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Welcome

The Bible is at the heart of what it means to be a Christian. It is the Spirit-inspired word of God for us. It reveals
to us the God who created, redeemed, and guides us still.
It speaks to us personally and as a church. It forms the
basis of our public liturgical life and our private prayer
lives. It urges us to live worthily and justly, to love tenderly
and wholeheartedly, and to be a part of building God’s
kingdom here on earth.
Though it was written a long time ago, in the context
of a very different culture, the Bible is no relic of the past.
Catholic biblical scholarship is among the best in the world,
and in our time and place, we have unprecedented access
to it. By making use of solid scholarship, we can discover
much about the ancient culture and religious practices that
shaped those who wrote the various books of the Bible.
With these insights, and by praying with the words of
Scripture, we allow the words and images to shape us as
disciples. By sharing our journey of faithful listening to
God’s word with others, we have the opportunity to be
stretched in our understanding and to form communities
of love and learning. Ultimately, studying and praying
with God’s word deepens our relationship with Christ.
The Acts of the Apostles, Part One
Acts 1:1–15:35
The resource you hold in your hands is divided into
five lessons. Each lesson involves personal prayer and
study using this book and the experience of group prayer,
discussion, and wrap-up lecture.
If you are using this resource in the context of a small
group, we suggest that you meet five times, discussing one
lesson per meeting. Allow about 90 minutes for the small
group gathering. Small groups function best with eight to
twelve people to ensure good group dynamics and to allow
all to participate as they wish.
Some groups choose to have an initial gathering before
their regular sessions begin. This allows an opportunity to
meet one another, pass out books, and, if desired, view the
optional intro lecture for this study available on the “Resources” page of the Little Rock Scripture Study website
(www.littlerockscripture.org). Please note that there is only
one introductory lecture for two-part studies.
Every Bible study group is a little bit different. Some
of our groups like to break each lesson up into two weeks
of study so they are reading less each week and have more
time to discuss the questions together at their weekly gath7

erings. If your group wishes to do this, simply agree how
much of each lesson will be read each week, and only answer the questions that correspond to the material you
read. Wrap-up lectures can then be viewed at the end of
every other meeting rather than at the end of every meeting. Of course, this will mean that your study will last
longer, and your group will meet more times.
WHAT MATERIALS WILL YOU USE?
The materials in this book include:
• The text of the Acts of the Apostles, chapters 1:1–15:35,
using the New American Bible, Revised Edition as the
translation.
• Commentary by Dennis Hamm (which has also been
published separately as part of the New Collegeville
Bible Commentary series).
• Occasional inserts   highlighting elements of the
chapters of Acts being studied. Some of these appear
also in the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible while others
are supplied by staff writers.
• Questions for study, reflection, and discussion at the
end of each lesson.
• Opening and closing prayers for each lesson, as well
as other prayer forms available in the closing pages of
the book.
In addition, there are wrap-up lectures available for each
lesson. Your group may choose to purchase a DVD containing these lectures or make use of the video lectures available online at no charge. The link to these free lectures is:
LittleRockScripture.org/Lectures/ActsPartOne. Of course,
if your group has access to qualified speakers, you may
choose to have live presentations.
Each person will need a current translation of the Bible.
We recommend the Little Rock Catholic Study Bible, which
makes use of the New American Bible, Revised Edition.
Other translations, such as the New Jerusalem Bible or the
New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition, would
also work well.
HOW WILL YOU USE THESE MATERIALS?
Prepare in advance
Using Lesson One as an example:
8

• Begin with a simple prayer like the one found on page
11.

• Read the assigned material for Lesson One (pages
12–23) so that you are prepared for the weekly small
group session.
• Answer the questions, Exploring Lesson One, found
at the end of the assigned reading, pages 24–26.
• Use the Closing Prayer on page 27 when you complete
your study. This prayer may be used again when you
meet with the group.

Meet with your small group
• After introductions and greetings, allow time for prayer
(about 5 minutes) as you begin the group session. You
may use the prayer on page 11 (also used by individuals in their preparation) or a prayer of your choosing.
• Spend about 45–50 minutes discussing the responses
to the questions that were prepared in advance. You
may also develop your discussion further by responding to questions and interests that arise during the discussion and faith-sharing itself.
• Close the discussion and faith-sharing with prayer,
about 5–10 minutes. You may use the Closing Prayer
at the end of each lesson or one of your choosing at the
end of the book. It is important to allow people to pray
for personal and community needs and to give thanks
for how God is moving in your lives.
• Listen to or view the wrap-up lecture associated with
each lesson (15–20 minutes). You may watch the lecture
online, use a DVD, or provide a live lecture by a qualified local speaker. View the lecture together at the end
of the session or, if your group runs out of time, you
may invite group members to watch the lecture on their
own time after the discussion.

