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Preface

Since the outset of his magisterium, Pope Francis has repeatedly
called our attention to the necessity to bring about a major mis-
sionary awakening based on the “evangelical approach to the
Church’s mission in the world”! This calling is in keeping with Pope
Benedict XV’s insight in the Apostolic Letter Maximum Illud, and
on the revitalization of the missio ad gentes “as engine and horizon of
the faith”? A renewed missionary engagement of all Christians is in-
deed necessary at a time when mission needs to regain its true signif-
icance, life force, and evangelizing drive, “so that the spirit of the
missio ad gentes may animate the path of the Church” today and for
the future. An evangelizer by nature, the Church should always be-
gin by evangelizing herself:# this is the only way to ensure that she is
able to preserve her freshness and the Apostolic courage to be re-cre-
ated and reformed with new modes of Christian presence and wit-
ness (Gaudete et Exsultate, 130-132), so as to continue to effectively
respond to Jesus’ command “to go forth and preach the Gospel to
all: to all places, on all occasions, without hesitation, reluctance or
fear” (Evangelii Gaudium, 23).

1 POPE FRANCIS, Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to the National Directors
of the Pontifical Mission Societies, 1 June 2018, http://w2.vatican.va/content
/francesco/en/speeches/2018/june/documents/papa-francesco_20180601 _
pontificie-opere-missionarie.html/.

2 POPE FRANCIS, Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to Participants in the Ple-
nary Assembly of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, 3 December
2015, https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/december/
documents/papa-francesco_20151203_plenaria-propaganda-fide.html/.

3 Ibid.

4 Mission is a force capable of transforming the interior of the Church even
before the life of peoples and cultures. Therefore, mission must become the para-
digm of the life and daily work of the Church, as a permanent state of intimate
missionary communion with Christ, of personal encounter with Jesus alive in His
Church, as the only way to bring about an authentic missionary and pastoral con-
version of the disciples of Jesus and of the structures of the ecclesial community

(cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 25, 27).
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The Extraordinary Missionary Month October 2019, an-
nounced by the Holy Father to celebrate the 150t anniversary of
Maximum Illud, is thus a “providential occasion™ to revive in the
faithful the missionary “boldness”, “courage”, and “zeal of those who
first proclaimed the Gospel”¢ The chosen theme for this initiative,
Baptized and Sent: The Church of Christ on Mission in the World, re-
veals “the missionary dimension of our Baptism”/ as being sent on
mission is a call that comes with Baptism and is for all the baptized.
And the “regular book for prayer and meditation™ of the Baptized
and Sent of all times — Pope Francis highlights — cannot but be the
Acts of the Apostles. The “community of missionary disciples™ that
began evangelization from “Jerusalem [...] to the ends of the earth”
(Acts 1:8) is their main source of “inspiration”!? and guiding star in
the mission of evangelization and faith witness they are called to ex-
ecute as members of the Church.

To meet Pope Francis’ call to awake the missionary awareness, ar-
dor, and engagement, the Pontifical Missionary Union (PMU) has
promoted the creation of Missio ad Gentes in the Acts of the Apostles
(Omnis Terra — PMU CIAM Publications), a collection of essay au-
thored by a group of eminent New Testament scholars from all the
continents.!! By examining the extraordinary events and deeds nar-

5> POPE FRANCIS, Addyess of His Holiness Pope Francis to the National Direc-
tors of the Pontifical Mission Societies.

¢ Ibid.

7 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

9 Pope Francis’ book titled Go Forth: Toward a Community of Missionary Dis-
ciples published June 2019 by Orbis Books, Maryknoll, NY, within the series
American Society of Missiology Series.

10 POPE FRANCIS, Addyress of His Holiness Pope Francis to the National Direc-
tors of the Pontifical Mission Societies.

1'The publication of Missio ad Gentes in the Acts of the Apostles is part of the
PMU contribution to the engagement of the Pontifical Mission Societies (PMS)
in laying the groundwork to the Extraordinary Missionary Month October 2019
upon request of Pope Francis himself. On 22 October 2017, the same day of the
Angelus Prayer held on the occasion of the World Mission Sunday, Pope Francis
sent a letter to Cardinal Fernando Filoni, Prefect of the Congregation for the
Evangelization of Peoples and President of the PMS Supreme Council, entrusting
him with “the work of preparing for this event, especially by raising awareness
among the particular Churches, the Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies
of Apostolic Life, and among associations, movements, communities, and other
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rated in Luke’s writing, the chapters that make up this volume allow
a thorough understanding of how mission represents not only the
very nature of the Church (cf. 4d Gentes, 2),1? but also its origin,
purpose, and life, contributing to the reflection on “how to render
the work of the missio ad gentes more effective” 13

In the first place, the essays bring out the Trinitarian, Christolog-
ical, and pneumatological roots of the mission as defined in the Aczs
of the Apostles, which provide the theological context in which the
Church should be understood: from the creation in Christ through
the redemption accomplished in the Paschal Mystery until its escha-
tological fulfillment.'4 Hence, the divine universal mandate to “go
and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19, Acts 1:6-8) that the
Church has derived “from the mission of the Son and from the mis-
sion of the Holy Spirit [...], in accordance with the decree of God
the Father” (Ad Gentes, 2).15

Along these lines, the authors dispel any doubt about the fact
that missio ad gentes, as received by the Apostolic Tradition and
sealed by the Second Vatican Council, is the ever-valid foundation-

ecclesial bodies”. The letter is available at https://press.vatican.va/content/sala-
stampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2017/10/22/0727/01588.html#ing/.

12 PMU promotion of this book does not entail the endorsement of all the
statements and the exegetical approaches featured in the essays.

13 POPE FRANCIS, Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to Participants in the
Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.

14 The Paschal Mystery and the historical mission of Jesus highlight how the
need for love, the need for salvation from evil and death, sin and pain, hatred and
division, is constitutive of the human person who, through creation in Christ,
longs for divine sonship. Interest in dialogue, peaceful coexistence, social and eco-
nomic justice, ecology, and otherness, must be profoundly configured and built
upon the superabundant offer of salvation the heart of which is the Paschal Mys-
tery (cf. Gaudium et Spes, 22).

15 The divine nature of the missionary mandate of the Church was reaffirmed
also by Pope Benedict XV: “Before He returned to His Father, Our Lord Jesus
Christ addressed to His disciples the words: ‘Go into the whole world and preach
the Gospel to all creation’ (Mark 16:15). With these words He committed to them
aduty, a momentous and a holy charge, that was not to lapse with the death of the
Apostles but would bind their successors, one after another, until the end of the
world — aslong, that is, as there remained on this earth men whom the truth might
set free. Entrusted with this mandate, ‘they went forth and preached everywhere’
(Mark 16:20) the word of God, so that ‘through all the carth their voice resounds,
and to the ends of the world, their message” (Psalm 18:5)” (Maximum Illud, 1).
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al model and paradigm of the evangelizing mission of the Church
throughout the whole history of salvation, until the coming of the
Kingdom of God. There cannot be replacements for the missio ad
gentes, which already encloses in the scope of its divine mandate any
mode of dynamic presence of proclamation and conversion of na-
tions, cultures, religions, and peoples who encounter and open
themselves to the Gospel of Jesus and His Church.

Moreover, the authors make clear that mission does not respond
to a human initiative: it is zzissio and actio Dei. The principal agent
is the Holy Spirit: mission is His project (cf. Redemptoris Missio,
21).16 The Church is servant of the mission. It is not the Church
that makes the mission, but the mission that makes the Church.
Mission is not the instrument, but “the point of departure and the
goal’17 and Church’s mission is to proclaim the Gospel and to wit-
ness it among those who have not yet encountered Jesus Christ and
the Christian faith is absent. In doing so, the Church opens the way
to the divine action of the Holy Spirit in places where women and
men still yearn for salvation from sin and death.

Missio ad Gentes in the Acts of the Apostles also highlights the need
to rediscover the intrinsic link between mission and salvation,
which is one of Luke’s recurring motifs (cf. Ad Gentes, 7), through
another fundamental theological truth set out in the Aczs of the
Apostles: the sacramental logic of the event of Jesus Christ, of His Incar-
nation and Passover. Mission has the experiential and theological
need to rediscover this logic, in order to determine the nature, life,
and structures of the Church, as the “universal sacrament of salva-
tion” (cf. Lumen Gentium, 1,9, 48; Ad Gentes, 1; Gaudium et Spes,
45).18 Mission is the historical and sacramental participation in the

16 “Tt is the Holy Spirit who sends us, accompanies us and inspires us. He is the
source of our mission. It is he who guides the Church forward, not us. [...] He, the
Holy Spirit, does everything; we are simply His servants” (POPE FRANCIS, Address
of His Holiness Pope Francis to the National Directors of the Pontifical Mission Soci-
eties).

17 POPE FRANCIS, Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to Participants in the
Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples.

18 Mission makes the Church because it designates it to be much more than
an instrument for salvation. It constitutes the Church as a community of the
saved, since it is truly a family of God, sons and daughters in the only Son — an es-
chatological design of all creation (Easter, Baptism, and Eucharist). The Church,
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missions that God the Father has assigned to the Son and the Holy
Spirit in the world. Therefore, limiting mission to proclaiming and
witnessing the values of the Kingdom means not only makinga true
reduction, but also depriving the Word of God and His Kingdom of
the concrete historical-eschatological reality of the Incarnation, as
well as of the saving and transforming effectiveness of the mission-
ary work of the Church founded on the Passover of Jesus.

The Beatitudes, the precept of love, and the liberation of the
poor are theologically concrete and pastorally effective only in the
context of the sacramental foundation they all share.!” What was
very clear to the Second Vatican Council — namely, the Church as
the “universal sacrament of salvation” and its necessity rooted in the
need for theological faith and Baptism for the salvation of all, bap-
tized or not — seems faded in some contemporary missiological re-
flections. But, without the sacrament, love and mercy remain vague
intuitions of fraternity and reconciliation to be shaped by worldly
criteria and treated as welfare programs and non-governmental or-
ganizations, as often pointed out by Pope Francis.?”

Only in the sacrament can one understand the true meaning of
the world, of matter, and of the body which, sick in sin, yearns for

the “universal sacrament of salvation” is much more than a means or a sign that
will one day be discarded. Cf. F. MERONI (ed.), Mission Makes the Church, Arac-
ne Editrice, Canterano (Roma) 2017.

19 Baptism and confirmation as immersion in and pneumatological identifica-
tion with the Paschal Mystery; the Eucharist as the communal form of the true
and corporeal unity of God in Christ with our humanity in the order of sacrifice
and oblation; marriage as a sacramental unity of God with his human creature
and of Jesus Christ with his Church; reconciliation and the anointing of the sick as
true liberation from sin and re-creation of full life; the sacrament of order as a min-
istry at the service of the Eucharistic form of the world and of redeemed humani-
ty — these all need to be rediscovered in theological reflection and pastoral activ-
ity concerning mission (F. MERONI, The Mission of the Church and the Missio ad
Gentes: Some Initial Observations, in CEP-PMS, Baptized and Sent. The Church
of Christ on Mission in the World, EMMS OCT2019, San Paolo, Milan 2019, 78).

20 “The secularized world, in fact, even when it is receptive to the Gospel val-
ues of love, justice, peace and sobriety, does not show the same willingness to the
person of Jesus: it neither regards Him as Messiah nor as Son of God. At most it
considers Him an enlightened man. Therefore, it separates the message from the
Messenger and the gift from the Donor” (POPE FRANCIS, Address of His Holiness
Pope Francis to Participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for the
Evangelization of Peoples).
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the Paschal newness of life.! The Church is missionary in nature
because it is born and founded in the Passover of Jesus’ death and
resurrection, the starting point of the Acts of the Apostles. The cross,
the historical and risen life of Jesus of Nazareth, and the outpouring
of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, establish the Church in a permanent
state of mission (cf. Evangelii Gaudium, 25), and characterize its na-
ture as the locus of salvation and the time of reconciliation with God
within history and the world.??

Missio ad Gentes in the Acts of the Apostles, springing from the in-
sistence placed by Pope Francis upon mission and the living exam-
ple of Peter, Stephen, Paul, and all the other figures portrayed by
Luke, also reminds us that Jesus’ mission, the heart and motivation
of the very Church’s mission, is a true communication of divine life,
of eternal life, of the life of daughters and sons who have always been
loved by God, our creator and Father in Christ. Giving the life of
God the Father, offering the life of the Holy Spirit, and sacrificing
oneself for life in Christ, represents the origin and purpose of mis-
sion, from its original form of the missio ad gentes led by the Apos-
tles to its fulfillment in the Jerusalem of Heaven, the dwelling place
of God among humanity (cf. Acts 21).23

21 As Pope Benedict XVI reminded us in the Apostolic Exhortation Sacra-
mentum Caritatis 70-71: “Catholic doctrine, in fact, affirms that the Eucharist, as
the sacrifice of Christ, is also the sacrifice of the Church, and thus of all the faith-
ful. This insistence on sacrifice — a ‘making sacred’ — expresses all the existential
depth implied in the transformation of our human reality as taken up by Christ
(cf. Phil 3:12). Christianity’s new worship includes and transfigures every aspect
of life”.

22 However, salvation and eternal life, the cross and its oblative sacrifice, are
somewhat absent from certain pastoral and missionary efforts that are too con-
sumed by the present, by the self-gratification of numbers and exaggerated media
exposure. The insistence of Pope Francis on holiness in the contemporary world
prompts us to focus again on the topic of salvation in Jesus Christ by divine grace,
as an experience of new life, conversion from sin, victory over death, and eternal
life. See the Apostolic Exhortation Gaudete et Exsultate (March 19, 2018), and
Placuit Deo, the document of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith ap-
proved by the Holy Father (March 1, 2018).

23 The mission of Jesus placed in the heart of the Church must be the criteri-
on of spiritual discernment to evaluate the effectiveness of its pastoral structures,
the results of its Apostolic work, the fruitfulness of its ministers, and the joy that
we are capable of communicating, because without joy we are not able to attract
anyone. Every parish should make the style of the missio ad gentes its own, so that
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Nowadays, there are significant and creative Christian mission-
ary communities in places that are predominantly indifferent or
hostile to the faith, where the Christian witness of ecclesial move-
ments, lay associations, missionary institutes, and new ecclesial
forms of community life, experience the tragedy of the martyrdom
of blood on a daily basis. These communities can refer to the living
example of the Apostles to properly understand the missio ad gentes
in a paradigmatic reconfiguration of the entire mission of the
Church sent into the world for its salvation and transformation.24

May this kerygmatic approach to the faith, which animated the
Apostolic tradition and continue to be so familiar among the young
Churches today, also find space among the Churches of ancient tra-
dition in need for a new evangelization. Missio ad Gentes in the Acts
of the Apostles is also addressed to them.?

Vatican City
March 24t 2019
Third Sunday of Lent
Fr. FABRIZIO MERONI
PMU Secretary General
Director of CLAM and Fides

the Holy Spirit will transform habitual faithful into disciples, and dissatisfied dis-
ciples into missionaries, drawing them out of fears and closures and propelling
them in every direction, to the ends of the earth (cf. POPE FRANCIS, Meceting with
the Executive Committee of CELAM, Bogota, 7 September 2017, http://w2.vati-
can.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2017/september/documents/papa-
francesco_20170907_viaggioapostolico-colombia-celam.html/).

24 The Christian faith that penetrates this interculturality opens new hori-
zons, transforms relationships and peoples, transfigures matter, bodies, and the
world for the glory of God and the full life of man and woman. Dialogue between
people, cultures, and religions and the indispensable respect for each person’s reli-
gious freedom represent the natural and necessary context of carrying out the
Church’s mission in the world. The peaceful and orderly coexistence of different
and mutually respectful religious communities must always include the free pos-
sibility of mission, of conversion, and of religious and community membership
(F. MERONL, The Mission of the Church and the Missio ad Gentes: Some Initial Ob-
servations, 77).

25 A significant contribution in coordinating the publication of this volume
was given by Mr. Emiliano Stornelli, Chairman of the Religion & Security
Council.






Let the Spirit Lead:
Missionary Lessons from
the Acts of the Apostles

« KIERAN J. O’MAHONY

Since the Second Vatican Council, it has been clear that the #zissio
ad gentes' lies at the heart of being the people of God.? The
choice is stark: the Church grows or the Church dies. It does not
matter whether home missions or foreign missions are intended. In
reality, traditional Christian countries in Europe are now mission
territories all over again.

For a variety of causes, the Catholic Church is not in an ideal
place for mission: the new “evangelical” atheism, the general failure
in handing on the faith (already for up to three generations), cultur-
al resistance to absolute claims and life-long commitment, the de-
cline of the ministerial priesthood and, not least, the damage done
by the tsunami of child sexual abuse.

There is another issue that many shy away from naming: the
breath-taking implausibility of the Christian proclamation. For be-
lievers — usually cradle Catholics at home in the faith — it can be hard
to appreciate what a leap of faith and courage it is to believe in Jesus
Christ and his teaching, in his death and resurrection. Why should
God disclose himself in a backwater of the Roman Empire, 2000
years ago, in a single human life? Furthermore, it has become increas-

! Decree Ad Gentes on the Mission Activity of the Church (1965), Evangelii
Nuntiandi (1975), Christifideles Laici (1988), Redemptoris Missio (1990), Porta
Fidei (2011), Evangelii Gaudium (2012).

2 See P. HEGY, Wake Up, Lazarus!, iUniverse, Bloomington, IN 2011; M.
WHITE — T. CORCORAN, Rebuilt. The Story of a Catholic Parish, Ave Maria Press,
Notre Dame, IN 2013; L. LINDEN, Global Catholicism. Diversity and Change sin-
ce Vatican II, Hurst & Company, London 2009. More recently: J. HARTL — K.
WALLNER — B. MEUSER (Hrgs.), Mission Manifest. Die Thesen fiir das Comeback
der Kirche, Herder, Freiburg 2018.
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ingly difficult today for Christians to proclaim “what happened for
us” in “the great events of salvation”, given the intellectual collapse of
the Anselmian model of redemption.? If we cannot speak in a cultur-
ally resonant way of what lies at the heart of the matter, then evange-
lisation and missio ad gentes are correspondingly compromised and
undermined.

In brief, mission has become more urgent, more complex. One
part of the task must be to open our foundational texts, the Scrip-
tures again. Here, we turn to the Acts of the Apostles, seeking inspira-
tion and insight for today. We will take the following steps: the genre
of Acts, mapping Acts, the speeches as the “interpretative constant”
across the tumultuous tale, the crucial role given to the Holy Spirit,
and the dialogue with culture.

1. The Genre of Acts

The Acts is a thrilling read, full of events, people, unexpected twists,
and showinga tremendous energy. It encompasses the break with Ju-
daism and the inclusion of the Gentiles, while offering on the way a
large biblical theology of history, traced chiefly in the many speech-
es. In theory and principle, the Acts recounts a history taking us
from the ascension of Jesus to the house-arrest of Paul in Rome,
roughly from AD 30 to some time around AD 64. The book makes
no effort to tell the whole story comprehensively; instead it offers a
highly selective reading of those thirty-five years, combining a racy
chronicle with narrative repetition and repetitive thematic insis-
tence. Its story really gets underway with the Pentecost tablean and
ends somewhat suddenly and intriguingly: “Paul lived there two
whole years in his own rented quarters and welcomed all who came
to him, proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching about the
Lord Jesus Christ with complete boldness and without restriction”
(Acts 28:30-31).

The last word in Greek is “without restriction”, that is, unhin-
dered, surely one of the great open-ended (non-)endings.

3 The traditional Western model of redemption stems chiefly from Anselm
of Canterbury (1033/34-1109). The limits of the model have been apparent for

a while on biblical, theological, and scientific grounds.
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The Acts cannot be history as it has been practiced in the West
since the Enlightenment.4 According to Paul Ricoeur, there are three
kinds of history: documentary, explanatory, and poetic.> These serve
different functions and all three are to be found in the Acts. Docu-
mentary history is present in the main characters, as well as in the ge-
ography, politics, Roman institutions, place names, and so forth. Ex-
planatory history tries to understand the sequence, both over time
and in terms of case and effect. Poetic history is at a different level. It
includes regular divine interventions, as well as other “trans-natural”
phenomena. There are sudden transportations and disappearances,
releases and rescues. Nevertheless, the Acts is not a novel, nor biogra-
phy, nor history, nor apologetics in the strict sense, although it shows
characteristics of all four. It is, rather, a narrative of origins (“histoire
de commencement”), broadly historical and strongly apologetic,
aimed at instructing the hearers / readers at the time of writing, and
shaping the choices of later generations. Perhaps all history is like that
to some degree — not simply a recovery of the past but a shaping of
perspectives in the present, so as to mould the future.

Many scholars think the Acts is a later New Testament docu-
ment, from around AD 110-115.¢ The implied context shares con-
cerns found also in the Pastoral Letters (the presence of “wolves”, the
risk of heresy, the tendency towards rejection of the Old Testament,
unease with the empire, yet no direct persecution and so forth). In
particular, it may reflect a reaction against incipient Marcionism,
which flourished in the mid-second century AD. It is likely that the
first appearance in print of such a blatant rejection of the Jewish
roots of Christianity reflects an earlier development. Such a context
would account for Luke’s insistence from start to finish on precisely
the Jewish matrix of the Christian movement.”

4“Wie es eigentlich gewesen” in the phrase of the German historian Leopold
von Ranke.

5 Cf. D. MARGUERAT, La Premiére Histoire du Christianisme. Les Actes des
Apétres, Cerf/Labor et Fides, Paris-Geneve 2007, 20-21.

