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Thus for Luke the concept of Spirit seals the kinship between God’s universal
will to save, the liberating ministry of Jesus, and the worldwide mission of the
hurch. During the history of Israel that universal potential is hidden in promise:
God would one day redeem his people and reverse the oppression suffered by the
owly (cf. the canticles of Zechariah and Mary). During the lifetime of Jesus,
God’s Spirit begins to fulfill the promise: those in pain are liberated, the poor are
cared for, the outcasts and rejected are brought home. With the completion of the
work of Jesus, God’s full embrace of humanity can now become apparent, as the
ommunity formed by Jesus carries his message of forgiveness to the end of the
arth. By the way he tells the Gospel story, Luke is able to base the scope and
haracter of the church’s mission in the person and ministry of Jesus. We can now
urn to the second volume of Luke’s work, where he shows the continuation of
esus’ mission in the development of the early church.

THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES:
THE COMMUNITY’S UNIVERSAL MISSION

The mission program enunciated in the commission text of Lk. 24:44-49 and

reviewed in the Gospel’s portrayal of Jesus’ ministry is now carried out by the
postles and the community in the book of Acts.* The scope, the structure, and
he content of Acts are dominated by the question of the universal mission. The
ingdom ministry of Jesus, which reached a climax in Jerusalem with his death,
esurrection, and triumphant return to the Father, will be continued through the
uidance of the risen Christ and the power of the Spirit in the community’s own
history.
This perspective, already spelled out in the Gospel (cf. especially Lk. 24:44-49)
recapitulated in the opening verses of Acts. The community gathered in Jerusa-
lem is instructed by the risen Jesus about the ‘‘kingdom of God”’ and the advent
_of the Spirit (cf. Acts 1:3-5). They are told to remain in the city until they receive
_the Spirit. The power of the Spirit will inaugurate a mission stretching from Jeru-
_salem through all Judea and Samaria to the ““end of the earth’’ (cf. Acts 1:8).
 While obediently awaiting this new dawn, the community reconstitutes the num-
ber of the twelve apostles so that all is in readiness for the beginning of the mission
(Acts 1:15-26). Thus the opening chapter of Acts confirms what the final chapter
~of the Gospel had already made clear: the preoccupying concern of the evangelist
is the universal mission of salvation announced by Simeon (Lk. 2:32) and the
Baptist (Lk. 3:6), begun by Jesus’ ministry and now to be carried out by his
church. The apostolic leadership of the church, Peter and the Twelve, and Paul
will take the mission to the end of the earth.

The Structure of Acts

As Ferdinand Hahn and others have suggested, the structure of the book of
Actstakes its cue from this mission perspective.” The sequence of “‘ Jerusalem-Ju-
dea-Samaria-end of the earth’’ guides the basic movement of the story. The deci-
Sive action for opening up the mission will be the conversion of Cornelius in
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chapter 10 and the acceptance of the consequences of this step by the Jerusaje
church in chapters 11 and 15. But Luke already begins to illustrate the expang
nature of the mission in chapters 2 through 9. If Paul will be the ‘‘chosen inst;
ment’’ (Acts 9:15) who carries the message of salvation to the ‘‘end of the eart
it is Peter and other leaders of the Jerusalem church who are the agents o
mission in Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria.
Peter is the dominant figure in the Jerusalem mission. The phenomenon of ¢
Spirit and Peter’s subsequent Pentecost sermon touch Jews in Jerusalem wj
have gathered *‘from every nation under heaven’” (Acts 2:5-11). Even thoug
concentration is still on Jew and not Gentile, Luke’s emphasis on the diaspora
this text confirms that the saving event begun here will, as Peter’s citation of k
suggests, bring God’s Spirit to ‘‘all flesh’’ (Acts 2:17). A similar universal dime;
sion is implied in Peter’s speech at Solomon’s Portico, where he reminds ¢
Jerusalemites that ‘‘you are sons of the prophets and of the covenant which G
gave to your fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your posterity shall all ¢
families of the earth be blessed’ *’ (Acts 3:25). The healing ministry of Peter
John and the other apostles (cf. Acts 2:43; 3:1-10; 5:12-26) and the marvelo
growth of the Jerusalem community (Acts 2:41-47; 4:4, 32-35; 5:14; 6:7) confi
the fulfillment of the first stage of the Lord’s promise—the community has effe
tively witnessed to the mission of the risen Jesus in Jerusalem. ~
The death of Stephen and the persecution that follows (chap. 6-8) are
events that paradoxically widen the scope of the mission to ¢‘Judea and Samaria
(8:1). As with Jesus, the community arrives at life through death. Those scatter
by the persecution ‘‘went about preaching the word”’ (Acts 8:4). Philip evang
izes Samaria (8:5-8), a step confirmed by the Jerusalem apostles and continued
the ministry of Peter and John themselves (8:25). Luke continues to assert t
centrality of the Jerusalem church even as the mission pushes beyond its boun
ries. Few details of the Judean mission are given, but in 9:31 we have a summati
of its great success. Also in this section we are told of the conversion of the Eth
pian eunuch by Philip (8:26~39). The mission has not yet broken beyond t
borders of Israel and this foreigner is most likely a proselyte to Judaism, but t|
miraculous nature of this encounter is a preview of God’s universal salvation.
The introduction of Paul (cf. Acts 7:58; 8:3, 9:1ff.) brings us to the third sta
He will be an instrument carrying the word of salvation to the end of the earth:
the dominant motif of the second half of Acts. But Paul’s mission cannot
underway until Peter and the Jerusalem church have formally ratified the missi
to the Gentiles. This is the crucial significance of Acts 10:1-11:18: Peter’s vi
at Joppa and his encounter with the devout Gentile Cornelius, who is noted
virtues dear to Luke, prayer and almsgiving (10:2). Luke artfully makes this stos
a micro-drama of the early church’s entire struggle with the mission question,
Peter and, ultimately, the Jewish Christians at Jerusalem are asked to absorb the
staggering reality that their sacred customs are to give way before the ‘‘impartial
ity’” of God (cf. Acts 10:15, 28, 34, 47; 11:9, 17, 18). The God who sent Jesus
chooses to give to the people of ‘“any nation’’ the same gifts of the Spirit h
lavished on the Jerusalem Jews. Thus the awesome good news already promise

