second introductory section of Acts narrates Christ’s ascension (vv. 
6–11). The disciples appear still to be looking for their Messiah to reign over an earthly king-
dom of Israel (v. 6).47 Jesus does not deny that one day he might function in this capacity, but 
that time is not now. Instead, when the Spirit comes upon the disciples, they must fulfill the 
Great Commission (vv. 7–8; cf. Matt 28:18–20). This passage provides a key warning against 
all supposed prophecy in any age that claims to know the time of Christ’s return. The expres-
sion “times or dates” uses two of the most general words for periods of time in the Greek 
language (chronos and kairos)  and does not permit us to claim to know even the generation in 
which Jesus will come back. Verse 8 forms a miniature outline of the rest of the book and the 

46 See esp. James D.!G. Dunn, Baptism in the Holy Spirit: A Re-examination of the New Testament 
Teaching on the Gift of the Spirit in Relation to Pentecostalism Today (London: SCM; Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1970). Cf. also Gonzalo Haya-Prats, Empowered Believers: The Holy Spirit in the Book of 
Acts, ed. Paul Elbert (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2011), 235–48.

47 Though the disciples have widely been criticized for still “not getting it,” Jason Maston argues 
that their question to Jesus was appropriate given their background and context for understanding the 
kingdom of God—it is Jesus’s later followers who have unjustifiably failed to understand the nature of 
his kingdom properly. Jason Maston, “How Wrong Were the Disciples about the Kingdom? Thoughts 
on Acts 1:6,” ET 126 (2015): 169–78.


