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1.   A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING ETHICS IN ACTS 

 
In his second work, the Acts of the Apostles, Luke presents a retrospective description of the 
spreading of early Christianity and of the formation of the early Church at several 
geographical places during the first century AD, particularly under the initiatives of Peter and 
Paul. This description of early Christianity is closely connected with Luke’s theology, which 
to a certain extent means that it is impossible to deal with Acts without taking his Gospel into 
account as well. The one Lukan work complements the other, the first precedes the second 
and the second continues where the first one ended. The reader of this section on Acts should 
thus also take cognisance of the contribution in this volume on Luke’s Gospel.  

Another determining factor, apart from the connectedness of the two Lukan works, is the 
fact that Luke’s ethics cannot be detached from his theology. An investigation of Luke’s use 
of Septuagint quotations in the Petrine and Pauline speeches in Acts (Steyn 1995:237), 
revealed that a number of important hermeneutical aspects underlie Luke’s use and 
application of his Scriptures:  

(a) The nature of the applied quoted texts is Theo-centric rather than christological. God 

always remains the Subject. 

(b) The medium through which these quoted texts are interpreted, is a prophetic one. Peter 

and Paul seem act as the mouthpieces of Jesus. They have authority, are empowered by 

the Holy Spirit and can therefore interpret the Scriptures. 

(c) The general aim of these quotations is salvation-historical. It has the Jews as its primary 

objects of salvation, but to an increasing extent, also non-Jews.  

(d) The content of the prophecy per se is presented in kerygmatic form. It deals with 

specific themes arising from a real historical context, which are then related to God’s 

general plan of salvation via the name of the kuvrio~.  

The same underlying theological and hermeneutical principles are surfacing on a broader 
level than merely the Petrine and Pauline speeches in Acts. It closely connects withLuke’s 
understanding of what is described by the terms “identity”, “ethics” and “ethos” in this 
collection of essays. In the second Lukan work the exemplary preaching, teaching and 
healing ministry of Jesus - to which Luke’s readers were introduced to in his first book – 
finds its continuation after Jesus’ ascension, in the work of the Apostles. One could, 
therefore, in broader lines and for the sake of convenience, typify Luke’s Gospel as an 
example of Luke’s ethics and Acts as an example of Luke’s ethos. After all, the second 
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Lukan work became known as the Acts (for our purposes here, the ethos) of the Apostles 
which, in turn, becomes the ethics for those very first Christians in the early Church. 
White (1979:126) perceives the situation in a similar way, stating that the power within 
the church “is of a moral and cleansing quality that demands ethical respect and a 
wholesome fear of the Lord”. The eradication of false teachings that threaten the ethics of 
the church, features in Acts when reference is made to a spontaneous burning of the 
magical scrolls by converts (worth fifty thousand silver coins) (19:18-19). This leads to 
“the beginning of the literary tradition of Christian self-defense, the ‘apologies’ of the 
second and third centuries” Meeks (1993:203). 
 In the light of the above-mentioned, White’s opinion (1979:126), that “Luke’s account 
of the early church’s life yields a little more information about her ethical thinking, 
although Luke’s main interests lie elsewhere” (my emphasis, GJS), cannot be agreed with. 

 
2.  IDENTITY IN ACTS 

 
Wolter (2004:284) is of the opinion that “Lukas ist auf der Suche nach einer Identität für das 
Christentum, und er sucht sie innerhalb der symbolischen Sinnwelt des jüdischen 
Wirklichkeitsverständnisses, und genau daraus bezieht die lukanische Geschichtskonstruktion 
ihr spezifisches Profil”. The actions and behaviour of the apostles and the believers as 
portrayed in Acts are determined by their new identity in Christ. “The name of Jesus – eight 
times Acts refers to him as ‘Jesus of Nazareth’ – rather than a formal christological title is the 
ground of identity for members of this new community” (Kee 1990:25). According to Acts 
15, the Jerusalem synod sent a letter to the believers in Antioch, stating that Barnabas and 
Paul “risked their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (15:26). Antioch was the very 
place where earlier on Paul and Barnabas worked together for a year and where believers 
were called “Christians” for the first time (11:26) – an expression of their new identity, 
marked by the name of Christ. Marxsen (1993: 312) is correct in understanding Christian 
ethics as always being an aspect of Christology. The early Christians saw themselves as a new 
group with a new identity, based on the equality of all, without the boundaries of being slave 
or free, Greek or Jew (18:4; 19:10,17; 20:21), circumcised or uncircumcised, man or woman.  

Implicit thus is the demand for the early Christians to be “different” (White 1979:127), 
committed to this new identity not out of obligation though, but rather out of conviction. This 
sets the tone for a new “christian” ethic which is different from that of the Jew, Greek or 
Roman. According to Blomberg (1998:416), “Luke’s theological and literary emphases 
consistently highlight how the fledging church increasingly broke away from its Jewish roots, 
however reluctantly or unevenly”. In a recent work, Estrada used the ritual of status 
transformation to demonstrate how the Apostles proceeded from being followers to being 
leaders. For Estrada Acts 1-2 presents “the transformation of one exclusive group of Jesus’ 
followers to be the new leaders and representatives of the people to God” (2004:37). Esler 
(1987) too understood the focus to be primarily on the identity of the early Christians and is 
of the opinion that the ethics in Acts emphasises “the need for a legitimation of the Christian 
communities over against the Jewish synagogue community and Gentile society” (McDonald 
1998:116). Paul is the epitome of this changed identity in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles. Paul, 
the persecutor of the Christians, becomes the most important missionary for spreading the 
good news of christianity and expanding its base. Something, understood to be a personal 
appearance of Christ himself, happened to Paul during his Damascus experience, resulting in 
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this experience becoming a turning point in his life and a paradigm shift from Judaism to 
Christianity. Paul therefore counts himself among the apostles and not only shares the 
experience of having seen the risen Christ, but of identifying himself with those who are 
persecuted because of the name. “This name as the ground of identity carries with it a serious 
and solemn responsibility, however: to link oneself with this name is to invite official 
opposition or even martyrdom” (Kee 1990:25).  

Apart from the acceptance of the name of Christ as an identity marker for the new 
group of Christians, baptism became for those who joined the new group, the visible event, 
almost a kind of initiation rite. McDonald (1998:159) pointed out that “baptism was the 
boundary marker. Baptism in the name of Christ distinguished them as the people of God, 
God’s holy people, a united and interdependent community of the spirit, and the object of his 
love.” “Baptism also marked them off from those of the circumcision (the marker of Jewish 
identity) and from the centrality of law”. Major events led to this shift from circumcision as 
identity marker to the identity markers of those who confessed “the name of Christ” and were 
“baptised in his name”. The events regarding Peter and Cornelius (10:1-47, esp. 10:34) and 
the position taken by Peter (11:2-3, 8-10) and Paul on circumcision, eventually climaxed in 
the synod of Jerusalem (15:1-10, 24-29). However, despite the decision taken at this synod, 
Paul still circumcised Timothy afterwards – because the Jews knew his father was a Greek 
(16:3). 

Outsiders, such as the Roman authorities and fellow Jews, confirmed the new identity 
of the early Christian group and perceived the early Christians as being a Jewish sect. They 
became known as “Christians”, “people of the Way” (24:14,22), and to the outsiders, as “a 
Nazarene sect” (24:5). A “new family” was established in which individuals from different 
walks of life and race groups, people whose status in society differed, individuals with 
different languages and from different gender and age groups, found a place in the group of 
“Christians”. The Christian household (oikia) with features of the Roman domus and the 
extended familia, became the “matrix of the early faith communities and therefore of early 
Christian moral practice” (McDonald 1998:161). 
 
