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INTRODUCTION

The central thesis of this study is that the narrative of Acts attempts the 

recategorization of Judean and non-Judean Christ followers1 and those on either side 

of the debate over non-Judean inclusion in the Christ movement into a common 

ingroup by presenting Peter and Paul as prototypical of a common superordinate 

Christian identity in the midst of diversity and conflict within the Christ movement in 

the last decade of the first century C.E. This common superordinate Christian identity, 

which I argue the audience constructs through interaction with the Acts narrative, is 

both inclusive and exclusive. First, it is inclusive in that it unites Christ-followers 

across cultural/ethnic boundaries by establishing the superordinate identity markers 

(boundaries) intended to unite ethnically and culturally diverse Christ followers into a 

common identity. Second, this superordinate common Christian identity is exclusive 

1

 1 There is currently debate among scholars concerning the proper terminology for what we once 
called Jews and Gentiles. Since it is not the primary focus of this study, let me simply state that I will 
use the terms “Judean” and “non-Judean” in order to highlight the ethnic distinctions being made with 
the terms Ioudai/oj and e;qnoj. Similarly, I will refer to “Christ-followers” and the “Christ-following 
community” or “Christ group” rather than the anachronistic “Christian.” This term remains 
anachronistic even though Acts 11:26 employs the term Cristianou,j since it appears early on to have 
been a term used by outsiders and is not reflective of what modern interpreters think if when using the 
term “Christian.” For consistency, when a quoted author uses “Jews,” “Gentiles,” or “Christians” with 
reference to the first century, I will substitute Judean and non-Judean in brackets, except when they 
occur in the title of a book or article. For a discussion of this issue, see Philip Esler, Conflict and 
Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul's Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2003), 12-13; Steve 
Mason, “Jews, Judaeans, Judaizing, Judaism: Problems of Categorization in Ancient History,” JSJ 38 
(2007): 457-512; and John H. Elliott, "Jesus the Israelite Was Neither a ‘Jew’ nor a ‘Christian’: On 
Correcting Misleading Nomenclature," JSHJ 5 (2007): 119-54.



in that it distinguishes between distinctly Christian belief and practice on the one 

hand and Judean and Greco-Roman belief and practice on the other. This Christian 

identity is centered on the common belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. 

Moreover, two common boundary crossing rituals are established: baptism in the 

name of Jesus and being filled with the Holy Spirit. Additional intermittent identity 

markers will also emerge as the narrative progresses, such as the proper use of 

possessions, opposition/violence against the Christ group, genuine miracles 

performed by Christ group members, and inclusive table fellowship. This common 

identity is rooted in the prophetic tradition of ancient Israel through Jesus of Nazareth 

and now offered to all humanity without cultural distinction. 

In Chapter One, I locate the present study’s focus on the prototypicality of 

Peter and Paul in Acts by reviewing the study of Peter and Paul in Acts through three 

methodological phases, the historical quest, the literary quest, and a new identity-

forming quest. I propose that recent studies of Peter and Paul in Acts using narrative 

and reader-response criticisms can contribute to our understanding of the identity-

forming work of early Christian narratives. Then, in Chapter Two, I examine various 

approaches to understanding early Christian identity formation and conclude that a 

new method is needed that addresses both the socio-cultural context of early 

Christianity as well as the literary nature of early Christian texts. This leads to the 

development in Chapter Three of a methodology I call a narrative-identity model, 

which highlights connections between several different methodological approaches in 

2



an attempt to understand how early Christian narratives function as identity-forming 

stories. To accomplish this, I bring together various methodologies including Social 

Identity, Social Memory, and Narrative theories.

In Chapter Four, we turn our attention to the historical and narrative context of 

Luke-Acts. I argue that Luke-Acts was written in the late 90s or early 100s C.E. in an 

urban setting in Western Asia Minor. Among other things, I maintain that Luke 

expects his audience to be familiar with and involved in the conflict over the 

inclusion of non-Judean Christians. In the first section of Chapter Five, I establish a 

plot analysis of Acts that serves as the framework for the remainder of the project. My 

plot analysis sets forth four narrative blocks in Acts, each of which is the focus of 

each of the four remaining chapters. The remainder of Chapter Five focuses on the 

first narrative block (1:1-8:1a) and the process by which Peter becomes recognized as 

a prototype of Christ group identity. Chapter Six addresses the second narrative block 

(8:1b-12:25), in which Peter, the prototypical Christ group member, affirms the 

inclusion of Samaritans and non-Judeans. Chapter Seven focuses on the third 

narrative block (13:1-19:20) in which Paul emerges as the leader and prototype of the 

Christ group and a common Christ group identity is confirmed. Finally, Chapter Eight 

deals with the fourth narrative block (19:21-28:31) in which the accusation that Paul 

has abandoned Judean customs and teachers other Judeans to do the same is 

addressed by Paul through defense speeches from Jerusalem to Rome. I conclude 

with a summary of the argument that the narrative Acts seeks to establish a common 

3



Christ group identity among those on opposing sides of the debate over non-Judean 

inclusion, recalling briefly how the characters of Peter and Paul are portrayed to 

achieve the goal of a unified Christ group identity that transcends ethnicity and 

cultural distinctions.

4



CHAPTER ONE:
PETER AND PAUL IN LUKE-ACTS

The question of the relationship between the characterization of Peter and Paul 

in Acts and the construction of Christian identity in the late first century C.E. has been 

neglected in previous scholarship. As the following review will show, previous work 

on Peter and Paul in Acts has been engaged in a search for the historical Peter and 

Paul and, therefore, on a historical reconstruction of early Christianity or on 

theological interpretations which portray Peter as the primary leader of the earliest 

Jerusalem Christ community who was either (1) diametrically opposed to or (2) 

instrumental in the inclusion of non-Judeans1 in the Christ movement. These studies, 

likewise, argue that Acts portrays Paul as a missionary and theologian who is the 

chief proponent of non-Judean inclusion and, therefore, either (1) in direct opposition 

to or (2) in partnership with Peter. 

While historical criticism has been the dominant method of interpretation, there 

has also been a search for the literary Peter and Paul. Nevertheless, despite an 

5

1 On the use of “Judean” and “non-Judean” in the present study, see p. 1 nt. 1 above. 



increasing interest in literary analyses of Luke-Acts over recent decades,2 and given 

the clear emphasis and parallelism between these two characters in Acts and recent 

interest in early Christian identity formation, a thorough narrative treatment of Luke’s 

portrayal of them both with regard to their roles in the formation of early Christian 

identity seems to be an obvious omission. Thus, the need remains for a search for 

Peter and Paul as prototypical of a common Christian identity. 

The Quest for the Historical Peter and Paul

Although it was John Lightfoot (1602-1675) 3 who first recognized that Acts, 

rather than following all the apostles, was really the Acts of two apostles, Peter and 

Paul,4  the modern search for the historical Peter and Paul began when Ferdinand 

Christian Baur (1792-1860) developed Lightfoot’s insight concerning the role of Peter 

and Paul in the early church. Ironically, Baur, the founder of what became known as 

the Tübingen School of New Testament criticism, never wrote a book on Acts nor was 

6

2 For example, H. J. Cadbury, The Style and Literary Method of Luke (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1920); Robert Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation 
2 Vol (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1986, 1990); W. S. Kurz, “Narrative Approaches to Luke-Acts,” Bib 68, 
(1987): 203-19; W. S. Kurz, Reading Luke-Acts: Dynamics of Biblical Narrative (Louisville: 
Westminster/John Knox, 1993); Charles Talbert, Reading Acts (New York: Crossroad, 1997).

3 Despite Stuehrenburg’s objection that the study of Acts in the first fifteen centuries often gets 
“short shrift” (100), I am skipping the pre-Reformation period because none of the works from that 
period affects directly the approach taken here. Nevertheless, Stuehrenburg’s bibliographic article is a 
helpful resource for pre-Reformation studies of Acts. "The Study of Acts before the Reformation: A 
Bibliographic Introduction" in NT 29, no. 2 (1987): 100-36. 

4 John Lightfoot, Commentary Upon the Acts of the Apostles (London, 1645). Lightfoot divided 
the book into two parts; chapters 1-12 focus on the church and gospel among the Judeans and have the 
Apostle Peter as their chief character while chapters 13-28 focus on the church and gospel among the 
Non-Judeans and have Paul as their chief character. 



he primarily an exegete; rather he was a theologian and church historian. Yet, in his 

groundbreaking New Testament work “Die Christuspartei in Der Korinthischen 

Gemeinde,”5 Baur challenged the notion that the early church was uniform in doctrine 

and practice, arguing rather that it was marked by severe conflict between two groups, 

a Judean (Petrine) group and a non-Judean (Pauline) group. Although Baur does not 

discuss Acts in this essay, the framework of conflict between these two groups of 

early Christ-followers is foundational to his approach to Acts, which he set forth in an 

article on Romans in 1836.6  To bolster his argument that Romans was a polemical 

writing against the Judean-Christians in Rome, Baur points to Acts, which he asserts 

was written by a Paulinist to defend Paul and the mission to the non-Judeans against 

the criticism of a Judean Christ party. Two years later, portraying Paul as a loyal 

Judean who was yet opposed by strict Christ-following Judeans, Baur asserted that 

Acts “is the apologetic attempt of a Paulinist to facilitate and bring about the 

7

5 F. C. Baur, “Die Christuspartei in Der Korinthischen Gemeinde,” TZT 4 (1831): 61-206. 
Reprinted in Ferdinand Christian Baur, Ausgewählte Werke in Einzelausgaben, Vol. 1, ed. Klaus 
Scholder, (Stuttgart: Frommann, 1963), 1-146. Though Johann Semler has proposed a similar division 
in the early church, Baur was the first to apply this perspective to the book of Acts. See Johann Semler, 
Abhandlung Von Freier Untersuchung Des Canon, 4 vols, (Halle, 1771-75). 