A note to individuals
• If you are using this resource for individual study, simply move at your own pace. Take as much time as you
need to read, study, and pray with the material.
• If you would like to share this experience with others,
consider inviting a friend or family member to join you
for your next study. Even a small group of two or three
provides an opportunity for fruitful dialog and faithsharing!
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The Acts of
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Part One
LESSON ONE

Introduction and Acts 1–2
Begin your personal study and group discussion with a
simple and sincere prayer such as:

Prayer

Lord, send forth your Spirit. Renew in me and
in your church the zeal of proclaiming the good
news of Jesus Christ.

Read the Introduction on pages 12–14 and the Bible text of
Acts 1–2 found in the outside columns of pages 15–23,
highlighting what stands out to you.
Read the accompanying commentary to add to your understanding.
Respond to the questions on pages 24–26, Exploring Lesson
One.
The Closing Prayer on page 27 is for your personal use and
may be used at the end of group discussion.
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Lesson One

INTRODUCTION
Welcome to a sequel. If the Acts of the
Apostles were a contemporary film it might be
called “The Gospel of Luke: Part Two,” for this
book of the New Testament is clearly a sequel
to the Third Gospel. The easiest way to recognize that fact is to read the first four verses of
Luke’s Gospel, where the author addresses one
Theophilus (likely a new convert and possibly
the sponsor of the publication—the one who
paid the copyists) and then flip forward to the
opening phrase of Acts: “In the first book,
Theophilus . . .” That should be enough to
indicate that we are dealing with a two-volume
work. Those who study and write about Luke’s
work are so conscious that his contribution to
the New Testament is a two-volume project,
deserving to be treated as a single masterpiece,
that they commonly refer to it simply as LukeActs, as we shall do in this commentary.
The conventional ordering of the New Testament separates Luke’s Gospel from its sequel
by placing the Gospel of John between them.
Those who chose that sequence had a perfectly
good reason: the arrangement keeps the four
canonical stories of Jesus together as a bundle.
That way, Acts makes an appropriate bridge
from the stories about Jesus to the letters of
Paul. But this arrangement also has a downside: it has accidentally distracted readers from
recognizing the continuity between the two
parts of Luke’s work.
How does Luke understand his two-volume project? Luke expresses his intentions
regarding the whole of Luke-Acts in the fourverse introduction at the head of his Gospel.
Luke 1:1 states that the subject of his work is
“the events that have been fulfilled among us.”
The phrase “events fulfilled” suggests that
those events were not simply happenings but
were truly fulfillments of the Scriptures of Israel. The “us” in question is the Christian community of Luke’s own time, a group far enough
removed in time (at least by forty or fifty years)
from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
that they needed the testimony of eyewitnesses
12

and preachers of the word to learn about those
events. And yet the “us” was in such continuity with that first generation of Christians (the
eyewitnesses) that those events could be
understood as fulfilled among us. In other
words, Luke’s audience could still think of the
past events as having been fulfilled among
them. This also applies to subsequent readers,
including us.
Did Luke think that such “fulfillment”
events were still occurring in his own time?
Yes. Consider Jesus’ final words at the close of
Luke’s Gospel: “Thus it is written that the Messiah would suffer and rise from the dead on
the third day and that repentance, for the forgiveness of sins, would be preached in his name to all
the nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke
24:46-47; emphasis added). What is said to fulfill the Scriptures here is not only the death and
resurrection of the Messiah but also the preaching of repentance in the name of Jesus to all the
nations, which is precisely what Acts is all
about. So “the events that have been fulfilled
among us” include not only the story of Jesus
(told in the Third Gospel) but also the story of
the church (the subject of Acts) as it continues
to unfold in Luke’s own generation. By the extension implied in his vision, our generation is
included as well.
Are there other clues to the unity of LukeActs? There are many. Take, for example, the
words that Gabriel speaks to Mary at the annunciation.
“He will be great and will be called Son of the
Most High, and the Lord God will give him
the throne of David his father, and he will rule
over the house of Jacob forever . . .” (Luke
1:32-33).