by the risen Jesus in Lk. 24:47 finally strikes home: ““Then to the Gentiles also
God has granted repentance unto life’’ (Acts 11:18).

Even though Luke presents Peter and the Jerusalem church as grasping only
gradually the full scope of the mission (an assertion that undoubtedly is histori-
cally true), he still insists on the central role of Jerusalem. Just as the mission to
Samaria had to be ‘‘authenticated’’ by the Twelve (Acts 8:14-17), so too the
full-blown Gentile mission of Paul and others cannot really get underway until
the Jerusalem church has accepted it. Only now (Acts 11:19-20) are we told of the
spread of the word in Antioch by the Hellenists—and only now are we prepared
for the full presentation of Paul’s mission (cf. 13:2-3). Acts 13 sets up a pattern
repeated through the second half of Acts: Paul preaches first to the synagogues,
but when rejected turns to the Gentiles (cf. 13:44-52). Thus the Lucan insistence
on a salvation-history perspective of ‘‘Jews first’’ is apparent in the very structure
of Acts. A corollary of this is the central role of the Jewish Christians themselves.
All important initiatives of the universal mission (including Paul’s work among
the Gentiles) must ultimately be ratified by the apostles, who remain the authentic
link to the mission of Jesus, a mission that ‘‘began in Jerusalem.”’

In the last half of Acts, Paul moves boldly on his mission to Asia, Greece, and
finally Rome, thereby fulfilling the promise of God’s universal salvation (cf. es-
pecially 28:29). The twelve apostles seem to fade from view, their essential work
done. Now the mission is entrusted to a ‘‘second generation,’’ ministers of the
Word (cf. Lk. 1:2) such as Paul and Barnabas, a generation with whom the
author of Acts seems to identify. This postapostolic generation is entrusted with
the work of carrying God’s message of salvation ‘“to the end of the earth.””

The Mission Message of Acts

Just as the universal mission shapes the structure of Acts, so too does the mis-
sion question dominate the content of the book. The major themes we isolated in
the commission text of Lk. 24:44-49 and traced throughout the Gospel are vitally
present in Acts as well.

Two of these motifs have already been considered in our examination of struc-
ture, namely, the mission’s universal scope and its continuity with the history of
Israel. In the very way Luke shapes the sequence of the community’s early his-
tory, he confirms the statement of the risen Jesus that ‘‘repentance and forgive-
ness of sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusa-
lem”’ (Lk. 24:47; Acts 1:8).