6 F. C. Baur, “Über Zweck und Veranlassung des Römerbriefs und die damit 
zusammenhängenden Verhältnisse der römischen Gemeinde,” TZT 9 (1836): 59-178. 



rapprochement and union of the two opposing parties by representing Paul as Petrine 

as possible and, on the other hand, Peter as Pauline as possible.”7  

Baur’s assertion that Acts was an attempt to resolve divisions between two 

warring parties in early Christianity caused Peter-Paul parallels to become a focus of 

scholarly attention. Matthias Schneckenburger appears to have been the first to have 

worked out the details of the parallels between Peter and Paul in Acts.8  

Schneckenburger, who follows Baur’s emphasis on the apologetic purpose of Acts, 

lists six such parallels:

Peter Paul Scene
3:1-10 14:8-13 Healing of a 

disabled person
5:1-11 13:6-12 Confronting 

deceitfulness 
5:15 19:12 Sick healed by 

contact with 
shadow or cloth

8:9-24 13:6-12 
[16:16-18;
19:13-19]

Confronting 
magicians 

9:32-35 28:7-10 Healing of 
bedridden men

9:36-43 20:7-12 Bringing dead 
back to life

Table 1: Schneckenburger’s Parallels of Peter and Paul in Acts

8

7 F. C. Baur, “Über der Ursprung des Episcopats in der christlichen Kirche. Prüfung der neuesten 
von Hrn. Dr. Rother hierüber aufgestellten Ansicht” TZT 11 (1838), 1-185. Translated in Kümmel, The 
New Testament: History of the Investigation of its Problems (Nashville: Abingdon, 1972), 133. Also 
see Baur’s Paulus, Der Apostel Jesu Christi; Sein Leben Und Wirken, Seine Briefe Und Seine Lehre. 
Ein Beitrag Zu Einer Kritischen Geschichte Des Urchristenthums (Leipzig: Fues, 1866); English 
translation: Paul: The Apostle of Jesus Christ, His Life and Works, His Epistles and Teachings: A 
Contribution to a Critical History of Primitive Christianity (2 vols.; London: Williams and Norgate, 
1873).

8 Schneckenburger, Über Den Zweck Der Apostelgeschichet: Zugleich Eine Erganzung Der 
Neueren Commentare (Bern: Fisher, 1841). 



Schneckenburger also sees 5:13, 10:25-26; 14:15, 28:6 as parallels where others pay 

respect to the two and 8:14-17, 19:1-7 as parallels of their laying on of hands in 

connection with the reception of the Holy Spirit.9  Schneckenburger focused his 

attention on Paul, whom he regarded as one who fulfilled the requirements of the Law 

and showed respect for the leadership in the Jerusalem community, including Peter, 

who was in agreement with Paul on the mission to the non-Judeans.10 

In 1846, Albert Schwegler comprehensively applied Baur’s views to Christian 

literature from the first three centuries C.E. in an extensive work that would become 

known as the classic description of the Tübingen position on early Christianity.11  

Adopting Schneckenburger’s list of parallels, Schwegler asserts that Acts portrays 

Peter and Paul as apostles to the non-Judeans, Paul to the non-Judeans in general and 

Peter to Cornelius, with both of their callings resting upon visionary experiences. He 

sums up the portrayals of Peter as “Paulinization” and “dejudaization” and of Paul as 

9

9 Ibid., 52-58. 

10 Ibid., 91-92. Baur subsequently followed Schneckenburger with his own study in which he 
agrees with four of Schneckenburger’s sets of parallels but modifies two others.10  Baur agreed that 
3:1-10, 14:8-13; 5:15, 19:12; 8:9-24, 13:16-18; and 9:32-35, 28:7-10 represent parallels between Peter 
and Paul. Baur adds the prison escapes in 5:17-26, 12:1-19, and 16:25-34 as parallels. He also 
disagrees with Schneckenburger’s connection of Peter’s laying on of hands on the people of Samaria 
with Paul’s laying hands on the disciples of John the Baptist, maintaining that the latter is more a 
parallel with Peter’s conversion of Cornelius. Baur further notes that references to speaking in tongues 
set up a parallel series between Peter and Paul, though his references do not exactly correspond to his 
parallels (2:4, 2:11, 10:46, 19:6). 

11 Albert Schwegler, Das nachapostolische Zeitalter in den Hauptmomenten seiner Entwicklung 
(2 vols.; Tübingen, 1846).



“Petrinization” and “judaization.”12  That is, Peter and Paul are each portrayed as less 

Judean/Pauline and more non-Judean/Petrine, respectively.13    

Several critiques of the Tübingen School’s reconstruction followed, continuing 

the quest for the historical Peter and Paul. Michael Baumgarten’s (1812-1889) three-

volume study on Acts,14 among other things, criticized the Tübingen position for 

failing to take into account the social implications for being, and indeed ceasing to be, 

a follower of the Judean religion. Baumgarten argued that for Paul to demand that 

Judeans forsake their Judean identity would have been implausible and that Paul must 

have certainly made some accommodations. Accordingly, Baumgarten argues that 

Acts portrays Paul as one free from external things and guided by an “inner 

discernment,” for “if all things are allowable then circumcision is no exception; for 

such an exception would itself be a restriction of the principle of liberty.”15  

Perhaps the most effective critique of the Tübingen School, however, came 

from one of Baur’s own students. Albrecht Ritschl16 was committed to the use of 

10

12 Ibid., 2.76-81, 99. 
13 Eduard Zeller, Die Apostelgeschichte (Stuttgart: Mèacken, 1854); English edition: The 

Contents and Origin of the Acts of the Apostles, Critically Investigated. Trans. Joseph Dare. 2 vols. 
(London: Williams & Norgate, 1875), 320-35. Zeller’s treatment of the Peter-Paul parallels combines 
Schneckenburger’s and Baur’s lists, adding little to the discussion.

14 Michael Baumgarten, Die Apostelgeschichte; Oder Der Entwickelungsgang Der Kirche Von 
Jerusalem Bis Rom (3 vols.; Halle: Schwetschke und Sohn), 2.185.

15 „lediglish von dem innern Urteil. Wenn demnach also alles gestattet ist, so darf auch die 
Deschneidung nicht ausgenommen werden, als wäre deses Ausnahme vielmehr schon eine 
Beschränkung der Freiheit.“  Ibid., 2.188. Translation from Gasque, 329. 

16 Albrecht Ritschl, Die Entstehung Der Altkatholischen Kirche: Eine Kirchen Und 
Dogmengeschichtliche Monographie (2nd ed.; Bonn: A. Marcus, 1857). 



historical method, but his study of the data led him to reject Baur’s reconstruction as 

both too simplistic and too complex. It was too simplistic because it failed to make 

allowances for diversity within both non-Judean and Judean Christianity and too 

complex because it failed to come to terms with the essential unity in apostolic 

Christianity. Ritschl’s disagreement with his teacher can be seen decisively in his 

discussion of Acts 15, where he claims that the decision made by the Jerusalem 

council was primarily sociological, not theological as Baur had suggested. Rather 

than focusing primarily on the compromise between two theological parties, the 

decision made social interaction between Judean and non-Judean Christ-followers 

possible.17  Ritschl, therefore, understands Peter and Paul as affable apostles of 

differing expressions in an otherwise unified Christ movement, thus diminishing 

Baur’s strict division between the two. 

The Tübingen School’s historical reconstruction understood early Christianity 

as consisting of two conflicting groups, one of Judean ethnicity and represented by 

the Apostle Peter and the other of non-Judean ethnicity and represented by Paul. This 

reconstruction portrayed Peter as a strict Judean legalist and Paul as the liberal 

universalist, with Paul’s interpretation eventually gaining prominence. Critics of this 

view, however, attempted to soften this perceived divide by emphasizing the 

sociological implications of such a rigid separation. 

11

17 Ibid., 128-40.



Toward the end of the nineteenth century, German biblical scholars were 

beginning to focus on the “Quest for the Historical Jesus,” displacing somewhat the 

quest for the historical Peter and Paul.18  Attention to parallelism in Luke-Acts shifted 

to the parallels between Jesus and Peter or Jesus and Paul.19  In the mid-twentieth 

century, attention turned again to Peter and Paul. Two articles in particular focused on 

the historical Peter:  Frank Beare’s “The Sequence of Events in Acts 9-15 and the 

Career of Peter,” and Charles Nesbitt’s “What Did Become of Peter?”20  

Joseph Sanders examined the relationship between Peter and Paul from Paul’s 

conversion in chapter nine until his separation from Barnabas in chapter fifteen.21  In 
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18 There are some notable nineteenth century British scholars who studied Peter and Paul in Acts 
including James Smith, The Voyage and Shipwreck of St. Paul: With Dissertations on the Life and 
Writings of St. Luke and the Ships and Navigation of the Ancients (London: Longmans Green, 1848); 
William J. Conybeare and John Saul Howson, The Life and Epistles of St. Paul (2 vols.; London,1852; 
New York: Schribner's, 1855); Joseph Barber Lightfoot, "Discoveries Illustrating the Acts of the 
Apostles" in Essays on the Work Entitled Supernatural Religion (New York: Macmillan, 1893); Ibid., 
"The Acts of the Apostles" in A Dictionary of the Bible, Comprising Its Antiquities, Biography, 
Geography, and Natural History, with Numerous Illustrations and Maps (ed. William Smith; Hartford: 
J. Murray, 1893); William M. Ramsay, The Cities of St. Paul, Their Influence on His Life and Thought, 
The Cities of Eastern Asia Minor (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1908); St. Paul, the Traveller and 
the Roman Citizen (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1896); Richard J. Knowling, "The Acts of the 
Apostles" in EGT (ed. W. Robertson Nicoll; Edinburgh, 1900), 1-554; Richard B. Rackham, The Acts 
of the Apostles: An Exposition, Oxford Commentaries (London: Methuen, 1901).

