HUMA 1850 The Bible and Modern Interpretations

February 15: Acts

Read for today: H&Y: ch. 13; Acts.

Tutorial Preparation: The book of Acts features not one, not two, but three different accounts of Paul’s “conversion” (9:1-31, 22:1-21 and 26:1-23). What are the differences between the three accounts? How could one explain why they do not agree?
1. Who is Luke?

· a companion of Paul mentioned in Philemon 1:24 and Col. 4:14 (“the beloved physician”); 2 Tim 4:11

· the “we” section: “They went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia…When he had seen the vision, we immediately tried to cross over to Macedonia, being convinced that God called us to proclaim the good news to them” (Acts 16: 6, 10).

· dating Luke-Acts: Acts ends with Paul still alive in Rome (Paul died ca. 65) 

· Luke/Acts parallel structure:

Introduction to the two volumes (Luke 1:1-4)


The origin and spirit-indwelling of Jesus (1:5-4:13)



The gathering of witnesses in Galilee (4:14-9:50)




The instructing of the witnesses on the journey to Jerusalem (9:51-19:27)


The witnessing of the events in Jerusalem (19:28-24:53)

Introduction to the second volume (Acts 1:1-5)


The origin of the spirit-indwelling of the church (1:6-2:47)



The witness to Jesus in Jerusalem and beyond (3:1-12:25)




The journeys that carry the witness to the nations (13:1-19:20)



The progress of the witness to Rome (19:21-28:31)

· Luke as historian: introduction (Luke 1:1-15) typical style of ancient histories

· historical errors: “In the days of Herod, King of Judaea” (1:5) but ch. 2: “in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be enrolled. This was the first enrollment, when Quirinius was governor of Syria. And all went to be enrolled, each to his own city”; cannot reconcile these two statements

· also no other record of a “worldwide census” 

· how does Luke use his sources? What Defiles a Person (Mark 7:1-23/Matt 15:1-20/Luke 11:37-41); The Empty Tomb (Mark 16:5-7/Matt 28:6-7/Luke 24:5-7)

2. Motives Behind Luke’s Portrayal of the Early Church

· Luke presents the church as an orderly progressing institution moving out into the world, as well as away from Judaism

· the journey motif; if Acts was written ca. 80-85, why is Paul’s death not reported?

· hints in Acts that the growth of the church was not quite so “orderly”:  Barnabas must journey to Antioch because some disciples were preaching to the Gentiles there (11:20), Peter must journey to Samaria to bless the converts there (8:14-15); Acts tells us nothing about the early expansion of Christianity into Alexandria and Syria; and there is already a vital group of Christians in Rome since the 40s, long before Paul gets there ca. 57

· Luke/Acts as a mediating text—i.e., it brings disparate Christian groups together in one myth of origins

3. Christianity Comes to the Gentiles

· Acts presents the movement of Christianity from Jews to Gentiles as a gradual process with multiple stages

A. The activities of the Jerusalem Church (Acts 1-5)

· Jerusalem church appears thoroughly Jewish: they daily attend the temple at the hours of prayer, and come together there for mutual support and to teach and evangelize, they even win the sympathy of the Pharisee Gamaliel

· also have unique (perhaps apocalyptic) social structure (Acts 4:32-37)

· two leaders: Peter and James

· the James ossuary

· Josephus (94 CE) on James: “So he [Albinus the new procurator of Judea] assembled the sanhedrin of judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was called Christ [later translations give the so-called Christ], whose name was James, and some others, [or, some of his companions]; and when he had formed an accusation against them as breakers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned: but as for those who seemed the most equitable of the citizens, and such as were the most uneasy at the breach of the laws, they disliked what was done” (Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, 20.9.1)

· Eusebius of Caesarea (4th c.) on James: “Control of the Church passed to the apostles, together with the Lord’s brother James, whom everyone from the Lord’s time till our own has called the Righteous, for there were many Jameses, but this one was holy from his birth; he drank no wine or intoxicating liquor and ate no animal food; no razor came near his head; he did not smear himself with oil, and took no baths. he alone was permitted to enter the Holy Place, for his garments were not of wool but of linen. He used to enter the Sanctuary alone, and was often found on his knees beseeching forgiveness for the people, so that his knees grew hard like a camel’s from his continually bending them in worship of God and beseeching forgiveness for the people” (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History, 2.3)

B. Hebrews vs. Hellenists (Acts 6-7)

· two groups of Christians now in Jerusalem: Hellenists (Jews who had adopted Greek ways, probably originally from the Diaspora but returned to the land) and the Hebrews (James’ and Peter’s group)

· Stephen was one of the Hellenists (activities and martyrdom in 6:8-60)

· Stephen’s death leads to increase in persecution but apparently only against the Hellenists; leads to the dispersion of the Hellenists

· Philip (a Hellenist, not an apostle) preaches in Samaria and to an Ethiopian eunuch in Gaza: the message goes to marginal Jews

C.  The Conversion of Paul (9:1-30)

· Paul was the enemy not of Christians but of Hellenist Christians

· after his “conversion,” Paul comes to Jerusalem; the disciples fear him (understandable) but Barnabas stands up for him and apparently gains their support; but the Hellenists, those whom he once persecuted, try to kill him

· who is Paul preaching to at this point in the story?

D. Peter and Cornelius (10:1-11:18)

· Cornelius, a centurion living in Caesarea, and “a devout man who feared God” (10:2)

· Peter’s vision: an array of food, including food that is forbidden to Jews, but a voice tells him that he may eat it

· Peter goes to Caesarea to meet Cornelius and baptizes the household

· the Jerusalem Christians declare: “Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life” (11:18)

· God-fearers now granted membership in the community and Jewish-Christians allowed to eat with them

E. The Mission to the Gentiles (Acts 11:19-14:28)

· Hellenist Jewish-Christians preach to Gentiles in Antioch (11:9-25); Jerusalem sends Barnabas to investigate; sends for Paul to join him

· 13:13-14:28 Paul and Barnabas journey to  Antioch of Pisidia and Iconium

· individuals from Judea come to Antioch saying circumcision necessary for salvation (15:1); Paul and Barnabas journey to Jerusalem to ask for advice (the Jerusalem Council)

· Peter comes to Paul’s defense

· James agrees but stipulates certain requirements: “to abstain from things polluted by idols and from fornication (unchastity) and from whatever has been strangled and from blood (food containing blood and therefore unclean by Jewish dietary laws)” (15:20)

· what are these stipulations? they are the so-called Noachian precepts connected with the covenant made between God and Noah in Gen 9:1-7; these considered by first century Judaism as the minimum requirements for Gentiles if they were to remain in God’s favour

4. The Journeys of Paul

· Acts 16-28:15 focuses on Paul’s preaching mission; he goes from place-to-place and goes into his typical routine of preaching in the synagogue, resistance from Jews when Gentiles are interested, rejection of Jews, persecution (trials, etc.)

· journey eventually leads to Rome; there Paul meets Roman believers and Jews who are sympathetic to him; again Paul preaches to Jews, with some convinced but others not

· Paul leaves them and us with a final message against the Jews (Acts 28:25-28)

· Paul is now at the centre of the known world, preaching the gospel to Gentiles only