6 Cf. R.L. PERVO, Dating Acts, Polebridge Press, Santa Rosa, CA 2006.

7 Apart from the works cited in this essay, these were also helpful in gaining
an understanding of mission in the Aczs of the Apostles: A. BOTTINO, “La missio-
ne ‘fino all'estremita della terra™ in G. LEONARDI — E. TROLESE (eds.), Saz Luca
Evangelista. Testimone della fede che unisce, Istituto per la Storia Ecclesiastica Pa-

dovana, Padova 2002, 335-350; H.J. CADBURY, “The Speeches in Acts, in F.J.
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2. Mapping the Missio ad Gentes in Acts

The Acts is the only history book in the New Testament. Printed
Bibles very often guide the reader with maps and in particular maps
of the missionary journeys of St. Paul. A /iterary map such as this
may help, bearing in mind that the Acts is part of a double volume.

Luke-Acts: A Simple Outline

Preface Luke 1:1-4

Part | « The Time of Israel Reaches its Climax Luke 1:5-2:52

Part Il « The Time of Jesus Luke 3:1-Acts 1:26
Part lll « The Time of the Church Acts 2:1-28:31

An expanded “map” can be produced for the Acts alone:

Transition to Part Il Acts 1:1-26
Petrine Christianity: Jewish Mission from Jerusalem to Antioch  Acts 2-12
Pauline Christianity: Gentile Mission from Antioch to Rome Acts 13-28

Such a neat outline does not quite follow the text. Stories do overlap
in such simplistic divisions. For example, “Petrine” Christianity
shows the following sequence:

Christian beginnings in Jerusalem Acts 2:1-8:1
The Church expands to Samaria and beyond Acts 8:2-40
Conversion of St. Paul Acts 9:1-31

Key scenes  Peter, the conversion of Cornelius,

and the formation of the Antioch Church Acts 9:32-12:25

FOAKES JACKSON — K. LAKE, The Beginnings of Christianity: Part I, the Acts of the
Apostles, Macmillan, London 1920-33; G. LEONARDI — F. TROLESE, San Luca
Evangelista. Testimone della fede che unisce, Istituto per la Storia Ecclesiastica Pa-
dovana, Padova 2002; V.T. NGUYEN, “Mission in Acts: An Inspiration for the
Pilgrim Church”, The Bible Today, vol. 52, n. 3,2014, 133-139; M. SCHONL, “Un
modele centrifuge et un modele centripéte? Jésus et la mission de I'Eglise selon
Luc-Actes et selon Jean”, in M.H. ROBERT — J. MATTHEY — C. VIALLE (eds.), Fi-
gures bibliques de la mission, Cerf, Paris 2010; D.P. SENIOR — C. STUHLMUELLER,
The Biblical Foundations for Mission, Orbis Books, New York 1983; M. WHITE
— T. CORCORAN, Rebuilt. The Story of a Catholic Parish.
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Notice that the Paul story is already anticipated within the account
of the “Petrine” mission. Finally, “Pauline” Christianity shows these
steps:

Gentile mission, promoted from Antioch Acts 13-14
Gentile mission, confirmed in Jerusalem Acts 15:1-35

Gentile mission, culminating in Rome and incorporating Paul’s
“passion narrative”

Ta &

Paul’s “passion narrative” Acts 21:17-28:31

Acts 15:36-28:31

2.1 “Petrine” Christianity: Acts 1-12

The Acts is never boring because of the layers of stories, long and
short, and the intercalation of speeches. This can be disconcerting.
For instance, in the section devoted to the “Petrine” Church, we
find long narratives, very short self-contained stories, sustained nar-
ratives of persecution, and repeated “vignettes” of community life.

Examples of the substantial narratives in Acts 2-12 are Pentecost
itself (2:1-42), the martyrdom of Stephen (6:8-8:1), the “conver-
sion” of Saul (9:1-29), the conversion of Cornelius and his house-
hold (10:1-11:18). Around these large stories, we find shorter
scenes, which move the story on: the healing at the Beautiful Gate
(3:1-10), the complaint of the Hellenists against the Hebrews (6:1-
6) leading to the appointment of the seven to serve at table, while
preparing us for the martyrdom of Stephen; Simon Magus (8:9-24);
the account of Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch (8:26-40); the de-
lightful story of Tabitha (9:36-42). Within that, there are sustained
narratives of persecution, echoing in some sense the passion narra-
tive of Jesus himself (3:5-22; 5:17-42; 8:2-3; 12:1-23). Along with
that story of persecution is affirmation of the continued well-being
of the community and the spreading of the Word (2:43-47; 4:32-37;
5:1-11 [a contrasting tale]; 6:7; 9:31; 12:24-25).

2.2 “Pauline” Christianity: Acts 13-28

The second half of Acts starts with a new, secondary Pentecost.
Again, we find substantial narratives, short stories or anecdotes, sus-
tained narratives of persecution (this time from “the Jews”), repeat-
ed vignettes of community life and conversions. Again, these are in-
triguingly intercalated.
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Then we have the first of the missionary journeys (Acts 13-14;
Antioch in Syria, Seleucia, Cyprus, Paphos, Perga, Pisidian Antioch,
Iconium, Lystra, Pisidia, Pamphylia, Attalia, Antioch in Syria).
Within that grand story, there are minor tales such as the highly
ironic blinding of Elymas, and the healing of the man crippled from
birth with the attempt to worship the disciples.

2.3 Grand Narratives

For instance, the first missionary journey (Acts 13-14; Antioch in
Syria, Seleucia, Cyprus, Paphos, Perga, Pisidian Antioch, Iconium,
Lystra, Pisidia, Pamphylia, Attalia, Antioch in Syria). The “Council”
of Jerusalem is a major turning point in the narrative because it lays
down the minimal conditions for communion between Christ-be-
lieving Jews and Gentiles (15:1-35). The second missionary journey
shapes the next great arc of story-telling (Acts 15:36-18:22), mainly
Syria and Cilicia, taking in Derbe, Lystra, Phrygia, Galatia, Troas,
Samothrace, Neapolis, Philippi, Thessalonica, Amphipolis, Appolo-
nia, Thessalonica, Beroea, Athens, Corinth, Chenchrae, Ephesus,
Caesarea, Jerusalem, Anthioch in Syria). The third missionary jour-
ney also forms a large arc (Acts 18:23-21:22): Galatia, Phrygia, Eph-
esus, Assos, Chios, Mitylene, Miletus, Cos, Palatra, Tyre, Jerusalem.

2.4 Short Stories

A good example is that of Bar-Jesus / Elymas (13:4-12) — a highly
ironic tale, of course. Other vignettes include Lydia (16:14-15); the
slave girl (16:15-18). The story of Paul on the Areopagus is one of
the great set-scenes of the Acts, where the Gospel preaching takes on
the philosophers of Athens on their home territory (17:16-33).

2.5 Opposition / Turning Away from the Synagogue
(Pisidian Antioch, 13:44, 48-50; Iconium, 14:2-7)

Opposition is registered among those insisting upon the full obser-
vance of the Law (15:1-5). Considerable opposition is experienced
at the hand of slave owners and, for the first time, the disciples are
put in prison, leading to a miraculous escape (Acts 16:19-40). In
Thessalonica, the Jews are not happy with Paul’s preaching (17:1-
13), and Paul is removed a few times for safety, ending up in Athens.
In Corinth, there is further opposition (18:12-17) but no jailing.
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We cannot omit the “passion narrative of Paul” (Acts 21:17-28:31)
which brings the Acts to such a dramatic, open-ended conclusion.

With all these themes working in counterpoint, does the sym-
phony hold together, is it a coherent composition? A number of “el-
ements” favour synthesis: the agency of the Holy Spirit, the consis-
tency of the proclamation, the proposed vision of salvation history,
and the open engagement with new contexts and cultures.

2.6 Pentecost Experienced Again and Again

Pentecost is first of all a Jewish feast, celebrating the wheat harvest.
By the first century, this regular agricultural celebration had come to
mark the giving of the Law on Mount Sinai. In the world of Luke-
Acts, it is the beginning of the gathering in — harvest — under the
new Law of the Gospel and the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, the mira-
cle of the languages is a reversal of the tower of Babel story in Gene-
sis. The linguistic miracle is more than the mere overcoming of for-
eign languages: instead, a message is offered which speaks to every
human heart, across all cultural boundaries and divisions. The ad-
justed citation from Joel tells the reader that something to do with
the end of time has taken place, that is, something to do with God’s
ultimate plan of salvation for all humanity: “And then everyone who
calls on the name of the Lord will be saved” (Acts 2:21). The implied
inclusion of all this is important because, at least initially, the procla-
mation is to Jews and proselytes only, and the mission to the Gentiles
is not yet in view. This limited audience is clear from the list in Acts
2:5-11, and from the address in 5:14. Throughout, the writer re-
spects the Pauline order, to the Jew first and then to the Greek.

The Pentecost tableau is a symbolic synthesis of the many expe-
riences of the Spirit, scattered throughout the Acts. Early in Acts it-
self, we have a “second” Pentecost, in response to persecution:
“When they had prayed, the place where they were assembled to-
gether was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and
began to speak the Word of God courageously” (Acts 4:31).

The Spirit descends again in Acts 8, but this time by means of the
laying on of hands (Acts 8:14-17).

Before the second part of Acts starts, there is a new Pentecost, on
Cornelius and his household (Acts 11:15). Further on, there is anoth-
er descent of the Holy Spirit, on followers of John the Baptist (Acts
19:1-7). Pentecost is foundational but not at all “once and for all”.
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2.7 Consistency of the Proclamation

In his Pentecost sermon, Peter proclaims Jesus, Baptism, and the
Holy Spirit, and at the very end Paul is preaching the same Good
News: “Therefore, let all the house of Isracl know beyond a doubt
that God has made this Jesus whom you crucified both Lord and
Christ” (Acts 2:36); “Repent, and each one of you be baptised in the
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will re-
ceive the gift of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you and your
children, and for all who are far away, as many as the Lord our God
will call to himself” (Acts 2:38-39)”; “From morning until evening
he (ed. Paul) explained things to them, testifying about the King-
dom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus from both the
law of Moses and the prophets (Acts 28:23)”; “Therefore be advised
that this salvation from God has been sent to the Gentiles; they will
listen!” (Acts 28:28).

This echoes the Emmaus story, offering a concentrated summary
statement, each element of which merits reflection: “Then Jesus said
to them, “These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still
with you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and
the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled’ Then he opened their
minds so they could understand the scriptures, and said to them,
“Thus it stands written that the Christ would suffer and would rise
from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness
of sins would be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning
from Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. And look, I am
sending you what my Father promised. But stay in the city until you
have been clothed with power from on high’ (Lk 24:44-49).

Johannes Nissen provides a useful summary of the points made:®

1. The basis of mission: the death and resurrection of Jesus.

2. The fulfilment of the Scriptures: the disciples are reminded
that the life and death of Jesus must be seen in the light of the
Scriptures.

3. The content of the mission: this is summarised as repentance
and forgiveness.

8 1. NISSEN, New Testament and Mission. Historical and Hermeneutical Per-
spectives, Peter Lang, Frankfurt-am-Main 2006, 50.
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4. The purpose of the mission: it is to being “from Jerusalem” but
is intended for “a// nations”.

5. The disciples are called to be witnesses.

6. Mission will be accomplished in the power of the Holy Spirit.

These combined threads are woven together throughout Luke-
Acts and consistently appear throughout the fabric.

2.8 History of Salvation

Even the casual reader of the Acts must be struck by the sheer quan-

tity of talk throughout the text. The initial impression is backed up

by statistics. A full half of the Acts is made up of sermons, discours-

es, and letters and within that, one third of the text consists of Chris-

tian sermons. These speeches “map” the grand narrative of salvation

history. The very grandest of these must surely be the speech of
Stephen before the Sanhedrin in Acts 7:2-52, offering a vast panora-

ma from Abraham to the crucifixion of Jesus. This great plan of God

is noted a few times in the Acts (emphasis added): “This man, who

was handed over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of
God, you executed by nailing him to a cross at the hands of Gentiles”

(Acts 2:23); “For David, after he had served Gods purpose in his own

generation, died, was buried with his ancestors, and experienced de-

cay” (Acts 13:36). “For I did not hold back from announcing to you

the whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:27).

This purpose (boulé) of God did not take place simply in Jesus. It
existed before the time of Jesus and continues in the time of the
Church.? But already in Peter’s Pentecost speech, the grand vision is
unfolded, in the light of prophecy and the psalms. The grand vision
accounts are: 2:14-26 (Pentecost), 3:12-26 (Solomon’s Portico),
4:8b-12, 19b-20 (before the Council), 7:2-52 (Stephen again),
13:16b-41, 46-47 (Antioch in Pisidia), 17:22-31 (Areopagus),
28:17¢-20, 25b-28 (Rome to the Jewish leaders). Even though brief,
the final dialogue between Paul and the Jewish leaders takes up, in
somewhat compressed fashion, the very same themes of divine plan,
fulfilment in Jesus, and the mission of the community of faith.

9 M.L. SOARDS, The Speeches in Acts. Their Context, Context, and Concerns,
Westminster/John Knox Press, Louisville, KY 1994, 187-189.
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2.9 Engagement with Cultures

The language of the Acts traces in a subtle way the cultural outreach.
At the start, the Greek echoes that of the Greek Old Testament (the
Septuagint). By the end, Luke writes in an Attic dialect, more suited
to the cosmopolitan outreach portrayed.!® This cultural outreach
can be further illustrated by contrasting three speeches of Paul in
Antioch, Pisidia, Lystra, and Athens.

1. Antioch in Pisidia (13:13-43)

The speech in Antioch offers another grand vision of salvation his-
tory, working this time with the figure of David and the Psalms. The
preaching is successful on the first Sabbath but the presence of Gen-
tiles caused upset on the second Sabbath. Nevertheless, Paul speaks
appropriately to a mainly Jewish audience, using arguments and
tropes that appeal to them.

2. Lystra (14:8-20)

This time, the audience is made up of pagans. Paul must first correct
a serious misinterpretation: the Lystrans take Paul and Barnabas to
be Hermes and Zeus. For this pagan audience, Paul argues from na-
ture and creation, using examples from farming and the weather.
Naturally, it would not have made sense to have argued with them
from Scripture, at least to begin with.

3. Athens (17:22-31)

The audience has changed to sophisticated u#rban pagans. Luke sets
up a grand “debate”, a gladiatorial contest between philosophy and
the Good News. Epicureans and Stoics are named, as is the Areopa-
gus, the place of their disquisitions. The argument cannot be from

10“As Acts moves into the Greek world, in its second half, the quality of its
Greek improves. When Paul faces a learned or elite audience, as in chapters 17
and 26, his Greek reaches its highest point. These examples also show that, al-
though he can deploy a few optative and Attic idioms, Luke had difficulty when
attempting to write good Greek periods. His literary ambition exceeded his abi-
lity” R.I. PERVO, Acts: A Commentary, Hermeneia, Fortress Press, Minneapolis,
MN 2009, 8.
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Scripture or from agriculture. Paul makes us of his inspection of the
city and his discovery of an altar to an unknown god. Thus, using
philosophy and poetry, he adapts himself to those before him. Paul
provides a kind of “secular” salvation history, as follows: “From one
man he made every nation of the human race to inhabit the entire
carth, determining their set times and the fixed limits of the places
where they would live, so that they would search for God and per-
haps grope around for him and find him, though he is not far from
each one of us. For in him we live and move about and exist, as even
some of your own poets have said, ‘For we too are his offspring”™

(Acts 17:26-28).

This constitutes a remarkable adjustment to his audience, their ex-
perience and their way of looking at the world. There is still a divine
plan, but expressed in a way that non-believers may be encouraged
to glimpse it. Antioch, Lystra, and Athens illustrate Luke’s desire to
engage respectfully and deeply with his surrounding worlds. Neither
Luke (nor Paul, his porte-parole) asks his hearers to come into his
world: rather he goes out to theirs.

3. Towards Some Conclusions

The Acts of the Apostles is a truly unruly account of origins, exhibit-
ing a huge cast of characters, peppered with a vast number of sum-
maries, anecdotes, dramas, conversions, and longer narratives. It
might be better termed the Acts of Peter and Paul. But even they are
not the true chief protagonists of the missio ad gentes. An even bet-
ter title would be the Acts of the Holy Spirit, given the presence, pow-
er and unpredictability of the Spirit throughout.

Luke is calling his generation to trust the Holy Spirit. The pro-
tagonists in his story have all to adjust to the agenda of the Spirit.
The plan is not #heirs. On the contrary, the role of the missionary
disciple is to listen, in each generation, to what the Spirit is saying to
the Churches (Rev 2:7). This hearing and obeying is the highest,
perhaps costliest, form of conversion of heart. In the conversion of
Cornelius, it is really Pezer who undergoes the significant change of
heart. Both Peter and Paul are effective agents of proclamation be-
cause they themselves experience the conversions required.

In the Acts, conversion takes the form of attending to and being
led by the Spirit. The content of that conversion is Jesus, his mes-
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sage, cross, and resurrection. The proclamation, taking in an aston-
ishing variety of contexts and cultures, remains the same: God has
raised this Jesus from the dead, triggering the final, Jubilee era of
God’s forgiveness and grace offered to everyone. Authentic procla-
mation means that the proclaimer has “heard” this for him- or her-
self. Anything less than that will be second-hand, third person,
hearsay (Job 42:5).

In the Acts, there are no “programmes” which will “do the trick”
Instead, we have deeply engaged believers doing the hard slog of
persuading others of the Good News by means of robust dialogue,
sometimes successfully, sometimes not. While the grand narrative
does not really change across the Acts, a faithful relecture of Acts re-
quires us not simply to repeat but to have the courage to create our
own meta-narrative, taking full account of how we view the world
today, evolution, human rights, inter-religious dialogue, and care
for the earth.

The Acts affirms the rootedness of the Christian project in
God’s disclosure to the people of Israel. There is continuity and
connectedness, even bearing in mind the novelty of the Christian
proclamation. The stability of God’s continued disclosure is at
stake here. The one God — creator, saviour, lover — shows himself in
creation, in human experience, in the variety of cultures and cul-
tures, to the first “chosen” people and now to all nations through Je-
sus’ death and resurrection. Our challenge is the same as that faced
by Luke: to speak of the continuity and the innovation, the one
God speaking to all and yet something new and wonderful took
place in Jesus.

The dialogue that Luke illustrates across his text invites us today
in the missio ad gentes to a dialogue with our surrounding societies,
cultures, and religions. As in the Acts, this will mean robust dialogue,
real conversation, which sometimes will work and other times not.
While we know what we hold and proclaim, dialogue means not
coming with a package, the deposit in the old language, but with an
offer of relationship, which must consider the contexts and con-
tentions of the other earnestly. Paul’s experience in Ephesus is instruc-
tive: Paul argued in the synagogue for three months and then went to
the skolé of Tyrannus, meaning a lecture hall for public instruction
and debate, for two years! Clearly, Luke wants his readers and hearers
to abandon their comfortable house churches for a real encounter
with outsiders.
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Luke is convinced that the house church is the basic model, pro-
viding that belonging and intimacy which alone can sustain both
the individual believers, and the believing community. He is so con-
vinced of it that he chose to place his last dramatic scene in the set-
ting of a house church and chose, presumably with great care, his fi-
nal words to his readers and hearers. The house arrest of Paul be-
comes both a house church and a /ocus of final dialogue with the
Jews. The author closes his ambitious two-volume project as fol-
lows: “Paul lived there two whole years in his own rented quarters
and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the Kingdom of
God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with complete bold-
ness and without restriction” (Acts 28:30-31).

It is often noted that the very last word in Greek is akolutos, with-
out hindrance or restriction or unhindered. Paul is unhindered in
himself- Although under house arrest, he is a truly free man, set free
by Christ and free from all self-interest. He welcomes all and pro-
claims “with boldness” Paul is unhindered by the weight of institu-
tion — easier, of course, in his day! But still, what matters to him is not
“the Church” but the Gospel. To be of service requires some level of
“infrastructure’, as Paul himself knew so well, and yet all these things
are only means to an end, that the Gospel may be preached, heard,
and lived. Finally, zhe Gospel itself is unhindered. It is clear throughout
the Acts that the unruly Holy Spirit inspires faith in unexpected
places. There is no way of knowing what the Spirit will do next.

The faith today will be lived and proclaimed by smaller, inten-
tional missionary communities, within which the believers en-
counter the Risen Lord and know conversion of heart and life. Thus,
grounded in their own Pentecost, they will be able to go out as
prophets to the world confidently and respectfully proclaiming the
Gospel: “For the promise is for you and your children, and for all
who are far away, as many as the Lord our God will call to himself”

(Acts 2:39).






The Acts of the Apostles:
With the Spirit to the Ends of the Earth

< FRANCIS J. MOLONEY

he Acts of the Apostles is the “second volume” of a single work

known as Luke-Acts. There are those who occasionally suggest
that these two New Testament books may be by different hands.!
But their prologues (Lk 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2), the shared dedication to
Theophilus, the explicit reference to two books in that dedication
(Lk 1:3; Acts 1:1-2), and the many literary similarities between the
two books make it clear that a single (and very skillful) author
wrote a long and unified story.? It recounts God’s saving action
from the preparation for the coming of Jesus in the Old Testament
(Lk 1-2), to the bold preaching of the Kingdom at the ends of the
earth (Acts 28:23-31).3 Across the stories that announce and docu-
ment Jesus’ birth, Luke presents figures from the Old Testament era
who usher in the story of Jesus (Zachariah, Elizabeth, Joseph, Sime-
on, and Anna). John the Baptist, closely linked to these beginnings,
also belongs to that era: “The law and the prophets were in effect
until John came; since then the Kingdom of God is proclaimed”

1 See, for example, M.C. PARSONS — R.I. PERVO, Rethinking the Unity of Luke
and Acts, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MN 1993.

2T will refer to the author of these biblical books as “Luke”, although we can-
not be sure of the identity of the historical author. The name “Luke” was not as-
sociated with the Gospel until late in the second century and has been accepted in
the Christian tradition ever since. See the concise and helpful discussions on this
issue in J.T. CARROLL, Luke: A Commentary, The New Testament Library, West-
minster John Knox, Louisville, KY, 2012, 1-4; U. SCHNELLE, The History and
Theology of the New Testament Writings, trans. M. E. Boring, Fortress Press, Min-
neapolis, MN 1998, 238-247 and 239-263.

