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ACTS IN A NUTSHELL
An Introduction

The book of Acts in the Bible is an adventure story. Admittedly, an old
adventure story, but a true one. It follows a group of people who have found
a new love, the consequences of which are that they have to tell everyone
about the exciting new way of life that it has brought them. They face
situations outside of their previous experience; they form a series of
communities unlike any that which pre-date them; and their actions bring
them into conflict with various forms of authority and rules in their society.
They are operating without a map and there is no 'how to do it' guide. But
they have one major advantage: a form of GPS which is at the cutting edge
of technology and allows them direct access to the guidance of their true
love as to what they should do, and to the strength of that same love which
will enable them to overcome the obstacles in their path or withstand the
challenges.

I have written this sequence of Bible Studies with the hope of sharing some of
the excitement I have felt in studying Acts. My explorations of the book have led
me to regard it as an adventure story, but like all good adventures the people in
it learn something about themselves along the way. If whilst sharing in these
studies, we too can immerse ourselves in their story, I believe we can learn
things that will help us in our Christian life and in the lives of our Christian
communities in the 21st Century.

Just as it is pretty dull to visit the cinema to watch an adventure movie alone,
these studies are designed to be shared with a group of like-minded friends,
most likely in a home group situation. Often the leader(s) of such a group are
regarded as more knowledgeable and wise than other group members:
however most leaders would admit they don't feel that way themselves, and
certainly don't have all the answers! This introduction and all the three studies
that follow are therefore designed for every member of the group to read and
share. This introduction should be taken home and read in the week before
sharing the first study so that everyone can know the background information
that it provides and therefore take an equal share in the adventure.



Rachel Hartland - March 2007     Page 2

Who are we travelling with?

As well as sharing this adventure with fellow members of our home group, we
are also sharing our adventure with a series of characters who we meet in
Acts itself. The first is the author of Acts. We don't know many things about the
author of Acts, but a few things are reasonably clear or generally accepted by
generations of Christians:

· The author of Acts is also the author of the Gospel of Luke. Luke 1:1-4
is addressed to “most excellent Theophilus” and describes the writing
that follows as “an orderly account” after “careful investigation”. Acts 1:1
opens with the words “In the first book, Theophilus,...” Acts is the
second part of the authors account of “the truth concerning the things
about which you have been instructed” (Luke 1:4) and follows on from
accounts of the ascension which appear in both Luke 24 and Acts 1.
Both books therefore assume some acceptance of Jesus' mission on
earth by those reading them.

· Many Christians have believed for centuries that the author of Luke
and Acts was a man called Luke. He may well have be the Luke re-
ferred to in Colossians 4:14, Philemon 1:24 and 2 Timothy 4:11. We can
deduce from these readings that he was a physician, a 'fellow worker'
and sometimes sole companion to Paul during his mission journeys
throughout the Roman world. This is thought to explain some of the later
passages in Acts known as the “we-passages” whose appearance in the
first-person plural suggest the writer shared in those parts of Paul's
adventures. (e.g. Acts 27:1 – 28:16). It is also understood that Luke was
a Gentile; Colossians 4:12 suggests that he was not circumcised and
therefore hadn't come from a Jewish background. These studies accept
and refer to this Luke as the author of Acts.

· There are other key characters in the adventure, leaders of the early
Christian communities who we will meet briefly as they appear in the
adventure. Acts is often a book regarded as having Paul as its hero, but
as we take this adventure we shall see that Peter is the first and
possibly key character in the whole story; it is his actions that make the
foundations of what is to come.

· We are extremely fortunate to be travelling on this adventure with the
same companion as Luke, Peter, Paul and the others had with them.
Acts has been referred to by some people as the 'Book of the Holy Spirit'
because the adventures recounted would not have occurred had those
first Christians not been equipped by God with the divine insight and
strength to do so.

·
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Checking out the route:

With most adventures and journeys there are a range of routes available.
Before Jesus had ascended into heaven he had given his friends two explicit
instructions:

To WAIT with expectancy and excitement in Jerusalem “for the promise of the
Father.” (Acts 1:4)

And

To GO as “my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the
ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)

A nutshell contains a kernel, the rich oily bit in the middle, packed with all the
goodness that makes it both good to eat, and a seed from which new life can
spring. “Acts in a Nutshell” seeks to pack all the excitement and expectancy of
the adventure Book of Acts into just three studies. The idea is to wait and taste
the 'kernel' of the key themes and ideas it expresses each week, and then to
go out as God's witnesses to see what new life they can bring, full of the
energy packed inside.

The studies will explore three things that are key themes in Acts and I believe
are vital for our own adventure of faith in God:

1. The idea of personal salvation, as it is seen operating through the
past, present and future, both for those that have believed in God and
those with whom we share that belief today;

2. The dynamic work of the Holy Spirit in the early Christian
communities, and God's wish for it to be allowed to become apparent
in our own;

3. The ability to allow change necessary in early Christian communities
as their faith spread from Jerusalem ('home' of 'the people of Israel')
towards Rome (dominated both physically and spiritually by the
emperor), and the responsibility of today's Christian communities to
find ways to continue that work, in the changing world of our own
generations.

Acts as a history book, spans a period of several decades of activity by those
who followed Jesus' teaching. It is not however, a detailed outline of every-
thing that happened, but rather a book of snapshots like you get in a photo
album, or can be sent via a modern mobile phone. I have selected just three of
these snapshots, but each one comes from a separate section of the story that
unfolds in Acts, as Jesus' command of Acts 1:8 is fulfilled:
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Study 1 focuses on Acts 4:5-35 as Peter and Jesus' other followers learn to
share their new understanding of God's saving love within Jerusalem, the
centre of power for their traditional faith;

Study 2 focuses on Acts 10:9-48 as Peter and his colleagues grapple with
how the traditions of the people of Israel need to be revisited so that God's
love can reach those in Judea and Samaria who acknowledge God;

Study 3 focuses on 20:17-38 as Paul bids farewell to the Christian leaders of
Ephesus with words of wisdom as to the requirements of leadership.

In each study, the adventure will be brought up to date so that in outline we will
experience the whole story. The focal passage will then be read, and some
teaching will be provided with group questions which allow understanding of
the text to be developed. There will also be some reflective material and some
more practical questions or activities to stimulate future actions and to prepare
for the following week's study.

The adventure will not end at the last study. My prayer in writing these studies
is that we will finish them freshly equipped with a sense of excitement as to
how the Holy Spirit is acting in and around our own lives, and helps us
contribute in some way to creating an expectant church that interacts with the
communities in which it operates to the glory of God.

I hope that you are now excited by the prospect of sharing in the
adventure of Acts. In preparation for the first study, try and do the
following before you meet:

1. Take the time to read the Gospel of Luke 22-end, simply as a story.
Then read Acts 1:1-14.

2. Think about how you reacted to the Christian message before you
came to faith (if such a time existed for you). Can you identify how the
Holy Spirit has worked in your life? If you find this difficult, think about
whether you would like to experience a more direct impact of God in
your life. Try and come to the first study meeting prepared to share
these thoughts.

3. Pray with expectancy that in the coming three weeks, you will find a
refreshed understanding of God's will for, and the work of the Holy
Spirit in, your life, and that of your church.

The quotations referred to in these studies all come from the New Revised Standard Version of the
Bible. However home groups should be encouraged to look at other versions of the texts that may
be available to them, including the New International Version (or its recent update the TNIV), and
older or more modern transliterations such as the New English Bible (NEB) and 'The Message'
(MSG). All these and more can provide exciting insights into the texts used.