3.  ETHICS IN ACTS 

 
Acts consists of the speeches and the act(ion)s of the Apostles. Representative speeches of the 
sermons of Peter, Paul, Stephen and James, probably composed by Luke, are included in 
Luke’s second book. The apostles stated that they “cannot but speak of what we have seen 
and heard” (4:20). They “speak out with unflinching courage and ‘boldness of speech’ 
(parrhēsia, one of the author’s favourite words)” (Meeks 1993:204). Luke’s theology and 
understanding of Jesus and his message is therefore to a large extent portrayed in the speeches 
by this apostolic kerygma. Different terms are used in Acts for the apostolic proclamation: 
khruvssw (8:5; 9:20; 10:37,42; 15:21; 19:13; 20:25; 28:31); didavskw (1:1; 4:2,18; 
5:21,25,28,42; 11:26; 15:1,35; 18:11,25; 20:20; 21:21,28; 28:31); ajnaggevllw (14:27; 15:4; 
19:18; 20:20,27); nouqetevw (20:31). Kim and Venter (1999:511) notice a similar 
diversification in Paul’s Miletus speech in Ac 20:17-38 and apply its consequences to modern 
day preaching.  

With the exception of Philip and the eunuch, all the quotations from Scripture are to 
be found in the speeches in Acts, i.e. those by Peter, Paul, Stephen and James. The 
normativity of Scripture is thus expressed by the spoken word of these authoritative figures. 
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Only these authoritative figures are used to re-interpret the Scriptures. Luke presents and 
interprets the quotations from Scripture in two parts, either consisting of two different texts 
appearing in close proximity of each other in the same speech, or as one quoted text with two 
parts. The first part serves as evidence that Scripture has been fulfilled, as promised. The 
second part serves as an appeal to change the behaviour of the listeners - with conversion to a 
trinitarian, and more specifically a christological, perspective as point of departure. This 
trinitarian understanding clearly surfaces in Peter’s speech in 10:38: “...how God anointed 
Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power, and how he went around doing good and 
healing all who were under the power of the devil, because God was with him”. 

Luke’s ethic in Acts is clearly evident from his understanding of the events that 
occurred after Christ’s ascension. God’s divine plan, the events concerning Jesus of Nazareth 
himself and the power of the Holy Spirit are interlocked and closely inter-related. It is clear 
from Acts that everything that happens is part of God’s “divine plan”; that God “accredited” 
Jesus to them and made him “Lord and Christ”; and that the actions of the apostles are now 
driven by the “power of the Holy Spirit”.  
(a) God’s divine plan: Acts has a theocentric approach to everything that takes place. It 

deals with the centrality of God and with worshipping him - which ironically, is 
contrasted with the divinisation of Herod as a god when he died, and with the 
worshipping of Paul and Barnabas when the people of Listra wanted to worship them, 
and not God, as gods (14:12-13). Everything that happens is part of God’s divine plan, 
the boulhv tou` qeoù. boulh itself appears twelve times in the NT. Of the twelve times, 
Luke used it nine times, seven of which appear in Acts (cf. 2:23; 4:28; 5:38; 13:36; 
20:27; 27:12,42). The cases in Acts (except for the latter two which only refer to boulhv 
and not to boulhv tou` qeou) occur within direct speeches. Even in the immediate context 
of 5:38, which is the only other case in which boulhv is used on its own, Rabbi Gamaliel 
states in his speech to the Sanhedrin that if this movement is “from God” (ejk qeoù), the 
Sanhedrin would not be able to stop it. Therefore, we should agree with Meeks 
(1993:153) that “In Luke-Acts, the irresistibility of God’s will or plan (boulē) becomes a 
major theme, especially in the second volume, where the mission of the apostles and of 
Paul is pictured as the relentless ‘growth’ of the ‘Word of God’” and that “‘the plan and 
foreknowledge of God’ control all that happens in this narrative” – dei becomes a 
Leitmotif in Luke-Acts (Meeks 1993:204). It is for this reason that Peter and the other 
apostles replied to the high priest that they “must (dei`) obey God rather than men” 
(5:29). However, when Peter had his vision in which he is three times commanded to eat 
from unclean foods - ajnastav~, Pevtre, qùson kai; favge (note the imperatives) - he 
refused, stating that he has “never eaten anything impure or unclean” (10:13-16; 11:9-
10). He, nonetheless, received the message from God who had shown him (oJ qeo;~ 
e[deixen) that he should not call any man impure or unclean (10:28). It is “a holy angel” 
who appeared to (ejcrhmativsqh uJpo; ajggevlou aJgivou) Cornelius the centurion, “a 
righteous and God-fearing man, who is respected by all the Jewish people”. This angel 
ordered Cornelius to send the three men to Peter’s house to fetch him in order to hear 
what he has to say (10:22; 11:11). Peter, Cornelius and the others then all gathered “in 
the presence of God (ejnwvpion toù qeoù) to listen to everything the Lord has 
commanded Peter to tell them” (pavnta ta; prostetagmevna soi uJpo; tou` kurivou) 
(10:33-34). Paul too, is commanded by Jesus whom he was persecuting, to “get up and 
go – ajnavsthqi kai; ei[selqe (note the imperatives) - into the city, where he would be 
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told what he must do (deì poieìn)” (9:5-6). In this way Paul is included amongst the 
apostles who were witnesses of the resurrected Jesus – he who appeared to Paul as the 
Lord and who is also accepted as such and confessed by Paul. He is converted from one 
who was persecuting those who believed that Jesus is Lord and Christ to becoming one 
of those believers himself. Later Paul stated that Ananias told him that the God of their 
fathers chose Paul “to know his will (gnw`nai to; qevlhma aujtou`) and to see the 
Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth” (22:14). The Lord said to Ananias 
that he “will show Paul how much he must suffer for his name” (deì aujto;n uJpe;r toù 
ojnovmato~ mou paqeiǹ, 9:16). Those who witnessed Agabus’ prophecy about Paul’s 
impending persecution in Jerusalem, and who tried to convince him to stay in Caesarea, 
can do nothing but accept that “The Lord’s will be done” (toù kurivou to; qevlhma 
ginevsqw, 21:14). Jesus too could go around doing good because “God anointed Jesus of 
Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power (duvnami~)” and “because God was with him” 
(o{ti oJ qeo;~ hjn met j aujtou`, 10:38). He “was handed over by God’s set purpose and 
foreknowledge” (toùton th̀/ wJrismevnh/ boulh̀/ kai; prognwvsei tou` qeoù e[kdoton, 
2:23), but it is the very same God who  raised him from death (o}n oJ qeo;~ ajnevsthsen 
luvsa~ ta;~ wjdìna~ tou` qanavtou, 2:24) (tout̀on to;n jIhsouǹ ajnevsthsen oJ qeov~, 
2:32). What Luke is showing here, is that these individuals’ behaviour (ethos) actually is 
the manifestation of what God had already planned and what had been predestined. 