In the world of first-century Judaism, the
word about Jesus inheriting David’s throne
meant becoming the Messiah, the end-time political and religious leader of a restored people
of Israel. When does Luke show Jesus taking
up that role? Certainly not in the Gospel (except in an ironic sense during his passion).
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I: The Preparation for
the Christian Mission
CHAPTER 1
The Promise of the Spirit

In the first book, Theophilus, I dealt with all
that Jesus did and taught 2until the day he was
taken up, after giving instructions through the
holy Spirit to the apostles whom he had chosen.
3
He presented himself alive to them by many
proofs after he had suffered, appearing to them
during forty days and speaking about the kingdom of God. 4While meeting with them, he enjoined them not to depart from Jerusalem, but to
wait for “the promise of the Father about which
you have heard me speak; 5for John baptized with
water, but in a few days you will be baptized with
the holy Spirit.”
1

THE RISEN CHRIST AND
THE RESTORATION OF
ISRAEL IN JERUSALEM

Acts 1:1–8:3
Luke shows how Jesus’ mission to initiate
the end-time restoration of Israel finds expression in the emergent, Spirit-filled Christian
community in Jerusalem.
1:1-5 Introduction: “As I was saying,
Theophilus . . .”
Luke introduces this sequel to his Gospel
by addressing Theophilus, as he did in the prologue to his Gospel (Luke 1:1-4), indicating that
this is a continuation of the same project described there. Literally, the Greek of verse 1
says, “I dealt with all that Jesus began to do and
teach,” implying that Acts will treat what Jesus
continues to do and teach through the apostolic
church. And the phrase “through the holy
Spirit” more naturally modifies “chosen”—that
is, “after giving instructions to the apostles
whom he had chosen through the holy Spirit.”
For Luke notes that Jesus chose the Twelve
after spending the night in prayer (Luke 6:1213), which for Luke often precedes a special
empowerment by the Spirit (see Luke 3:21,
leading to 4:18; Acts 1:14, leading to 2:1-4; and
Acts 4:23-31).

continue
As in the Gospel, the centerpiece of Jesus’
teaching remains the kingdom of God. Jesus’
reference to “the promise of the Father” alludes
to at least three passages in the Third Gospel:
(1) Luke 11:13: “If you then, who are wicked,
know how to give good gifts to your children,
how much more will the Father in heaven give
the holy Spirit to those who ask him?”; (2) Luke
12:32: “Do not be afraid any longer, little flock,
for your Father is pleased to give you the kingdom”; (3) Luke 24:49: “And [behold] I am sending the promise of my Father upon you; but
stay in the city until you are clothed with power
from on high.” The gift of the Spirit at Pentecost
will also signal a further manifestation of the
kingdom of God already inaugurated in the
ministry of Jesus (see Luke 11:20 and 17:21).
Linking this blessing with John the Baptist’s
prophecy about being “baptiz[ed in] the holy
Spirit” (Luke 3:16) also ties this promise to Ezekiel’s promise of a cleansing restoration of the
people of Israel that will accompany the gift of
the divine Spirit (Ezek 36:24-27).

15
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The Ascension of Jesus

When they had gathered together they asked
him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore
the kingdom to Israel?” 7He answered them, “It
is not for you to know the times or seasons that
the Father has established by his own authority.
8
But you will receive power when the holy Spirit
comes upon you, and you will be my witnesses in
Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to
the ends of the earth.” 9When he had said this, as
they were looking on, he was lifted up, and a cloud
took him from their sight. 10While they were
looking intently at the sky as he was going, suddenly two men dressed in white garments stood
beside them. 11They said, “Men of Galilee, why
6

continue

1:6-12 The ascension of Jesus
Since the disciples are Jews who have identified Jesus as their long-awaited Messiah, it is
reasonable for them to ask if Jesus will now
restore the kingdom to Israel (v. 6). After all, he
has been speaking to them for forty days about
the kingdom of God, which, in the common
expectation of the day, is supposed to be a restoration of the nation to what it was when
David reigned a millennium before. Jesus does
not deny the appropriateness of the question;
he simply refuses to reveal to them the divinely
decreed schedule (v. 7). Jesus also reinterprets
their implied notion of the kingdom; it is not
going to be a matter of nationalism but a new
kind of unity empowered by the holy Spirit, as
foreshadowed by the new “family” portrayed
in Luke 8:1-21.