The narrative equally confirms the salvation-history perspective implied in the
phrase ‘‘beginning at Jerusalem.”” As we have already noted, Luke presents
Jesus’ own mission as climaxing in Jerusalem, the city that symbolized not only
opposition to Jesus’ prophetic ministry but also the role of Israel in God’s plan of
salvation announced in the Scriptures. Scripture is fulfilled by having the commu-
nity receive its endowment of the Spirit in Jerusalem and by having its mission
begin from this sacred center. As the early chapters of Acts make clear, the apos-
tles and the Jerusalem church are a constant reference point as the mission radi-
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ates out to Judea, Samaria, and beyond. The anchor of the Christian mission
the sacred history of Israel is further confirmed by the experience of the eas
missionaries. Diaspora Jews are the first to hear and accept the preaching of p
(Acts 2:5-12); God-fearing Gentiles who come to Israel, such as the Ethiopi;
eunuch and Cornelius, are the pioneers of the Gentile church. Paul consiste;
takes his mission to the synagogues of the Greco-Roman world, and only in ‘
face of their refusal does he turn to the Gentiles (cf. Acts 13:46; 28:28). A re
of the history of Israel with particular emphasis on God’s saving initiatives
the failure of Israel to respond forms a major part of the sermons of Acts
especially 2:22-36; 3:12-26; 7:2-53; 13:16-41).

This insistence on the priority of Israel not only reflects the actual histo;
development of the early Christian mission but enables Luke to establish ¢
nuity with the Old Testament and thereby confirm that the church’s work amo;
Gentiles “‘fulfills’” what was written ‘‘in the law of Moses and the prophets a
the psalms’’ (Acts 24:44). Jesus himself is the first instance of this eschatolo
fulfillment. His inclusive mission, his death and victory had shaped and insp
the early community’s vision. Now the Spirit-prompted work of the church
ries out this fulfilling task begun by Jesus himself.

It should be noted that Luke’s attention to continuity with Israel does not dily
the inherent universalism of the gospel or rob the Gentile mission of its: oy
validity. The turn to the Gentiles follows upon the rejection by Israel but isn
wholly explained by this. Asthe Gospel makes clear, the ‘‘salvation of all flesh”’
intended by God from the beginning. The baptism of the Ethiopian, the conve
sion of Cornelius, and the mandate of Paul to go to the Gentiles are clearly ¢
result of an explicit divine initiative, regardless of the response of the Jews. Paul
speeches in Acts 14:15-17 and 17:23-31 affirm that the offer of salvation to t
Gentiles is not a mere crust from the table of Israel but is part of God’s saving ¢
for all peoples already expressed in creation.” Thus the movement from Isra
the Gentiles is not the cause of the universal mission, in Luke’s view, but ¢
God-ordained moment that clearly reveals God’s saving intent for all. ;

The content of Acts clearly reveals that the purpose of the community’s m
sion is salvation, the major theme of the summary commission of Lk. 24:44-
and of the entire gospel. The work of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels is presented
a ministry of salvation, proclaiming and actualizing God’s saving deeds and ¢all:
ing on people to accept the results of that transformation in their lives. At its mi
fundamental level, this is what defines the ‘‘coming of the kingdom of God
Thus the Gospels are full of Jesus’ acts of healing and exorcism, his fresh teac
ing, and his insistent call for conversion and repentance.

The same mission of salvation is entrusted to the community: ‘‘repentance a
forgiveness of sins should be preached in his name. . . . You are the witnesses
these things®’ (Lk. 24:47-48). Luke presents the apostles, Paul, and the ear
missionaries as faithfully carrying out this mandate. The risen Jesus instructs:t
apostles on the meaning of the kingdom of God (Acts 1:3) and this key symbol
used to characterize the missionary preaching of Philip (Acts 8:12) and Paul (A
19:8; 20:25; 28:23, 31). More importantly, the content of the kingdom ministry

Jesus is carried through in the various components of the community’s mission.
The sermons of Acts consistently speak of God’s tireless graciousness and the
need to respond by conversion of heart (2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 11:18; 13:38-39;
16:30-31; 20:21; 26:18-20). This message of salvation is also proclaimed in the
powerful healing ministry of the community, just as it was by Jesus’ works of
compassion. Therefore Luke gives full attention to the miracles performed by
Peter, John, Paul, and others (cf., for example, Acts 2:43; 3:1-10; 5:12-16;
9:32-35, 36-42; 14:3, 8-10; 16:16-19). The sick, the lame, the disfranchised re-
ceive new life, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah 61 announced by Jesus in the
synagogue of Nazareth. The first great miracle in Acts spells this out (3:1-16).
The healing of the lame beggar at the gate of the temple is not meant to be a
glorification of the apostles themselves but is evidence of the salvation brought
about through the risen Christ and now effectively proclaimed by the mission of
the church: ‘“To this we are witnesses. And his name, by faith in his name, has
made this man strong whom you see and know; and the faith which is through
Jesus has given the man this perfect health in the presence of you all”’ (Acts
3:15-16). Unquestionably the mission of the community is a mission of salvation,
as was the work of Jesus.