(b) Events regarding Jesus of Nazareth: The theological point of departure that God 
remains the ultimate Subject of all events that take place, provides the framework for 
understanding the events regarding Jesus of Nazareth “who was accredited 
(ajpodedeigmevnon) to them by God” (2:22) and who was made (ejpoivhsen) by God 
“both Lord and Christ” (kai; kuvrion aujto;n kai; cristovn, 2:36). In the dialogue 
between Philip and the eunuch, the reader realises that the hermeneutical key for 
understanding of the Scriptures now is a christological one (ajpo th̀~ grafh̀~ tauvth~ 
eujhggelivsato aujtẁ/ to;n  jIhsouǹ, 8:34-35). Apollos also interpreted the Scriptures in 
the same manner when he “taught about Jesus accurately” (ejdivdasken ajkribẁ~ ta; 
peri; tou`  jIhsou`, 18:25). The contents of this faith, taught by Philip, was inserted here 
in 8:37 in later manuscripts, as reflected by 8:37 – an insertion that should not be taken 
as part of the original reading. (On the christological interpretation of the Scriptures, cf. 
Steyn 1995a; 1995b:125-141; 1997:146-153; 2004:59-81). Before Paul’s conversion, he 
“thought that he ought to do all that was possible (polla; ... pra`xai) to oppose the 
name of Jesus of Nazareth” (pro;~ to; o[noma  jIhsou` toù Nazwraivou deiǹ ... ejnantiva, 
26:9). After Paul’s conversion, he too changed to a christological understanding of the 
Scriptures, sharing the group identity of the early Christians by accepting the “name of 
Christ”. He attempted to persuade people to believe in Jesus by referring to the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets (peivqwn te aujtou;~ peri; tou`  jIhsou`, 28:23-24). He preached 
in the synagogues the “Glaubenssatz” (Schneider 1982:35) that “Jesus is the Son of 
God” (ou|tov~ ejstin oJ uiJo;~ tou` qeoù, 9:20). He told the Thessalonians that “this Jesus 
whom I proclaimed, is the Christ” (ou|tov~ ejstin oJ cristo;~ oJ  jIhsou`~ o}n ejgw; 
kataggevllw uJmiǹ, 17:3). In Corinth he “devoted himself exclusively to preaching, 
testifying to the Jews that Jesus was the Christ” (eijnai to;n cristo;n  jIhsouǹ, 18:5) 
and in his farewell address to the Ephesian elders, he stated that he “declared to both 
Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord 
Jesus” (metavnoian kai; pivstin eij~ to;n kuvrion hJmwǹ  jIhsouǹ, 20:21). “Both 
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metanoevw and metavnoia are used to convey a change in thinking that usually leads to a 
change in behaviour and or way of life” (my emphasis, GJS) (Nave 2002:220). Paul 
considers “his (eij~ to;n kuvrion hJmwǹ  jIhsouǹ, 20:21) and  he “consider(s) his life 
worth nothing to him, if only he may finish the race and complete the task the Lord 
Jesus (para; tou` kurivou  jIhsou`) has given him” (20:24). His jailer in Philippi should 
“believe in the Lord Jesus” (ejpi; to;n kuvrion  jIhsouǹ) as a result of which he will be 
saved (16:31). In Ephesus Paul baptised those who had already received John’s baptism 
of repentance for a second time, this time “into the name of the Lord Jesus” (eij~ to; 
o[noma tou` kurivou  jIhsou`, 19:4-5) and continued preaching this message so that after 
two years “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of 
the Lord” (to;n lovgon tou` kurivou, 19:10). Sanders (1987:55), therefore, justifiably 
criticised Wilckens’ ‘ordo salutis’ as a “comprehensive and normative view of 
repentance” as far as the role of repentance in Acts is concerned. Salvation is not 
primarily described by the act of repentance – had that been so John’s baptism would 
have sufficed – but rather by means of the person of Christ. The “change in behaviour or 
way of life” assumes an ethic rooted in the person of Christ. In the end, the same Paul 
who persecuted those of “the Way” (th̀~ oJdou`, 9:2) and of “this name” (to; o[noma 
tout̀o, 9:21), is “ready not only to be bound but even to die in Jerusalem for the name 
of the Lord Jesus” (uJpe;r tou` ojnovmato~ tou` kuriou`  jIhsou`, 21:13). He is accused of 
being a ringleader of the “Nazarene sect” (th̀~ tẁn Nazwraivwn aiJrevsew~, 24:55 – see 
also 2:22; 6:14) and admitted himself that he is a follower of “the Way, which they call 
a sect” (th;n oJdo;n h}n levgousin ai{resin, 24:14). Felix is said to have been well 
informed about the followers of this “Way” (24:22) and wanted to know more about the 
faith in Christ Jesus (24:24). During the time of the same captivity, Festus, who 
succeeded Felix, explained to Agrippa and Bernice that the entire issue relating to Paul’s 
imprisonment had to do with “a dead man named Jesus who Paul claimed was alive” 
(periv tino~  jIhsou` teqnhkovto~ o}n oJ Pau`lo~ zh̀n, 25:19). Still during Paul’s last 
capture, Agrippa later on refers to the fact that Paul might have thought that he could 
“quickly make him a Christian” (ejn ojlivgw/ me peivqei~ Cristiano;n poih̀sai, 26:28). 
Paul, the former persecutor, became the persecuted for Christ and found himself in 
chains “because of the hope of Israel” (th̀~ ejlpivdo~ toù  jIsrahvl, 28:20). He spent 
two years in Rome preaching about/proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about 
the Lord Jesus Christ (khruvsswn th;n basileivan tou` qeou` kai; didavskwn ta; peri; 
tou` kurivou  jIhsou` Cristou`, 28:31). At the Apostolic Council in Jerusalem, Peter, the 
other main character in Acts, made it particularly clear to some of the believers who 
belonged to the party of the Pharisees (15:5), that the apostles “believe it is through the 
grace of their Lord Jesus (cavrito~ tou` kurivou  jIhsou`) that they are saved” (15:11). 
However, there were also those Jews in Ephesus who were not converted to the name of 
Jesus, but who “invoked the name of the Lord Jesus (to; o[noma tou` kurivou  jIhsou`) 
over those who were demon-possessed”  only using it as a magical formula, saying “In 
the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches, I command you to come out” (oJrkivzw uJmà~ 
to;n  jIhsouǹ o}n Pau`lo~ khruvssei). Their use of “the name of the Lord” Jesus in vain 
without a belief in Jesus as the Lord (19:13-17) serves as an example of behaviour 
which is not honest and sincere. However, after having been attacked by the very same 
demons, “the name of the Lord Jesus was held in high honour” (ejmegaluvneto to; 
o[noma tou` kurivou  jIhsou`, 19:17).  
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(c) Power of the Holy Spirit: Through baptism “in the name of the Lord Jesus”, new 
converts not only expressed their acceptance of Jesus of Nazareth as the Christ, but also 
got access to the power (duvnami~) of the Holy Spirit. On Pentecost (2:4) the Spirit was 
bestowed upon them (ejplhvsqhsan) on Pentecost - so that they experienced ultimate 
“liberation through the power of the Spirit” (Hays 1997:112-137). An example was thus 
set by God himself who “anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with 
power (duvnami~): who went about doing good (eujergetwǹ), and healing all those 
possessed by the devil; for God was with him (10:38). The power and the role of the 
Holy Spirit become central for understanding the early believers’ behaviour, which is 
driven by the power of God’s Spirit (cf. Steyn 1999:391-398 and 1998:21-27). Simon 
the Magician “boasted that he was someone great, and all the people, both high and low, 
gave him their attention and exclaimed, ‘This man is the divine power (hJ duvnami~ toù 
qeoù) known as the Great Power’ (hJ kaloumevnh megavlh)” (8:9-10). However, when he 
sees that “the Spirit was given (divdotai to; pneùma) with the laying on of the apostles’ 
hands, he offered them money and said, ‘Give me also this ability (th;n ejxousivan 
tauvthn) so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit’” (8:18-
19). This shows the difference in powers with Peter’s coming from the Holy Spirit. His 
behaviour and abilities result from his relationship with God. In the following cases it 
should be noted how the role of the Spirit is directly linked with the preceding action or 
the action that follows. It is closely connected with the following:  
i. “Initiation” – receiving the ‘gift of the Holy Spirit’: Repentance and baptism 

(metanohvsate kai; baptisqhvtw) “in the name of Jesus Christ” lead to receiving 
the gift (dwreav) of the Holy Spirit (2:38), and not merely the act of believing and 
being baptised by John’s baptism of repentance (19:2-5). Luke’s Peter recalled that 
Jesus had said “John baptised with water, but you will be baptised with the Holy 
Spirit” (11:16). “Von der Ethik des Teilens in der Johannesjüngerschaft 
unterscheidet sich die Ethik der koinonia in der Kirche, wo der heilige Geist, den die 
Glaubenden empfangen, das ungeteilte ‘Ganze’ des Miteinanderlebens ermöglicht” 
(Pesch 1986:b:166). It is only after having been baptised “in the name of the Lord 
Jesus” that the Holy Spirit came upon the Ephesian disciples so that they spoke in 
tongues and prophesied (19:6). And the “circumcised believers” who came with 
Peter to Cornelius’ house “were astonished that the gift (dwreav) of the Holy Spirit 
had been poured out even on the Gentiles” (10:45). “They have received the Holy 
Spirit just as the circumcised believers had” (10:47) – thus God gave them the same 
gift (dwreav) as he gave to the circumcised Jews (11:17). Peter and John prayed for 
those new believers in Samaria so that they may receive the Holy Spirit (8:15). 