3 There are hints in Acts that Luke was aware of Paul’s death (see Acts 20:22-
25, 37-38; 21:11, 13), but he has chosen to ignore a tragic ending. It did not suit
his purpose, as there is no place for pessimism in a story of an unstoppable Spirit-
directed march from Jerusalem to Rome, and beyond.
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(Lk 16:16).% From those beginnings, the era of Jesus is told, high-
lighted by Jesus’ initial journey from Nazareth (4:16-30) to His
transfiguration on a mountain in Galilee, and its aftermath (9:28-
50), followed by a further journey from Galilee to Jerusalem (9:51-
19:44).

The city of Jerusalem becomes the fulcrum of God’s sacred his-
tory. Jesus takes possession of its temple, teaches there, and shares
His final meal with the disciples. Jesus is arrested, crucified, and
raised in Jerusalem.> Unlike the accounts of Mark (16:7), Matthew
(26:16-20), and John (21:1-25), the disciples do not return to
Galilee. Jesus ascends to heaven from Jerusalem (Lk 19:45-24:52).
Before ascending, He commissions his disciples to be witnesses of
Jesus’ message of repentance and forgiveness “to the ends of the
earth”. But they are to remain in the city of Jerusalem “until you have
been clothed with power from on high” (24:46-49). The Spirit-di-
rected journey of Jesus closes in the city of Jerusalem as He returns
to His Father. Already in these concluding moments of the Gospel
story of Jesus, however, it becomes clear that another ‘era’ will open
with the missio ad gentes of the Apostles.

1. Jesus and the Holy Spirit
Anticipating the theme of the Acts of the Apostles, the Spirit-directed

journey from Jerusalem “to the ends of the earth”, the three eras of
the Gospel of Luke depend upon the crucial and creative role the
Holy Spirit plays as each era opens.®

41 use the traditional expressions “Old Testament” and “New Testament” to
indicate their history. One is older than the other, but the expressions do not in-
dicate relative importance. For a Christian, the two Testaments form the commu-
nity’s inspired Sacred Scriptures. On this, see S. BROWN — EJ. MOLONEY, Inter-
preting the Gospel of John. An Introduction, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI1 2017, 3-
5. The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) translation is used throughout,
unless I offer my own version, indicated by AT (author’s translation).

5> On this, and especially the single “day” during which all the Easter events
take place, from the discovery of the empty tomb till Jesus’ ascension, see EJ.
MOLONEY, The Resurrection of the Messiah. A Narvative Commentary on the Res-
urrection Accounts in the Four Gospels, Paulist, New York 2015, 69-99.

¢ For an assessment of reflection upon the role of the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts,
see . BOVON, Luke the Theologian. Fifty-five Years of Research (1950-2005), Bay-
lor University Press, Waco, TX 2006, 225-272.
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— The Spirit’s role in preparing for the coming of Jesus. The Spirit
comes upon Mary in the annunciation of the forthcoming
birth of Jesus (1:35). The Spirit overcomes Zachariah’s dumb-
ness, and he utters the Benedictus (1:67). Simeon, “guided by
the Spirit” (2:25-27), came to the temple and took the infant
Jesus in his arms, announcing that the salvation for all peoples
has come (vv. 29-32). John the Baptist announces that, unlike
his baptism with water, Jesus will baptize “with the Holy Spir-
it and fire” (3:15-17).

— The Spirit in Jesus’ ministry. In John’s baptism, the Spirit de-
scends upon Jesus (3:31-32) and leads Him into the wilder-
ness (4:1). In 4:14-30 Jesus begins His public ministry “filled
with the power of the Spirit” (v. 14), announcing: “the Spirit
of the Lord is upon me” (v. 18). The stage has been set for a
Spirit-filled and Spirit-driven ministry of Jesus (see 10:20-21;
11:13; 12:10), until He hands over His Spirit to the Father in
death (24:46).

— The Spirit promised to the Apostles. The closing episodes of the
Gospel and the opening passages in the Acts of the Apostles in-
dicate a transition from one era to another. The promise of the
gift of the Holy Spirit dominates these pages. In the Gospel,
before He leaves the disciples on the day of the resurrection,
Jesus promises the gift of the Spirit (24:46-49. See also 12:12).
The disciples must stay in the city; there can be no return to
Galilee for the Lukan view of God’s saving presence. As the
Acts of the Apostles opens, in Jerusalem the risen Jesus instructs
His disciples: “You will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not
many days from now” (Acts 1:5). The audience is aware that
the Spirit who had directed Jesus’ birth, ministry, and death
will be ‘handed over’ to the ‘witnesses.

2. The Acts of the Apostles

The Book of Acts is a story that continues the journey of Jesus. Al-
though Jesus is no longer physically present to His Apostles, they
are not on a “different” journey. The “power from on high” directs
their journey, as it directed the journey of Jesus. However, it is an-
other “era’, designed by Luke to be open-ended so that the audi-
ences of Luke-Acts can rightly claim that they belong to what
might be called a “fourth era” of an ongoing journey beyond Rome
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“to the ends of the earth”. That element of the inspired Lukan mes-
sage on mission is not found within the text. For audiences across
the Christian centuries it is implied by the text. Not active agents
within the narrative of Luke-Acts, believing audiences are the fruit
of the ongoing Spirit-filled missionary Church, exemplified by Paul
as Acts closes: “Proclaiming the Kingdom of God and teaching
about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hin-
drance” (28:31).7

The narrative of Acts follows the founding Apostles, beginning
in Jerusalem, where the earliest community lives the idyllic experi-
ence of its first days, united in heart and mind, although not with-
out failures (Acts 1:1-8:3). It gradually moves away from Jerusalem
(8:4-40), until the conversion of Saul leads to further journeys that
dominate the narrative: the journeys of Paul, establishing the Chris-
tian Church, again not without difficulties and failures, across the
Mediterranean world (9:1-28:31).8 Luke’s literary skills are evident
in his description of Saul, the zealous persecutor of Christians in
7:58-8:3, as the Jerusalem section closes. After a brief interlude, dur-
ing which the Apostles make their first steps out of Jerusalem into
Judea and Samaria (8:4-40), Saul, “still breathing threats and mur-
der” returns to centre-stage, only to be “converted” in 9:1-19. An era
dominated by his missionary activity begins.?

7 As Richard Pervo puts it, Acts is “an assurance that ‘the ends of the earth’ is
not the arrival at a boundary, but realization of the limitless promises of the do-
minion of God” (cited by M.C. PARSONS, Acts, Paideia Commentaries on the
New Testament, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, MI 2008, 367). Written by a
third millennium Christian in Australia, the very existence of this essay is proof of
a Lukan audience that is fruit of Luke’s spirit directed missionary journey “to the
ends of the earth”.

8 It is beyond the scope of this study to focus upon the accounts of difficulties
and failures encountered across the narrative of Acts, but they are important.
They indicate that the power of God manifested in His Spirit eventually to over-
come all opposition.

? It is regularly pointed out that Paul did not undergo a ‘conversion experi-
ence’ as we nowadays understand that expression. His passionate commitment to
love and service of the one true God of Israel remained steadfast, but he ‘changed
direction’ once he came to see that this God was no longer made known only in
Isracl and its Law, but universally in and through the death and resurrection of Je-
sus Christ. Among many, see the (overly) dramatic presentation of this experience
in N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A Biography, HarperOne, San Francisco, CA 2018, 41-59.
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The Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles record three sa-
cred “eras”: the period of Old Testament preparation, the time of Je-
sus, and the time of the Christian Church.!9 As Jesus has travelled
from Galilee to Jerusalem, the Church will reach out from Jerusalem
to Rome (Acts 1:12-28:31). Only Mary, the mother of Jesus, plays a
role in all three: before the birth of Jesus (Lk 1-2), during His min-
istry (Lk 8:19-21; 11:27-28), and in the early community in
Jerusalem, after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension (Acts 1:12-
14).11 Many memorable incidents are found in this exciting narra-
tive: earthquakes (16:26), shipwrecks (27:41-44), avenging angels
(12:23), harrowing escapes (9:23-25; 21:30-36), riots (19:23-41),
murder plots (9:23; 23:12-15; 15:1-3), political intrigue (16:35-39;
22:24-29; 24:26-27), courtroom drama (23:1-10), and much
more.!2 But underpinning this ‘story; so full of journeys, encounters,
successes, failures, and temporary setbacks, is a ‘discourse” about the
action of God, through the steady intervention of the Holy Spirit in
the life and mission of the Apostles.!3

10 The recognition of these ‘eras’ in Lukan thought owes much to the epoch-
making study of H. CONZELMANN, The Theology of St Luke, trans. G. Buswell,
Faber & Faber, London 1960. The title of the original German was Die Mitte der
Zeit, identifying Jesus as the mid-point of history. His identification of the ‘eras’ is
nowadays extensively criticized (see the discussion in . BOVON, Luke the Theolo-
gian. Fifty-five Years of Research (1950-2005), 13-85). Nevertheless, Conzelmann
uncovered an important feature of Luke’s theological perspective.

11 For further reflection on this, see FJ. MOLONEY, Mary: Woman and Moth-
er, St. Paul Publications, Homebush 1988, 15-29.

12 M.A. POWELL, Introducing the New Testament: A Historical, Theological,
and Literary Survey, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, MI 2009, 191. For helpful
recent commentaries on Acts, see B.R. GAVENTA, Aczs, Abingdon New Testament
Commentaries, Abingdon, Nashville, TN 2003; L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the
Apostles, Sacra Pagina 5, The Liturgical Press, Collegeville, MN 2006, and M.C.
PARSONS, Acts. A fine study that traces Luke’s narrative and theological design
across the Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles is R.C. TANNEHILL, The Narrative
Unity of Luke-Acts. A Literary Interpretation, 2 vols., Foundations & Facets: New
Testament, Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MN 1986-1990.

13 The “story” is the way a narrative unfolds, moving chronologically from one
event to another (with occasional flashbacks and hints of what lies ahead), the in-
teraction among characters, along with all the adventures that mark the experi-
ence of the characters as time passes and a satisfactory conclusion emerges. The
“discourse” is the author’s motivation in writing the story that s/he wishes to com-
municate to an audience. In the case of New Testament narratives, authors did not
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Luke’s dominant theological interest is to share his passionate
conviction that the Holy Spirit drove the steady outreach of the ‘wit-
nessing’ to what God had done in and through Jesus. Those who
‘witnessed’ Jesus” acts become ‘witnesses’ of Jesus “to the ends of the
carth”!4 It begins in Jerusalem (1:8) and reaches the end of the carth
(28:30-31), hinting that it must reach further. Luke wrote the
Gospel and Acts to confirm and strengthen the belief of his Chris-
tians (see Lk 1:4).15 This agenda for the narrative of the Aets of the
Apostles was set as the Gospel closed. Jesus instructed the founding
Apostles: “Thus it is written, that the Christ should suffer and on
the third day rise from the dead, and that repentance and forgiveness
of sins should be preached in His name to all nations, beginning
from Jerusalem. And behold, I send the promise of my Father upon
you; but stay in the city until you are clothed with power from on

high” (Lk 24:46-48).16

3. The Promise of the Spirit

If the Gospel of Luke was a history of the Spirit-directed Jesus, then
the Acts of the Apostles is a history of the Spirit-directed witness to Je-
sus by the founding Apostles, especially Peter and Paul. The messen-
ger, Jesus (the central figure in the Gospel), has become the subject
of a message of what must happen for God’s design to be fulfilled.!”

simply wish to tell a story, but to convey a message about the action of God. On
this, see S. CHATMAN, Story and Discourse. Narrative Structure in Fiction and
Film, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY 1978.

14 For an analysis of the theme of ‘witness’ in Acts, see A. TRITES, The New Tés-
tament Concept of Witness, Society for New Testament Studies, vol. 31, Cam-
bridge University Press, Cambridge 1977, 128-153.

15 Luke states this purpose explicitly in Lk 1:4, using a Greek word (asphaleia)
to explain to Theophilus that he is writing that we “may have full confidence con-
cerning the words in which you have been instructed” (AT). The word asphaleia
is not about intellectual “truth’, but “a mental state of certainty and security”. See
L.T. JOHNSON, The Gospel of Luke, Sacra Pagina, vol. 3, Liturgical Press, Col-
legeville, MN 1991, 28.

16 This promise has already been foreshadowed during the journey of Jesus and
the disciples of Jerusalem. He instructed them that in their future difficulties: “The
Holy Spirit will teach you at that very hour what you are to say” (Lk 12:12).

17 One of Luke’s favorite words, in both the Gospel and the Acts is the Greek
expression dei meaning “must” or “it is necessary”. It was necessary that Jesus die
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For this to happen, however, the Holy Spirit must come upon them
(Acts 1:8a). The unstoppable urgency of the Apostles’ witness to
what God has done in and through Jesus Christ, “to the ends of the
carth,” is directed by the Holy Spirit.

The command of Jesus in Acts 1:8b drives the structure of the
narrative of Acts. The story begins with the disciples in Jerusalem,
forging a link between the Apostles and the risen Jesus.!® He shares
with them and promises a baptism with the Holy Spirit “not many
days from now” (1:2-5). As they have no notion of their future mis-
sion, the Apostles wonder when the end-time will come, and Jesus
warns them against such useless thoughts. The periods of sacred his-
tory depend upon the Father (vv. 6-7). In v. 8 Jesus sets the agenda:

a) “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon

you;

b) you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Sama-

ria, and to the ends of the earth.”

Jesus departs, but they ignore the commission that will take them
from Jerusalem into all Judea and Samaria, “to the ends of the earth”.
After the description of Jesus’ departure, creating a new situation
where he was “out of their sight” (v. 9), the disciples stand dumb-
founded, gazinginto the clouds (v. 10), until two men in white robes
tell them to move on.!? Gazing into the sky will achieve nothing.

and rise from the dead (Lk 9:22; 13:33; 17:25; 24:7, 26; Acts 17:3), that Judas be
replaced (Acts 1:22), that Paul visit Rome (Acts 19:21; 23:11; 25:10; 27:24), for
the Gospel to be proclaimed to the Jews first (13:46), for the Christians to suffer
tribulation and suffer for Christ’s name (14:26; 9:16). On the theme of God’s
dominant role in Acts, see M.A. POWELL, Introducing the New Testament: A His-
torical, Theological, and Literary Survey, 200-204.

18 An obvious historical ‘tension’ exists between the ascension of Jesus report-
ed in Lk 24:50-51, and its timing as after forty days appearing to the Apostles
“speaking about the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3). The number ‘forty’ is most like-
ly determined by the passing of fifty days between the Jewish feast of Passover (Je-
sus’ death and resurrection) and Pentecost (the gift of the Spirit). This is part of
Luke’s plan to show the passing of time as God works in and through Jesus and his
disciples. See J.A. FITZMYER, “The Ascension of Christ and Pentecost”, Theologi-
cal Studies, vol. 45,1984, 409-440; M.C. PARSONS, The Departure of Jesus in Luke-
Acts: The Ascension Narratives in. Context, Journal for the Study of the New Testa-
ment, vol. 21, JSOT Press, Sheftield 1987.

19 The “ewo men in white robes” in Acts 1:10 repeat the role of the “ewo men
in dazzling clothes” who address the women at the empty tomb in Lk 24:4. On



34 | Francis J. Moloney

They have a mission to complete in Jerusalem, all Judea and
Samaria, and “to the ends of the earth” Only when that mission is
completed will Jesus return (v. 11).

Before setting out on the mission, however, the group of the
Twelve must be reconstituted. Based upon Jesus” own choice of the
Twelve (see 1 Cor 15:5; Mk 3:14) as a symbol of God’s establish-
ment of a new people, this group also serves Luke as the fundamen-
tal symbol of the vocation to be apostolic.2? Unlike Mark (3:14) and
Matthew (10:1), Luke tells his audience that Jesus appointed
Twelve, “whom he also named Apostles” (Lk 6:13).2! They are not
only “disciples” who learn at the school of Jesus (Mark, Matthew,
and John), but also Apostles who will be sent out as witnesses to
what they have learnt.

Peter recalls the Spirit-filled inspiration of David’s foretelling of
the failure of one of that group (Acts 1:15-20). He asks the remain-
ing eleven to seck the Lord’s guidance so that the fundamental apos-
tolic group to whom the power of the most high has been promised,
might be re-constituted: “and the lot fell on Matthias; and he was
added to the eleven Apostles” (vv. 21-26). Although not explicitly
linked with an action of the Holy Spirit, whose words were uttered
through David’s mouth (v. 16), the casting of lots to choose between

that occasion, in a fashion that parallels the instructions given to the Apostles in
Acts 1:11, the women are told that they are looking in the wrong place for “the liv-
ing one”, as they are in a place for the dead.

20 On the historical and theological significance of “the Twelve” as a group
and as individuals, see the comprehensive study of J.P. MEIER, 4 Marginal Jew: Re-
thinking the Historical Jesus, Anchor Yale Reference Library, Yale University Press,
New Haven, CT 2016, 125-285.

21 See L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 38-40. Only Luke and Paul re-
fer to the Twelve as “Apostles”. On the non-technical use of the expression in
Mark 6:30, see EJ. MOLONEY, The Gospel of Mark. A Commentary, Baker Aca-
demic, Grand Rapids, MI 2012, 120-129. Paul regarded himself as an “Apostle”,
even though he was not one of the Twelve (see especially 1 Cor 15:3-11; 2 Cor
10-12). The Greek word means “one sent out”. Luke and Paul are especially con-
cerned with the outreach of the Christian message and the Christian communi-
ty “to the ends of the carth” The Lukan “Twelve Apostles” has become part of
traditional Christian language. For Paul, it was possible to be an “Apostle” with-
out being one of the Twelve. The title the Acts of the Apostles was added to this
document late in the second century, but the “Apostles” of Luke 6:12-16 are
rarely mentioned (1:2; 4:36-37; 5:12; 8:1). The central figures are Peter and
Paul, rather than the Twelve.
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two fine witnesses to the ministry of Jesus (Barsabbas and Matthias)
(V. 26), manifest that the Spirit of the Lord has intervened (see v. 24).

Based upon the promise of the Spirit and the missionary charge
of 1:8, the directions of the two men dressed in white in 1:9-11, and
the re-constitution of “the Twelve” in 1:12-26, the Spirit-directed
mission of the Church unfolds as follows:22

1. The gift of the Spirit of God and the mission in Jerusalem, un-

der the leadership of Peter. This section closes with the pres-
ence of Saul the persecutor of Christians (2:1-8:3. See 1:8).
The mission spreads to all Judea and Samaria (8:4-40. See 1:8)

3. After an encounter with the Risen Jesus, the zealot Saul is
baptized and filled with the Holy Spirit. Peter, experiences
the gift of the Spirit to the Gentile Cornelius. He consequent-
ly baptizes him, his houschold and shares his hospitality (9:1-
11:18).

4. The Church at Antioch and the initial association between
Paul and Barnabas generates what develops into Paul’s mis-
sion “to the ends of the earth” (11:19-26:32. See 1:8).

5. The mission arrives at the center of the known world, Rome.
This brings the message to the far reaches of the earth. The
missionary agenda of 1:8b is achieved because of power of the
most high, promised in 1:8a (27:1-28:31).

Each of these unstoppable geographical steps, from Jerusalem, to

all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (v. 8b), is a con-

sequence of the repeated direct intervention of God’s Holy Spirit
(v. 8a).

N

4. The Spirit of God and the Mission in Jerusalem (Acts 2:1-8:3)

The promises of Jesus (see 24:46-49) come true in the dramatic
events that take place “when the day of Pentecost had come” (Acts

22 The critical role of the Holy Spirit within each literary section determines
the following literary structure. Many other criteria are possible. See F. BOVON,
Luke the Theologian. Fifty-five Years of Research (1950-2005), 511-515. Luke used
sources for his account, and certainly regarded himself as a ‘historian; but in the
sense of his contemporary ‘historians. His objective was to record facts from the
past in order to ‘persuade” his audience of values and point of view. A dominant
element in his point of view was the Holy Spirit as a major protagonist across the
narrative.
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2:1). The Spirit, “the promise of the Father” (see Lk 24:49; Acts
1:4), the “power from on high” (Lk 24:49), is given to the infant
Church. The Apostles break free of their fears (see Acts 1:12-14).
Their transformation from fear to enthusiasm is so impressive that
they are thought to be inebriated (see 2:13). They proclaim what
God has done in and through Jesus (2:1-36), leading to sorrow, re-
pentance, and conversion of about 3,000 on that first Pentecost day
(v. 41). The first action of the Spirit-filled Apostles in Acts fulfils Je-
sus promise in Lk 24:47: “Repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be
proclaimed”.

The foundational nature of this event cannot be overestimated.
Signs associated with the establishment of an original people of God
at Sinai (see Ex 19:16-20: thunder, lightning, and fire) return at this
first Christian Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4).23 The confusion of tongues
that began at the Tower of Babel is overcome (see Gn 11:1-9), as
many peoples, nations and tongues understand the disciples’ words
(Acts 2:5-12). “The parallelism (between the Old Testament
episodes and Acts 2:1-4) fits the pattern of Luke’s story: Jesus is the
prophet who sums up all the promises and hopes of the people be-
fore Him; in His apostolic successors, that promise and hope (now
sealed by the Spirit) will be carried to all the nations of the earth”24
This pattern of preaching that Jesus’ mission, death, and resurrec-
tion was part of God’s plan, already foretold in the Old Testament,
and the subsequent response of conversion and baptism, already es-
tablished in Peter’s Pentecost speech and its aftermath (2:14-42), is
found across the many long speeches in Acts.?5> A community atten-

23 The Jewish celebration of Pentecost is the commemoration of the gift of the
Law and of the establishment of a covenant between God and the Jewish people
at Mount Sinai. To this day, it is celebrated fifty days after Passover.