19 For example, Bruno Bauer, Die Apostelgeschichte Eine Ausgleichung Des Paulinismus Und 
Des Judenthums Innerhalb Der Christlichen Kirche (Berlin: Gustav Hempel, 1850), 9-21; R. 
Morgenthaler, Die Lukanische Geschichtsschreibung Als Zeugnis: Gestalt Und Gehalt Der Kunst Des 
Lukas (Vol. 2. Zurich: Zwingli, 1949), 1. 163, 182-83; M. D. Goulder, Type and History in Acts 
(London: SPCK, 1964), 65-66, 72-97; Charles H. Talbert, Literary Patterns, Theological Themes, and 
the Genre of Luke-Acts (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars' Press, 1974). 

20 Beare, “The Sequence of Events in Acts 9-15 and the Career of Peter,” JBL 62 (1943): 
295-306; Nesbitt, “What Did Become of Peter?” JBR 27 (1959): 10-16.

21 “Peter and Paul in Acts,” NTS 2 (1955) 133-43. Robert Morgenthaler, Die Lukanische 
Geschichtsschreibung Als Zeugnis: Gestalt Und Gehalt Der Kunst Des Lukas (Vol. 2. Zurich: Zwingli, 
1949) examines parallels in Luke-Acts but focuses almost exclusively on Jesus-Paul parallels. Also 
see, Susan Praeder, “Jesus-Paul, Peter-Paul, and Jesus-Peter Parallelisms in Luke-Acts: A History of 
Reader Response," The Society of Biblical Literature 1984 Seminar Papers (SBLSP 23; Missoula, 
Mont.: Scholars, 1984), 23-39, who provides a helpful, though brief, overview of the various Jesus-
Peter-Paul parallels since the time of Baur.



his attempt to reconcile the differences between Luke’s account in Acts and Paul’s 

account in Galatians, Sanders portrays Peter as one who 

[o]n occasion . . . was willing to forego his [Judean] prejudices and eat with 
[non-Judeans], but when he saw that this scandalized [Judean Christ-followers] 
more rigid than himself he quite understandably preferred the risk of offending 
[non-Judeans] to the certainty of offending his fellow [Judeans].22

Paul, who eventually realized that his inflexibility with regard to those who 

maintained Judean boundaries, “was compelled to visit Jerusalem in order to reach a 

settlement with James.”23 

While supplemented with theological and ecclesiological data, Oscar 

Cullmann’s Peter: Disciple, Apostle, Martyr24 focuses primarily on the historical 

Peter and his role in the early church, especially the church in Rome. In his chapter on 

Acts, Cullmann essentially traces the narrative of Peter in Acts as it relates to his 

leadership in the Jerusalem community and his abrupt departure after chapter 

twelve.25  In those early chapters, Peter “prompts the choice of the twelfth disciple,” 

“presides over the little group of believers,” “explains . . . the miracle of Pentecost,” 

“defends the cause of the Gospels,” exercises church discipline, “holds court in the 

name of God,” and “thereby occupies a leading role” in the early community,” 

“standing at its head.”26  Furthermore, Peter “occasionally went . . . to the missionary 
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22 Ibid., 139.
23 Ibid., 142. 
24 Cullmann, Peter: Disciple, Apostle, Martyr (Trans. Floyd V. Filson; London: SCM, 1962).
25 Cullmann does acknowledge that Peter returns for the council in chapter fifteen but maintains 

that 12:17 marks Peter’s transition away from Jerusalem. Ibid., 39.
26 Ibid., 33-35.



district of Samaria.”27  Cullmann argues that, because of his imprisonment and 

subsequent liberation, Peter left his role as leader of the Jerusalem community in 

favor of missionary work in undisclosed locations.28  Peter’s departure from 

Jerusalem, according to Cullman, was not a result of conflict over his missionary 

activity among non-Judeans. 

In contrast, Marin Hengel’s presentation of Peter departs radically from the 

Tübingen appraoch and Cullmann.29  Contrary to the picture of Peter as the 

spokesperson of the Judean Christ community that practiced stringent adherence to 

the Law and who was, therefore, Paul’s chief opponent, Hengel argues that Peter took 

a mediating position with regard to Judean customs in the Christ community. Hengel 

characterizes Peter’s mediating position as tolerant, liberal, and broad-minded with 

regard to “the strict standpoint of the Judaists,” whose perspective he “never 

shared.”30  In contrast to Cullman, Hengel argues that Peter’s position on non-Judean 

inclusion may have led to the decline of his influence in the Jerusalem community 

and his eventual departure from Jerusalem. 

The search for the historical Peter and Paul as leaders of two antithetical 

movements within early Christianity represented by the Tübingen School, continued 

with Robert Brawley’s “avowed revisionist attempt to reclaim some of the seminal 
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27 Ibid., 40
28 Ibid., 41-42.
29 Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity (trans. John Bowden; Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1979; trans. of Zur urchristilichen Geschichtsschreibung, Stuttgart: Verlag, 1979), 81-91, 
92-98. 

30 Ibid., 97. 



features of” dormant nineteenth-century concepts related to Paul in Acts.31 Discarding 

the notion that Luke portrays Paul as entirely rejecting the Judeans in Acts, Brawley 

asserts that Paul’s portrait intended to counter anti-Paulinism from Judean and non-

Judean sectors of early Christianity, thus legitimating Paul’s mission. Following the 

conclusions of the Tübingen School, Brawley concludes that Luke’s Paul, therefore, 

is thoroughly Judean and is presented in Acts in such as way as to reconcile Judean 

and non-Judean Christ followers.

Similarly, Michael Goulder’s St. Paul Versus St. Peter: A Tale of Two Missions 

is a reappraisal of Baur’s theory of an early Christianity divided between two 

opposing groups.32  Examining Peter and Paul in the New Testament in general, 

Goulder presents Paul as a liberal with commonsense and Peter as a rigid 

conservative who was typical of the Jerusalem community. According to Goulder, 

Peter and Paul agreed on the significance of Jesus, but little else. While Goulder 

presents a wealth of information on the undeniable conflict in the New Testament, he 

argues, incorrectly I believe, that the debate between the two groups represents the 

whole of early Christianity.
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31 Robert Brawley, "Paul in Acts: Lucan Apology and Conciliation," in Luke-Acts, New 
Perspectives from the Society of Biblical Literature Seminar (ed. Charles H. Talbert; New York: 
Crossroad, 1984), 129. Later, Brawley explored Luke-Acts in light of Narrative Criticism and develops 
a helpful chapter on Peter and Paul, see Centering on God: Method and Message in Luke-Acts 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1990), 139-158.

32 Michael D. Goulder, St. Paul Versus St. Peter: A Tale of Two Missions (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1995).



Transitioning from the Historical Quest to the Literary Quest

Despite the continued influence of the Tübingen School,33 Source and Form 

Criticism in New Testament studies initiated interest in the literary aspects of the New 

Testament texts. In 1966, W. C. Van Unnik referred to Luke-Acts as “one of the great 

storm centers of New Testament scholarship,”34 due in some respects, to the shift in 

emphasis from a search for the historical Peter and Paul toward a search for a literary 

Peter and Paul, in which Luke is viewed as a theologian who shaped his sources to fit 

his own theological agenda.35  For example, Ernest Haenchen, in his commentary on 

Acts, argued that Luke’s entire second volume is influenced by the problem of a 

mission to the non-Judeans without regard for the Judean Law and is, therefore, 

concerned with the breaking of the continuity with the history of salvation, thus 

cutting the Christ movement off from the tolerance Haenchen understood Judaism to 

enjoy within the Roman Empire. Luke’s solution to this problem, according to 

Haenchen, was to demonstrate that the “instigators and leaders of the Christian 
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33 The search for the historical Paul continued well into the late twentieth century as a paper 
presented at the 1974 meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature demonstrate. Mattill, “A Spectrum 
of Opinion on the Value of Acts as a Source for the Reconstruction of the Life and Thought of Paul,” 
SBL Seminar Papers (1974), II, 63-83. 

34 W. C. Van Unnik, "Luke-Acts: A Storm Center in Contemporary Scholarship" in Studies in 
Luke-Acts: Essays Presented in Honor of Paul Schubert (ed. Keck and Martyn; Nashville: Abingdon, 
1966), 16.