ii. Calling to ministry via the Holy Spirit: The calling of Matthias to replace Judas, as 
well as the calling of the seven deacons, that of Barnabas and Saul/Paul, and the 
Ephesian elders are all closely linked with the role of the Holy Spirit. Long ago, the 
Holy Spirit, through the mouth of David, spoke in the Scriptures about Judas (1:16) 
– which should (e[dei, 1:16; dei`, 1:21) lead to his replacement. Later, the seven 
deacons had t to be chosen on the basis of them being known to be full of the Spirit 
(plhvrei~ pneuvmato~) and full of wisdom (6:3). The Holy Spirit’s calling 
(ajforivsate) of Barnabas and Saul took place (13:2) during their worshiping 
(leitourgouvntwn) of the Lord and fasting (nhsteuovntwn). These two were sent on 
their way by the Holy Spirit (13:4). So too is Paul, for instance, on his way to 
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Jerusalem (20:22) compelled by the Spirit. It is also the Holy Spirit who made the 
Ephesian elders overseers “of all the flock”, like shepherds (20:28-29). 

iii. Proclamation because of the Spirit: The disciples were promised to receive power 
when the Holy Spirit would come on them, and they would be witnesses (e[sesqev 
mou mavrture~, 1:8). All were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak 
(h[rxanto laleiǹ) in other tongues” (eJtevrai~ glwvssai~) as the Spirit enabled 
them (2:4). Those God-fearing Jews present “from every nation under heaven” 
“heard them speaking in his own language” (h[kouon eiJ~ e{kasto~ th̀/ ijdiva/ 
dialevktw/, 2:6-7). After Peter and John reported to their own people what had 
happened to them at the Sanhedrin, the people prayed, the place was shaken “and 
they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly” 
(ejlavloun to;n lovgon tou` qeoù meta; parrhsiva~, 4:31). As Peter spoke 
(lalouǹto~ ... ta; rJhvmata taut̀a) to Cornelius and his household, the Holy Spirit 
came on those who heard the message (ejpi; pavnta~ tou;~ ajkouvonta~ to;n lovgon, 
10:44; cf. also 11:15).  

iv. Predictions about events in the future made possible by the Spirit: The Spirit told 
Peter that three men were looking for him, that he should get up and go downstairs, 
that he should not hesitate to go with them, for the Spirit had sent them (10:20; 
11:12). Agabus “predicted through the Spirit that a severe famine would spread over 
the entire Roman world” – which indeed occurred during the reign of Claudius 
(11:28). This prophet, Agabus, came down from Judea to Caesarea and “took Paul’s 
belt, bound his own feet and hands with it, and said, ‘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’” (21:10-11). Paul was already aware of the Spirit 
who had warned him that when he would be going to Jerusalem (20:23), prison and 
hardship were awaiting him. The disciples in Tyre also told Paul “through the Spirit” 
not to proceed to Jerusalem (21:4).  

v. Church decisions with the Spirit: The decision not to burden the gentile believers in 
Antioch, Syria and Cilicia (15:28) was a joint decision between the church in 
Jerusalem and the Holy Spirit. (Cf. McIntosch 2003:131-147). 

The main thrust of the kerygma in Acts, which sets the tone and the imperative for the actions 
(ethos) that follow, is thus ethical. The early Christian believers are presented as people 
driven in a dynamic way by their conviction about God’s plan, the salvivic name of Christ 
and the gift of the power of the Holy Spirit. In the words of Weiser (1985:684): “Lukas macht 
bewußt, daß trotz Gefangenschaft und Tot der Zeugen sich die Botschaft unaufhaltsam weiter 
ausbreitet. Sie ist von Gottes Kraft getragen” “... daß die Kirche die gleiche Botschaft 
verkündet wie einst Jesus”. 

 
4.  ETHOS IN ACTS 

 
Apart from the kerygma, which can mainly be found in the speeches, Acts consists in the 
main of the actions or behaviour of the Apostles. “The major story line,” according to 
Tannehill (1990:43), “is carried by a series of connected dramatic scenes”. Through narrative 
and historical accounts – the latter being a controversial issue amongst Lukan scholars – the 
reader perceives theology in action. It is a historical book that distinguishes itself with a clear 
theological purpose (Dibelius 1973:192). Barrett (2004b:cxviii) aptly describes this 
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theologised history, or historised theology, in the sense that “Acts is a most valuable historical 
source for the history of early Christianity; but it attains its full value only when used with the 
strictest – historical and theological – criticism”. The kerygma-driven actions of the apostles 
formed a first concentric circle, a wave that moved on from the centre of the imperative of 
Christ’s life and message. Jesus was accredited by God himself, he was made “Christ and 
Lord” and he acted out God’s plan. This was the beginning of a movement to which the 
apostles would testify as witnesses. They formed the initial circle of action takers who would 
set the trend for the second concentric circle, consisting of the broader circle of first believers, 
which, in turn, sets in motion further waves of testimony to continue “to the ends of the earth” 
(1:8). Their witness would not only consist of their kerygma, as seen in the contents of the 
speeches, but would to a large extent be based on what they were doing and on how they 
behaved as early believers of Christ. No wonder then that Schrage (1988:152-161) dealt with 
the ethics in Acts as the portrayal of “the Christian life in Luke” and that Verhey (1984:92-
102) understood it as “an ethic of care and respect”. What appears to have influenced Luke to 
a large extent in his description of the expansion of the early Christian church, is a number of 
Christian qualities. White (1979:126) summarises the situation aptly:  

From the few characters he actually describes, we may infer the kind of people whom 

Luke regarded as typical products of the new faith. He makes Stephen and Barnabas 

singularly attractive, broad in sympathy, strong in conviction, Stephen is especially 

marked by courage, and by his Christlike death, praying for his tormentors; Barnabas by 

his gracious friendliness, his readiness to recognise good, and particularly by his loyalty 

to those in need of encouragement at crises in their lives – Paul, John Mark, and the 

Antioch church are examples. Tabitha, full of good works and acts of charity, deeply and 

widely lamented at her death, was also of a strongly practical quality that appealed to 

Luke’s mind. 

 

4.1  Performing miracles: “Wonders and signs” 

 
The apostles did (ejgivneto) “many wonders and signs” (pollav te tevrata kai; shmeìa, 
2:43). Stephen too did (ejpoivei) “great wonders and miracles (tevrata kai; shmei`a megavla) 
among the people”, being “full of faith and power” (6:8). Philip continued in the same 
tradition, so that his audience “heard and saw the miracles which he did” (ta; shmei`a a} 
ejpoivei) and “with one accord gave heed to the things that he spoke” (8:6). Even Simon the 
Magician, who became a believer and was baptised and continued with Philip, “wondered, 
beholding the miracles and signs which were done” (qewrẁn te shmei`a kai; dunavmei~ 
megavla~ ginomevna~ ejxivstato, 8:13).  

It is said of Paul and Barnabas that the Lord “confirmed the message of his grace by 
enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders” (didovnti shmei`a kai;; tevrata 
givnesqai) through their hands in Iconium (14:3). It is also said of them that they “hazarded 
(paradedwkovsi) their lives for the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (15:25-26) and that God 
“wrought (ejpoivei) special miracles by the hands of Paul” (dunavmei~ te ouj ta;~ tucouvsa~), 
(19:11-12). These “wonders and signs” mainly took on the form of healings, resurrections 
from death and exorcisms and are therefore strikingly modelled on the ministry of Jesus 
himself.  
(a) Healings: Peter and John healed a lame man at the temple in Jerusalem, commanding 

him “in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth” to walk (3:1-10) (cf. Steyn 1996:39-48) – 
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similarly, Paul and Barnabas would later heal a lame man at Lystra, whom Paul “saw 
that he had faith to be healed” (14:10). This leads the people there to proclaim the two in 
Lycaonian as the gods Jupiter and Mercury, offering oxen and garlands to them as 
sacrifices (14:11-13). The apostles’ miraculous healing powers are portrayed in passages 
such as those relating to Peter and Paul: “people brought the sick into the streets and laid 
them on beds and mats so that at least Peter’s shadow might fall on some of them as he 
passed by. Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick 
and those tormented by evil spirits, and all of them were healed” (5:15-16). Paul, in a 
strikingly similar way, – through God performed –“extraordinary miracles”, “so that 
even handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were taken to the sick, and their 
illnesses were cured and the evil spirits left them” (19:11-12).  