The term “apocalyptic” comes from the
Greek term apokalypsis, which means
“unveiling” or “revelation.” In the context
of the Bible, the term is associated with
language and images that speak of the
end times and God’s complete victory
over sin and death.
16

In this, Jesus echoes what he had said to
them on Easter Sunday (Luke 24:49). When he
tells them that the Spirit’s power will enable
them to be his witnesses from Jerusalem “to
the ends of the earth” (v. 8), he alludes to Isaiah
49:6, where the Lord tells his Servant that he
will not only restore the tribes of Jacob but will
also be a light to the nations, “that my salvation
may reach to the ends of the earth.”
Although the traditional word for the withdrawal of Jesus’ physical presence from the
apostles is “ascension,” it might be more accurate to describe Luke’s description of this
event as an “assumption,” since the author portrays it as an act of the Father. To describe this
departure, Luke draws upon the biblical traditions about the assumptions of Enoch (Gen
5:23-24; Sir 49:14b) and Elijah (2 Kgs 2:9-11; Sir
48:9). To interpret the event, he adds what have
been called “apocalyptic stage props”—the
movement upward into the heavens, a cloud
as vehicle, and the interpreting angels.
This is Luke’s second account of the ascension. The first account, given at the end of
Luke’s Gospel (24:50-51), sets the event on Easter Sunday and describes Jesus in details that
recall the description of the high priest Simon
II in Sirach 50:1-24. Like Simon, Jesus’ presence
occasions worship (Sir 50:17, 22); he raises his
hands and pronounces a blessing (Sir 50:20), and
this is followed by references to the community’s blessing God and rejoicing in the temple (Sir
50:22-23). In so doing, Jesus is acting like the
temple priest at the end of the daily WholeOffering (also called the Tamid, or “regular,”
service; Exod 29:38-42; Num 2:1-10). And within
the Gospel narrative, Jesus is doing what the
priest Zechariah was unable to do at the end of
the Tamid service, whose incense ritual is the
scenario briefly portrayed at the beginning of
Luke’s Gospel. By alluding in this manner to
Sirach 50, Luke was celebrating Jesus the way
Ben Sira celebrated Simon II as the climax of his
Praise of Israel’s Great Ancestors (Sirach 44–50).
For Luke, it is Jesus, not Simon II, who is the
climax of Israel’s history; and so Luke chooses
to end his first volume by portraying Jesus’ departure on Easter Sunday with those overtones.
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Why, then, does Luke take the liberty to
narrate this event so differently as he begins
his second volume? Some scholars suggest that
in Acts Luke has expanded the time frame of
Luke 24 to the round (and biblically symbolic)
number forty, in order to associate the ascension closely with the outpouring of the Spirit
on the fiftieth day, Pentecost (the Jewish feast
of the giving of the law on Mount Sinai). The
apocalyptic stage props serve four purposes:
(1) to recall the transfiguration (Luke 9:18-36,
another mountain episode, when the disciples
could not pray, as now they can); (2) to look
forward to the outpouring of the Spirit and the
mission that follows; (3) to recount the departure of Jesus in a way that recalls 2 Kings 2:9-12
(another narrative about the transmission of
spirit for prophetic succession); and (4) to point
toward the final coming (described already in
Luke 21:27 as coming “in a cloud,” alluding to
the cloud imagery of Daniel 7:13, but in the
singular, to prepare for Acts 1:9). Thus Luke is
able to speak of one reality, the final departure
of Jesus from his assembled followers, from
two interpretive points of view. Luke 24 alludes to the ascension as a fitting ending of the
story of Jesus; Acts 1 narrates the same event
as the beginning of the story of the mission of
the church, initiated by the risen Lord and empowered by the gift of the Spirit.
1:13-26 The community gathers to restore
“the Twelve” by electing Matthias
The apostles (minus Judas Iscariot) whom
Luke had carefully called “the eleven” at Luke
24:33 gather with the “women, and Mary the
mother of Jesus, and his brothers” (v. 14). This
group, numbered at 120 in verse 15 (notice the
multiple of 12), comprises the nucleus of the
church that will become the heart of restored
Israel in chapter 2.
“The women” no doubt included Mary
Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and Mary the
mother of James, and the many other women
who had accompanied Jesus and the Twelve
and had “provided for them out of their resources” (Luke 8:3). They are the ones “who had
come from Galilee with him” (Luke 23:55) and,

are you standing there looking at the sky? This
Jesus who has been taken up from you into heaven
will return in the same way as you have seen him
going into heaven.” 12Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near
Jerusalem, a sabbath day’s journey away.
The First Community in Jerusalem