35 Although this was essentially the argument of the Tübingen School, their emphasis was on 
historical reconstruction and not Luke’s theological agenda as represented in his redaction of sources.



mission,” thus, Peter and Paul, “far from falling away from their Jewish faith, in fact 

held fast to it.”36  

Despite this interest in literary analysis, the quest for the historical Peter and 

Paul was not entirely abandoned. A couple of examples illustrates how emerging 

literary analysis was used as a means to historical reconstruction. First, Philipp 

Vielhauer’s well-known essay "On the 'Paulinism' of Acts" further modifies the 

historical quest by raising the question of Luke’s theological portrayal of Paul. 

Vielhauer argues that Luke “portrays Paul as a missionary and thereby also as a 

theologian,”37 but focuses primarily on Paul’s role as theologian, especially on the 

speeches and statements related to natural theology, law, Christology, and 

eschatology. Vielhauer concludes that Luke depicts Paul as one proclaiming an earlier 

Christology than represented in his letters38 and as one who replaced the idea of 

Judeans as God’s special people with the idea of humanity’s natural immediacy for 

God.39
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36 Haenchen, Die Apostolgeschichte (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1959; English edition, 
The Acts of the Apostles: A Commentary, Bernard Noble and Gerald Shinn; Philidelphia: Westminster, 
1971), 100. Also important for Form and Redaction approaches to are Dibelius, The Book of Acts: 
Form, Style, and Theology (ed. K. C. Hanson; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004; repr. of Studies in the Acts 
of the Apostles; trans. Mary Ling; New York; Scribner's, 1956; trans. of Aufsèatze Zur 
Apostelgeschichte. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1951) and Conzelmann, Die Mitte Der Zeit: 
Studien Zur Theologie Des Lukas (Tübingen: Mohr, 1954). 

37 Philipp Vielhauer, "On the 'Paulinism' of Acts," in Studies in Luke Acts (ed. by Leander E. 
Keck, Paul Schubert and J. Louis Martyn; Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 33-50. 

38 Ibid., 43-44. Vielhauer arrives at this conclusion based on comparison of Acts 13:13-43 and 
26:22ff. with Rom. 1:3ff. and 1 Cor. 15:3ff.

39 Ibid., 49-49.



Next, Brown, Donfried, and Reumann’s Peter in the New Testament is the 

product of the National Dialogue between Lutheran and Roman Catholic Theologians 

who appointed these editors to review the “history leading to the emergence of the 

papacy in the Western Church.”40  The study approaches Peter primarily from a 

historical perspective, though the editors realize, nevertheless, that “Luke’s picture of 

Peter and Paul as the two chief figures in early church history . . . reflects Luke’s skill 

as a theological writer.”41  The authors emphasize Peter as the one “named first in the 

post-resurrectional list of the Eleven,” “a preacher,” “a miracle worker,” an “object of 

miraculous divine care,” and one who played “a significant role in the election of 

Matthias.”42  These authors, following Cullman, note that Peter held a “prominent 

role in the Jerusalem church” and was “a missionary and a spokesman.”43  They 

especially emphasize that Peter’s role in bringing non-Judeans into the church was 

not the same as that of Paul,44 though they recognize that Peter did have a decisive 

role in the Jerusalem council because “he cites as a precedent for the admission of the 

[non-Judeans] his own conversion of Cornelius.”45  

Despite their alleged interest in literary analysis, these two studies demonstrate 

the hold that the historical critical approach had on scholarship in the early 1970s. 
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40 Brown, et al, Peter in the New Testament (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1973), 2. 
41 Ibid., 10.
42 Ibid., 41-42.
43 Ibid., 42.
44 Ibid., 43. Peter’s role is viewed as different because before in the narrative Philip converts a 

Hellenist and an Ethiopian. 
45 Ibid., 50.



These studies do indicate, however, that the literary turn in Lukan studies was 

changing the dominant questions scholars were asking; rather than asking if Luke was 

a trustworthy historian, scholars began to ask why Luke formulated his material the 

way that he had.46  Beginning with Haenchen, whose commentary “marked the end of 

one era and the beginning of another,”47 attention to historical reconstruction declined 

while focus on Luke as a creative editor/theologian increased as scholars undertook 

the search for the literary Peter and Paul. 

The Search for the Literary Peter and Paul

One expression of the literary turn was anticipated in the work of H. J. Cadbury  

who, in 1927, in his chapter on language and style in The Making of Luke-Acts, 

addresses the “parallelism between the careers of [Luke’s] heroes, especially Jesus, 
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46 Along with Source, Form, and Redactional studies, this literary approach to Acts also spawned 
interest in the speeches in Acts. There has been a general interest in the theological function of the 
speeches of Acts since at least the time of Eichhorn, Einleitung in Das Neue Testament (Leipzig: 
Weidmann, 1810), 36-43, specific focus on the speeches in Acts seems to have begun in the mid-
twentieth century starting with Ridderbos, The Speeches of Peter in the Acts of the Apostles (TNTL; 
London: Tyndale, 1961) who maintained that the speeches should not generally be viewed as a record 
of the literal words of the apostles but “as illustrations of apostolic preaching in various characteristic 
situations” and thus reflect the basic form of the kerygma in the late first century. Peter is portrayed in 
Acts as the first great witness who laid the foundation for the developing Christ movement. Other 
important works on the speeches of Acts include Since Ridderbos, additional treatments of the 
speeches in Acts by John Kilgallen, "‘With Many Other Words’ (Acts 2,40): Theological Assumptions 
in Peter's Pentecost Speech." Bib 83 (2002): 71-87; "Did Peter Actually Fail to Get a Word In?: (Acts 
11:15)" Bib 71 (1990): 405-10; "Peter’s Argument in Acts 15" in "Il Verbo Di Dio Áe Vivo”: Studi Sul 
Nuovo Testamento in Onore Del Cardinale Albert Vanhoye, S.I, ed. Josâe Enrique Aguilar Chiu and 
Albert Vanhoye, (Roma: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 2007), 233-247; Marion Soards The Speeches in 
Acts: Their Content, Context, and Concerns (Louisville: John Knox, 1994). 

47 Steve Walton, "Acts," in The Face of New Testament Studies: A Survey of Recent Research (ed. 
Scot McKnight and Grant R. Osborne; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 229.



Peter and Paul.”48  He gives specific attention to the “balancing of the careers of Peter 

and Paul,” listing five parallels that are somewhat different from his predecessors: 

Peter Paul Scene
3:2 14:8 Healing of a 

disabled person
9:36ff. 20:7ff. Bringing dead 

back to life
5:15 19:12 Sick healed by 

contact with 
shadow or cloth

12:6ff. 16:25ff. Prison escape

8:18ff. 13:6ff. Confronting 
magicians

Table 2: Cadbury’s Parallels of Peter and Paul in Acts
The Making of Luke-Acts, 232.

Interestingly, though he does recognize Luke’s penchant for parallelism throughout, 

Cadbury raises the matter only to reject the author’s deliberate structuring:  “That the 

writer introduced this parallelism in order to give the apostles equal ranking seems 

quite unlikely.”49  

 In contrast to Cadbury, Teruo Kobayashi’s 1962 doctoral dissertation, "The 

Role of Peter According to the Theological Understanding of Paul, Mark, and Luke-

Acts," includes discussion on the parallel images of Peter and Paul in Acts in which 
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48 H. J. Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (New York: Macmillan, 1927), 231; The Book of Acts 
in History (New York: Harper, 1955). 

49 Ibid., 232. 



he maintains that Luke portrays Peter and Paul in the same manner in Acts.50    He 

treats parallels in relation to their function of strengthening Christ followers, 

performing miracles, and mediating the Holy Spirit. Furthermore, both at first 

opposed Christ (Luke 22:33; Acts 8:1; 9:1) and soon after became powerful witnesses 

for Christ (Acts 2:14; 9:19-20). Kobayashi concludes, therefore, that “Luke intends to 

illustrate the equality and uniqueness of the charisma of Peter and Paul.”51

Likewise, Hisao Kayama argues in his 1971 doctoral dissertation, "The Image 

of Paul in the Book of Acts," that the parallels between Paul and Peter, and between 

these two and Jesus, are intended by Luke to illustrate the continuity between Jesus 

and his apostles, and particularly between Paul and Peter.52  Utilizing Source and 

Form Criticism, Kayama proposes to examine Paul as “he was interpreted and 

portrayed according to the theologies of his interpreters” by seeking the theological 

traditions to which Luke had access and analyzing how these sources led to his 

presentation of Paul in Acts. Kayama, therefore, examines Paul’s self-understanding 

as reflected in the Pauline epistles and the interpretations of Paul in the deutero-

Pauline literature. When he addresses the question of the portrayal of Paul in Acts, 

Kayama argues that Paul is depicted in Acts, not as an apostle, but as one under the 

mediation of the Jerusalem community, thus placing Paul in continuity of the 
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50 Kobayashi, "The Role of Peter According to the Theological Understanding of Paul, Mark, and 
Luke-Acts,"(Ph.D. Dissertation), Drew University, 1962, 309-21.

51 Ibid., 320. 
52 Kayama, "The Image of Paul in the Book of Acts,"(Ph.D. diss., Claremont Graduate School 

and University Center, 1971), 13.



redemptive history of the people of God. After Peter’s disappearance from Acts, Paul 

takes over the mission to the non-Judeans which had been initiated by Peter. Kayama 

observes that the parallels of Paul and Peter in Acts attempt to portray them in the 

same way that Jesus is portrayed in Luke’s Gospel, namely as qei/oj avnh,r. 