(b) Resurrections: Peter raised Tabitha, alias Dorcas, (who was a disciple and who “was full 
of good works and almsdeeds” herself, 9:36) from death “after he kneeled down, and 
prayed” (9:40). This is similar to the narratives about Elijah with the son of the widow 
of Sarepta (1 Ki 17), and similar to those about Jesus with the son of the widow of Nain 
(Lk 7:11-17). Paul too, raised the young man, Eutychus, from death after he had fallen 
from the third loft during Paul’s long sermon in Troas (20:9-10).  

(c) Excorcisms: In 5:16 and 19:12 referred to above, “those tormented by evil spirits” were 
all healed by Peter and the apostles and “the evil spirits left”. Paul also explicitly proves 
his exorcism powers, having driven the python-spirit from the slave girl in Philippi 
(16:16-21).  

In performing miracles, the apostles represented the continuing work of Christ himself. 
 

4.2 Money, material possessions and sharing 

 
White’s statement (1979:127) that apart from the implicit demand to be different, “the only 
other reference Luke makes to the ethical thought of the earliest church is his description of 
the so-called ‘communist experiment’ of Acts 2:43-54, 4:32-37)”, cannot be agreed with. It 
definitely is not “the only other reference” and is a narrow perspective of what ethics and 
ethos entail. Fact is, Luke stated that “all the believers were together and had everything in 
common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need” (kaqovti 
a[n ti~ creivan eijcen, 2:44-45). This is further confirmed in Acts: “All the believers were 
one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they 
shared everything they had” (hjn aujtoi`~ a{panta koinav, 4:32). The “fellowship” (koinwniva, 
2:44) was “depicted as the sharing of property” (Conzelmann 1987:23). According to 
Schneider (1980:290), the two summaries in 2:42-47 and in 4:32-35 “macht die Aussage von 
der ‘Gütergemeinschaft’ bzw. von der Hergabe des Besitzes zu einem Topos”. Tannehill 
(1990:43,45) confirms that it is the two summaries in 2:42-47 and 4:32-35 which in particular 
introduce a distinct emphasis on the church as a unity and as a sharing community – which 
“relates directly to a major topic in Jesus’ teaching in Luke.” This is a clear example of how 
Jesus’ ethic in Luke’s gospel leads to the ethos of the early church in Acts, Luke’s second 
work. The gist is captured by Pesch (1986a:132) when he states that “Lukas möchte 
zweifellos das Bild der ‘ecclesia primitiva’, das er übermittelt, als verpflichtend-stimulierend 
verstanden wissen”.  

Based on the information from these two summaries, the early Christians seemed to 
have either sold all their belongings and shared it with the poor, or have entered into a state of 
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community of property amongst each other. The first, the selling of everything and sharing it 
with the poor, was an ascetic idealistic practice which was common amongst communities 
such as the community of Therapeutae, described by Philo of Alexandria, and amongst those 
who dwelled in the vicinity of the Dead Sea. This deliberately chosen state of poverty also 
resonated in the lifestyle of John the Baptist, as well as in Jesus’s lifestyle, the contents of his 
preaching and his expectations of discipleship. This practice was different from the social 
class system of antiquity with ascetic ideals, which was surfacing. The emphasis here is on 
the fact that this was an intended idealistic practice. The question then arises whether the 
early Christians perceived it as noble to sell everything in order to share it with the poor. 
However, different types of poor people are discerned in antiquity and “a number of other 
people among whom might be found beggars are referred to as ptwcoiv in Luke and translated 
as poor in the English bible” (Speckman 1997:334). White (1979:128) is correct in stating 
that “... there is no suggestion that poverty was the rule, or sharing one’s goods the 
precondition, of church membership” – a viewpoint taken by Conzelmann (1987:24) too: 
“Luke does not present this way of life as a norm for the organisation of the church in his own 
time”.. There was, clearly, no universal and public vow of poverty or common ownership 
(Acts 12:12, 16:15, 24:26, 28:30) – as the repeated appeal for generous giving sufficiently 
shows”. “Whereas the institution of a communal purse was explicitly regulated in writing at 
Qumran, the action taken by these early disciples of Jesus was intended to be voluntary” 
(Bruce 1989:100-101). Capper (1998:499) agrees with this viewpoint: “... the later chapters of 
Acts do not suggest that he wished his readers to institute formal property-sharing 
arrangements. Rather, his model becomes almsgiving.” 

The second alternative, i.e. sharing amongst each other, seems more probable here – 
especially in light of the fact that the word ptwvco~ is not at all used in Acts, although it 
appears ten times in Luke’s gospel. Meeks (1993:203) sees a link with Deuteronomy: “The 
early disciples in Jerusalem are depicted as realizing ... the Deuteronomistic picture of Israel’s 
sacral beginnings in the wilderness, when ‘there was no needy person among them’” (4:32-
37). “From time to time those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from 
the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need” 
(4:34-35). It is against this background that “Joseph, a Levite from Cyprus, whom the apostles 
called Barnabas, sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at the apostles’ feet” 
(4:36-37). It is also against this background that Ananias and Sapphira sold a piece of 
property. With Sapphira having full knowledge of it, Ananias kept a part of the money and 
brought the rest to the apostles as if it had been the full amount. They in fact created the 
impression of having given something which they had not, and so tried to live a lie “that Satan 
has so filled their hearts that they have lied to the Holy Spirit” (5:3). The seriousness of this 
type of behaviour is illustrated by the fact that both “fell down and died” when confronted by 
Peter (5:1-11). Cornelius, a centurion from the Italian Regiment, on the other hand, “gave 
generously to those in need” (poiwǹ ejlehmosuvna~ polla;~ tẁ/ laẁ/, 10:2), even before his 
conversion to Christianity. Paul did not want to be a burden to those whom he ministered to 
either and opted to sustain himself. He worked as a tentmaker and supplied in his own needs 
and those of the others with him. He had “not coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. 
They know that his hands have supplied his own needs and those of his companions”. In this 
way he set an example “that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering 
the words the Lord Jesus said himself: This is another means of sharing and Luke’s Paul 
clearly states that one is “more blessed to give than to receive” (20:33-35). This is an 
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excellent example of how Paul’s behaviour (ethos) is determined by his understanding of the 
instruction from Jesus (ethic). 

As the disciples’ numbers, there were complaints from the Greek speaking Jews 
levelled at Hebrew speaking Jews to the effect that the widows of the former “were being 
overlooked in the daily distribution of food” (6:1). It leads to the appointment of the seven 
men who assumed this responsibility (6:3). This attitude of sharing possessions and 
responsibilities became an integral part of the very being of the early Church so that the non-
Jewish Christians collected money to bring relief to Jewish Christians in Judea suffering from 
the drought and famine in Judea (11:29-30; 24:17). 
 In contrast with the Christians’ sharing attitude and with the metaphor of God (note 
here, not Christ) who bought his church with his own blood (20:28), Simon Magician wants 
to buy the ability to lay hands on people so that they could receive the Holy Spirit. This is an 
act of bribery. Felix displays a similar attitude when he had hoped that Paul would offer him 
money (24:26). In the burning of the books worth 50,000 pieces of silver (19:19), in 
comparison to the conviction that the ethic contained in these books was no longer conducive 
to the ethos of the new Christians, the financial loss does not come into the equation. 
 
4.3  “Breaking bread”   

 
Since its beginning, the early church attached a special meaning to the act of “breaking bread 
together”. It reminded the early Christians of Christ’s words at the last supper and they 
continued to see the symbolism of his broken body in the breaking of the bread. It is, 
therefore, understandable that they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and 
fellowship, and in the “breaking of bread” (th̀/ klavsei tou` a[rtou, 2:42) – within a Jewish-
Christian context (Vermaak & Van Rensburg 2001:587). They continued with breaking bread, 
going from house to house (klwǹtev~...a[rton, 2:46) on a daily basis. In Troas, on “the first 
day of the week they came together to break bread” (klavsai a[rton, 20:7). Conzelmann 
pointed out that “the breaking of the bread does not mean only the rite at the beginning of the 
meal, but rather the meal itself”. According to him, Luke in this instance thinks of the 
ordinary daily meal without distinguishing between it and the Eucharist (1987:23). After 
having raised Eutychus, Paul went back upstairs where he was busy with his long sermon 
“and broke bread and ate” (klavsa~ to;n a[rton, 20:11). When they were shipwrecked and 
were drifting on the Adriatic Sea, Paul urged the centurion and the soldiers to take food, since 
they have not eaten for two weeks, whereupon Paul “took some bread and gave thanks to God 
in front of them all, then broke it and began to eat” (a[rton...klavsa~, 27:35).  

