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The development of the themes contained in Acts 9-12 can be traced back to Acts 1:4 in which the disciples are commanded by Jesus to remain in Jerusalem. The purpose there was to wait upon the promise of the Father. This promised Holy Spirit would enable them to accomplish the mission of being witnesses for Jesus. This is fulfilled in 1:8, when on the day of Pentecost, the prophecy of Joel 2:28-29 was fulfilled. Falwell explains that this power would not be political, as the disciples were expecting, but was spiritual in nature and purpose. Just as Jesus had been anointed with heavenly power at his baptism, so now would they share in this same anointing.  At this point, I feel it is important to note that the power they received was not a different power or anointing, but the same power as Jesus received. This as well was promised by Jesus in John 14: 15-26.


This anointing was indispensable in performing the mission that they were called to do. Without Him (the Holy Spirit), they could not be effective witnesses to Jesus’ death or resurrection. Throughout the book of Acts, we can see the Holy Spirit in action. At times His involvement might appear subtle, while at other times His involvement is more obvious. Polhill states that the purpose of the Spirit was to empower the church for witness. As Polhill states in his introduction, it was primarily through the acts of the Spirit that the community and the disciples were aware of the divine work that was happening among them. I agree with Polhill when he states that the Holy Spirit is not mentioned by name in every chapter of Acts. But, His work is evident, even if subtly.


He notes that just as the Spirit descended upon Jesus at His baptism (Luke 3:22), and remained with Him throughout His ministry, so the Spirit was the constant presence and companion of the young church.


The role of the Spirit can be seen in the ever-expanding growth of the church and Christian mission. Every advancement and triumph is accomplished through the Spirit. The fact that, despite difficulties along the way, the works that were performed served to validate the purposes and will of God, under the direction of the Spirit. The providence of God is also a theme in this section of Acts, as it is seen throughout the entire book. One example is seen in Acts 9:16 when God told Ananias that Paul was His chosen vessel to carry His name before kings and Gentiles. Paul’s future sufferings for Christ would have a purpose. The providence of God is witnessed through the activity of the Spirit.


Hodge comments that God’s works of providence are “His holy, wise and powerful preserving and governing all His creatures and all their actions.” This also stated by Paul in Acts 17: 28 when he says, “…for in Him we live and move and have our being…” (Acts 17:28 NKJV). The inclusive gospel is especially witnessed in chapters ten and eleven with the preaching of the gospel by Peter to Cornelius. The inclusiveness of Gentiles into the people is demonstrated by Peter’s vision of a sheet coming down from heaven containing what were unclean beasts (Acts 10:11-16). The sequence of the vision was repeated three times. Here, God admonished Peter, saying,” What God has cleansed, that call not you unclean.” 


In this example of the inclusiveness of the gospel to the Gentiles, not only was the gospel intended for all people, God would dispatch Peter to preach to one. It’s interesting to me to see that God was working not only with Peter, but with Cornelius as well. While God was preparing Cornelius’ heart to receive the gospel, he was already making arrangements for Peter to bear witness. After the testimony of Cornelius, Peter declared:


“I most certainly understand now that God is not one to show partiality, 35 but in every nation the man who fears Him and does what is right is welcome to Him. The word which He sent to the sons of Israel, preaching peace through Jesus Christ (He is Lord of all). (Acts 10:34-36)


Polhill notes an important aspect of being a witness that is often overlooked today. Besides giving oral testimony concerning the gospel and the resurrection, there is also the need and willingness to suffer, if need be, for the sake of the same, and is expressed throughout Acts. This is a theme talked and written about extensively within the New Testament and would be given as a warning in Paul’s later writings. 


Paul would come to warn Timothy, “Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted (II Tim. 3:12). Polhill reminds of Jesus’ own words concerning those who wished to be His disciples, “A student will be like his teacher” (Luke 6:40).
Finally, the Triumph of the Gospel can be seen in this section. I feel that in today’s culture, and even within the church, when difficulties arise and persecution arrives, we feel a certain sense of defeat. This is especially noted when we hear of Christians dying in other lands for preaching the gospel. Often, we take this as a defeat. Yet, as Polhill comments, it is the gospel that is triumphant, not the witness. Despite persecution, as he states, “The Book of Acts is in a real sense a book for renewal”. He further comments:


It speaks to us when discouraged, reminding us that all time is in God’s hands, reassuring us of the reality of his Spirit in our lives and witness. It challenges us to open our hearts to the power of the Spirit that we might be faithful witnesses to the word and come to experience anew its triumph in our own time. In chapter 10, we see the witness of Peter to Cornelius and his house hold. Peter learns that salvation is available for all people, whether Jew or Gentile. He learns that God is no respecter of persons. God alone sits in judgment of what is unclean. In v. 2 Cornelius is said to be a “devout man, one that feared God with all his house, he gave alms to the needy and prayed to God always.” God took note of this and sent a messenger to say that his prayers had been answered. The answer took the form of having preached the gospel to him and his household. The Spirit was given to a Gentile believer.

After his return to Jerusalem (chap. 11), Peter finds himself defending action to the Jewish believers. He recounts his vision and that God had revealed that He alone (God) was the judge. He convinced them that God had included the Gentiles into His family, as well as the Jews. If Peter was still in doubt, he was convinced when he was witness to a Gentile receiving the Holy Spirit as well.


The fact that this episode is recorded by Luke four times signifies the importance to Luke. It would be repeated a fifth time at the Jerusalem Council, which would take place in chapter 15.Constable points out that all the Gentiles had to do was to believe on the Lord Jesus. There was no need to become a Jewish proselyte, be baptized, be circumcised, or even turn from sin. He notes the important connection of salvation with faith in Christ alone…apart from any external Jewish ritual.


Polhill notes a transition to the audience of the gospel in chapters 9-12. Also, the roles of both Peter and Paul, who are the main characters of this section. Whereas Peter was the main actor in the previous section of Acts, with his witnessing to the Gentile Cornelius in the coastal towns of Judea. Peter’s main role in Luke’s account is then focused on Paul, after the escape from prison by Peter in 12:6-19.Paul becomes the main witness to the Gentiles. 

Although the Jerusalem church was skeptical, they finally submitted and agreed to endorse the mission of the Antioch Christians.  The Christian witness beyond the borders of Jerusalem would for the most part begin with the witness and preaching of Paul to the Gentiles. This transition was not only geographical in nature, but there is also a change in established religious and ethnic barrier.
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