In Petrus im Neuen Testament, Peter Dschulnigg discusses Peter’s character by 

examining sixteen different scenes in Acts.53  Dschulnigg concludes the chapter by 

summarizing the central aspects of Peter’s character in Acts. The apostle is portrayed 

as the chief Apostle and leading spokesman in Jerusalem (Acts 1-5). Furthermore, 

Peter stands out from the other apostles as a miracle worker and by uncovering false 

developments (Fehlentwicklingen; e.g., Ananias and Sapphira; Simon the magician). 

He is the initiator of the missionary movement into three areas (Jerusalem, Samaria, 

and Caesarea) and he takes the decisive step of expanding the Christ-movement 

outside its Judean boundaries. Dschulnigg concludes, “the speaker of the Messiah's 

confession in the circle of the apostles becomes the announcer of Jesus the Messiah in 

Jerusalem, Samaria and Caesarea.”54 
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53 Peter Dschulnigg, Petrus im Neuen Testament (Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 
1996). The sixteen scenes are listed concisely in the Inhaltsverzeichnis, xi. 

54 Ibid., 116. „Der Sprecher des Messiasbekenntnisses im Kreis der Apostel wird zum Verkünder 
des messias Jesus in Jerusalem, Samarien and Cäsarea.“



Along with Source, Form, and Canonical approaches to both Peter and Paul in 

Acts,55 there have been some notable literary works that have examined Paul’s 

portrayal in Acts in light of ancient and modern literary techniques. First, John Lentz 

emphasizes the comparison of characters pervasive in ancient literature and in doing 

so, argues that Acts portrays Paul “as a man of high social status and moral virtue” 

who “possesses high social credentials and personifies what would have been 

recognized, by the first reader/hearer of Acts, as the classical cardinal virtues.”56 

Lentz examines social status in the ancient Mediterranean alongside the description of 

Paul as a Greek, Roman, and Pharisee. He argues that Luke depicts Paul as a person 

of high social status “who could be held up as an example to those of high social 

status to imitate and for those of low social status to claim.”57  

Likewise, Blake Shipp has addressed the literary function of the repetition of 

Paul’s Damascus Road experience.58  Critical of modern rhetorical studies 

represented by the work of George Kennedy, Shipp describes a need to correct the 
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55 Perhaps the most complete Source and Form critical study of Paul in Acts is that of Stanley 
Porter, Paul in Acts, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001); repr.; Paul of Acts: Essays in Literary Criticism, 
Rhetoric, and Theology (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999). Although he claims that “this series of 
studies concentrates first and foremost upon how Paul is depicted as a literary character . . . in Acts.”  
He does, nevertheless, present Paul as a skilled orator and healer. Porter’s argument that the depiction 
of Paul in Acts is not at odds with that of the epistles distracts from the stated literary concern of the 
study. 

56 Lentz, Luke's Portrait of Paul, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 3.
57 Ibid., 172. Also see, Jerome H. Neyrey, "Luke's Social Location of Paul: Cultural Anthropology 

and the Status of Paul in Acts" in History, Literature, and Society in the Book of Acts, ed. Ben 
Witherington, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 279.

58 Shipp, Paul the Reluctant Witness: Power and Weakness in Luke's Portrayal (Eugene, Or.: 
Cascade, 2005). 



“historical and philosophical anachronisms in the method.”59   Following R. Dean 

Anderson’s critique, Shipp notes that “Kennedy at no point . . . instructed his readers 

as to how ancient rhetoric informed and influenced the construction of the New 

Testament texts by their authors.”60  Arguing that one must first assess Hellenistic 

education in order to determine what, if any, rhetorical training the New Testament 

authors had, Shipp argues that Theon’s progymnasmata provides a helpful guide for 

understanding Paul’s portrayal in Acts, which concisely stated is a complete 

transformation from one who resists Christ-followers’ proclamation of Jesus as 

Messiah to one overcome by the power of Jesus and changed into an empowered 

witness for the gospel.61  

In addition to these ancient techniques, modern literary theory has been 

employed in analyzing Peter and Paul in Acts. For example, Marie-Eloise Rosenblatt 

makes an argument similar to that of Kayama and Kobayashi, namely that Luke 

“establishes a harmonious relationship between Peter and Paul” by the literary 
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59 Ibid., 25; George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984).

60 Shipp, 132; R. Dean Anderson, Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Paul (rev. ed.; Leuven: Peeters, 
1999).

61 Though he does not focus on Peter and/or Paul, Richard P. Thompson, Keeping the Church in 
Its Place: The Church as Narrative Character in Acts (New York: T & T Clark, 2006) utilizes ancient 
literary theory in an attempt to understand the role of the church in Acts. Thompson focuses on 
characterization in the ancient narrative as background for reading the character of the church in Acts.
61  He traces the development of the church through three major sections: first, the Jerusalem church 
(1:1-8:3); then the churches in and beyond Jerusalem (8:4-12:25); and finally the church in the Roman 
Empire (13:1-28:31). Thompson concludes that the church as a character in Acts consists of individuals 
among whom God is at work to proclaim God’s message of universal salvation to the ends of the earth. 
In contrast to the church, unbelieving Judeans have rejected God’s Messiah and now oppose the 
gospel’s message of total inclusion. 



technique of doubling.62 By linking Paul with Peter, and thus with Jesus, Rosenblatt 

argues, “Paul’s leadership and his convictions as a missionary have validity.”63  Luke, 

thus, legitimizes Paul and his missionary activity by emphasizing Peter and Paul’s 

shared roles as witnesses to the resurrection and as preachers of the gospel. Further, 

“Luke tightens the relationship between Peter and Paul by describing both of them as 

initiators of the outreach to the [non-Judeans]” which was prompted by “their 

reception of inaugural visions which reorient and clarify the mission of each 

witness.”64

Moreover, Pheme Perkins combines "insights derived from newer literary 

studies ... with the results of historical-critical interpretation" to present a portrait of 

Peter as an "ecclesial centrist."65 In her treatment of Peter in Acts, Perkins maintains 

that the portrayal of Peter is consistent throughout Acts and that consistent 

characterization follows closely the ministry of Jesus in Luke’s Gospel. While Peter is 

“usually the spokesperson” and “is clearly the central character among the apostles in 

Jerusalem,” he “does not enjoy supremacy over the other apostles” and “always acts 

with others from the apostolic group.”66 Rejecting the Tübingen position of 
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62 Rosenblatt, Paul the Accused: His Portrait in the Acts of the Apostles, (Collegeville, Minn.: 
Liturgical Press, 1995), 11. Andrew C. Clark’s  Parallel Lives: The Relation of Paul to the Apostles in 
the Lucan Perspective (Carlisle: Paternoster, 2001) demonstrates that verbal echoes, thematic 
agreements and sequence serve to control Luke’s parallels but otherwise does not advance either 
methodological approach or interpretations of Peter and Paul in Acts. 

63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid., 14; 15. 
65 Perkins, Peter: Apostle for the Whole Church, (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina 

Press, 1994), 54.
66 Ibid., 95. cf. 89



conflicting Petrine and Pauline groups, Perkins argues that Peter should be viewed as 

a source of unity in the apostolic testimony.

Another aspect of literary approaches to the study of the New Testament 

emerged in the late 1970s as scholars began to ask what difference it makes to take 

seriously the narrative character of the gospels. Narrative Criticism, as it was 

eventually dubbed by David Rhoads in 1980,67 initially focused on the gospels.68  

Luke Timothy Johnson’s dissertation on the literary function of the possession 

narratives in Luke-Acts69 helped initiate narrative critical studies of Acts. Influenced 

by these early approaches, Robert Tannehill was “the first to apply narrative criticism 

systematically to Luke-Acts as a whole.”70 More recently, William Kurz provides 

perhaps the best overview of the narrative method in relation to Luke-Acts by 

discussing the methodology and its applicability to the text of Luke-Acts.71
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67 "Narrative Criticism and the Gospel of Mark," JAAR 50 (1982): 411-34 was originally 
delivered in 1980 at the final meeting of the SBL Seminar on Mark. 

68 During the 1970s, the SBL Seminar on Mark was instrumental in the development of Narrative 
Criticism. Rhoads cites Thomas Boomserhine, Joanna Dewey, Robert Fowler, Norman Peterson, 
Robert Tannehill, and Mary Ann Tolbert as particularly influential members of the seminar. For an 
example of some of the earliest published work, see David Rhoads and Donald Michie. Mark as Story: 
An Introduction to the Narrative of a Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982); Jack Dean Kingsbury, The 
Christology of Mark's Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983); R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the 
Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983). 

69 The Literary Function of Possessions in Luke-Acts, SBLDS 39 (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars 
Press, 1977). This seems to have been the first narrative critical work on Luke-Acts, although Johnson 
uses the more generic term literary approach since the term Narrative Criticism had not yet been 
coined.

70 Steve Walton, "Acts," in The Face of New Testament Studies, 232. Tannehill, The Narrative 
Unity of Luke-Acts: A Literary Interpretation. Vol. 2: The Acts of the Apostles.

71 William S. Kurz, Reading Luke-Acts: Dynamics of Biblical Narrative (Louisville: Westminster/
John Knox, 1993). Also see his “Narrative Approaches to Luke-Acts," Bib 68 (1987): 203-19 and 
"Narrative Models for Imitation in Luke-Acts" in Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor of 
Abraham J. Malherbe (ed. David L. Balch, Everett Ferguson and Wayne A. Meeks; Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1990), 171-89.