24 L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 47. First parenthesis added, second
parenthesis original.

25 Comparisons between the speeches in Acts, no matter who delivers them
(Peter, all the Jerusalem believers, Stephen, or Paul) show they are very similar.
This does not mean that Luke ‘invented” everything, but he has certainly shaped
all the speeches so that they correspond to his theological idea of Jesus as the ful-
fillment of God’s will, already manifested in the Old Testament, and the need for
everyone to have a change of heart, receive forgiveness and baptism. For a good
summary, see R.A. SPIVEY — D. MOODY SMITH — C. CLIFTON BLACK, Anatomy
of the New Testament: A Guide to Its Structure and Meaning, Fortress Press, Min-
neapolis, MN 2013, 248-250.
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tive to the teaching of the disciples, breaking bread and praying to-
gether, with one heart and mind, emerges as the founding model of
the future missionary community (vv. 42-47).26

The witnessing of the Apostles and the Jerusalem community is
related in 3:1-8:3. Highlighted by the power manifested in the
Apostles’ preaching and healing in the city (3:1-26 [Peter and John
at the temple, and another speech from Peter], 4:1-37 [Peter and
John before the Council, and the response of the community in an-
other speech]), 5:1-42 [Ananias and Sapphira betray the communi-
ty; signs and wonders are performed, the Apostles are persecuted,
closing with Gamaliel's warning that these men may be doing a
work of God]). Luke wants his readers and hearers to recognize
that Christianity emerged from the very heart of Israel: Jerusalem
and its temple. For Luke, God’s design has not changed direction
with the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus that cli-
maxed in Jerusalem, nor in the beginnings of the community wit-
ness to Jesus, that had its origins in Jerusalem. “Christianity
emerged from Israel’s very heart and is, therefore, the true expres-
sion of that ancient faith”.2”

A further turning point of the story is the problem of the “Hel-
lenists” that leads to the appointment of seven men to serve them
(6:1-7). The existence of Greek-speaking Hellenists, and “the He-
brews” within the community, is a first indication that the Gospel
is reaching beyond its origins in the small group of frightened dis-
ciples of Jesus (see 1:1-14).28 The step into the choice of seven

26 Luke will regularly insert summary statements about the unity and peace
that existed in the Jerusalem community (see 1:14; 2:43-47; 4:32-37). This is
Luke’s way of indicating the ideal Christian community. His rhetoric suggests to
readers: it was like this in the beginning, and thus should always be like this. On
the content of the summaries, see R.E. BROWN, An Introduction to the New Tésta-
ment, Doubleday, New York 1997, 285-289. However, as remarked above, Luke
does not hesitate to report serious failures (Ananias and Sapphira) and opposition
(the Apostles are persecuted, executed, and imprisoned), even in Jerusalem.

27 R.A. SPIVEY — D. MooDY SMITH - C. CLIFTON BLACK, Anatomy of the
New Testament: A Guide to Its Structure and Meaning, 252.

28 Similar to the story of Ananias and Sapphira, this is one of the several indi-
cations in Acts that there were divisions in the community. However, Luke makes
nothing of this in his story of the unfolding of God’s design for the Christian com-
munity. See R.E. BROWN, A% Introduction to the New Testament, 293-294, and
M.C. PARSONS, Acts, 81-85.
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“Deacons’, selected to serve the Hellenists, is necessarily marked by
the presence of the Spirit. The whole community of disciples insists
that the selection of these “men of good standing” must be based
upon their being “full of the Spirit and of wisdom” (6:2-3). One of
those servants, Stephen, is singled out: “a man full of faith and the
Holy Spirit” (v. 5). They are delegated by means of an external sign
that indicates the communication of the Spirit: prayer and the lay-
ing on of hands (v. 6).

Stephen, already described as full of the Holy Spirit (v. 5), takes
center-stage, manifests the power, and signs that accompany God’s
presence.?? He may be one of the “servants,” but his ministry of pow-
er indicates that he continues the mission of the foundational Apos-
tles. Falsely accused, he is arrested, and he delivers the longest speech
in Acts (6:1-7:53). The speech does not deal with the charges
against him, but by means of a long reflection on Israel’s history,
points to the past disobedience of the chosen people, questions the
relevance of the temple (see 7:47-50), and strongly denounces those
who have betrayed and murdered Jesus (vv. 51-52). It closes: “You
who received the law as delivered by angels and did not keep it” (v.
53). Whatever of the accusations of 6:11-14, he is condemned to
death because of his ‘witness.3? The theme of the Spirit, and the con-
tinuation of Jesus’ ministry in the Spirit mark his death. He prays as
Jesus prayed: “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (7:59; see Lk 23:46),
and “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60; see Lk
23:34). Those who die for Christ repeat the death of Christ.3! As
the episode closes, the reader is introduced to the hero of the second
half of Acts: “And Saul was consenting to his death” (Acts 8:1a. See

29 The Greek word for “servant” is diakonos, and the Catholic tradition has
long looked back upon Acts 6 as the beginnings of a sacramental Order called the
Diaconate. Stephen is often presented in Christian art in the vestments of an or-
dained Deacon. Although there were certainly appointed people who had a min-
istry of ‘service’ in the early Church (see as carly as Rom 16:1; Phil 1:1; Eph 6:21;
1 Tim 3:8), the sacramental Order appeared much later.

30 M.C. PARSONS, Acts, 85-108, shows how this speech should be read
through the lens of ancient rhetoric, to show that “Stephen is not pitting Christi-
anity over against Judaism; rather he is aligning himself and his group with what
he considers to be the ‘best’ in Jewish history” (108).

31 See L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 142-144. Here, and throughout
his commentary, Johnson rightly points out that the Apostles are not only ‘wit-
nesses, but continue the ‘prophetic’ presence of Jesus.
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7:58). The hero of the latter parts of the Acts of the Apostles has been

introduced, however enigmatically.3?
5. The Mission to all Judea and Samaria (8:4-40)

The fruits of martyrdom are reported in 8:4-40. The Christians scat-
ter as Saul persecutes them, proclaiming the Word as they scatter
(8:1b-3). Scattering believers leads to an expanding Christian wit-
ness.>? Philip makes converts in Samaria, including “Simon who had
previously practised magic” (vv. 4-13. See vv. 9-13), but the report of
the wondrous events of Philip’s ministry is interrupted by a descrip-
tion of the mission of Peter and John to those who had already ac-
cepted the Word in Samaria. The narrative has reached a turning
point, as the Apostles move on from Jerusalem to bear witness in all
Judea and Samaria as the risen Jesus had promised in 1:8. As they
have already received the Spirit in Jerusalem, Peter and John pray that
those Samaritans who were baptized in the name of Jesus Christ
might also receive the Holy Spirit (v. 15). God answers their prayer:
they lay hands upon the baptized Samaritan, and they receive the
Spirit (v. 17). The report of the brief encounter between the Apostles
and Simon the magician is not primarily interested in the historical
figure of Simon,3 but on the insistence of the Apostles Peter and
John that nothing can “purchase” the Spirit. It is “God’s gift” (vv. 18-
25.Seev. 20). Only tragedy can follow those who think they can con-
trol the action of God by their worldly skill and financial means.

An angel of the Lord directs Philip to continue his movement
away from Jerusalem “toward the south to the road that goes down

32 R.E. BROWN, 47 Introduction to the New Testament, 296, comments: “Just
as Jesus’ death was not the end because the Apostles would receive the Spirit to
carry on the work, the death of Stephen is not the end, for observing is a young
man named Saul (7:58). He consents to the death (8:1a), but in God’s providence
he will continue the work of Stephen”

33 As carly as the Acss of the Apostles, Luke testifies to the truth later famously
articulated by Tertullian (c. 155-c. 240): “The blood of Christians is seed”. See
Corpus Christianorum Series Latina, Brepols, Turnhout 1954, 1:171: “Semen est
sanguis Christianorum” (Apologeticum 50,13).

34 Qver the centuries, there has been much speculation about the relationship
between Simon, the magician of Acts 8:9-25, and the figure of the proto-Gnostic
Simon Magus. For a summary of this speculation, see J.A. FITZMYER, The Acts of
the Apostles, The Anchor Bible, Doubleday, New York 1998, 403-404.
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from Jerusalem to Gaza” (v. 26). The well-known encounter be-
tween Philip and the Ethiopian eunuch on that road south takes
place through the intervention of the Spirit: “The Spirit said to
Philip, ‘Go over to this chariot and join it” (v. 29). After having the
Scriptures explained by the Spirit-directed Philip, the non-Jewish
eunuch is baptized (vv. 27-38). “When he came up out of the water,
the Spirit of the Lord snatched Philip away” so that he might con-
tinue his mission in all Judea, passing through Azotus, all the region
and all the towns, until he reached Caesarea (v. 40).35

The section of the narrative that deals with the second stage in
Jesus’” promise commissioning his Apostles to bear witness in all
Judea and Samaria (1:8) is relatively brief. Their presence in
Jerusalem (2:1-8:3), the “Pentecost of the Gentiles” in Peter’s bap-
tism of the Roman Cornelius, and its aftermath (9:1-11:18), Paul’s
mission “to the ends of the earth” (11:19-26:30), and his preaching
in Rome (26:30-28:31), are longer in the telling. Nevertheless, like
other turning points in the fulfilment of the commission of 1:8b, it
is dominated by the theme of the gift of the Holy Spirit (1:8a. See
w. 14-17, 19-21, 39).

6. Peter (and Paul) Reach out to the Gentile World (9:1-11:18)

The next stage in God’s plan to take the Gospel “to the ends of the
earth” is prepared in the well-known account of Paul’s conversion
(9:1-22). The encounter with the risen Jesus on the Damascus road,
his encounter with Ananias in Damascus, and his preaching there,
which “confounded the Jews who lived in Damascus” (9:22), are
recorded on two further occasions in Acts (see 22:3-21; 26:12-
18).3¢ Luke shapes this account around two major encounters. The
first is Paul’s dramatic encounter with the risen Jesus (9:1-9). The
second is his sojourn with Ananias in Damascus (vv. 10-19). During
the latter, the Lord described Paul’s future mission: “Go, for he is an
instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles

35 Philip’s contact points are on the road south, to Gaza, Azotus (further
north on the coast), all the towns, finally arriving in the northern port city of Cae-
sarea Maritima. The geography matches the commission of 1:8 (all Judea). Azo-
tus is another name for port city of Ashdod (see 1 Mc 9:15).

36 On the three-fold telling of Paul’s conversion, see L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts
of the Apostles, 170; J.A. FITZMYER, The Acts of the Apostles, 141-144.
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and kings and before the people of Israel” (v. 15). Before this mission
can begin, as with all other major turning points in Luke’s story,
Ananias “laid his hands on Saul and said, ‘Brother Saul, the Lord Je-
sus who appeared to you on your way here, has sent me so that you
may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit” (v. 17).

After being witnessed in Damascus, he is hunted for by some
Jewish people, he escapes, and returns to Jerusalem, the cradle of
Christianity (vv. 19b-30). From there, he is sent home to Tarsus (v.
30). The Lukan comment of v. 31 indicates that the agenda set by
the commission of 1:8 is drawing to a close: “Meanwhile the church
throughout Judea, Galilee, and Samaria experienced peace and was
built up. Living in the fear of the Lord and the comfort of the Holy
Spirit, it increased in numbers.” Paul, who will follow the leader-
ship of Peter to become the hero of the mission “to the ends of the
carth” (11:19-26:30), has entered the narrative. He disappears in
9:30, but will return in 13:1-3. In the meantime, Peter takes center-
stage in a further Spirit-filled turning point in the earliest Church’s
mission (9:32-11:18).

Peter works wonders in the name of Jesus Christ (9:32-35: the
healing of Aeneas; vv. 36-42: the raising of Tabitha/Dorcas). Most
importantly, for the purposes of this essay, he is the key figure in the
explicit acceptance of the mission to the Gentiles through the bap-
tism of the Roman centurion, Cornelius (10:1-1 1:18). It is a com-
plex, and somewhat repetitious account.?” Cornelius has a vision at
Caesarea, at this stage the frontier of the Gospel’s outreach (see
8:40), instructing him to summon Peter from Joppa (10:1-9a). Si-
multaneously, Peter has a vision insisting that what was once been
regarded as “unclean” can no longer be so, as God has made all
things clean (vv. 9b-16). The Spirit instructs a puzzled Peter that he
must go meet the men from Cornelius, who has had a vision of a
holy angel, sending for Peter (vv. 17-23). Cornelius’ servants bring
Peter to Caesarea, where they have a moving encounter (vv. 17-29).
Cornelius tells Peter of his vision (vv. 30-33).

Peter’s response is a missionary speech (vv. 34-43), dominated by
the theme of his opening words: “Truly I perceive that God shows

37 For a more detailed analysis of this complex passage, see chapter 7 of this
volume authored by Michael Trainor, and titled “A Pivotal Missionary Moment:
The Embrace of the Gentiles (Acts 10-11)".
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no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does
what is right is acceptable to him” (vv. 34-35). Luke’s Spirit-filled
missionary agenda is stated and Peter tells Cornelius about Jesus,
“anointed with the Holy Spirit and with power” (AT), his ministry,
death and resurrection, and the role of the Apostles as his witnesses.
“Wee are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and Jerusalem. [...]
He commanded us to preach to the people” (vv. 41-42). As Peter
ends his words, before anything else happens, “the Holy Spirit fell
upon all who had heard the Word” (v. 44). All are amazed “that the
gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out even on the Gentiles” (v.
45). The same phenomena that accompanied the pouring out of the
Spirit at Pentecost reappear: “They heard them speaking in tongues
and extolling God” (v. 46. See 2:5-11). As a consequence of the gift of
the Holy Spirit, Peter baptizes Cornelius and his company (vv. 44-
48). “The gift of the Holy Spirit has been poured out even on the
Gentiles” (v. 45). The speech opened insisting that “God shows no
partiality”, and closes asking a question that requires a negative re-
sponse: “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people
who have received the Holy Spirit just as we have?” (v. 47).38

Peter returns to Jerusalem where he is criticized by the circumci-
sion party. He should not have gone to an uncircumcised man and
eaten with him. In response, Peter retells all the events that took
place in Caesarea (11:1-18).39 He repeats the news of the action of
the Spirit in the coming of the messengers (v. 12), and the descent
of the Spirit as he spoke to Cornelius and his houschold (v. 15). He
concludes by recalling a promise of Jesus: “John baptized with wa-
ter, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit” (v. 16), insisting
that God’s gift of the Spirit to the Jewish disciples is now available
to the Gentiles (v. 17). Peter’s report meets no opposition. It is re-
ceived in silence as they glorify God, saying: “Then to the Gentiles

38 The Greek expression that generates the question (¢#) is rhetorical. It de-
mands a negative response. See F.A. BLASS — A. DEBRUNNER — R.W. FUNK, 4
Greek Grammar of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature,
Chicago University Press, Chicago, IL 1961, 226 § 440.

39 Peter’s retelling of the story in 11:1-18 is not entirely consistent with the
carlier report of the events. However, the alterations only serve to emphasize
Luke’s message about the inevitability of God’s design to bring the Gospel to the
Gentiles, through the gift of the Holy Spirit. See L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the
Apostles, 180-202.
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also God has granted repentance unto life” (v. 18).40 Even though
Peter’s Jerusalem speech in 11:1-18 repeats what has happened in
Caesarea, it accentuates the theological importance of this mo-
ment: “If then God gave the same gift to them as he gave to us when
we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that could with-
stand God” (v. 17). God is the absent, but ever-central character
Acts, shaping the lives of people and communities through the gift
of the Holy Spirit. Peter will return to this moment in his defense of
the Gentile mission at the so-called Jerusalem Council (see 15:7-9).

7. The Mission “to the Ends of the Earth” (11:19-26:32)

A series of episodes report the continued spread of the Gospel, as
opposition is vanquished (11:19-12:25). Stephen’s mission as far as
Phoenicia and Cyprus has produced converts who come to Antioch,
preaching the Lord. The field is ripe for harvesting, so Barnabas is
introduced, another key figure at a turning point of the narrative.
Described as “a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and faith” (11:24),
he goes from Antioch to Tarsus, seeking out Saul. It is at Antioch
that “the disciples were for the first time called Christians” (11:26).
Warned in a prophecy in the Spirit from a prophet named Agabus
that suffering is near at hand, the disciples are determined to bring
goodness to all who are suffering in Judea, through the ministry of
Barnabas and Saul (11:27-30). Adventure, misadventure, and God’s
presence continues as Herod executes James and puts Peter in prison
(12:1-5), but Peter is miraculously released (vv. 6-19). Herod, who
has no interest in the sufferings of the people of Tyre and Sidon
(contrast the attitude of the Christians to the poor in Judea in
11:27-30), is smitten by “an angel of the Lord” and dies ignomin-
iously (12:20-23). The Word of God “continued to advance” as
Barnabas, Saul, and John Mark return to Jerusalem (vv. 24-25).
The scene is set for the fourth major section of the narrative, de-
termined by the commission and the promise of the Spirit in 1:8. In

40 This is one of many occasions in Acts where Luke writes an account to show
that God’s plan will broach no failure or opposition. We are aware from other ear-
ly Christian literature, especially Paul’s Letter to the Galatians, that the passage in-
to the Gentile world — especially the question of circumcision — was conflicted,
and that even Peter (and Barnabas) were ambiguous about it (see Gal 2:11-14).
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the Gospel of Luke, Jesus journeyed from Nazareth in Galilee,
through Jerusalem, to his Father. In the Acts of the Apostles, the Apos-
tles witness to the Good News about Jesus through Cyprus and Asia
Minor (first missionary journey: 13:1-14:28), into Macedonia (sec-
ond missionary journey: 15:36-18:22), consolidated in Ephesus and
Greece (third missionary journey: 18:23-21:14). Jerusalem is not
forgotten. The only interruption to this triumphant march, from
Jerusalem to Ephesus, Athens and Corinth, is the Council of
Jerusalem. After the success of the first formal mission to the Gen-
tiles (13:1-14:28), the Church gathers to assess whether or not this
mission is part of God’s plan (15:1-35). Jerusalem, the fulcrum of
God’s saving history, remains an essential point of reference for a
movement that has its roots in God’s promises to Israel.4!

Before this major journey begins, the Holy Spirit again inter-
venes. As the Church in Antioch is at prayer, “the Holy Spirit said:
‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have
called them” (13:2). “Sent out by the Holy Spirit” (v. 4), the first
missionary journey ad gentes begins.#2 At Paphos, in Cyprus, they
meet opposition from a Jewish false prophet. “Filled with the Holy
Spirit” Paul strikes him blind, and the proconsul, Sergius Paulus be-
lieves (vv. 4-12. See v. 9). From Cyprus, they arrive in Asia Minor at
Perga. Asked to preach in the Synagogue, Paul speaks as an Israclite
to Israelites. Regularly across this section of Acts, Paul tries to show
that Jesus Christ is the fulfilment of Jewish hopes (13:16-41). Some
hear the message, others reject it (vv. 42-43). Rejection leads him to
go to the Gentiles (vv. 44-49). The first stage of the missionary jour-
ney, however, fills the disciples “with joy and the Holy Spirit” (v. 52).
Similar missionary activities and responses continue in Iconium,
Lystra, Derbe, and they return to Antioch via Iconiumm Pamphilia,

41 See L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 225-227.

4 For an engaging description of the events in Antioch and the first mission-
ary journey, see N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A Biography, 85-131. This interesting book
suffers from an acceptance of the Lukan narrative as the backdrop for a presenta-
tion of Paul and his thought. It is riddled with questionable historical presuppo-
sitions (e.g., the imprisonment in Ephesus — for which there is no evidence - that
determines the early dating of Philippians; the Pauline authorship of Colossians
and Ephesians and the Pastoral Epistles — 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus). Its value
lies in Wright's marriage of the Pauline message with a vivid description of the
Lukan “journeys”.
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Perga at Attalia (14:1-26). Despite the regular rejection and misun-
derstanding they have experienced, the Apostles are able to relate “all
that God had done and how he had opened a door of faith for the
Gentiles” (v. 27).

The missionary journeys are put on hold, as a group of Christians
from Judea insist that circumcision is essential for admission to their
ranks (15:1-5). Another critical moment in the narrative emerges,
and it is again dominated by the action of the Holy Spirit. The so-
called Council of Jerusalem follows, opening with the intervention
of Peter (vv. 6-11). He recalls his initiating role among the Gentiles:
“And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving
them the Holy Spirit, just as He did to us; and in cleansing their
hearts by faith He has made no distinction between them and us”
(vv. 8-9). He receives the support of the equally foundational figure
of James (vv. 15-21). A decision is made in favor of Paul and Barn-
abas. A letter is sent insisting that circumcision is not required (vv.
22-29), because “it has seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to
impose on you no further burden than these essentials” (15:28).43

After a dispute over the role of John, Mark, who had abandoned
the first missionary journey (see 13:13), Paul and Barnabas separate.
Paul attempts to resume his mission in Asia Minor, taking Silas with
him (15:36-16:5). In a strange intervention, the Holy Spirit leads
Paul across Asia Minor, into Macedonia. In fact, Paul and his com-
panions are not active as they cross Phrygia and Galatia “having been
forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak a word in Asia” (16:6). His
journey takes him further west, to Troas, the sea-port on the western
coast of Asia Minor that provides immediate access to Macedonia
and Greece. During the night, a vision provides a reason for this pro-
hibition. They are being driven elsewhere by the Spirit: a man of
Macedonia appears in a dream saying: “Come over to Macedonia
and help us” (v. 9).44

Paul arrives in Philippi, via the port of Neapolis, where he is im-
mediately successful in his conversion of Lydia (16:6-15).%5 But his
saving and curing presence of a possessed slave girl leads to his im-
prisonment, accused by the girl's angry owners. As is now a familiar

4 Paul also records this meeting in Gal 2:1-10. See the vivid description of
these events in N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A Biography, 132-169.
44 1bid., 171-233.
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pattern, Paul is miraculously freed; the doors are opened and he
baptizes his repentant jailer (vv. 16-34). Subsequent discussion over
the treatment of Paul and his companions leads to Paul’s first indica-
tion to his oppressors that he is a Roman citizen. He receives the
apologies of the authorities, visits Lydia, and leaves to continue their
mission (vv. 35-40). Passage and preaching in Thessalonica and
Beroea leads to the usual mixed response (17:1-15). From here, Paul
journeys to Athens, where he not only uses his initial approach to
the Jews, but also confronts the pagan culture and religion of the
city. Set in the heart of Greek culture and religion, this passage is
highlighted by Paul’s speech on the Areopagus, a central point for
public speech in Athens. Paul’s speech does not use the Hebrew
Scriptures, but cites Greek authorities (the poet Aratus) to point
them to the unknown God, a man who has been raised from the
dead. 0 As always, the response is mixed: “Some mocked, but others
said: “We will hear you again about this” (vv. 16-34. See v. 32).