When they entered the city they went to the
upper room where they were staying, Peter and
John and James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas,
Bartholomew and Matthew, James son of Alphaeus, Simon the Zealot, and Judas son of James.
14
All these devoted themselves with one accord
to prayer, together with some women, and Mary
the mother of Jesus, and his brothers.
13

The Choice of Judas’s Successor

During those days Peter stood up in the midst
of the brothers (there was a group of about one
hundred and twenty persons in the one place). He
said, 16“My brothers, the scripture had to be fulfilled which the holy Spirit spoke beforehand
through the mouth of David, concerning Judas,
who was the guide for those who arrested Jesus.
17
He was numbered among us and was allotted a
15

continue

coming to anoint the body of Jesus in the tomb,
discovered it empty and became the first witnesses to the resurrection (Luke 24:10, 22-23).

You may notice that the New American
Bible (NABRE) refers to the “holy Spirit”
rather than the “Holy Spirit” (e.g., Acts
1:16). In the Bible, the word “holy” is
being used as an adjective to describe the
Spirit given by God. In our creedal
statements, written several centuries later
as our understanding developed, we use
the words as a title for the third person of
the Trinity, capitalizing both words—Holy
Spirit—as in a proper name.
17
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EXPLORING LESSON ONE
1. a) What clues indicate that the Acts of the Apostles is a second volume of work by the
evangelist who wrote the Gospel of Luke? (See Luke 1:1-4; Acts 1:1-2; Introduction.)

		 b) What does Luke’s purpose in writing a second volume tell you about his concerns as an
evangelist (Acts 1:1-8)?

2. Many who believed Jesus was the Messiah hoped he would begin a political revolution and
restore the nation of Israel to its former glory (1:6). How does the risen Lord indicate that
the work of God’s kingdom is still unfolding—and in unexpected ways? (See Acts 1:8, 11;
Luke 24:49.)

3. Luke offers two accounts of the ascension of Jesus: one in the Gospel (Luke 24:50-51) and
one in Acts 1:6-11. What differences would you point out between the two accounts?
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4. The tragic suicide of Judas Iscariot is depicted in Acts 1:16-20, 24-25 as a consequence of sin
and a fulfillment of Scripture (see also Matt 27:3-10). How does the commentary highlight
the irony of this event in Luke’s account of the earliest days of the church?

5. What reasons are given for choosing a qualified successor to Judas to join the leaders of the
emerging church? (See Acts 1:20-26; Luke 22:29-30.)

6. How does Luke’s description of the outpouring of the Spirit on the disciples suggest parallels
with the events on Mount Sinai centuries earlier? (See Exod 19:16-19; 24:15-18; Acts 2:1-14.)

7. Why are Jews from other nations gathered in Jerusalem for Pentecost (Acts 2:5-11)? What are
the Jewish roots of the feast that we now associate with the birth of the church?
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8. Peter relies on words from the prophet Joel to convince the Jews in Jerusalem that Jesus’
followers have clearly received God’s Spirit (2:14-21). What evidence in our lives testifies
that we have also received the Spirit? (See Isa 11:2-3 and Gal 5:22-23.)

9. Peter makes the claim in Acts 2:24 that it was “impossible” for Jesus to be held in the “throes
of death.” God often allows seemingly unwinnable situations to brim with possibility. How
have you seen this truth play out in your own experiences?

10. Reflect on the description of the early church given in Acts 2:42-47. How might the Holy
Spirit be leading or asking Christians today to live more like these early believers?
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CLOSING PRAYER

Prayer

“Men of Galilee, why are you standing there
looking at the sky?” (Acts 1:11)
Risen Lord, instill in us a profound sense of awe that
you would live among us, rise from the dead, and then
send your Spirit to continue to be with us. Give us the
courage and energy to move from awe to action, from
wonder to proclamation. This day we remember those
in our lives who effectively proclaim your risen presence, especially . . .
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