Peter’s arrest by King Herod during the Feast of Unleavened Bread (hJmevrai tẁn 
ajzuvmwn) with the intention of putting him on public trial after the Passover (12:3-4), is related 
to the aforegoing. Paul and his delegation “sailed from Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened 
Bread” (hJmevra~ twǹ ajzuvmwn, 20:6). 

The sharing attitude of the Christians became visible not only in the sharing of 
material possessions and money, but also in fellowship during their common meals. As a new 
family, they belonged together and ate together. 
 

4.4 Hospitality and care 
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In Luke’s account in Acts an ethos of hospitality and care amongst the early Christians is 
unfolding. It is striking to note how the early Christians were involved in ministry and 
assisted the apostles in prayer and action, in times of danger and persecution, in hospitality 
and in care. Peter was a guest of Simon the Tanner in Joppa (meìnai...parav, 9:43; 
xenivzetai, 10:18,32). After the conversion of Cornelius and his household, they “asked Peter 
to stay with them for a few days” (ejpimeìnai, 10:48). When Peter was in prison, “the church 
was earnestly praying to God for him” (proseuch;...ejktenw`~, 12:5). Afterwards, he went to 
the house of John Mark’s mother, Mary (12:12). Paul, in turn, was saved by his followers in 
Damascus when they “lowered him by night in a basket through an opening in the wall” after 
the Jews there conspired to kill him (9:25). When he was stoned in Lystra and was left for 
dead outside the city, the “disciples had gathered around him” (14:20). Later, Paul and 
Barnabas returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, “strengthening the disciples and 
encouraging them to remain true to the faith.” They appointed elders for  the believers in 
Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, in each church, putting their trust in them (14:22-23). In 
Thessalonica, Paul was sent away by the brothers to Berea “as soon as it was night” (17:10). 
In Berea, the brothers “immediately” sent Paul to the coast because the Thessalonian Jews 
had learnt that he was there, and those who helped him to get away, then escorted him to 
Athens (17:14-15). During the riot in Ephesus, when Paul wanted to “appear before the 
crowd”, “the disciples would not let him. Even some of the officials of the province, friends 
of Paul, sent him a message begging him not to venture into the theatre” (19:30-31). It was 
Barnabas who introduced Paul to the apostles in Jerusalem, convincing them that Paul now 
“preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus” (9:27). But it was during Paul’s journeys that the 
hospitality of the believers shown towards him and his company became most apparent. Paul 
and Barnabas stayed for “a long time with the disciples” in Antioch after they had gathered 
the church there and had told them “all that God had done through them and how he had 
opened the door of faith to the Gentiles” (14:28). At the end of Paul’s first missionary 
journey, Paul and Barnabas were welcomed in Jerusalem “by the church and the apostles and 
elders” (15:4). In Philippi, after Lydia and the members of her household were baptised, she 
invited Paul and his company to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she 
said, “come and stay at my house” – persuading them to do so (16:15, cf. also 16:40). Also in 
Philippi, the jailer “brought them into his house and set a meal before them” (16:34). In 
Corinth, Paul stayed “for a year and a half” (18:11) with Aquila and Priscilla “because he was 
a tentmaker as they were” (18:3). When they moved to Ephesus, Aquila and Priscilla asked 
Paul to spend more time with them, but he declined (18:20). They later took the Jew, Apollos, 
a native from Alexandria who “was a learned man, with a thorough knowledge of the 
Scriptures” into their house (18:24-26). In other instances Paul and his company stayed with 
the disciples in Tyre (21:4) for seven days, with the brothers in Ptolemais for one day (21:7) 
and stayed for several days in Caesarea in the house of Phillip, the evangelist, one of the 
seven (21:8-10). As they proceeded to Jerusalem, “some of the disciples from Caesarea also 
came along and brought him to the house of Mnason of Cyprus, an early disciple, with whom 
they were to stay” (21:15-16). When Paul and his company arrived in Jerusalem (21:17), the 
brothers welcomed them warmly. At another occasion it was Paul’s turn to encourage and 
comfort those around him. After his arrest and on their way to Rome, they went through an 
ordeal at sea being caught up in the storm. In this instance Paul was the one who encouraged 
his company (Ac 27). When they finally reached shore safely in Malta, the islanders “showed 
them unusual kindness”, building a fire and welcoming them all “as it was raining and cold” 
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(28:2). Publius, the chief official of the island, cordially received them and gave them 
accommodation for three days – as his guests (28:7). After three months they left for Rome on 
board an Alexandrian ship. En route, they called at Puteoli where they “found some brothers 
who invited them to spend a week with them” (28:14). When they reached Rome, the 
“brothers there had heard that they were coming” and when Paul saw them “he thanked God 
and was encouraged” (28:15).  
 As part of the identity of the new Christian family, they displayed an attitude of 
hospitality and care towards each other. 
 

4.5  Prayer 

 
The prominence Luke gave to prayer in his Gospel, is continued in Acts where prayer forms 
an integral part of the apostles’ behaviour.  
(a) “Together constantly in prayer”: The disciples, along with the women, Mary the mother 

of Jesus and his brothers, “joined together constantly in prayer” (1:14). As is evidenced 
by Peter and John’s practice to go to the temple at three in the afternoon to pray (3:1), 
the early Christians continued this interaction with God. The role of a praying ministry 
was taken so seriously that the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and told them 
that it “would not be right for them to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order 
to wait on tables”. Hence this responsibility was given to the seven so that they could 
“give their attention to prayer and the ministry of the word” (6:2-4). Reference can also 
be made to Peter who was praying on his roof in Joppa (11:5) at about noon when 
Cornelius’ delegation was on its way to meet him (10:9). Cornelius, the centurion of the 
Italian Regiment, too was devout and God-fearing and “prayed to God regularly” 
(10:2,4) – admitting to Peter that “four days ago at three in the afternoon he was praying 
in his house” (10:30-31). The practice of prayer continues beyond Jesus and the 
immediate circle of his disciples to the earliest converts of Pentecost who “devoted 
themselves to ... prayer” (2:42). After his conversion (9:11), this devotion to prayer is 
precisely what Paul did in Damascus in Judas’ house on Straight Street. In another 
example Paul and his delegation went out on the Sabbath in search of “a place of prayer 
outside the city gate” (16:13,16) in the Roman colony of Philippi. In Ephesus, after 
Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesian elders, “he knelt down with all of them and 
prayed” (20:36). Moreover, when Paul left Tyre, the disciples and their wives and 
children knelt down on the beach and prayed with Paul and his company (21:5).  In his 
speech on the steps of the temple in Jerusalem, Paul spoke of how he prayed there in the 
temple (22:17).  

(b) Election for ministry: The disciples prayed when they had to choose between Joseph 
Barsabbas and Matthias (2:24). After the election of the seven, they were taken to the 
apostles “who prayed and laid their hands on them” (6:6). The same happened in the 
church in Antioch when Paul and Barnabas were set apart for their calling and the 
people “fasted and prayed, placing their hands on them and sending them off” (13:3). In 
turn, Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders for them in each church” and “with prayer 
and fasting, committed them to the Lord” (14:23).  

(c) Thanksgiving and praise: After Peter and John were released they “went back to their 
own people”, telling them of what had happened to them and “when they heard this, 
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they raised their voices together in prayer to God” (4:24). After they had prayed, the 
place shook and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (4:31). 

(d) In times of persecution and danger: When Stephen was being stoned, he prayed (7:59). 
During Peter’s imprisonment, the church interceded for him, “earnestly praying to God” 
(12:5). After he was freed with the help of the angel, he found “many people who 
gathered and who were praying” in the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark (12:12). 
During their imprisonment in Philippi, Paul and Silas “were praying and singing hymns 
to God” around midnight (16:25). During his defence before Agrippa in Caesarea, Paul 
said to Agrippa that it was his prayer that Agrippa would also become like he (Paul) was 
(26:29). Reference is also made to how en route to Rome the soldiers who were on the 
boat with Paul, were praying for daylight, as they feared that they would hit rocks after 
the storm on the Adriatic Sea (27:29).  