A parallel narrative pattern and theological message shapes Paul’s
ongoing journey through Corinth, where his rejection by the Jews
leads to a definitive choice: “From now on I will go to the Gentiles”
(18:7). But even here he meets conflict, and is eventually led to the
Roman authorities by his Jewish enemies. Gallio, the Roman Pro-
consul of Achaia, dismisses them (18:1-17). Paul brings his second
missionary journey to an end as he returns, via Cenchrae (the port
of Corinth), to Ephesus, from where he sets sail, and Jerusalem, to
the community in Antioch. While in Ephesus, he promises the Jews
that he will return, if God so wills (vv. 18-22).47

45 Across Acts there are a number of reports where the author uses ‘we’. They
begin at Troas, and are regularly (but not always) associated with sea voyages (see
16:10-17; 20:5-15; 21:1-18; 27:1-28:16). For many, this shows the presence of
the author of Acts, and thus an indication of a first-hand witness to the events re-
ported, and evidence of the historical reliability of the book. However, not all
agree. For a balanced study of the ‘we-passages, sece R.E. BROWN, An Introduction
to the New Testament, 322-327.

46 In Athens the death of Jesus is not mentioned, only Jesus’ being raised from
the dead.

47 The reference to Gallio as the Proconsul of Achaia is one of the fixed
points for determining a chronology for Paul. There is archeological evidence
(an inscription found in Delphi) that Gallio was the Proconsul some time across
51-52 CE. See J. MURPHY-O’CONNOR, St. Paul’s Corinth. Texts and Archaeolo-
29, Good News Studies, vol. 6, Michael Glazier, Wilmington, NC 1983, 141-152.
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The third journey begins immediately.*8 After initiating the final
missionary journey in Galatia and Phrygia (18:23), Paul dedicates
himself to a long and trouble-filled experience in Ephesus (18:24-
19:41). The enigmatic figure of Apollos appears briefly (18:24-28.
See further, 1 Cor 1:12; 3:4-6). Coming to Ephesus this eloquent
Alexandrian preaches the “way of the Lord” and “the things con-
cerning Jesus” with skill and passion (v. 6). But “he only knew the
baptism of John”. No explicit mention is made of the Spirit, but his
baptism is defective. This is corrected by Priscilla and Aquila. He is
thus able to travel to Achaia and be welcomed among the brethren
in Corinth (see 19:1), showing that “the Messiah is Jesus” (v. 28).
Apollos serves as a model for the situation that Paul himself finds in
Ephesus while Apollos is in Corinth (19:1-7). Some believers only
know of the baptism of John. After due instruction, they are bap-
tized in the name of the Lord Jesus. “When Paul laid hands on them,
the Holy Spirit came upon them” (v. 6). The third missionary jour-
ney opens in Ephesus with two visible experiences of the power of
the Holy Spirit, transforming Apollos and others in Ephesus who
only knew the baptism of John.

In Ephesus, Paul preaches boldly in the face of many obstacles,
but his journey to the ends of the earth intrudes. While in Ephesus,
“Paul resolved in the Spirit to go through Macedonia and Achaia,
and then go on to Jerusalem. He said: ‘After T have gone there I must
also sece Rome™ (v. 21). The audience, hearing Paul’s Spirit-filled de-
cision, are aware that he will indeed journey to Rome, and Luke’s ac-
count of his mission will end there.

Inevitably, Paul’s preaching against false gods leads to the riot ini-
tiated by the silversmiths who see that Paul’s preaching brings their
trade to an end. After a resounding encounter between the worship-
pers of Artemis and Paul (vv. 34-41), Paul leaves Ephesus with the
problem unresolved. He journeys through some of his earlier mis-
sion fields (20:1-6). Returning to Asia Minor he preaches at such
great length at Troas that a young man sitting in a window falls to
sleep and crashes to his death, but Paul restores him. Nothing can
stop the spread of God’s Word (vv. 7-12).

For a fine photograph of the inscription, see R.A. SPIVEY — D. MOODY SMITH —
C. CLIFTON BLACK, Anatomy of the New Testament: A Guide to Its Structure and
Meaning, 277.

48 See N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A Biography, 235-349.
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In a fashion that matches many ‘farewell speeches’ found in both
biblical and classical literature, Paul sails from Troas to Jerusalem,
stopping at Miletus so that he could address the leaders of the
Church from Ephesus, assembled there (20:1-38). It is a moving
speech, full of emotion and affection, and a commissioning that they
persevere in their faith mission.*” Paul looks back to what has been
achieved, and courageously ahead to all that God may have in store
for him. At the heart of his discourse, Paul indicates that everything
that has happened and will happen is the result of the active presence
of the Holy Spirit: “And now, as a captive to the Spirit, I am on my
way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there, except
that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment
and persecutions are waiting for me” (20:22-23). He travels directly
to Jerusalem (21:1-14). This is the first time that Paul’s journeys have
not returned to his home-Church of Antioch. The God-directed cy-
cle of Jerusalem to Rome must be accomplished (see 1:8). As he
farewells a dedicated group in Caesarea, before the final leg of his
journey to Jerusalem, he tells them, in a way that renders more ex-
plicit what he said at Miletus: “For I am ready not only to be bound
but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (21:13).
The narrative stage is set for the final journey: the Word of the Lord
will make its final journey from Jerusalem to Rome (see 1:8).

The voyage towards Jerusalem is governed by the Spirit who
halts Paul’s travels at Tyre for seven days, until the Spirit allows Paul
and his company resume the journey through Ptolomais to Caesarea
(see 21:4). There the prophet Agabus takes Paul’s belt, binds his feet
and hands with it, announcing: “Thus says the Holy Spirit, “This is
the way the Jews in Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt
and will hand him over to the Gentiles” (21:11).

On arrival in Jerusalem, Paul visits James, the leader of the
Jerusalem community, and shares with him the success of the Gen-
tile mission. He can announce that what was decided at the Jeru-
salem Council in 15:1-29 has been put into effect among those re-
ceived into Christianity without circumcision (21:15-26). Immedi-
ately following this episode, however, Jews from Asia, aware of Paul’s

4 For a study of farewell testaments, see W. KURZ, Farewell Addyesses in the

New Testament, Zacchaeus Studies: New Testament, Michael Glazier, Wilming-
ton, NC 1990. See also L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 359-368.
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work among the uncircumcised, create a disturbance in the temple,
accusing Paul of “teaching men everywhere against the people and
the law and this place; moreover, he has also brought Greeks into
the temple, and he has defiled this holy place” (v. 28). Roman au-
thorities arrest Paul (vv. 27-36). From this point on, the narrative is
made up of a series of encounters between Paul and Roman author-
ities where Paul must answer the accusations of his Jewish enemies.>°

He defends himself in Jerusalem by declaring himself as a “citizen
of no mean city” (v. 39), reporting the account of his conversion and
his mission to the Gentiles (21:37-33:21). None of this is of interest
to the Romans. Discovering he is a Roman citizen, they send him
back to the Jewish Council (vv. 22-29). His Jewish credentials im-
press some, but not others, and that night “the Lord stood by him
and said: “Take courage, for as you have testified about me at
Jerusalem, so must you bear witness also at Rome™ (22:30-23:11.
See v. 11). As Paul’s opponents concoct a plot to murder him, “the
son of Paul’s sister” (v. 16) hears of it, informs Paul, held in the Ro-
man barracks, and he is swept away by the authorities to the Gover-
nor Felix in Caesarea, the seat of Roman authority in Palestine
(23:12-35).

From now on a series of different trials take place, at Caesarea,
before Felix (24:1-27), Porcius Festus (25:1-12), King Agrippa and
his wife Bernice (25:13-26:32). Paul fulfils the destiny promised by
Jesus to his disciples: “And you will be brought before kings and gov-
ernors in my name” (Lk 21:12). At each trial Paul’s defence is the
same: he has done nothing to discredit the traditions of Isracl, as he
has been singled out by an act of the God of Israel to proclaim the
saving effects of the death and resurrection of Jesus. “To this day I
have had the help that comes from God, and so I stand here testify-
ing both to small and great, saying nothing but what the prophets
and Moses said would come to pass: that the Christ must suffer, and
that, by being the first to rise from the dead, he would proclaim light
both to the people and to the Gentiles” (Acts 26:22-23. See Lk 2:31-
32). At cach stage across these trials, Paul is declared innocent
(23:29; 25:25; 26:31-32). It is as an innocent witness to the truth

50 On the Lukan theological and rhetorical agenda across these encounters,
see LT. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 399-400, and N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A
Biography, 349-371.
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(like Jesus in the Lukan passion narrative, see Lk 23:47), that Paul
sails for Rome (Acts 27:1).

8. Rome: The Centre of the Known World (27:1-28:31)

The perilous sea-journey, described as Luke’s “literary four de

force”is reported in 27:1-28:10. After an initial easy journey at the
right time of the year (27:1-8), a decision is made — against Paul’s ad-
vice — to continue the journey in the winter (vv. 9-12). From that
point on every possible peril is faced: storm at sea (vv. 13-20), star-
vation (vv. 21-25), and possible shipwreck (vv. 26-32). Paul advises
correctly in every situation, and even miraculously provides food for
everyone as they are starving (vv. 33-38). They come to land in Mal-
ta, where they experience dangers (28:3-6: the episode with the
viper), again overcome by Paul. They are made welcome by the local
people (27:39-28:10). They take a ship in Malta, and finally “came
to Rome” (28:11-16. See v. 16). As throughout Acts, the Christian
community, Peter, and Paul continually face danger and opposition,
but it is overcome by the power of their miraculous activity and the
persuasion of their proclamation of the Gospel.

In Rome, Paul tells his story of trial, and is asked to explain him-
self to the local authorities. As always, some believe, and some reject
what Paul has to tell them (vv. 17-25a). Acts closes with Paul’s final
use of Israel’s Scriptures to legitimate his message and his turning
away from Israel as the fulfilment of the promise of the Holy Spirit
made through the Prophet Isaiah: “The Holy Spirit was right” (v.
25b). “Let it be known to you then that this salvation of God has
been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen” (v. 28). Paul’s mission to
the Jews has come to a close, and from Rome the Gospel will be
preached to the Gentiles. Luke tells of the relentless and unstop-
pable proclamation of the message of what God had done in and
through Jesus. His second volume closes with the information that
Paul remains in Rome for two years, courageously and openly
“preaching the Kingdom of and teaching about the Lord Jesus
Christ” (vv. 30-31). This Spirit-filled Christian witness has not ar-
rived at a boundary, but at a promise of a future.

51 L.T. JOHNSON, The Acts of the Apostles, 450. For a colorful description, see
N.T. WRIGHT, Paul. A Biography, 375-397.
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9. The Holy Spirit and the Missio ad Gentes Today

The commissions of Jesus in Luke 24:46-49 and Acts 1:8 have been
fulfilled, thanks to the never-failing presence of the Holy Spirit who
empowers and directs his Apostles, especially Peter and Paul, to take
the Gospel from Jerusalem “to the ends of the earth”. Opposition
emerges from the Jews who will not accept an uncircumcised Chris-
tian, as well as the Romans, who cannot understand what Paul rep-
resents, and do not want to know. Even the elements, storm, starva-
tion, and shipwreck threaten this journey from Jerusalem to Rome.
All opposition fails. Accompanied by signs and wonders that mani-
fest the guiding presence of the Holy Spirit, the Apostles’ witness to
the Kingdom reaches out to the ends of the earth (see Lk 24:46-49;
Acts 1:8). Pope Francis has claimed that the Holy Spirit is the pro-
tagonist of the Acts of the Apostles.>> A close reading of the narrative
indicates that he is correct:

— The promise of the Holy Spirit (1:5, 8):

— The Holy Spirit reconstitutes the Twelve (1:15-20);

— The Holy Spirit comes upon the disciples at Pentecost (2:1-
36);

— The Holy Spirit inspires the mission dedicated to the Greek-
speaking people in Jerusalem (6:1-7);

— Stephen hands over his Spirit in martyrdom (7:59);

— The Holy Spirit directs the Samaritan mission (8:15-25);

— The Holy Spirit leads Philip to instruct and baptize the
Ethiopian ecunuch (8:29), and snatches him away on further
mission (8:40);

— The gift of the Holy Spirit brings Saul’s conversion to conclu-
sion (9:1-17);

— The Holy Spirit descends upon Cornelius and his household
(10:1-11:18);

— The Holy Spirit singles out Barnabas and Paul for the Gentile
mission (13:1-4; 15:8-9);

52 Addressing the National Directors of the Pontifical Mission Societies, Pope
Francis advised: “Your regular book for prayer and meditation should be the Acts
of the Apostles. Go there to find your inspiration. And the protagonist of that book
is the Holy Spirit”. Stress mine. See Address of His Holiness Pope Francis to the Na-
tional Directors of the Pontifical Mission Societies, 1 June 2018, http://w2.vati-
can.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2018/june/documents/papa-francesco_
20180601_pontificie-opere-missionarie.html/.



52 | Francis J. Moloney

— The Holy Spirit inspires the decisions of the Jerusalem Coun-
cil (15:8,28,29);

— The Holy Spirit directs Paul from Asia to Macedonia (16:6-9);

— Apollos and believers in Ephesus who know Jesus and the
baptism of John are baptized into the Holy Spirit (18:24-28;
19:1-6);

— The Holy Spirit reveals Paul’s destiny (19:21; 20:22-23;
21:11,13);

— Paul’s final return to Jerusalem is directed by the Holy Spirit
(21:4);

— Finally, in Rome, Paul can declare: “The Spirit is right”
(28:25).

God, through the intervention of the Holy Spirit, is in control of
history, and guides his “Apostles” of all ages through their difficul-
ties, sinfulness, and rejection. A third generation Christian (see Lk
1:1-4), Luke was aware of ambiguities in his experience of Church.
But Luke wants to proclaim to individuals and communities that,
guided by the Holy Spirit, miracles can happen. God’s outreach “to
the ends of the earth” can be successful. Our own experience of a frag-
ile Church is an indication that, despite failure, the Gospel reaches
out “to the ends of the earth”. Luke asks Christians, witnessing at the
ends of the earth, to accept Luke’s view of how things should be in
God’s Church. The call to mission continues, the Holy Spirit is pres-
ent, and the saving power of God can be found. Luke’s two volumes
call Christians zo be missionaries, witnesses whose testimony fill the
pages of a living third volume, telling what God and the Holy Spirit
have done for us in and through Jesus Christ.



The Acts of the Apostles
and the Mission

«» NARCIS KATAMBE

This work examines the beginning of the missio ad gentes to
spread the divine Good News in the Acts of the Apostles, and the
basics of this beginning. The book of Acts of Apostles is well known
for its account of the activities of the early Church. One such activ-
ity focuses on the efforts that were made in preaching the Gospel,
the mission to save. Since the mission to nations and the subsequent
document Ad Gentes! can easily be traced from Acts of the Apostles, it
is appropriate then to reread their roots from this very book. Below
is a rereading of some of the roots in Acts of the Apostles, starting with
the mission as the divine plan and the promise of God. This is fol-
lowed by the Holy Spirit event on Jewish Pentecost, which opened
the door to the evangelization of 2//, Jews and non-Jews. This was re-
alized through preaching and a call to repentance that established
the new Christian Community of prayer and service.?

1. The Mission

In areligious context, ‘mission’ can simply be said to be an activity of
a movement that attempts to win others to a new understanding of
atranscendent reality through either active means, that is, preaching

I 4d Gentes is the abbreviation of Ad Gentes Divinitus, which is the Second
Vatican Council Decree (7 December 1965) on the Missionary Activity of the
Church.

2 Besides the works cited in the footnotes throughout this chapter, the follow-
ing books are also useful to the understanding of the theme in the Acts of the Apos-
tles: M. DUMAIS, Le Lange de [¢vangélisation (Actes 13:16-41), Bellarmin, Mon-
treal 1976; A. FLANNERY (ed.), Vatican Council II, Conciliar and Post Conciliar
Documents, St. Paul Publications, Badra 1975; J. JERVELL, Luke and the People of
God: A New Look at Luke-Acts, Augsburg, Minneapolis, MN 1972.
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and healing, or passive life witness. It is implied in Acts (1:6-8) that
the essence of the Church is its mission. The Church and mission
are inseparably interrelated. A Church without missionary activity
is not a true Church.

1.1 The Mission According to God’s Plan

The mission in Acts of the Apostles is primarily to be considered with-
in the whole framework of God’s plan.3 The Acts’ mission to nations
is rooted in the overall plan of God. The intent of the divine plan is
revealed to the reader in the birth narrative of Jesus: it is to bring
light to the Gentiles and glory to Israel (Lk 2:32). And this plan is
to be examined in the light of the person of Jesus, the definitive rev-
elation of God, and His ministry. Jesus” proclamation of the King-
dom of God, His offer of new life to the outcasts of society, and His
announcement of the Kingdom of God, all possess a ‘missionary
character’

The missionaries were aware too that their mission was to bring
light to Gentiles and preach them salvation (Acts 13:47), that is, to
restore all things to their proper place under the exalted Jesus (cf.
Eph 1:22). It is a process that began with the Christ-event and finds
its realization in the preaching of the disciples (Lk 24:46-49).

The preaching in Acts is, therefore, part of the overall plan of
God. In fact, the activity of the members of the early Church appar-
ently was to bear testimony to God’s plan, which was advanced in
the name of Jesus Christ; the testimony is part of the ongoing oper-
ation of God’s plan. The preaching, thus, does not merely serve to
report the Christ-event, it plays an integral part in the outreach of
the divine plan, and the mission of the Church today should be

viewed as an endeavor to enhance this plan.

1.2 The Mission as the Fulfilment of the Promise

The descent of the Spirit on the Jewish Pentecost is interpreted in
the book as a fulfilment of the Old Testament prophecy and prom-
ise. The message of this prophecy is found among many others in
prophet Joel. The prophecy of Joel 2:28-32 about the gift of the
Spirit and prophesy has been wonderfully fulfilled on the occasion

3 See Ad Gentes Divinitus, 2.
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of Pentecost. The fulfilment of the promise is most clearly shown in
Acts 2:17-21 where the author alludes directly to Joel 2:28. The
Holy Spirit descends upon the whole group of Apostles (Acts 2:4),
and prophecy is taken as the gift of the Spirit to the Apostles for
bearing witnesses (Acts 2:32). This coming of the Spirit can be in-
terpreted as a prophetic empowering of mission or witness.

Peter interprets the Pentecost event in terms of Joel's message
where God promises to pour out His Spirit on all flesh, that is, on
whole Israel. The Apostle moves from Joel's passage, with its mention
of people calling upon the name of the Lord for salvation (Acts 2:21),
to focusing on Jesus’ crucifixion (Acts 2:22-23), and then Godss rais-
ing Him from the dead and exalting Him to be Lord and Messiah
(Acts 2:33-36). After His exaltation, Jesus poured out the promised
Holy Spirit. The Apostle also picks up the prophetic promise of sal-
vation to all who call upon the name of the Lord (Acts 2:21; Joel
2:32), and urges his hearers to call upon the Lord Jesus by repenting
and being baptized for the forgiveness of sins (cf. Lk 24:47). They will
receive the gift of the Spirit, since the promise is for them and their
children (Acts 2:39). Peter’s witness to Israel is that they should hear
and embrace this message of renewal and eschatological blessing.

But the coming of the Spirit is not only for Israel. Pentecost also
foreshadows the universality of the Church’s mission. The Jerusalem
residents who appear on the scene turn out to be representatives
from every nation under heaven (Acts 2:5). Indeed, the geographi-
cal listing that follows in Acts 2:9f is a case in point. Of course, the
languages of every nation are uttered at Pentecost (2:5-8) and the
anticipated universality can be interpreted as a ‘reversal of Babel,
pointing to harmony rather that to the confusion of Babel. The text
does not mention one new language spoken by the Spirit, but of dif-
ferent foreign languages from different nations being spoken,*
thereby symbolizing the unifying force of the Church.

1.3 The Holy Spirit and the Beginning of the Church

The Spirit has a multi-dimensional role in the establishment of the
Church and the mission. It is true that the founder of the Church is

4 AT. LINCOLN, “Theology and History in the Interpretation of Luke’s Pen-
tecost”, The Expository Times, vol. 96, 1n.7, 1985, 205.
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Jesus, but it is also true that the Spirit has a crucial part in the origins
of the Church. Just as the Spirit is vital for Jesus’ birth and ministry
(Lk 1:35; 3:22), so the Spirit is vital for the Church’s birth and min-
istry. For the Church, this is parallel to the virginal conception of Je-
sus under the power of the Spirit and to the descent of the Spirit at
Jesus’ baptism. Just as the latter took place in the context of prayer,
so does Pentecost (Acts 1:14). The fullness of Spirit that is expressed
here is used for the initial and permanent endowment of a person
who is to serve God, such as Paul (Acts 9:17). It is especially used
where a person is inspired by the Spirit before making some state-
ment under prophetic inspiration or preaching a sermon (Acts
4:8f). Applied to the Church, it means that the Spirit-filled Church

is ready for the service of God.