The only narrative work, however, that treats the characters of both Paul and 

Peter in Acts is Thomas Phillips’s “Narrative Characterizations of Peter and Paul in 

Early Christianity.” Phillips “compare[s] the Peter and the Paul of the canonical Acts 

with the Peter and the Paul of the non-canonical, apocryphal Acts”72 in order to 

examine the apparent incongruity between the accounts of Peter’s financial resources. 

Despite this rather limited scope, the summary of the characters in the canonical Acts 

offers a slightly broader picture. Phillips says:

On the one hand, according to Acts, Peter participates in the Jerusalem 
community’s highly structured system of caring for the needy within its ranks 
(2:42-45). Peter is apparently without significant financial resources of his 
own; he has no silver or gold (3:6) and he never serves as a benefactor in his 
own right. He does temporarily serve as an agent in charge of distributing the 
community’s benefactions (4:32-35; 5:1-11), but he soon relinquishes even 
this role as inconsistent with his apostolic calling (6:1-6). Thus, Peter is 
characterized as an apostle, a Christian leader, who is, by his own choice, 
impoverished and the beneficiary of other persons’ generosity.  On the other 
hand, Paul claims to have supported both himself and his traveling 
companions (20:34). Whereas Peter, as an apostle, has gifts laid at his feet, 
Paul was a benefactor who distributed funds which he has earned with his 
own hands (20:35).  He is not merely an agent in charge of the community’s 
benefactions. Paul is characterized as a self-supporting benefactor, whose final 
trip to Jerusalem was motivated by the desire to give offerings and alms to his 
people (24:17). In fact, Paul was apparently in possession of significant 
financial resources because he could underwrite the considerable costs 
associated with the fulfillment of a Nazarite vow (21:23-26), could give the 
wealthy Roman governor Felix reason to hope for a bribe (24:26), and could 
support himself throughout his two year Roman imprisonment (28:30).  Thus, 
Paul is characterized as a self-supporting and generous person with a 
considerable amount of money at his disposal. This characterization of Paul 
stands in stark contrast to the characterization of Peter as one who lived within 
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a community which was sustained by the generosity of others and as one who 
possessed no economic resources of his own.73 

The restricted focus on the financial aspects of the two characters, though interesting, 

stops short of providing a comprehensive character analysis. Philip’s work is, 

nevertheless, a helpful step toward the narrative critical approach taken in the present 

study. 

The search for the literary Peter and Paul, however, raised a new question, 

namely, how the audience constructs Peter and Paul as characters in the narrative and 

the anticipate effect of that construction upon the audience. A few recent studies that 

have examined various aspects of characterization in Luke-Acts have asked about the 

response expected of Luke’s readers.74 First, John Darr’s On Character Building 

examines two characters (John the Baptist and Herod) and one character group 

(Pharisees) to demonstrate that readers of Luke-Acts create the characters as they 

move through the narrative.75 To accomplish this, Darr employs Wolfgang Iser’s form 

of reader-oriented criticism to develop an approach to reading biblical narratives that 
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involves the complex interaction between reader, text, and extratext.76 Crucial to this 

approach is that readers are shaped as they interact with the text’s rhetoric and 

construct its characters. Likewise, Steven Sheeley’s doctoral dissertation examines 

the narrative asides in Luke-Acts, which, he argues, aid in the development of themes 

and narrators while guiding readers into correct interpretation of the events 

recorded.77

Moreover, William H. Shepherd’s revised doctoral dissertation employs Darr’s 

method by arguing that a character is “created by both text and reader;” that is, “[t]he 

character is both generated by the text and constructed by the reader.”78 Shepherd 

emphasizes Iser’s theory that texts contain “gaps” that must be filled in by the reader 

“with necessary literary, social, cultural, psychological, historical and other kind of 

information in order to understand the text.”79 Shepherd fills in these gaps in order to 

construct the Holy Spirit as a character that functions as the narrative symbol for 

reliability: the reliability of prophetic figures who speak under the Spirit's inspiration, 

the reliability of the narrative as indicated by the care with which it shows the work of 

the Spirit behind and through its plot, and for the reliability of God. Recently, Ju Hur 
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has sought to supplement Shepherd’s work by extending the character study into an 

analysis of the overall plot of Luke-Acts.80 Rather than focusing on the Spirit as a 

character that is a symbol for reliability, Hur argues that the Holy Spirit provides the 

“divine frame of reference” which serves to give narrative reliability to the plot of 

Luke-Acts.81 Both of these studies emphasize that the audience should find assurance 

and comfort in the dependability of the Spirit. 

S. John Roth’s revised doctoral dissertation examines the blind, lame and poor 

in Luke-Acts, arguing these marginalized characters should be understood together as 

a character type that is to be interpreted in the context of the Septuagint.82 Roth’s 

most helpful chapter, entitled “An Audience-Oriented Literary Approach to Reading 

Luke-Acts,” offers an overview of Reader-Response Criticism, character analysis, 

and most helpful, constructing the authorial audience. Following Darr’s emphasis on 

reader, text, and extratext, Roth maintains that the authorial audience of Luke-Acts 

would have constructed the character types of blind, lame, and poor in the text of 

Luke-Acts by utilizing its knowledge of these character groups in the Septuagint. 

Thus, when Luke portrays Jesus and his followers as bringing salvation to this 
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character group, the authorial audience should understand this as bolstering Jesus’ 

messianic credentials established in the Septuagint.

Focusing primarily on the interaction between text and reader, William 

Campbell discusses the “We” passages in Acts (16:10-17; 20:5-21:18; 21:19-26:32; 

27:1-28:16). He argues that the author of Acts uses the first-person plural to establish 

the narrator as a character with whom the reader is to bond and whose narrative the 

reader is encouraged to view more positively. 

The ‘we’ character’s primary role is to replace Barnabas as Paul’s companion 
and witness in urgent times, to defend Paul’s credibility in the story in ways 
that the apostle himself cannot, and to provide reassurance that Paul carries 
out God’s directives as charged in spite of obstacles constructed by human 
characters or by nature” 83

Since Paul is distrusted by some and viewed as a threat by others, argues Campbell, 

Paul needs a trustworthy character to support his reliability. The narrator of Acts first 

uses the character of Barnabas for this role, but after Barnabas and Paul part ways, the 

narrator enters the narrative to fulfill this role. Thus, by focusing attention on the 

literary role of the “we,” Campbell emphasizes the function of the “we” and eschews 

connecting the “we” with the real author of Acts, thereby enhancing attention on the 

message of the narrative. 

The works of Darr and those who followed him have opened the way to 

character studies in Luke-Acts that also emphasize the desired impact on the authorial 
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audience. Their work has stimulated a small number of narrative and reader-response 

approaches to Peter and Paul in Acts that emphasize character development and the 

interaction between the text and the reader. These approaches, to which we now turn, 

provide a basis the for approach of the present study to search for the identity-forming  

role of Peter and Paul in Acts. 

The Quest for the Identity-Forming Peter and Paul

There have been several recent studies, employing narrative theory with an 

emphasis on the interaction of reader and text in analyses of Peter or Paul in Acts, that 

point toward the approach taken in the present study in that they seek to understand 

how the characters of Peter and Paul in Acts help to shape the identity of Luke’s 

audience. First, Denton Lotz argues that the Peter/Cornelius narrative is the author’s 

attempt to convince the audience to accept an identity not based solely on ethnicity, 

but on a broader basis of shared beliefs and practices. Peter is thus portrayed as one 

whose understanding of God was challenged and who thereby gained “a larger vision 

of his Christian faith in the mission of the church for the whole world.”84  Although 

he does not explicitly state that he uses an audience-oriented approach, Lotz 

emphasizes how the audience, interacting with the Peter/Cornelius narrative, can, like 

Peter, come to a wider understanding of those whom God accepts. 
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David A. Handy, unlike Lotz, explicitly employs reader-response combined 

with narrative criticism to emphasize the identity formation of the audience. He 

argues that Luke left key gaps in the repetitions of the Cornelius story in order to 

draw the audience into the narrative and require active participation in the story 

itself.85  By exploring two major literary features of the Cornelius narrative, namely 

the echoes of biblical texts and repetition, Handy convincingly argues that by 

disclosing “new clues with each recounting of Cornelius’ vision” Luke attempts to 

create suspense and maintain the audience’s interest and involvement, thus allowing 

them to experience a similar struggle to understand God’s inclusion of the non-

Judeans that the characters in the story have. For Handy, Acts portrays Peter as one 

who puzzles over the meaning of the vision and the subsequent events in Acts 10, 

thus drawing readers into the story so that they too are puzzled at the inclusion called 

for by God. 

Finally, in his doctoral dissertation, Vaughn CroweTipton uses literary and 

sociological methods in an analysis of the text of Acts in Codex D.86  His 

methodology focuses on audience-oriented investigation of the Petrine narratives of 

Codex Bezae. Echoing the arguments of others, Tipton argues that Peter functions as 

a paradigmatic figure who witnesses to the gospel (Rosenblatt, Bayer, Hansen) and 
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redefines of the people of God from an exclusive ethnic group to an inclusive group 

transcending ethnic boundaries (Lotz, Handy), and whom the audience is invited to 

emulate. 

While these approaches have pointed toward the interaction between the text 

and the audience, the nature of this interaction – what happens to the audience in the 

identity-forming process – remains elusive and needs further exploration.