(e) Forgiveness: Peter said that Simon the Magician should repent and pray to the Lord: 
“Perhaps he will forgive him for having such a thought in his heart” (8:22), whereupon 
Simon asked Peter to pray for him to the Lord (intercession) so that nothing that Peter 
predicted, would happen to him (8:24). 

(f) Other special requests: Peter and John prayed for the believers in Samaria that they 
might receive the Holy Spirit (8:15). Peter “got down on his knees and prayed” before 
the resurrection of Tabitha (9:40). On the island of Malta Paul prayed for the recovery 
of Publius’ father from a high fever and dysentery, “placing his hands on him and 
healing him” (28:8). 

 

4.6  Mission 

 
According to Meeks (1993:205), “The ethic of Luke-Acts, while it has many subsidiary and 
mostly conventional elements, including the ideals of civic concord, communitarian 
economics, freedom, and courage, in its narrative dimension is principally a missionary 
ethic.” Tannehill (1990:43) too, is of the opinion that the major theme in 2:1 - 8:3 already 
“depicts the mission and its impact.”  
(a) Sharing “the word of the Lord” through the proclamation of the witnesses: Before 

Jesus’ ascension, he gave instructions through the Holy Spirit to the people whom he 
chose as apostles (ejnteilavmeno~ toi`~ ajpostovloi~ dia; pneuvmato~ aJgivou, 1:2). 
They would receive power (duvnamin) when the Holy Spirit came upon them and they 
would be Jesus’ witnesses (mavrture~) in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and to the ends of 
the earth (1:8) – a witnessing event which started on the day of Pentecost (Ac 2) and 
which was a “Konkretion des Heilswillens Gottes in der Geschichte” (Schreiber 
2002:69). Those who witnessed the events, asked the apostles what they should do (tiv 
poihvswmen, 2:37) to which Peter answered: “Repent and be baptised, every one of you, 
in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins” (2:38). This message was taken 
further, and despite numerous trials and persecutions, the apostles continued to proclaim 
that Jesus was the Christ (eujaggelizovmenoi to;n cristo;n jIhsouǹ, 5:41-42). 
(Eujaggelivzw is a commonly occurring word in the NT. All in all, it appears 54 times, 
almost half of the occurrences (25) can be found in Luke-Acts with 15 of those 
occurring in Acts alone. They continued “to testify with great power to the resurrection 
of the Lord Jesus” (dunavmei megavlh/ ajpedivdoun to; martuvrion oiJ ajpovstoloi th̀~ 
ajnastavsew~ tou` kurivou jIhsou`, 4:33). According to Luke, the Word of God (oJ lovgo~ 
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tou` qeoù) spread further and the number of believers in Jerusalem increased – and even 
included a great number of priests (6:7). Peter and John “testified and proclaimed the 
word of the Lord” (diamarturavmenoi kai; lalhvsante~ to;n lovgon tou` kurivou... 
eujhggelivzonto, 8:25). In his speech to Cornelius, Peter stated that the word of God is 
the gospel of peace which Jesus Christ brought – and this Jesus is Lord of all 
(eujaggelizovmeno~ eijrhvnhn dia; jIhsou` Cristou`, ou|tov~ ejstin pavntwn kuvrio~, 
10:36). The apostles and other believers throughout Judea heard that even non-Jews 
“received the word of God” (ejdevxanto to;n lovgon toù qeoù, 11:1). Stephen’s speech 
provided a summary of salvation history which ended in a climax in which the Jews 
were accused of being “uncircumsised in their hearts and their ears and they always 
resist the Holy Spirit” (ajperivtmhtoi kardivai~ kai; toì~ wjsivn, uJmei`~ ajei; tw/̀ 
pneuvmati tw/̀ aJgivw/ ajntipivptete, 7:51). In this speech they were furthermore accused 
of having betrayed and murdered the Righteous One (7:52). After the death of Stephen, 
the Christian believers moved out into the regions of Judea and Samaria (8:1) and 
continued to proclaim the word (eujaggelizovmenoi to;n lovgon) as far as they went 
(8:4). In this manner, some refugees reached Antioch and proclaimed the message that 
Jesus is the Christ to the Greek speaking Jews living there (eujaggelizovmenoi to;n 
kuvrion jIhsouǹ, 11:20). In Samaria, Philip proclaimed “the gospel of the kingdom of 
God and the name of Jesus Christ” (eujaggelizomevnw/ peri; th̀~ basileiva~ tou` qeoù 
kai; tou` ojnovmato~  jIhsou` Cristou`, 8:12). The Ethiopian eunuch wanted to know 
from Philip who the person was of whom the prophet spoke in Isaiah 53. This provides 
the opportunity for Philip to start from Isaiah 53 and to proclaim the Gospel about Jesus 
(eujhggelivsato aujtw/̀ to;n jIhsouǹ, 8:35) – which would find its way to Africa after 
this incident. Philip proclaimed the gospel (eujaggelivzeto, 8:40) on all his travels. 
Paul, who was present when Stephen was killed, declared how he, before he became a 
Christian, persecuted the followers of “the Way”, arresting men and women and 
throwing them into prison. But his Damascus experience changed his ethic. In his 
reconstruction of the event in Acts 22, the Lukan Paul quoted the words of Jesus on five 
occasions in his speech to the Jerusalem Jews (22:7,8,10,18, 21). The first quote takes 
on the form of a question posed to Paul with regard to his attitude towards persecution. 
The second occurrence is a revelation of the identity of Jesus himself. In response to 
Paul’s request for guidance on what he had to do (tiv poihvsw, kuvrie;), the Lord’s last 
three answers  instruct him with imperatives (v.10: ajnastav~, poreuvou; v.18: speùson, 
e[xelqe; v.21: poreuvou) on what to do (poih̀sai, 22:10). These imperatives were later 
followed up by the vision of the Lord during Paul’s trial by the Sanhedrin (qavrsei, deì, 
marturh̀sai, 23:11). Paul was no longer driven by his zeal for the Jewish Law, but was 
now driven by a change in attitude towards the Christians and a conviction that Jesus is 
the Christ (22:3-21). After having preached fearlessly in the name of Jesus 
(ejparrhsiavsato ejn tw/̀ ojnovmati tou`  jIhsou`, 9:27) in Damascus, Paul then “moved 
about freely in Jerusalem, speaking boldly in the name of the Lord (parrhsiazovmeno~ 
ejn tw/̀ ojnovmati tou` kurivou, 9:28). He reached out to Jews and Greeks (cf. 18:4), 
spreading the “good news”, by starting in the Jewish synagogues of the places he 
visited. He shared the message about Christ’s persecution which had taken place 
according to the Scriptures (peri; aujtou` gegrammevna, 13:29), spreading the message 
that God had resurrected Jesus from death, and that he had appeared to a number of 
people after his resurrection. These people now became his witnesses (oi{tine~ nun 
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eijsin mavrture~ aujtou`, 13:31) and were proclaiming the good news 
(eujaggelizovmeqa, 13:32) that God had fulfilled his promise through the resurrection of 
Christ. Those who were listening to Paul and his companions should know that what 
was proclaimed (kataggevlletai) to them, was the forgiveness of sins through Jesus 
(13:38-39). Paul and his companions continued their proclamation (eujaggelivzw) in 
Lystra (14:7,15), Derbe (14:21), Antioch (15:35), Macedonia (16:10) and in Athens 
(17:18). McDonald (1998:18) aptly summarises the situation how mission was central to 
the Christian’ community’s ethos: “...the Christian community as a whole was oriented 
towards mission. Its messianic faith was concerned with salvation, with the call to 
repentance and decision, and with baptism and nurture in the faith community. Mission 
was a dominical command, as well as the logical expression of the community’s very 
being”.  

(b) Seizing the opportunities: Following the events in the various places, it became clear 
that Paul, in particular, seized the opportunities in Antioch in Pisidia (13:15-16), 
Iconium (14:3), in the cities of Lycaonia, Lystra and Derbe (14:6-7), Antioch 
(15:32,35), Philippi (16:27-28,30), Thessalonia (17:2), Athens (17:16-17,22) and in 
Corinth (18:4-5), etc. 