2. Mission to All

2.1 To Jews

The mission in Acts is the new mission with a different criterion
from the old covenant.> The Old Testament election was now re-
placed by election in the Christ-event. Thus, in Acts, the mission to
the Jews calls for the mission to non-Jews. It is a single mission in its
perpetuation and realization. It addition, is to be perpetuated and
realized among the Jews as well as among non-Jews.

Considering it was a Jewish Pentecost, the Jews could not be ab-
sent from the feast. But the Spirit that descended on the Jewish Pen-
tecost brought eschatological renewal to Israel (Acts 3:19-21), along
with a call to repentance. In fact, Pentecost focuses on Israel and the
miracle it brings leads to the establishment of a repentant and be-
lieving Israel. The audience is Jewish (Acts 2:5). The message is to
“all the house of Israel” (Acts 2:36) and to “all that are far off”, that
is, to the Jews in diaspora or to the other nations (Acts 2:39). The
“Twelve” are to be taken as the foundation of a renewed Israel (Acts
2:14). It is to be noted here that for many Jews the Feast of Pentecost
was important not simply because it celebrated the offering of the
first fruits of the wheat harvest but also because of its association

5> See Dei Verbum, the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on
Divine Revelation, 1965, 14.
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with the renewal of the covenant made by God with Israel.¢ It is on
this occasion that pneumaphany” takes place. The pneumaphany
appears to be undergirding an eschatological covenant renewal at
Pentecost. The Spirit is therefore the fulfilment of the covenant
promise (Acts 2:39; 3:25).

2.2 To Non-Jews

Although the mission to non-Jews is taking place according to God’s
plan, it was strongly challenged from many quarters. According to
the Jews, the mission of salvation is reserved exclusively to Israel, the
people of the law of God, God’s elected people. With such limited
revelation it was difficult to see how non-Jews could be included in
the array of God’s elected people. Thus, the legitimacy of the mission
among the Gentiles is to be drawn from the very fact that Gentiles
are part of those promised to Israel. It is the God of Israel himself
who forced the Church to accept Gentiles as its members. This irre-
sistible force of God in accepting Gentiles is exemplified in the story
of Cornelius in chapter 10 of the Acts and in other incidents (15:7-
10,14): God ordains Peter to proclaim the Gospel to Cornelius and
then to baptize him. The whole Gentile mission is for the sake of the
name of God (Acts 15:14).8 This is what can be read in Acts 10:34-
43, which is a speech addressed to the God-fearing among the Gen-
tiles where Peter affirms that God shows no favoritism.

The mission to the non-Jews is a further step in the fulfilment of
God’s plan. In addressing the Jews, the Apostles point out that the
Gentiles are part of the salvation plan. The introductory statement
of Peter’s speech at the house of the Gentile Cornelius (Acts 10:34-
43) shows a significant moment in the history of the mission. The
message to Israel also includes Gentiles and those who can be
reached through Israel, and that the Gospel is for all people, Jews
and Gentiles alike. In his speech to Jews at Jerusalem, in Acts 2:39,
Peter says “the promise is to you and your children and to all that are

¢ AT. LINCOLN, “Theology and History in the interpretation of Luke’s Pen-
tecost”, 205.

7 Pneumaphany here means the appearance and the descending of the Holy
Spirit.

8 J. JERVELL, Theology of the Acts of Apostles, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge 1996, 22-23.
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far oft”: though “far off” can be interpreted as relating to the dias-
pora Jews, it can also be read in the light of Luke 24:47 and Acts 1:8,
where the passage can be understood as indicating the inclusion of
Gentiles in the promises to Israel.

The conversion of Gentiles is the fulfilment of the promises to Is-
racl. It does not mean, however, that the promises made to Israel
have been extended to the Gentiles, while excluding Israel, but that
Gentiles have gained a share in what has been given to Israel. This
fits with Jewish expectation that at the end of time Gentiles will be
included in the restored Israel. The conversion and restoration of Is-
rael is the basis for the Gentiles’ secking the Lord, so that missionar-
ies operate in synagogues with their mixed audiences. Conversion
occurs via the synagogue, because here the scattered of the Disper-
sion are gathered, because the inclusion of the unrepentant must
take place here, and because here the Gentiles can be found. God’s
chosen people in Acts of Apostles are therefore defined by a re-
sponse to a call to conversion which does not exclude anyone.?

2.3 New Election: Repentance and Faith in Christ

A shift from the old covenant and election demands new terms, i.e.
repentance and faith in Christ. This is what is presented in the climax
of Peter’s speech in Acts 10:37-40, which is none other than an invi-
tation to repentance, baptism, and reception of the Spirit. Jews are in-
vited to repent as their sin could easily be considered as idolatry, a de-
nial of the law and its first commandment (Acts 7:40-43). Idolatry is
ignorance and occurs when God as creator is not acknowledged. All
idols are made by “human design and skill” (Acts 7:38; 17:29; 19:26)
and are therefore nothing but worthless follies (Acts 14:14-18).

But since many Jews rejected Jesus and the message, Peter called
them to repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus. In his speech
(3:11-26), while aware of God’s promise to them as chosen people,
Peter does not hesitate to call the Jews for repentance. Thus, the
Christ-event is described as taking place within a Jewish framework:
the people to whom the witnesses shall preach (10:42) is Israel and
election now occurs by repentance and faith in Christ.

? Cf. Ibid., 20-21.
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Acts of the Apostles also provide an account of the Gentiles” his-
tory of idolatry and worship of worthless things (14:14-18). But Pe-
ter was brave enough to stand up against the heathens’ idolatry in
17:22 ff. and to call them for repentance.

Through repentance and faith in Christ, a new generation seek-
ing the creator came into being not out of circumcision, but out of
repentance and baptism. The position upheld by the Jerusalem
Church that Gentiles were to be circumcised before admission!? was
no longer tenable.

However, it was not so straightforward since circumcision was
not the only issue at stake. The missionaries encountered other cul-
tural problems while dealing with Christian converts, obliging the
disciples to come up with a new morality to tackle the problems.
While the non-Jewish Christians were free from observance of cir-
cumcision, they were obliged to observe the primary and necessary
articles of ethics and faith: the first prescription in the Apostolic De-
cree required them to abstain from pollution of idols, to abstain from
meat offered to idols, from blood and things strangled and from for-
nication (Acts 15:20f).!! To show the gravity of the sin of idolatry, it
is believed that when King Herod obliged people to hail him as a di-
vinity was only to be immediately smitten down (Acts 12:22-23).

3. Preaching

After the death and resurrection of Jesus, which of course occurred
during Jesus’ mission, the preaching of Good News was resumed
with Pentecost. The Pentecost event brought about new impetus to
the preaching of the Apostles, who had been commanded to do so by
Jesus himself!2. Their mission of proclaiming the Gospel started in
Jerusalem. Chapters 2-4 of Acts clearly show just how many people
Peter and the other Apostles came to faith in Jesus through their
preaching. There are plentiful examples in which the disciples are
shown preaching the Good News: “after spending some time there,
Paul departed and went from one place to the next through the re-

10 M. GOODMAN, Mission and Conversion, Proselytizing in the Religious Histo-
7y of the Roman Empire, Clarendon Press, Oxford 1994, 170.

LY. JERVELL, Theology of the Acts of Apostles, 20-21.

12 Dei Verbum, 7.
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gion of Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening all the disciples” (Acts
18:23). At the end of this journey, Paul did not return to Antioch be-
cause he seemed to have been pressed for time (Acts 21:4) and
planned to be in Jerusalem for Pentecost (Acts 20:16). Paul’s arrest
made further visits to Antioch impossible. Yet Paul possibly had
planned a further visit there on his way to Rome (Acts 18:22; Rom
15:22-24).13 With these good examples one can easily see that the
Apostles invested a lot in the mission charged with them by Jesus.

The Apostles’ zeal in spreading the Good News, through their
missions and speeches is reported in Acts: “And every day, in the
temple and from house to house they did not cease teaching and
preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42). They were charged by
their opponents with “filling Jerusalem with their teaching” (5:17-
28). The resistance of the Jerusalem religious leaders was focused on
the Apostles; as the other Christians were not yet targeted.!4

3.1 Preaching, Divine Initiative

The spread of the Gospel is an important theme in Acts and it is sig-
naled by a number of key verses: Acts 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20;
28:30-31. A close examination of these verses and others, of course,
shows how dependent the preaching is upon divine initiative. At key
moments in the story, it is God who steps in and moves events on,
not least in the events of Pentecost. The Pentecost launched the mis-
sion, for there God poured out the Spirit (Acts 2:4,16-17, citing Joel
2:28) and thus enabled the believers to proclaim God’s praise in
many languages (Acts 2:4-11). Peter’s speech, which explains how
God is acting in the event, led to three-thousand people being added
to the community of believers (Acts 2:41).

The sending and the mandate that was given to the missionaries
remained as a basic resource in their functionality. In this manner,
the Apostle who replaces Judas is chosen by God (Acts 1:24); what
happened on the day of Pentecost occurred because of Gods initia-
tive (Acts 2:17-21); and the healing of the lame man (Acts 3:1-10)

13 C. STENSCHKE, “Mission in the Book of Acts: Mission of the Church”,
Seriptura: International Journal of Bible, Religion and Theology in Southern Africa,
vol. 103, 2010, 76.

141bid,, 67-68.



The Acts of the Apostles and the Mission | 61

is an act of God. When charged to cease speaking in the name of Je-
sus (Acts 4:17), Peter insisted on the divine necessity of the Apostles’
actions (Acts 4:19; 5:29). In declaring that what the Apostles were
doing was not a human undertaking (Acts 5:38) but God’s (Acts
5:39), Gamaliel advised the Council not to oppose the Apostles, for
“you might even be found opposing God” (Acts 5:39). Thus, the di-
vine impetus for the activity of the Apostles is clearly underlined.!>

In most cases, as it is today, speeches Wwere a response to a given
situation or need. Acts of the Apostles contains sixteen major
speeches;!¢ and a striking feature these speeches share is what one
may call the ‘necessity’ of the preaching. The preacher is command-
ed to preach, as it were, by the activity of God. The preachers do not
deliberate whether or not to preach; the situation demands the
preaching, for example Peter was compelled to preach at Pentecost
(Acts 2), after the healing of the lame man (Acts 3:11), and in re-
sponse to the accusation of the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:8-11; 5:29-32).
The same necessity is found in the preaching of Stephen and Paul.
Stephen was forced to give an apology in response to the accusation
of the Jerusalem synagogue that he spoke against the temple (Acts
6:8 ff.). Paul was miraculously called and chosen for the specific task
of preaching (Acts 9).

In other words, preaching in Acts is initiated by circumstances
outside the control of the disciples. Preaching, one may say, is the
outcome of God’s activities. The Acts, therefore, emphasizes the ne-
cessity of the preaching of the Gospel; God’s activity in human ex-
perience demands the preaching. As the mission in Acts is governed
by God, so too is the preaching. Since God’s sovereign will and plan
determine the mission, it is by no means the initiative and work of
the human agents, such as Peter or Paul.

3.2 Preached Message: About God

Preaching in Acts is focused on specific themes. The Apostles and
missionaries in general were focused on their preaching. Up to that

15 JT. SQUIRES, Plan of God in Luke-Acts, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge 1993, 58.

16 Most frequent are the speeches of Peter (six speeches), Paul (eight speeches),
Stephen, and James.
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moment, the community was heterogeneous and the missionaries
had to take into account what was common to all. Thus, the teach-
ing about God is abundant. God is designated as the creator, “mak-
er of heaven and earth and sea and of everything in them” (Acts
4:24; 14:15; 17:24); the designation serves to demonstrate God’s
power over creation (Acts 4:24); further, the book condemns each
and everything that does not conform with His nature, thus, the
book writes off idolatry and “temples made by men” (Acts 7:48;
17:24) and shows God’s power over history.!”

There is yet an invitation in Acts to realize that God is constant-
ly at work in history. History, thus, gives us a comprehensive mode
of the action of God, extending throughout the whole span of hu-
man history according to the divine and intention.

Yet, the best thing we gather from the book is that God is associ-
ated with salvation history (Acts 13:47; 16:17, and 28:28). The mis-
sion to save the created, therefore, cannot be excluded from God’s
saving power and His initiative to save the created. In the New Tes-
tament, it is God who reconciles the world to Himself and it is God
who takes the initiative and who directs the accomplishment of this
reconciliation.!® It begins with God Himself sending His only Son
(cf.Jn 3:17; Gal 4:4). So, the mission to save avails us an occasion to
think about the immense love of God revealed in His only Son.

3.3 About Jesus

Most prominent in the kerygma of apologetic preaching is the res-
urrection account: that God raised Jesus from the dead. The resur-
rection is not simply an historical event, it is an event with cosmic
dimensions, it ushers in a new age (Acts 2:17-23, 32-36). Indeed,
the suffering and resurrection of Jesus are central in the divine plan
for the salvation of the world (Acts 2:32). The basic content of the
speeches in Acts, therefore, describes how God acted for the salva-
tion of the world. Suffice it to say that in the preaching the convic-
tion that God acted is inseparably linked with how he acted, viz.

177. JERVELL, Theology of the Acts of Apostles, 19.

18 GW. HULITT, “Ambassadors of Reconciliation: Paul's Genius in Applying
the Gospel in a Multi-Cultural World: 2 Corinthians 5:14-217, Review and Expos-
itor, vol. 104, n. 3,2007, 594.
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through the suffering and resurrection of Jesus, and, one may add,
through the preaching of the Gospel. Therefore, the subject of the
preaching in the Acts is the divine plan. God acted to restore all
things to their proper place; and God acted through the death and
resurrection of Jesus, and is now acting through the preaching of
the disciples. Therefore, Paul’s words in Acts 20:27, that he pro-
claimed the whole plan of God, should be understood in terms of
God’s action in salvation-history, and not only in terms of a body of
doctrine.

In Jesus Christ, therefore, God’s activity in the history of Israel is
manifested. The key figure in this history, and so also in Christol-
ogy, is God himself. God is the saviour, even when salvation is tied
to the Christ-event (Acts 4:12). God himself is the very centre of
Christology, something demonstrated by the strong reliance on the
Scriptures in the Acts of Apostles, which is the revelation of God’s
will, works and words throughout history, finding meaning in the
Christ-event.!?

3.4 Healing and Miracles as a Form of Teaching

The Acts presents us with various events of healing performed by
the Apostles. Healing and other miracles can be interpreted as the
fulfilment of the Old Testament prophecy (Isa 35; Jer 31). It is an es-
chatological prophecy in which the restoration of the original order
of things and people bring joy. The healing in Acts not only restores
health to the afflicted but also encourages the simple recognition of
Christ as a powerful deity, that is, intent on apologetic mission.
This, after all, was the most likely effect of the witnessing of miracles
and healing, for which there is much evidence.?’

It can be said, therefore, that healing and miracles were another
form of preaching the Good News. It is important to note here that
the God of the people is responsible for the Christian miracles, per-
forming miracles as He once did through Moses (Acts 7:36). The
Apostles witnessed the resurrection of Jesus with “great power”.
And their preaching was sometimes confirmed by miracles and

19 7. JERVELL, Theology of the Acts of Apostles, 30.
20 M. GOODMAN, Mission and Conversion, Proselytizing in the Religions Histo-
ry of the Roman Empire,75.
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signs (Acts 15:12).2! This is what we read in Acts 8:6f that Philip’s
preaching effectiveness hinged on deliverance ministry and healing
(Acts 8:7).

That it is God who performed miracles remained as the primi-
tive understanding of the people. Even when it is said that the risen
Jesus performs miracles, it is God who did them through the name
of Jesus (Acts 3:6,16; 4:30). What is decisive is not that miracles
happened, but that they were miracles of God. The wonders were al-
ways connected to the preaching and served to show the irresistible
nature of the Word of God. Miracles performed by others were
mentioned in some summaries with a stereotypical and characteris-
tic form: God performed signs and wonders through Apostles etc.
(Acts 2:19; 4:30; 14:3,27; 15:4,12; 19:11), or signs and wonders oc-
curred through them (Acts 2:43; 5:12; 8:13; 19:11-12).

The healing of the man at the Beautiful Gate of the Jerusalem
temple (Acts 3:1-10) is one of so many cases that can be used to
prove the matter. The narrated event calls for the action of God in
healing this man. Peter’s speech happens “while he clung onto Peter
and John” (Acts 3:11), and the healing provides the starting point
for his words (Acts 3:12). Indeed, Acts 3:12 suggests that Peter’s
speech arises from the implicit questions raised by the healing.

3.5 Persecution

It is unfair to reflect about the mission and leave out persecutions
which were a blessing in disguise. The success of their mission
could not leave the missionaries safe; persecutions came as an an-
swer to the missionary success of the Church.?? It is an undeniable
fact that persecutions were meant to hamper further evangeliza-
tion. Christians had to put up with false accusations and persecu-
tions (Acts 14:22) for the sake of the Gospel. This is testified in
Acts 8:1-4 and 11:19f,, texts which show clearly the situation of the
Church by that time: “And there arose on that day a great persecu-
tion against the Church in Jerusalem, and they all were scattered
throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except the Apostles”
(Acts 8:1).

21 J. JERVELL, Theology of the Acts of Apostles, 50.
22 Ibid., 15.
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Though the Apostles, apparently, were made to stay behind their
city?, they continued with the mission of preaching the Good
News. The result of the persecution in Jerusalem, thus, is that the
scattered Hellenists and others went about preaching the Word
(Acts 8:4). Through their ministry many churches came into being
(Acts 9:31, 36-41). According to Acts, these churches did not come
into being only through the ministry of the Apostles, but also
through other devout converts to Christianity.

It can also be read in Acts 11:19-20, which states specifically that
after persecution arose in Jerusalem, some of the scattered brethren
in Phoenicia and elsewhere preached only to the Jews, but men of
Cyprus and Cyrene’ on coming to Antioch spoke to the Greeks al-
so, preaching the Lord Jesus.

3.6 The New Christian Community is Born

The efforts of these missionaries and their preaching of the Gospel
resulted in the founding of new churches and communities. In
short, from these simple divine beginnings, that is, of sending and
praying for the sent (Acts 13:3), the Church began to spread
throughout regions and nations.

Just as it is prophesied in Isa 55:10-12, the Word of God bears
fruits. Peter’s preaching led many to believing, and the number of
believers rose to five-thousand (Acts 4:4); only the Sanhedrin de-
manded believers to stop speaking in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:18).
As the story moves on, the believers’ prayer led to renewed power
from God (Acts 4:29-31). The development of Gospel ministry in
Samaria is also greatly dependent on the power of God.

Being aware that the mission was of divine origin, they sought re-
course for His power through prayers. There are different incidents
of a praying community. In Acts 2:42, the prayers are introduced as
the fourth chief article of the summary there given; also in the
Pauline epistles, the basis and the sphere of the Christian life are
summed up in these four articles (together with Baptism). Again,
prompted by the Holy Spirit, Barnabas and Saul were commis-
sioned with fasting, prayer, and the laying on of hands by the
Church in Antioch, which itself had been founded and nurtured by

23 C. STENSCHKE, Mission in the Book of Acts: Mission of the Church, 70-71.
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Christians from Jerusalem. As missionaries of the Antiochene
Church, Barnabas and Saul started what became known as the first
missionary journey (Acts 13:1-3), preaching the Good News.

With time, the apostolic era began fading away and new minis-
ters started to emerge. Acts 14:26 recalls that they had been com-
mended in Antioch to the grace of God for the work which they had
to fulfil. These statements bracket the account of the journey. The
activities that take place in these brackets are activities of the Church
of Antioch through its various missionaries, and Acts 11:19-26 tes-
tifies this as it says much less about the presence of the Apostles.4
This means that the Church was taking root among persons with
courage to embark on the mission; courageous people who could
stand on their own and defend God. This is attested in the prayer of
Acts 4:24-30, the members of the congregation request God to en-
able them to speak with boldness, while God causes healings and
signs and miracles to happen through the name of Jesus. Thus, the
mission in Acts of Apostles was carried out by simple but coura-
geous, determined and devout persons able to venture and break in-
to different cultures and beliefs.

4. Missio ad Gentes in Acts: Conclusive Observations

The missio ad gentes which can be deduced from the Acts of Apos-
tles admits the differences of backgrounds, cultures, and races. De-
spite these differences, there are yet common things people share:
creation, the power that realizes and moves this creation, and final-
ly our destiny. Whatever the belief or understanding, creation is an
undeniable reality that demands us to find the creator; it is now re-
vealed that the creator is God or whatever the name. Again, there
is a need to understand how the created is sustained and what is its
destiny. Hence, the need for revelation that was given through Je-
sus and the Holy Spirit, the mover. So, speaking of the mission to
all, to Jews as well as non-Jews, one should think of God as the
One who took the initiative not only to create, but also to sustain
and save mankind and all creation. This is what is known as God’s
plan. Herein lies the relevance of the mission: that people should
know all this.

24 1bid., 74-75.
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While it is true that the mission in the Acts of Apostles is none
other than the continuation of God’s mission to save the universe in
the person of Jesus, it is also true that a lot had to be overcome, in-
cluding widespread persecutions. Through these unwanted and un-
expected persecutions the phenomenon of imitatio Christi was
glowing; and through this imitation the Apostles and other mis-
sionaries carried out God’s mission to save wherever they were and
acted according to different circumstances. The persecutions did
not bar altogether Apostles” efforts to carry out God’s mission to
save mankind.