Conclusion

The studies in the preceding review have revealed three quests for Peter and 

Paul in Acts. The search for the historical Peter and Paul focused on reconstructing 

early Christianity in which Tübingen scholars maintained that Peter and Paul were the 

leaders of two opposing groups in early Christianity. Critics of this approach softened 

the division between Peter and Paul by focusing on how each was depicted in Acts, 

rather than reconstructing the whole of early Christianity. These critiques led to a 

literary turn in Lukan scholarship which brought about the search for the literary 

Peter and Paul in Acts. This approach focused on the text of Acts itself rather than 

attempting to reconstruct early Christianity as the historical search had done. Literary 

studies emphasized that Acts portrays Paul as missionary and theologian as the Christ 

movement spread beyond the bounds of Jerusalem and Judaism, with some emphasis 

on Paul’s Judean-ness in Acts which serves to highlight the continuity of Pauline 

Christianity with Jesus and the original twelve disciples. Furthermore, since, in Acts, 
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Peter is open to boundary modification, he is in essential agreement with Paul and, 

therefore, comes into conflict with traditional Judean Christ followers in the 

Jerusalem community. 

More recent literary-based work, in a search for an identity-forming Peter and 

Paul, has raised the question of the anticipated impact of the narrative on Luke’s 

audience. While four recent studies have taken this approach to Peter or Paul 

individually in Acts, there remains a need to pursue this approach in a full discussion 

of Peter and Paul in Acts and with special attention to the dynamics of the text’s 

identity-forming work.
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CHAPTER TWO:
APPROACHES TO EARLY CHRISTIAN IDENTITY

I closed the previous chapter by noting that narrative and audience-oriented 

approaches are emerging in scholarly discussions of Peter and Paul in Acts. Also 

surfacing is the related question of the text’s role in shaping the identity of early 

Christ-followers. The relationship between narrative, audience, and identity 

formation, however, remains underdeveloped and needs much greater attention. In 

this chapter, I will address some of the ways early Christian identity has been 

addressed in previous discussions, focusing primarily upon four approaches that 

emphasize identity in relation to ethnicity, theology, social processes, and narrative 

processes. The chapter will conclude by suggesting a way forward that combines the 

strengths of these previous approaches. We will then be ready, in the following 

chapter, to elaborate on this combination by drawing connections between narrative 

and identity formation. 

Identity and Ethnicity: The Internal Struggle for Supremacy

 The earliest modern approaches to understanding early Christian identity focused 

on the relationship between Judean and non-Judean Christ-followers and their 

struggle for supremacy in the nascent Christ movement. This approach focused on 
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identity in terms of ethnicity and ethnic distinctions made between groups. Identity, 

therefore, was addressed by examining ethnic identity markers, especially 

circumcision, and the conflict it created. 

 The pioneer of this perspective, mentioned in the previous chapter, was F. C. 

Baur, who argued that the early church was marked by severe conflict along ethnic 

lines; that is, between a Judean (Petrine) group and a non-Judean (Pauline) group. 

Baur argued that the split between these two groups began with the conflict involving 

the Hellenists and the Hebrews, which culminated in the execution of Stephen.1  The 

tension between these groups, according to Baur, escalated in the conflict over ethnic 

identity markers, particularly purity regulations concerning meals and circumcision. 

Acts 10-11 highlights the tension related to Judeans eating with non-Judeans and Acts 

15 depicts the conflict over circumcision, which Baur argues is between an ethnically 

Judean third party on one side and Peter and Paul on the other. The purpose of this 

characterization, Baur suggests, was to conceal the real conflict over Judean ethnic 

identity that existed between Peter and Paul, as illustrated in Galatians 2. 

 Baur’s hypothesis sparked scholarly interest in the conflict between Judean and 

non-Judean Christ-followers and continues to influence scholars of Christian origins. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Baumgarten argued that Baur’s view failed to 

account for the sociological aspects of changing religious/ethnic groups and Ritschl 
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maintained that it failed to acknowledge greater diversity within both non-Judean and 

Judean Christianity. For Baumgarten, there was much more involved than simply 

rejecting or embracing certain ethnic customs; anticipating future approaches, he 

argued that the social implications of such a shift must also be considered. For 

Ritschl, early Christian identity could not be understood merely in terms of ethnicity 

nor could it be limited to two traditions. 

 More recently, scholars have attributed to Baur’s theory the denigration of 

Judean identity in the period of early Christianity that persisted into the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. William S. Campbell notes that “he [Baur] contributed 

enormously to the tendency in the Paulinism of the last century and a half to denigrate 

the image of Judaism in the New Testament.”2  Furthermore, Shawn Kelley argues 

that, 

For Baur, Christianity, despite its origins in the East, is the Western religion. 
Consequently, his task is to define the essence of Christianity by purging it of 
anything that smacks of Judaism or the Orient, of nationalism, legalism, and 
particularism.3

This perspective, exacerbated by the work of Ferdinand Weber,4 notes Campbell, 

“had the long-term effect of depicting Judaism in a negative light.”5  
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 The negative view of Judaism resulting from Baur’s reconstruction, centered as 

it was in antithesis to Pauline Christianity, was challenged by George Foot Moore in 

his 1921 article in which he noted this negative shift in perspective concerning 

Judaism6 and set forth his own constructive presentation entitled Judaism in the First 

Centuries of the Christian Era.7  This reassessment was elaborated decades later in 

the work of E.P. Sanders, who examined the prevailing view of Paul as opposed to 

anything Judean in relation to the Reformation era hermeneutics of Luther.8  James 

D.G. Dunn aptly describes Sanders’ argument:

Sanders’ basic claim is not so much that Paul has been misunderstood as that 
the picture of Judaism drawn from Paul’s writings is historically false, not 
simply inaccurate in part but fundamentally mistaken. . . . The problem 
focuses on the character of Judaism as a religion of salvation. For rabbinic 
specialists the emphasis in rabbinic Judaism on God’s goodness and 
generosity, his encouragement of repentance and offer of forgiveness is plain. 
Whereas Paul seems to depict Judaism as coldly and calculatingly legalistic, a 
system of ‘works’ righteousness, where salvation is earned by the merit of 
good works. Looked at from another angle, the problem is the way in which 
Paul has been understood as the great exponent of the central Reformation 
doctrine of justification by faith. . . . If Stendahl cracked the mould of 
twentieth-century reconstructions of Paul’s theological context, by showing 
how much it had been determined by Luther’s quest for a gracious God, 
Sanders has broken it altogether by showing how different these 
reconstructions are from what we know of first-century Judaism from other 
sources. 9
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Nevertheless, Dunn criticized Sanders’ presentation of Paul as “only a little better 

than the one rejected.”10  While Sanders recovered Paul’s Judean ethnic identity, he 

maintained that Paul abandoned this identity in favor of being “in Christ.”

 Dunn maintains that Paul did not reject his ethnic identity nor did he criticize the 

Law. Rather, Dunn argues that Paul was critical of the misuse of the Law that created 

social barriers, which Paul refers to as "the works of the law":

'works of the law' are nowhere understood here, either by his [Judean] 
interlocutors or by Paul himself, as works which earn God's favor, as merit-
amassing observances. They are rather seen as badges: they are simply what 
membership of the covenant people involves, what mark out the [Judeans] as 
God's people;...in other words, Paul has in view precisely what Sanders calls 
'covenantal nomism.' And what he denies is that God's justification depends 
on 'covenantal nomism,' that God's grace extends only to those who wear the 
badge of the covenant.11

Paul, according to Dunn, does not reject these ethnic identity markers; rather he 

objects to their use in maintaining an exclusive ethnic purity. 

 This discussion of Paul and his relation to Judaism is important for our study 

since this understanding of Paul revived the Judean aspect of early Christian identity. 

This perspective spawned further studies of the relation between early Christianity 

and its Judean and Hellenistic context, thus influencing the way scholars addressed 

the question of early Christian identity. Rather then merely examining ethnicity and 

the ethnic conflict involved in the formation of early Christian identity, scholars 
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began to realize that much more was involved in the process of identity formation 

than negotiating ethnicity. One of the most influential approaches to understanding 

early Christian identity focused on the role of theology in identity formation and 

maintenance. 

Identity and Theology: The Quest for “Orthodoxy” and “Heresy”

 One factor that emerged in the early twentieth century was the definition of 

identity in terms of right belief, that is, along the lines of theological “orthodoxy” and 

“heresy.”  Following Ritschl’s criticism that early Christianity could not be limited to 

two traditions nor understood solely in terms of ethnicity, Walter Bauer argued that 

early Christianity was far more diverse in terms of theology. In his monumental study 

that would change the landscape of the study of early Christianity, Bauer claimed that 

in some regions the original expression of Christianity would later become labeled as 

“heresy.”12  Thus, the sense of “orthodoxy” and “heresy” was not present from the 

beginning of the Christ movement. Rather, there existed many diverse expressions of 

the Christ-following community, most of which would eventually be subsumed into 

an “orthodox” expression. According to this view, Christian identity was closely 

connected with correct theology, which became the determining factor of one’s 

identity; if one did not believe rightly, she or he was labeled deviant and an outsider. 
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Unfortunately, Bauer examined mainly second-century expressions of Christian 

identity, leaving the question of unity and identity in the New Testament unanswered. 

Ironically, the first study to apply Bauer’s theory to the New Testament writings 

would come in the same year as the first English translation of Bauer’s work.