Related to the salvation theme is that of community. Luke highlights the motif
of table fellowship with Jesus in the course of the Gospel and uses the metaphor
of the banquet as a way of describing the nature of God’s salvific work. This hasa
strong follow-through in Acts. The important summaries of Acts 2:42-47 and
4:32-35 illustrate that the formation of community is a direct result of the gift of
the Spirit and, therefore, a symptom of conversion. The emphasis in these ideal-
ized descriptions of the Jerusalem church is on the sharing of goods and the
absence of need, signs of the eschatological Israel.”

Other important events in Acts echo this motif. The key issue in the Cornelius
story of Acts 10-11 is that of table fellowship with a Gentile (cf. especially
10:9-16, 28; 11:1-18). Peter’s hesitation on this score is directly challenged by
divinerevelation. Luke artfully describes the dawning consciousness of Peter and
eventually the rest of the Jerusalem church as they see this arbitrary boundary to
community dissolved.” It is crucial to the whole theology of Luke that Peter’s
decision is ratified by his reflection in Acts 10:34-43, which relates his fellowship
with Cornelius to the ministry of Jesus who ‘‘anointed . . . with the Hofy Spirit
and with power . . . went about doing good and healing all that were oppressed by
the devil, for God was with him”’ (10:38). Jesus’ own boundary-breaking minis-
try and his offer of forgiveness to ‘‘every one who believes in him’’ (10:43) are
now being fulfilled in the momentous decision of the church to accept table fel-
lowship with this Gentile centurion. The Jerusalem Council in chapter 15 concen-
trates on the issue of circumcision, but since the whole question of association
with Gentiles is at stake, this key chapter, too, confirms the momentous step of
sharing community with those conmdered ““outcasts’” in the particularist view-
point of the Judaizers.

Thus it is not an exaggeration to say that the daring acts of table fellowship
exercised by Jesus in the Gospel have, as their final consequences, the church’s
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Paul’s mission, too, is guided by the Spirit. He and Barnabas are ‘‘set apart
for the work to which I have called them’’ (Acts 13:2, 4). The Spirit even guid
the geographical direction of Paul’s work. He is prevented from going to Asig
order that he might take the momentous step of entering Macedonia (A
16:6-10). The fateful decision to go to Jerusalem is also Spirit-inspired (A,
19:21; 20:22). This journey is charged with symbolism for Luke. By it Pauln
only duplicates the fateful journey of his master to imprisonment and ultimat,
death, but, paradoxically, by means of his chains Paul will bring his missio
Rome and thus fulfill the risen Lord’s promise (Acts 19:21; 21:11). The fact ¢
the Spirit continues the work of the risen Jesus in the community is apparent w
Luke can, in effect, substitute Spirit language for the direct words of the rig
Christ. In the account of Paul’s conversion, it is the risen Lord himself w
proclaims Paul’s universal mission (9:15-16; 22:21; 26:16-18). The Spirit’s w
in guiding the mission to the Gentiles also affects other less prominent worker:
such as Barnabas (Acts 11:24; 13:2-4) and Apollos (Acts 19:6). .

Luke also attributes the boldness of the community’s witness to the power
the Spirit. Not only does the Spirit break open the horizon of the community
vision but it enables the missionaries to give fearless testimony even under ¢
threat of imprisonment or death, thereby fulfilling the promise of Jesus in
mission discourse of the Gospel (Lk. 12:11-12). Peter confronts the Sanhe;
““filled with the Spirit”’ (Acts 4:8), the Jerusalem community is enabled to spe
the Word of God “‘boldly’’ even under threat of persecution (Acts 4:31) aj
Stephen’s prophetic speech is under the impulse of the Spirit (Acts 6:5, 10, 55),

For Luke, then, the same Spirit that animated Jesus in his prophetic mission
salvation has now been given to the community. Not only does this motif ensu
continuity between Jesus and the church but it claims that all of that history
Jesus and of the community who witness in his name—is an act of God.

mission bears a price: the missionaries, especially Peter and Paul, suffer persecu-
tion, imprisonment, hardship, and rejection as they carry out their apostolic
roles. Both of these darker sides of the church’s mission experience—a reluctant
universalism and the cost of discipleship—were already demonstrated in the his-
tory of Jesus, the figure who remains the dominant paradigm for Luke’s idea of
the missionary. Jesus, too, had to press his mission to the outcasts against the
grain of the established order. And Jesus, too, had suffered rejection and death,
as the prophets had before him, in the pursuit of his Spirit-anointed mission.

Thus Luke-Acts provides a theological basis for the community’s mission, and
wise instruction for those involved in witnessing to it.
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