However, the recognition of their status as disciples of the Risen
Jesus was not enough, this recognition was manifested in their mis-
sion and message. Though the mission remained the same the mes-
sage had to take another orientation. The determining factor was
now the Christ-event. The Christ-event, particularly the resurrec-
tion, was at the centre of their preaching. Not only did the resurrec-
tion of Christ give them new potency offsetting the negative effects
of the crucifixion, it became also the subject matter of their preach-
ing. To the resurrection was attached the original message of Jesus:
the imminent coming of the Kingdom of God and its demands, that
is, a call to repentance and faith in the One sent. Just as it was in the
case of Jesus’ preaching of the Good News, their preaching was up-
held by signs and miracles, which, of course, should not be ignored
when preaching the Good News in terms of building hospitals,
schools, helping the poor and spiritually stricken persons and
through so many other charitable works.
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here is a small country called Slovenia, extending over an area of

20,000 square kilometres home to two million people. Surpris-
ingly, this small country has given many missionaries, and presently
there are 46 Slovenians involved in the the missio ad gentes around
the world. Yet, I have never had the opportunity to visit any of them.
How come? Is it a lack of missionary fervour? Not enough courage?
Beinga priest, working in a seminary and in a parish, I would not say
that I am lacking in evangelical fervour; however, studying theology
and the Bible in Rome was already quite a challenge for me. Meet-
ing people from all over the world, confronting different colours,
different cultures and perspectives in such a motley setting, was in-
deed a challenge. It is in Rome that my story encounters the story of
the Acts of the Apostles. Both stories seem to have reached the fur-
thest cross-cultural limit; for me, it is the globalized city and for the
Acts the centre of the Roman Empire. Rome represents the meeting
point, but there is some similarity also in the hesitation and fear of
confronting the cultural-religious boundaries. It is through the Holy
Spirit that decisions are made, and bold action taken.

Crossing cultural and religious boundaries is a demanding task
for each one of us. However, the present article, shedding light on
some phases of this courageous endeavour in the story of Acts,
should resonate and encourage both writer and readers. Luke, in his
role as the author of the two-volume work Luke-Acts, narrates the
story of the mission and development of the first Christian commu-
nity. He does not write a manual on “How to form a Church mis-
sion,” but rather reveals his universal perspective of the mission
through a cluster of variegated aims: theological, apologetic, moral,
and eschatological. For the purpose of this article, I will try to pres-
ent Luke’s missionary perspective by examining briefly (1) the com-
position of the narrative, and (2) the narrative plot, focusing above
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all on some episodes, which convey the content of and the decision
for the universal mission. The examination of the Luke-Acts narra-
tive, as hinted in Luke’s understanding of the mission, allows for the
drawing up of some (3) conclusions, and thus stimulate the Church’s
current missio ad gentes of the Church.

1. Composition of the Narrative

Observing the composition and the structural elements in Luke-
Acts, a reader might notice how the narrative is interwoven by both
some important movements and alterations with regard to (1.1) to-
pography and (1.2) terminology, as well as some repetitions with re-
gard to (1.3) the divine plot and agency. These elements indicate
Luke’s universal perspective and missionary tendency.

1.1 Topography

Luke composed his two-volume work by combining two move-

ments: (a) centripetal, towards Jerusalem in the Gospel; (b) cen-

trifugal, away from Jerusalem in Acts.
a) For Luke, Jerusalem functions as the centre — the “navel of the
earth” — as James Scott asserts.! His claim can be sustained both
by the number of instances it appears (i.c. 30 times in the Gospel
and 58 times in Acts), as well as by the extended narrative of Je-
sus journey towards the city (Lk 9:51-19:28). Jerusalem, as
Scott points out, plays an important eschatological role within
Jewish tradition. Jerusalem embraces both the Jews from Dias-
pora (i.c. those who are once again assembled in the city from all
four corners of the globe: Isa 11:12; 43:5-6), as well as the Gen-
tiles (coming from all directions: Isa 2:2-3; 49:12); or even both,
coming as a single movement (Isa 60:3-16).?
b) The geographical movement in Acts, however, is centrifugal,
as illustrated in Acts 1:8 and developed in different stages: Jeru-

1]. M. SCOTT, “Acts 2:9-11 as an Anticipation of the Mission to the Nations,
inJ. ADNA — H. KVALBEIN (eds.), The Mission of the Early Church to Jews and Gen-
tiles, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, vol. 127, Mohr
Siebeck, Tiibingen 2000, 99.

2 Cf. Ibid., 100.
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salem (1-7); Judea-Samaria (8-12); Asia minor, Europe (13-28).3
The community’s ever stronger commitment to missionary
work, which provides the narrative plot of Acts, follows the plan
of God, as John Squires indicates.* In other words, Jerusalem
plays the role as the initial centre of the universal mission.

1.2 Terminology

Luke composes his two-volume work around two significant socio-
religious terms, ie. places where the community gathers to en-
counter the divine presence: the temple and the house, as Daniel
Marguerat points out. Underscoring Luke’s Gospel is the zemple
theme, as shown in the inaugural scene of Zechariah at the temple
service and in the final scenes when the temple veil is torn in the
middle at Jesus” death and, after Jesus’ ascension, when the Apostles
remain therein to pray (Lk 1:9; 23:45; 24:53). In Acts, on the other
hand, the community, the place of gathering, is not limited to the
temple but extended to the house. Acts begins with Jesus sharing a
meal with His disciples (Acts 1:4) and ends with Paul’s house arrest
(Acts 28:30-31). The temple theme is restated: it is the sanctuary in
the Gentile world (Acts 19:24), or the temple compound (i.c. the
place of teaching and prayer: Lk 22:52-53; 24:53; the place of pil-
grimage: Lk 2:22-52; Acts 2:5-11; the place of the Sanhedrin: Acts
4-5) or the house of God (Lk 6:5; Acts 7:49). The house, including
the edifice itself and the family, becomes the centre where growth
takes place (Acts 2:46), where the Risen Lord is encountered (cf. Lk
24:29; Acts 1:3), where the Holy Spirit is empowered (Acts 2:1) and
continuous missionary activity is carried out (cf. Acts 10:22;
28:16).5 In brief, by switching from temple to house, Luke deter-
mines not only the passage from the first to the second volume, but
also the shift from Jesus’ Jewish-oriented activity to the universal
mission of the Apostles.

3 Cf. Ibid., 101.

4 Cf.]. SQUIRES, “The Plan of God in the Acts of the Apostles”, in I. H. MAR-
SHALL — D. PETERSON (eds.), Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, Eerd-
mans, Grand Rapids, MI 1998, 21-23.

5 Cf. D. MARGUERAT, “Du Temple a la maison suivant Luc-Actes”, in C. Fo-
CANT (ed.), Quelle maison pour Dien?, Cerf, Paris 2003, 306.
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1.3 The Divine Plot and Agency

Luke binds both volumes and guides the events of the growing com-

munity through (a) the Holy Spirit. This divine agency is expressed

also as (b) the Word of God.
a) The Holy Spirit, as Marguerat observes, is a “constituent part
of the birth of the Church.”® In the Gospel, Jesus as the Son of
God receives the anointment of the Holy Spirit (Lk 1:35) that
empowers His mission (Lk 4:18-19; Isa 61:1-2).7 In Acts, Jesus
becomes the Lord and the giver of the Spirit (Acts 2:33) that em-
powers the life and the testimony of the community (cf. Acts
4:31). Luke, as Marguerat aptly emphasizes, “marries two Jewish
scriptural traditions without confusion”? By linking the empow-
erment of the Spirit both to the Messiah (cf. Isa 11:2; 42:1; 61:1)
and to the people (cf. Num 11:29; Joel 3:1), Luke underlines the
continuity both in terms of Jesus mission and of God’s plan for
His people. Moreover, Luke demonstrates the continuity of
God’s plan in describing the growth of the community. Despite
fierce opposition, the community grows as shown in the summa-
ry narratives (cf. Acts 2:42-47; 4:32-35; 5:12-16); the summary
statements at the different geographic stages of the narrative
(Acts 1:8)? and the numeric summaries of the growth of
the community (cf. Acts 6:1.7; 12:24; 19:20).
b) Key to the community’s growth, as Brian Rosner points out, is
the “Word of God” (cf. Lk 3:2-17; Acts 4:29.31; 8;14; 11:1;
12:24: 13:5; 16:32; 17:13; 18:11). This concerns both “the King-

¢ D. MARGUERAT, “The Work of the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts: A Western Per-
spective’”, in P. DRAGUTINOVIC — K.-W. NIEBUHR - J. B. WALLACE — C. KARAKO-
LIS (eds.), The Holy Spirit and the Church according to the New Testament. Sixth In-
ternational East-West Symposium of New Testament Scholars, Belgrade, August 25"
to 31, 2013, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament, vol. 354,
Mohr Siebeck, Tiibingen 2016, 113.

7 Cf. Ibid., 114.

8 Ibid., 115.

9 The Spirit accompanies different stages of the narrative: the Jews in
Jerusalem (2:4), the Samaritans (8:14-17), the Gentile proselytes of Judea (10:44-
48), and the Gentiles of Asia Minor (19:6). P. ZINGG, Das Wachsen der Kirche.
Beitriige zur Frage der lukanischen Redaktion und Theologie, Orbis Biblicus et Ori-
entalis, vol. 3, Freiburg 1974, 20-59; A. CHAMBERS, Exemplary Life. A Theology
of Church Lifé in Acts, B&H Academic, Nashville, TN 2012, 119-121.
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dom of God” (Acts 1:3; 8:12; 14:22; 19:8; 28:23) and “the salva-
tion of God” (Acts 28:28).19 Notwithstanding the strife and per-
secution (9:29), the Church lives in peace!! and consolation!?,
and in fear of God!? (cf. 9:31), echoing the original experience of
the Apostles (5:41) and conveying God’s work in the community
as described in the summaries (cf. 4:33). In brief, the repetitive
summary statements show that the community is guided by God’s
Spirit and Word, and is thus empowered to fulfil the universal
mission despite the rejection.

c) Some scholars focus on the narrative function of the Old Tes-
tament quotation. For instance, James Meek claims that these
quotations characterize the figures at different stages of the nar-
rative so to underline the universal scope of the mission. In this
sense, the “light to the nations” of Isa 49:6 is set at three impor-
tant points of the narrative. At the beginning (Lk 2:32), at the
heart of the story in Acts (Acts 13:47) and at the final stage
(26:23). Therefore, the Gentile mission is not a result of Paul
and Barnabas’ failed mission in Israel, but had been foreseen in
Isaiah’s prophecy.4

2. Narrative Plot

The story of Luke-Acts reveals not only a structural coherence but
also a narrative plot, as the universal mission unravels from Jesus to

10B.S. ROSNER, “The Progress of the Word”, in I. H. MARSHALL — D. PETER-
SON (eds.), Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, 224.

11 “Peace” refers to Christ (Acts 10:36), but implies a favourable attitude and
release (Acts 15:33; 16:36; 24:2; cf. Isa 52:7).

12 “Consolation” implies material goods (Lk 6:24; Acts 4:36), words of en-
couragement (Acts 13:15; 15:31), nuance of healing (Acts 5:14-16 [Isa 57:18]),
and salvation (Lk 2:25).

13 “Fear” is a prerequisite for the faith of the believers (cf. Acts 2:43-44; 5:11;
Isa 8:13).

147 A. MEEK, The Gentile Mission in Old Testament Citations in Acts. Text,
Hermeneutic and Purpose, Library of New Testament Studies, vol. 385, T&T
Clark, London — New York 2008, 4-54. See also Robert Wall, who argues that ci-
tation from Joel 3:1-5 in Acts 2:17-21, and from Amos 9:11-12 in Acts 15:16-17,
structures the narrative plot of Acts. R. WALL, “Israel and the Gentile Mission in
Actsand Paul: A Canonical Approach”,in I. H. MARSHALL — D. PETERSON (eds.),
Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, 441.
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His community. Here, I introduce (2.1) an overview of the narrative
plot concerning the mission theme and (2.2) a close reading of some
of the most significant and pertinent narrative episodes.

2.1 An Overview of the Narrative Plot about the Theme of Mission

Luke, in contrast with other evangelists, extends the story of Jesus to
His disciples. This enables him to portray narratively the tension be-
tween Jewish and Gentile Christianity. While Jesus walks the
prophetic path from Galilee towards Jerusalem (Lk 9:51-19:28),
His community opens the doors of Jewish tradition, initiating the
evangelization mission of the whole world (Acts 1:8). Despite the
initial expectations of the universal mission (cf. Lk 4:25-27), Luke’s
Jesus does not encounter the Gentiles (cf. Mt 8:11; Mk 13:10), but
rather remains within the boundaries of the Jewish world (cf. Lk
9:52). Additionally, for Luke’s Jesus the temple cannot remain a
place of prayer also for the Gentiles, as the redactional omission
hints at (cf. Lk 19:46; Mk 11:17 [Isa 56:7]).15 Nevertheless, he sends
His disciples to spread the news of God’s Kingdom, initially in Israel
(Lk 9:25 10:1), successively commanding them to evangelize the en-
tire world (Mt 28:19; Lk 24:47; Acts 1:8), after the ascension (i.e.
after the revelation of His divine Lordship). Since the Apostles con-
ceive the restoration, i.e. the renewal of the people, in nationalistic
terms (Acts 1:6), the Holy Spirit represents a rectification of their
mission in universal terms (Acts 1:8).16

While the universal mission seems to be a consequence of the
persecution and dispersion (cf. Acts 8:4; 11:19-20), the universal
perspective is already revealed at the beginning of Jesus' ministry
(Lk 2:32; 3:38, 4:25-27). Jesus’ mission, as the “light for the revela-
tion of the Gentiles” (Lk 2:32; [Isa 49:6]), is confirmed by His line-
age that goes back to Noah, Adam and, ultimately, to God (Lk 3:23-
28). It is Jesus who ultimately grounds divine sonship of all human-
ity (cf. Acts 17:28). Jesus interprets His mission as both empowered
by the Spirit to bring the Good News of release to the outcasts (Lk
4:18-19 [Isa 61:1-2]), as well as destined to go beyond the borders
of Israel like the prophets Elijah and Elisha (Lk 4:25-30).

15 B.S. ROSNER, “The Progress of the Word”, 118.
16S.G. WILSON, The Gentiles and the Gentile Mission in Luke-Acts, Society for
the New Testament Studies Monograph Series, vol. 23, 1973, 90-91.
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Luke portrays his approach to the Gentile world gradually. De-
scribed as the “friend of tax collectors and sinners” (5:27-39; 7:34;
19:5-7), Jesus also approaches the Samaritans positively (9:55;
10:30-35; 17:11-19).17 However, Luke’s specific attitude towards
the Gentiles is revealed by comparing the accounts of the healing of
the centurion’s servant (Lk 7:1-10; Mt 8:5-13; official’s son in John
4:46-54). While John plays with the theme of faith and Matthew al-
lows a direct encounter of Jesus with the centurion, Luke introduces
mediators to portray the centurion’s respect and Jesus’ appraisal of
his faith which is found nowhere in Israel. Jesus reveals His univer-
sal perspective when he describes the eschatological banquet (Lk
13:28-29) and entrusts the mission first to the Apostles (9:1-6) and
successively to the seventy-(two) (10:1-12). These two missions
coactively prepare the mission to all nations (Lk 24:46-47; Acts
1:8), as signalled with the reference to Israel’s tribes (cf. Lk 22:29-32;
Acts 1:26) and to the 72 nations of the known world (Acts 2:5:
every nation).!3

Luke portrays the mission to a Gentile world gradually in the
narrative of Acts. The initial community in Jerusalem represents Is-
rael re-gathered and restored. Despite the missionary mandate (Acts
1:8) and the universal understanding of the Spirit’s empowerment
(cf. 2:39; 3:26), the community first remains in Jerusalem, growing
as the multitudes from the surrounding cities gather in Jerusalem
(5:16). After Pentecost and the persecution (cf. 8:3ff.), Peter and
Philip begin the mission to Samaria and the coastal area; yet, the de-
cisive turning point in the narrative is the account of the conversion
of the centurion Cornelius (cf. 10). After this turning point, the
mission to the Gentiles is enacted by Paul. The mission proceeds
with “ecclesial embeddedness;’!? and not because of persecutions,
but because the mission to the Jews has been accomplished.?? In

17B.S. ROSNER, “The Progress of the Word”, 220.

18 ]. M. SCOTT, “Acts 2:9-11 as an Anticipation of the Mission to the Nations”,
89-99.

19 C. STENSCHKE, “Mission in the Book of Acts: Mission of the Church”,
Scriptura: International Journal of Bible, Religion and Theology in Southern Africa,
vol. 103, 2010, 67-74.

20 Jacob Jervell argues that the mission to the Gentiles is only after the com-
pletion of the mission to the Jews. J. JERVELL, Luke and the People of God, Augs-
burg, Minneapolis, MN 1972, 41-66 [ previously published as “Das gespaltene Is-
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brief, Luke introduces high hopes for the mission of salvation uni-
versally spread. These hopes are not denied but developed in stages:
first to the Jews and then to the Gentiles.

2.2 A Close Reading of some of the most significant
and pertinent Narrative Episodes

Here, I observe some episodes in the narrative of Acts: (A) Acts 2-5:
this sequence portrays life at the Jerusalem Church after the bestow-
al of the Spirit; (B) Acts 10-15: this sequence illustrates the begin-
ningand confirmation of the mission to the Gentiles. A close reading
of the sequences should help us better understand both the narrative
development of the mission as well as Luke’s universal perspective.

A. The bestowal of the Holy Spirit and the growing conflict
(Acts 2-5)

Acts 2 represents the fulfilment of the promises regarding the coming
of the Spirit (Lk 24:49; Acts 1:4-5.8). The event hints at the mission
both to the Jews as well as to the Gentiles. The sequence of the event-
speech follows a similar pattern regarding Jesus” mission as presented
at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel.2! In both cases we notice that (1)
the coming of the Spirit is related to prayer (Lk 4:18; Acts 2:17-18);
(2) the scriptural quotation of both speeches characterizes the mis-
sion as a “release” (cf. Lk 4:18) and “release of sins” (Acts 2:38); (3)
the speech is followed by rejection (cf. Lk 4; Acts 4-5).

The event is placed within the sequence of Jewish feasts (cf. Lev
23), namely it is associated with the Feast of the Weeks?? and with
the experience of both Mosaic and Isaianic Exodus, as the audible-
visible elements also indicate.?? The interpretation of the Pentecost

racl und die Heidenvélker: Zur Motivierung des Heidenmission in der Apos-
telgeschichte”, Studia Theologica, vol. 19, 1965, 68-96].

21 R.C. TANNEHILL, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts. A Literary Interpreta-
tion. 2. The Acts of the Apostles, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, PA 1990, 29.

22 The Old Testament shows the correlation of Pentecost with Passover (Lev
23:1521).

23 Lexical correlations include: hear/sound (Ex 19:5; Acts 2:6); sound/noise
(Ex 19:16; Acts 2:2); fire/smoke (Ex 19:18; Acts 2:3); be amazed (Ex 19:18; Acts
2:7); all the people/all (Ex 19:18; Acts 2:1); multitude of people (Ex 19:21; Acts
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in terms of the covenant renewal is attested in the Book of Jubilees*
and Qumran (cf. 1QS 1:7-2,19; CD 16:1-4), but also implied in
2Chr 15:10-12. The Spirit, symbolically depicted as water (Isa 44:3)
and fire (5:24), empowers prophetic mission (61:1) and witness to
the Lord (Lk 4:1; Acts 1:8).%5 Since the crowd, consisting of devot-
ed Jews from every nation under heaven (2:5),2° also represents the
Gentiles of their homes. Robert Tannehill arrives at the conclusion
that this event provides “a hint of the mission’s power to cross ethnic
and religious lines”?” The centripetal and centrifugal movements
echo Isaiah when he recounts the return of the exiles (cf. Isa 45:20),
the proclamation to the nations (45:22), and the pilgrimage of
the nations (cf. 2:1-5). Despite a clear Jerusalem-centred perspec-
tive, the universal kingship of Jesus is defended, building up a new
identity, empowered by the Spirit.?8

Peter explains the bestowal of the Spirit by referring to prophet-
ic words (Acts 2:17-21; LXX Joel 3:1-5). Minor notes in 2:14 (“all
those dwelling in Jerusalem”), 2:36 (“the whole house of Israel”) and
2:39 (“all those far off ) refer to all the Jews, both to those who re-
side in Jerusalem as well as to those, scattered throughout the world,
but now present in Jerusalem. However, this is a proleptic anticipa-
tion of the universal mission, since the Gospel is first addressed to all
Israel, scattered throughout the world, and, second, it addresses also
the Gentile inhabitants of the Jewish Diaspora. The bestowal of the

2:6); together/together in one place (Ex 1:8; Acts 2:1). See also S. PARK, Pente-
cost and Sinai. The Festival of Weeks as a Celebration of the Sinai Event, The Li-
brary of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies, vol. 342, T&T Clark, London
2008, 176-238.

24 R.H. CHARLES, The Book of Jubilees, or, the Little Genesis, A. and C. Black,
London 1902.

25 Cf. H. BEERS, The Followers of Jesus as the “Servant”. Luke’s Model from Isa-
iah for the Disciples in Luke-Acts, Library of New Testament Studies, vol. 535,
Bloomsbury, London 2015, 128-133.

26 With regard to the additional list of nations (2:9-11), James Scott relates it
with Gn 10-11, as well as its reformulation in Isa 66:18-19 and Jub 8-9. J. M.
SCOTT, “Acts 2:9-11 as an Anticipation of the Mission to the Nations”, 116-119.

27 R.C. TANNEHILL, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts. A Literary Interpreta-
tion. 2. The Acts of the Apostles, 27.

28 A.J. THOMPSON, One Lord, One People. The Unity of the Church in Acts in
its Literary Setting, Library of New Testament Studies, vol. 359, T&T Clark, Lon-
don 2008, 68-70.
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Holy Spirit represents the eschatological realisation of Joel's prom-
ise. In fact, Peter twice underscores the eschatological tone of the
prophecy (LXX Joel 3:1[2]: afterward [those days]; Acts 2:17-18:
in the last days). The discourse marked by the “latter days” evokes
Isaiah’s view, indicating that the Lord’s Law and His Word of judg-
ment are valid for both Israel and all the nations (cf. Isa 2:2-4).2
Likewise, the gift of the Spirit bestowed “upon every flesh” (Joel 3:1;
Acts 2:17) suggests an eschatological and universal dimension (cf.
Lk 3:6; Acts 2:39 [Isa 40:5; 49,26]; Acts 13:47 [Isa 49,6]) and en-

ables universal comprehension.°

Acts 3-5 portray the growing conflict with the official religious au-
thorities on the one hand, while the Apostles continue to enact the
Spirit-empowered mission, both inside and outside the community,
by teaching and healing. The healingaccount in Acts 3 is significant,
since it both echoes Jesus’ healing pattern (Lk 5:17-26) as a realisa-
tion of Isaianic hopes (Lk 7:22 [Isa 35:6; 55:12]),3! as well as indi-
cating the competence of the Apostles, as it is later confirmed in the
mission of Paul (Acts 14:8-13). The nature of the healing, by calling
on Jesus' name (3:6), defers from the magic-like incantations and
has an important social function as it reintroduces the healed person
back into the community.3?