(c) Inculturation of the message: Circumcision was “a boundary-marker, the mark of 
belonging to the Jewish politeia. In this regard, the Jewish Christians affirmed their 
allegiance” (McDonald 1998:16). The believers in Jerusalem accused Peter of having 
gone “into the house of uncircumcised men and ate with them” (11:3), whereupon he 
told them of his vision of the sheet and the unclean animals. “The threefold divine voice 
declares all meat clean. With such divine authority, the praxis of the Jewish Christian 
mission may freely implement the tradition of Deuteronomy 12.15...” (McDonald 
1998:19). The shift between the identity of Jews and early Christians which thus started 
to take place, was an extremely important one. “The hardliners among the Jewish 
Christians argued that the Mosaic Law required every member of Israel to be 
circumcised and that if Gentiles wanted the benefits of membership they must comply: 
‘Unless you are circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved’ 
(Acts 15.1; cf. 15.5)” (McDonald 1998:19). The situation with regard to the non-Jewish 
Christians was different though.  Their ethic was no longer as prescriptive as it was 
during the rigid law-boundedness of the OT times (cf. 15:10,24,28; 22:3,12; 23:3; 25:8; 
28:23). They were now driven by the power of the Spirit, by the conviction that Jesus is 
the Christ and by an attitude which reflected the teaching of Christ.   

(d) Multilingualism: The first step towards spreading the word about Christ occurred when  
language barriers were overcome. On Pentecost, those who were present and witnessed 
the event, heard the apostles speaking in their own languages (2:7-11). Dialevkto~ is 
used – a word that only occurs in Acts (1:19; 2:6,8; 21:40; 22:2; 26:14).  The word 
glw`ssa, which frequently occurs in the NT, is also used (Ac 2:3-4,11; 10:46; 19:6). 
The latter two instances probably intend to demonstrate that God’s word, in the past 
known to bemainly in Aramaic or Hebrew, is now also used in a prophetic manner in 
other languages. Thus, there seems to be an awareness and a sensitivity on Luke’s part  
with regard to language differences – which  indeed forms part of his universalistic 
tendency. In a number of instances he provides both the Semitic and the Greek names of 
his characters: Joseph Barsabbas - Justus (1:23); Joseph - Barnabas (4:36); Tabitha - 
Dorcas (9:36); Saul – Paul (13:9); Simon – Peter (10:5,18); John – Mark (12:12,25); etc. 
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Timothy’s mother was a Jew while his father was Greek (16:1). Paul wanted to take 
Timothy with him to Lystra, but because of the Jews who lived there and the fact that it 
was widely known that his father was Greek, Paul cicumcised him before going to 
Lystra (16:3). A certain amount of  tension between Greek and Hebrew speakers – even 
though both groups were Jews, is described (6:1). In Jerusalem, the Greek speaking 
Jews wanted to kill Paul (9:29). In Iconium, many “Jews and Greeks” became 
converted, although the Jews who did not want to accept this message, instigated the 
non-Jews so that the city became divided (14:1-4). In Thessalonia, some Jews  as well as 
a great number of Greeks became converted (17:4). Paul apparently used Greek in his 
deliberations with the people in Athens (17:28) and with the commander of the Roman 
troops (21:37), but Hebrew or Aramaic, when he addressed the Jewish crowd in 
Jerusalem (21:40; 22:2). 

Driven by conviction (their ethic), the early Christians acted out (their ethos) that which  they 
believed. The main thrust of the apostles’ actions, thus focuses on ethos. When Paul was 
captured in Jerusalem following the misunderstanding that he had brought the Greek person, 
Trofimus, with him into the temple, the commander wanted to know what Paul “had done” 
(pepoihkwv~, 21:33). These early Christians pushed the frontiers out, boldly reaching out and 
sharing their conviction through missionary activities, or acts of witnessing. It resulted in an 
ever enlarging group of believers who shared a new identity. In the words of Barrett 
(2004a:56), Luke “wished to paint a picture of the life and preaching of the earliest church 
that would provide instruction and inspiration for his contemporaries, and he wished to show 
how the Gospel had been taken beyond the Judaism in which it was cradled into the Gentile 
world”. 
 

4.7  Non-Christian pratices 

 
As part of the decisions taken at the Jerusalem Council, James was of the opinion that the 
Christians should not make it difficult for non-Jewish converts who wanted to join their ranks. 
Circumcision as a physical marker of membership was now no longer compulsary for non-
Jews who wanted to become Christians. However, clear boundaries with regard to their 
practices and behaviour had been set.“For Moses has been preached in every city from the 
earliest times and is read in the synagogues on every Sabbath” (15:21). These practices 
included consumption of food polluted by idols, sexual immorality, eating the meat of 
strangled animals and abstinence from blood (15:20,29; 21:25). 
 
3.  CONCLUSION 

 
As a community with a new identity, defined by “the name of the Lord Jesus Christ”, and 
being baptised in the name of Christ, the early Christians belonged to a new family and a new 
household. They were driven by the conviction that Jesus of Nazareth is Lord and Christ 
(2:36). This conviction (confession) formed the basis of their ethics. What had happened to 
Jesus was all part of God’s divine plan - which was now unfolding in their own acts. God 
remains the ultimate Subject of all that happened and the events surrounding Jesus were 
foreknown by God. In this sense, Acts portrays a prominent theological-ethical dimension. 
The apostles were not taking the honour themselves, but pointed to God (14:11-15; 15:4,12; 
19:17; 20:21,24) – in contrast to Herod (12:21-23) who wanted all the honour for himself. 
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They were merely responsible for “the church of God, which he has purchased with his own 
blood” (20:28). 

The power of God is shared when the power of the Holy Spirit was received by 
believers. The presence of God in the earliest beginnings of the Church was a presence 
through the Spirit. The actions, decisions and proclamation of the apostles and the early 
Church communities were directed by the guidance of the Spirit. The life and ministry of 
Jesus became the ultimate example for early Christian behaviour. This example was now 
being followed by those who had witnessed these events and who were now testifying to it. 
Their testimony (proclamation) went beyond mere talk, beyond speech and sermon, for it 
became a lifestyle. They followed and led by the example of Christ. This is clearly seen in the 
ethos represented in Acts. The performance of miracles, the early Christians’ attitude towards 
material posessions, their community (fellowship) in common meals, their care for each other, 
the central place of prayer in their lives and their missionary activities became the elements of 
the Christian church. The closely-knit fabric of the early house congregations is one in which 
meals were shared, where people prayed together (2:42) and where they cared for each other. 
Their caring attitude is seen in their emotional and material support given to congregations 
(eg during the famine Ac 19-20) and to each other (20:2). The ethos of the early Christians 
thus becomes evident in the socio-ecclesiological dimension portrayed by Luke in Acts.  

 Driven by their conviction that Jesus is the Christ, the early Christians courageously 
testified about their conviction to all. Always pushing the frontiers, they moved into a multi-
cultural and multi-lingual context – already present on Pentecost day (Ac 2) – to the “ends of 
the earth” (1:8). The ethos of the early Christians extended beyond the identity of their own 
circle. Luke portrays the first Christians in a didactic-missionary dimension (18:24-28), using 
missionary speeches, specialised ministries (such as at Antioch, 13:1; 15:22), and “teaching 
from house to house” (20:20, cf. Neyrey 2003:69-102), because “what must take place is the 
‘growth’ of the ‘word of God’” (Meeks 1993:204).  
 Being driven by conviction (ethic) and attitude (ethos), has a clear consequential 
dimension in Acts. The consequences of the early Christians’ behaviour became clear in the 
reactions of others (14:4). In typical Lukan style, working with pairs, or by contrasting two 
narratives with each other, these reactions are seen in the ministries of Peter and Paul, the 
selling of property by Joseph (Barnabas) and by Annanias, the acceptance of the gospel by 
some and the rejection thereof by others. There is acceptance by some (18:8; 19:18-19) and 
rejection by others (5:41; 14:5-6,19; 16:19-22; 17:5-9; 18:6,12). (For similar contrasting and 
dividing reactions, cf. Steyn 2005: 47-71).  
 In this way, Luke’s Acts of the Apostles became a resource for Christian ethos and 
ethics with “transformative potential” (Mouton 1997:245) which greatly influenced Christian 
behaviour during the centuries. 
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