Peter takes the crowd’s amazement (3:10ff.) as an opportunity
to explain the healing in the light of the history of salvation that
climaxes in Christ. A change of mindset as a return to God is nec-
essary for the realization of the eschatological times envisioned in
three stages: (1) the remission of sins (3:19), (2) the arrival of the

29 Ct. DW. PAO, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus, Wissenschaftliche Unter-
suchungen zum Neuen Testament II, vol. 130, Mohr Siebeck, Tiibingen 2000,
156-159.

30 J. MCWHIRTER, Rejected Prophets. Jesus and His Witnesses in Luke-Acts,
Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MN 2013, 51.

31 HK. NIELSEN, Heilung und Verkiindigung. Das Verstindnis der Heilung
und ibres Verhiltnisses zur Verkiindigung bei Jesus und in der iltesten Kirche, Acta
Theologica Danica, vol. 22, Brill, Leiden 1987, 170-172.

32 D. MARGUERAT, “Magic and Miracle in the Acts of the Apostles”, in T.E.
Krutz (ed.), Magic in the Biblical World. From the Rod of Aaron to the Ring of
Solomon, Journal for the Study of the New Testament Supplement, vol. 245, T&T
Clark, London 2003, 101-103.



Church’s Mission: The Example of the Apostles | 79

Messiah who refreshes (3:20) and (3) brings restoration to all
things (3:21). The future blessing intended as the eschatological
restoration in Christ is addressed first to the Jews, as the heirs of
the promises, and then to the Gentiles (cf. 3:25-26). This same pat-
tern, i.e. the Word of God addressed first to the Jews and then to
the Gentiles, is also echoed in the mission of Paul later in the nar-
rative (13:46; 18:5-6; 28:23-28).33 In the sequence of the events in
Acts 3-4, Peter presents the kerygma — i.e. God’s plan of salvation
in Christ — by explaining Jesus’ name. Linking it to other Christo-
logical titles such as servant, holy, righteous, leader to life (Acts
3:13-15), Peter evokes the figure of the Isaianic Servant (cf. Isa 43-
53).3% Moreover, by applying the Old Testament’s “cornerstone”
theme to Jesus (cf. Ps 117:22; Isa 8:14-15; 28:16; Acts 4:11), Peter
stresses the universal and soteriological meaning of the name (cf.
Acts 4:10-11).35 The fact that Jesus represents the fundament of
the community’s life and salvation is later confirmed when Peter
acclaims Jesus as the “forerunner and saviour”, that is, as the one
who leads to life and represents a guide towards salvation (Acts
5:31; cf. Hebr 2:10), since God delivered him from the agony of
death (Acts 2:24) and made him the first-born from the dead
(26:23). Thus, Jesus becomes the judge of the living and the dead
(10:42; 17:31), the guide who leads beyond sin and death, and last-
ly, the life-giving ruler who guarantees entry into the eschatologi-
cal restoration (cf. 3:21).3¢ In brief, Peter reveals God’s plan of sal-
vation in Christ not for the inculpation of the Jews, but rather as a
turning point for conversion and salvation. The theme of salvation
having universal repercussions is echoed later in the narrative, as
the mission enters the Gentile world first through Peter (10:43)
and then through Paul (13:39).

3W. G. HANSEN, “The Preaching and Defence of Paul’, in I. H. MARSHALL
— D. PETERSON (eds.), Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, 299-300.

34 M. D. GOULDER, “The Anointed”, in J. L. NORTH — S. MOYISE (eds.), The
Old Testament in the New Testament. Essays in Honour of J.L. North, Sheffield Ac-
ademic Press, Sheffield 2000, 72-73.

35 Also, Mt 21:42; Mk 12:10-11; Lk 20:17; Rom 9:32-33; 1Pt 2:6.

36 T. ESKOLA, A Narrative Theology of the New Téstament. Exploring the Meta-
narrative of Exile and Restoration, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum
Neuen Testament, vol. 350, Mohr Siebeck, Tubingen 2015, 221.
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B. The divine intervention and the community’s decision
for the universal mission (Aczs 10-15)

Acts 10-11. In the episode of Cornelius’ conversion, the reader
might notice the specific, Jewish-like characterization of Cornelius
as devout (Sir 11:22), God-fearing (Lk 1:50; 2:25), and righteous
(Deut 16:20; Lk 1:6); as one who prays at the hour of prayer (Sir
4:5; Lk [2:37]; 5:12; 10:2). Second temple Judaism develops the
idea that prayer, alms-giving, and the study of the Torah represent a
spiritual sacrifice, equal in value to that performed in the temple
(cf. Tob 12:12; 1 QS 8:1-9) so that the offering of the righteous man
cannot be disregarded (Sir 35:9). Cornelius resembles Simeon, who
is yearning for Israel’s consolation and salvation, i.e. the Messiah ap-
pointed also to the Gentiles (Lk 2:32). This characterization is a de-
cisive turning point: the heavens, previously closed for the Gentiles,
are now opened to allow Cornelius achieve the message of salvation
(cf. Acts 10:4). Cornelius “sends” for Peter (10:8) according to the
divine command (cf. 10:5[20].32.33) because a new stage of
the mission is at stake.3”

The narrative shifts to portray Peter, who abides in a setting on
the edge of (1) ritual purity, as he resides in the house of “Simon, a
tanner” (9:43; 10:6); (2) topographical juxtaposition between
earth, sea and heaven, as he abides “by the sea” and stays “on the
housetop” (9:43; 10:9). In the minds of people, the sea represents a
primordial chaotic force that only God manages to dominate by His
divine and creative power (Job 38:8.16; Isa 40:12), the only one ca-
pable to place limits on it and control the forceful creatures that
abide therein (Job 40:25; Isa 27:1). Therefore, Peter finds himself
on the border of human capacities, while contemplating the great-
ness of God. This initial description already announces to the read-
er that something is about to happen. However, Peter adheres to tra-
dition, as the temporal setting of the prayer “at the sixth hour” seems
to indicate. Peter enters the divine through revelation on two levels:

37 The verb “to send” refers mostly to the divine act in sending His agents (Lk
1:19.26) - Jesus (Lk 4:18.43; Acts 3:26; 10:36), the Holy Spirit (Lk 24:49; Acts
3:20), and Jesus’ messengers — to proclaim the Kingdom of God (Lk 9:2; 9:52;
10:1) and salvation to the Gentiles (Acts 26:17; 28:28). P. G. BOLT, “Mission and
Witness”, Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, in 1. H. MARSHALL — D. PE-
TERSON (eds.), Witness to the Gospel. The Theology of Acts, 194-195.
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(1) vision (open heaven: Lk 3:21; Acts 7:56) and (2) explanation
(Lk 3:22; Acts 7:31). The vision remains unclear — i.e. like a vessel
(cf. Acts 9:15) containing all the living beings as in the account of
creation and Noah (cf. Gn 1:24.26; 6:20) — and calls for the addi-
tional explanation that follows the scheme: (1) command, (2) rejec-
tion, and (3) explanation.

The command “kill and eat” (Acts 10:13) implies the ritual sacri-
fice (Ex 8:25; Deut 12:15); however, it becomes problematic because
of the presence of the ritually impure animals that taint all the others
(Lev 11). For this same reason, also the encounter with strangers (i.c.
Gentiles) who eat impure animals and food sacrificed to the idols, or
live immorally, is problematic.3® Although the strangers are to be
treated with respect and care (cf. Lev 19:33-34; Deut 27:19), meet-
ing them and sharing meals with them is to be restricted due to idol-
atry (Deut 18:9-14) and immorality (Deut 20:16).3? Every observant
Jew, knowing the list of impure animals (cf. Lev 11-16) would reject
such a command, as Peter does; he claims never to have tasted any-
thing “common/unclean” and “impure” (10:14). The word pair
“common” and “impure” explain each other, revealing the semantic
field that goes from the “ritually impure” to the “common”. The lat-
ter, deriving from Hellenistic culture, illustrate the origins of the
community when its members hold everything in common and share
all goods and break bread together (2:44).

God’s answer, “What God has cleansed, no longer consider un-
holy” (Acts 10:15), resolves the situation. Peter, despite the tradi-
tion that “nothing impure comes from heaven” (m. Sanhedrin 59b),
discerns the vision and the voice. Peter applies this vision directly to
the encounter with Cornelius by recognising God’s impartiality,
since God accepts everyone who fears Him and works righteously
(cf. Acts 10:34-35). Thus, as Jesus is the judge of the living and the
dead, everyone who believes in Jesus receives the remission of sin

(Acts 10:42-43).

38 Cf. G. C. LESTER, “Paul and the Mission to the Gentiles: A Study in the
History of Scholarship”, Thesis in History, University of Missouri, Kansas City,
1998, 51-52, http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download ?doi=10.1.1.469.
58148&trep=repl&type=pdf.

3 Cf. R. BAUCKHAM, “James, Peter, and the Gentiles”, in B. CHILTON - C. A.
EVANS (eds.), The Missions of James, Peter, and Paul: Tensions in Early Christiani-
ty, Novum Testamentum Supplements, vol. 115, Brill, Leiden 2005, 111.
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Peter’s proclamation of “remission of sin in Jesus’ name” evokes
carlier speeches, but only through the Spirit these become the
“words of salvation” (cf. 2:40-41; 11:14; 13:26). The Spirit confirms
Peter’s words and repeats the initial event (2:4), but also prevails
over the condition of the baptism in Jesus’ name (2:38). Peter will
connect the event to Jesus’ promise of the “baptism in the Spirit” (cf.
1:5; Lk 3:16). Thus, if the Spirit is given also to the Gentiles who be-
lieve in Christ, it must mean that God has purified these Gentiles of
their moral impurity. God once again demonstrates His power
(4:31) by giving conversion that leads to life (11:18) and by cleans-
ing hearts through faith (15:9). For this reason, Richard Bauckham
concludes that “the distinction between the Holy people of Israel,
separated for God, and the profane peoples, separated from God,
has been abolished” 4 However, baptism must follow: both as inclu-
sion in the messianically renewed people of God and as the expres-
sion of divine intervention in repentance and forgiveness (10:48).
The conversion of Cornelius is decisive for the subsequent Gentile
mission, as it is not the work of men, but of God.4! For this reason,
Peter refers to this event twice. First, as he arrives in Jerusalem, he
retells the event (11:5-17) by arriving at two conclusions: (1) the
faith of the Gentiles and (2) God’s intervention that cannot be hin-
dered (10:17). The community recognizes the event as a conversion
that leads to life given by God (10:18). Second, on the occasion of
the Jerusalem assembly, Peter retells the event concisely by affirming
Godss intervention in: (1) choosing him so that the Gentiles would
hear and believe the words of the Gospel; (2) knowing their hearts,
bearing witness for them, and bestowing them the Holy Spirit
(15:7-8). Therefore, Peter claims that there is no distinction, as God
has purified their hearts through faith (15:9).42

The conversion of the first Gentile is decisive for the narrative
plot. For the purpose of the general acceptance, it is Peter, as a
prominent figure of the Jerusalem Church, who is witness to this
crucial event. The Church has been prepared by God to make a fur-
ther step into the Gentile world. From Caesarea the narrative shifts
to depict the community in Antioch, consisting of both Jewish and

40 Ibid., 115.
41 Cf. S. G. WILSON, The Gentiles and the Gentile Mission in Luke-Acts, 177.
42 Cf. R. BAUCKHAM, “James, Peter, and the Gentiles”, 105.
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Gentile disciples, defined as “Christians” (11:26). Since this com-
munity has embraced the faith in “the Gospel of the Lord Jesus”, the
first during the persecution of the original Jerusalem community, it
enjoys a primacy over the other communities of Gentiles (cf. 11:19-
21), and is set on the universal mission by the decision of the Spirit
in choosing Barnabas and Saul/ Paul (13:2)

Acts 13-14. Here I will try to show how they confronted both the
Gentile and Jewish worlds during their first mission by pointing to:
(1) the purging of the pagan beliefs and (2) the retelling of the sto-
ry of salvation.
1. At Paphos, they encountered a Jewish sorcerer, a false prophet
Bar-Jesus, who tried to hinder them in their proclamation of the
Word of God, by opposing them and seeking to turn his master
proconsul Sergius Paulus away from faith (13:7-8). Paul per-
ceives Bar-Jesus as full of deceit and wickedness (13:10). Magical
powers, in fact, appear to be related to money, manipulation, and
power (cf. 8:9-24; 16:16-19). Therefore, they are in direct con-
trast to the power of Jesus’ name and His Spirit that sets free and
leads to life. Paul arrests this kind of activity by blinding Bar-Je-
sus (13:11). At Lystra, when they heal the lame man who had
faith (14:9; cf. the healing in Acts 3) and the people acclaim
them as gods, they tear their robes (14:14) and rush to repri-
mand them by proclaiming the Gospel of the living God, as cre-
ator, provider of all goods and joy of heart (14:15-17).
2. At Antioch in Pisidia, going into the synagogue on the Sab-
bath day, they are invited to proclaim “words of encouragement”
(13:15). Paul concisely retells the history of Israel (13:16-41: cf.
Stephen’s speech Acts 7:2-53) showing how the Davidic promis-
es climax in Jesus: in the resurrection, remission of sins and justi-
fication (cf. 13:32-39).4> However, Paul quoting Hab 1:5 hints at
the rejection of the message by the Jewish audience. The rejec-
tion, caused by envy, introduced the repetitive pattern of Paul’s
mission. Due to the rejection of the Jews, the Word of God is di-
rected at the Gentiles (13:46). Isaiahs “light to the nations”
(Isa 49:6) describing the mission of Jesus, also obtains the same
function for Paul (Lk 2:32; Acts 13:47). Thus, Paul addresses

4 W. G. HANSEN, “The Preaching and Defence of Paul’, 301.
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first the Jews and then the Gentiles (cf. Acts 13:45-47; 17:1-15;
18:4-7; 19:8-9; 28:23-28). Paul and Barnabas’ shift of focus to
the Gentiles is seen as a realisation of the prophecies (cf. Acts
13:47; Isa49:6) and the divine work in openinga door of faith to
the Gentiles (Acts 14:27). However, cach new step towards the
Gentile world requires the confirmation of the Jerusalem

Church (Acts 15).

Acts 15. The question of the Gentile mission, i.e. the Gentiles’ mem-
bership of the people of God, with or without circumcision, de-
mands a decision on the part of the Jerusalem Church (Acts 15:1.5).

Peter, as a prominent member of the Jerusalem Church, re-
counts his experience of God’s intervention in cleansing hearts
through faith and by the gift of the Holy Spirit (15:8-9). His testi-
mony precedes those of Paul and Barnabas (15:12; cf. 2:19)%%; how-
ever, the decisive role is given to James. For him, the Gentiles be-
long to the messianic people of God, as was foretold by the
prophets (Acts 15:14). Introducing the citation Amos 9:11-12, he
identifies this situation as a restoration of David’s tent with the in-
clusion of the Gentiles. Using the idiomatic expression “all the na-
tions over whom my name has been invoked” (Acts 15:17;
cf. 2:21.39), he argues that now all the nations are the Lord’s own
people. The four prohibitions included in the apostolic decree, to
refrain from sacrificing to idols, blood, things strangled, and sexual
immorality, obliged every stranger within Israel (Lev 17-18).4
Thus, a new life refraining from moral impurities derives from the
purification of hearts.

The decision causes joy and the final stage of the mission to the
ends of the world. God’s plan to introduce the Gentiles to the mes-
sianic people of God (Acts 15:14) is confirmed later in the narrative.
First, in Corinth God claims to have “many people” in the city
(18:10) and second, Paul, recounting his Damascus’ experience, sees
it as a divine mandate to open the eyes of the Gentiles in order that
they may “receive remission of sins and an inheritance among them
that is sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 26:18). Lastly, in Rome Paul’s

44 The “signs and wonders” is a catchphrase of 2:19. Cf. R. WALL, “Israel and
the Gentile Mission in Acts and Paul: A Canonical Approach’, 443.
45 Cf. R. BAUCKHAM, “James, Peter, and the Gentiles”, 119-120.
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mission seemingly comes to an end. Once again, the Jewish audi-
ence does not listen (28:25-27; cf. Isa 6:9-10).

The narrative plan on the Church’s mission (Acts 1:8) has
reached its goal at the centre of the Roman Empire, but neither the
Jews nor the Gentiles have listened to the Word of salvation. For this
purpose, an open-end of the story (28:28) functions both as a
prophetic critique and as such also represents a hope for Israel, as
well as an invitation to the reader to listen and to accept the Word
of salvation.

3. Concluding Observation on the Missio ad Gentes in Acts

The analysis of both the structural markers and the narrative plot
has shown how the theme of the missio ad gentes is constantly pres-
ent (cf. Lk 2:32), but it develops gradually first to the outcasts in the
Gospel and finally to the Gentiles in Acts (cf. Lk 9:51; Acts 1:8).
The conducting agents of the mission represent the Holy Spirit (cf.
Lk 1:15; Acts 28:25) and the Word of God (cf. Lk 1:13; Acts
28:28). The kerygma announced is that Jesus is the Christ and Lord.
He leads to life in God’s Kingdom, i.e. delivering from the bondages
of spiritual, social, and physical types. By the power of the Holy
Spirit sins are remitted, the magical powers revealed and over-
turned. Moreover, this Spirit empowering the life of a new, family-
like community that shares life. In the power of the Spirit, the sick
ones are either cured or cared for. The mission takes into account
the way of life of the Gentiles. Firstly, by considering the socio-reli-
gious provenance (theology of creation), and secondly by rejecting
the bad elements (magic and idol worship) to introduce them to the
living and loving God. The mission consists in the openness of the
heart, in listening to the Word and living it, despite the daily strug-
gles, no matter where, even in the smallest regions of the earth such
as Slovenia or at the farthest outskirts of the globe (cf. Acts 1:8).






The Christian Mission Today:
From the Footprints
of Saints Peter and Paul
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Mission to the Gentiles is one of the primary tasks of the
Catholic Civilization. Jesus was born into a Jewish family, and
His parents were Jewish by origin. But Jesus was very careful in ex-
tending His Kingdom, that is the Kingdom of God, to all the world:
“And He said to them, ‘Go into all the world and proclaim the Good
News to the whole creation” (Mk 16:15).! Although His prime task
was to renew the faith of Israel, Jesus included the whole of creation
into the idea of a New Israel, where Jews and non-Jews are a part. Al-
most all the books of the New Testament contain the interest of Je-
sus, the Apostles, and the disciples toward Gentiles. Even though, at
the beginning of the Gospel’s narratives, Jews were given primacy as
the lost sheep of Israel,? it is by no means to make the mission to the
Gentiles secondary.

The Acts of the Apostles (ITTPAZEIZ ATTOZTOAQN) is the
fifth book of the New Testament and could be considered as the
book ad gentes> It connects the mission starting from the city of
Jerusalem, the city of David, to the imperial city of Rome, known as
the ‘End of the World." Jesus’ resurrection and the working of the
Holy Spirit are the book’s main drivers. Luke is considered by tradi-

I Also see Matt 24:14.

2 Cf. Mt 10:6: “But go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”.

3 Suggested readings on the Acts of the Apostles, which were consulted to draft
this work: M.L. SOARD, The Speeches in Acts: Their Content, Context, and Con-
cerns, Westminster/Knox, Louisville, KY 1994; RW. WALL, The Acts of the Apos-
tles: Introduction, Commentary, and Reflections, The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol.
10, Abingdon Press, Nashville, TN 2002; C.K. BARRET, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, T&T Clark, Edinburgh 1994; EF. BRUCE,
The Acts of the Apostles, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI 1988.
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tion to be the author, and at times he seems to be the narrator, re-
vealing himself as a participant of the same narration. To prove the
Lukan authorship of the Acts is no easy task, as his authorship too
would have to be disproved. Being a ‘Dear and Glorious Physician’
(Col 4,14), Luke was a Greco-Roman and well-educated Gentile
Christian who could have had some original sources to the early of
the infant Church. Luke dedicates his book to the famous Theophi-
los (®eédihog), whose identity continues to be elusive, because we
are unable to know whether we are dealing with a real person, a com-
munity or an idea. While some modern and free thinkers believe
that Theophilos could be every reader of the Acts, I believe this is
only one of the arguments.

The author himself is the first missionary ad gentes. The book is
an account of his personal experience of the mission to the Gentiles.
He tells us what he believes and experiences. The purpose of Acts
could be to unite the discordant faith communities; contrast idola-
try, which had widespread standing at that time; make a defense
against the persecutors; encourage the ministers in their evangeliza-
tion process; strengthen faith; and maintain a stance in the theolog-
ical and historical controversies of the time.

1. The Book of the Acts of the Apostles
The Acts of the Apostles portrays the beginning of the Christian

mission since the resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. Paramount
leading figures like Peter and Paul, and their missions, dominate
the book’s story line. There are also many secondary characters
who are given substantial importance in spreading the Gospel un-
der different and adverse circumstances. The mission activities of
prominent characters are deeply embedded in the missio ad gentes
of various churches. Acts of the Apostles deal with the Mission of
God (missio Dei) and the Mission of the Church (missio ecclesiae),
where the latter, to avoid failure (Acts 8:39), must always be faith-
ful to the former.

Therefore, the book provides a crucial insight on the events sur-
rounding the ear