 Robinson and Koester’s Trajectories through Early Christianity attempted to 

apply Bauer’s model to the writings of the New Testament.13  Essentially agreeing 

with Bauer’s assessment of early Christianity, Robinson and Koester provide 

evidence for several distinct lines of development in the New Testament. These lines 

of development constitute diverse identities within the New Testament writings such 

as Johannine, Judean, Pauline, post-Pauline, etc. Like Bauer, Robinson and Koester 

maintain that “orthodoxy” grew out of this original diversity. 

 Likewise, James D. G. Dunn’s Unity and Diversity in the New Testament 

examines the New Testament perspectives on topics including the use of the Hebrew 

Bible, worship, ministry, and sacraments.14  While Dunn agrees that early Christian 

identity was very diverse in specific beliefs, he departs from the previously 

mentioned studies in that he identifies a central “unifying element,” which Dunn 

concludes, is “the conviction that the wandering charismatic preacher from Nazareth 
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had ministered, died and been raised from the dead to bring God and man [sic] finally 

together.”15  

 Despite Dunn’s argument for a central unifying element, this emphasis on a 

wider diversity than originally envisioned by Baur added breadth to studies of early 

Christian identity. While ethnic identities were certainly important to the earliest 

Christ-followers, these identities may have caused certain groups to emphasize 

certain beliefs that may have been divergent from other Christ-following groups. 

Thus, social location and social processes began to surface as important factors in 

understanding early Christian identity. 

Identity and Social Processes: Social-Scientific Approaches to Identity

With social location and processes becoming important in studies of early 

Christianity, scholars began to understand that identity formation was much more 

than a matter of maintaining ethnic boundaries and the negotiation of diverse beliefs; 

identity formation is a complex process that is shaped by various social factors. The 

earliest sociological approaches to early Christianity focused on describing the social 

context in which Christianity developed and may be represented in the important 

works of E.A. Judge16 and H.C. Kee,17 for example. 
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Although it has proven extremely helpful in understanding the context of the 

ancient world, social description did not produce a more complete understanding of 

the process of identity formation. Sensing a need to analyze social processes, some 

scholars began to employ various models and perspectives from cultural anthropology 

and social psychology.18  For example, Jack Sanders’ Schismatics, Sectarians, 

Dissidents, Deviants employs deviance theory in an examination of the relationships 

between Judeans and Christ-followers before 135 C.E. Deviance theory, Sanders 

notes, asserts that the “control of deviance is a form of boundary maintenance brought 

on by external or internal changes that cause an identity crisis.”19  He concludes that 

“mainstream Judaism . . . struck out at the deviant Christians in order to preserve its 

boundaries, its self identity as a culture.”20  Of course, one could wonder if there was 

a “mainstream Judaism” as well as argue that the Christ-followers also struck out 

against the deviant Judeans who did not accept their message.21  
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mutually exclusive. Indeed, social description will play an important role in chapter four on the 
historical/cultural context of Luke-Acts while approaches using social-scientific models are crucial for 
the development of our method in the following chapter. For a detailed bibliography of the Social-
Scientific method see, John H. Elliott, What Is Social-Scientific Criticism? (Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1993), 138-74. 

19 Sanders, Schismatics, Sectarians, Dissidents, Deviants: The First One Hundred Years of 
Jewish-Christian Relations (Valley Forge: Trinity, 1993), 133.

20 Ibid., 150.
21 See, for example, Marcel Simon, Verus Israel: A Study of the Relations between Christians and 

Jews in the Roman Empire, 135-425 (trans. H. McKeating; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986);  
trans. of Verus Israel; étude sur les relations entre chrétiens et juifs dans l'Empire romain, 135-425 
(Paris : E. de Boccard, 1948). Miriam S. Taylor, Anti-Judaism and Early Christian Identity: A Critique 
of the Scholarly Consensus (Leiden: Brill, 1995) argues that the conflict between Judaism and 
Christianity was of symbolic nature that was “divorced from social reality.” (5)



Most significant for the present study is Philip Esler, who pioneered the use of 

the Social Identity Approach (SIA) in biblical interpretation.22  SIA, which will be 

discussed in detail in the following chapter, involves social differentiation based on 

group membership and includes consideration of salient group norms, boundaries, 

and rituals. Esler employed various aspects of this method in studies of Galatians, 

Romans, and the Gospel of John.23  

In his study of Galatians, Esler focuses on intergroup processes and the 

distinctions made between ingroup and outgroup members.24  He holds that Paul's 

main purpose in Galatians is to create and to maintain the identity of the Christ-

following group. Since the Christ-following group that Paul addressed consisted of 

both Judeans and non-Judeans, the identity had to be expressed through boundary-

making with these two groups.25  Thus, Paul is less an author of a theology of 

freedom than an architect of group identity in that he draws identity boundaries 

between Judean outgroups and his ingroup readers.

In contrast, Esler’s study of Romans focuses on intragroup processes and the 

developing of a common ingroup identity.26  Esler’s thesis is that there existed within 
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chapter will clarify why I choose to refer to Social Identity Approach. 

23 Esler’s works on Galatians and Romans will be discussed here while his work on the Gospel of 
John will be discussed in the following section.

24 Philip Esler, Galatians (London: Routledge, 1998).
25 Esler relies here on Fredrik Barth’s suggestion that ethnic identity was not an essence, but 

found expression through boundary-making. Fredrik Barth, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social 
Organization of Culture Difference (Boston: Little, Brown and Company), 1969. 

26 Esler, Conflict and Identity in Romans: The Social Setting of Paul's Letter (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 2003).



the Roman congregations quite a high level of conflict between Judean and non-

Judean Christ-followers after the former returned to Rome following the edict of 

Claudius.27  Paul’s epistle to the Romans, then, represents his attempt to create a 

common ingroup identity among both Judean and non-Judean Christ-followers. The 

goal was not to force each subgroup to forsake its own cultural identity;28 rather the 

goal was to widen the scope of Christian group identity to encompass both. The 

individual subgroup boundaries would become more permeable while the common 

group identity superseded each subgroup. 

Following Esler, other studies explored the implications of SIA on New 

Testament epistles, two of which are particularly notable.29  First, Matthew Marohl 

employs SIA in his examination of the letter to the Hebrews in an attempt to ascertain 

the addressees and purpose of the homily.30  Marohl argues correctly that the 

addressees understood themselves as a distinct social group noting the use of “us” and 

“them” throughout the letter. He further notes that the author relates both the ingroup 

(“us”) and the outgroup (“them”) to faith; the ingroup is “faithful” and the outgroup is 
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27 I will discussion the edict of Claudius more fully in Chapter Four.
28 In fact, such a move would have likely resulted in the failure. Esler, 143. I will elaborate on this 

in a discussion of common ingroup identity in chapter two. 
29 Three other studies may also be noted. Anne Faulkner, “Jewish Identity and the Jerusalem 

Conference: Social Identity and Self-categorization in the Early Church Communities,” ESharp 6 
(2005). Online: http://www.gla.ac.uk/media/media_41174_en.pdf cited September 15, 2008; Aaron 
Kuecher “The Spirit And the ‘Other’: Social Identity, Ethnicity and Intergroup Reconciliation in Luke-
Acts” (Ph.D. diss., University of St. Andrews, 2008); J. Brian Tucker, "You Belong to Christ Paul and 
the Formation of Social Identity in 1 Cor 1-4" (Ph.D. Dissertation, University of Wales Lampeter, 
2009).

30 Marohl, Faithfulness and the Purpose of Hebrews: A Social Identity Approach (Eugene: 
Pickwick, 2008).



“unfaithful.”  Marohl examines the comparison of Moses and Jesus in terms of a 

shared life story and prototypicality, concluding that the author of Hebrews integrates 

the addressees and Jesus into a shared life story (narrative) in which Jesus is 

prototypical of their shared common identity, faithfulness. He concludes that the 

purpose of Hebrews is best understood in terms of social creativity in response to the 

crisis of the addressees’ shared negative social identity. By limiting the addressee’s 

possibility for social mobility by urging them not to “fall away,” the author offers 

social creativity in the form of a symbolic outgroup with whom the addressees are to 

compare themselves, namely the unfaithful. 

Finally, Minna Shkul’s recently completed doctoral dissertation at the 

University of Sheffield employs SIA to demonstrate how Ephesians established early 

Christian identity.31  Shkul reviews literature on social remembering and reputation 

construction and applies these in an examination of how the text of Ephesians uses 

the reputations of Christ and Paul to legitimize the community, explaining non-

Israelite inclusion into the people of God, reforms of Judean culture, and contours of 

the early Christian identity. 

These studies show that Social-Scientific models, particularly SIA, have 

proven beneficial in examining the processes involved in early Christian identity 

formation. What has largely gone unaddressed, however, is the embedding of these 
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University of Sheffield, 2008), forthcoming from T & T Clark. The abstract of the dissertation is 
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processes in the narratives of the early Christian movement. With the exception of 

Shkul's work, scholars have largely neglected modern literary theory when 

considering social categorization and identity formation in early Christianity.32  

This is not to say, however, that no one has raised the question of the 

connection between texts and early Christian identity. Despite the neglect of literary 

aspects in many social-scientific approaches, some interest has emerged recently in 

the role of texts in the shaping of early Christian identity. These approaches, which 

we turn to now, emphasize the ways that audiences and texts interact to form identity. 

Identity and the Narrative Process: Texts in Identity Formation

 The notion that the texts of the New Testament served, at least in part, to form 

the identity of early Christian communities is a relatively new approach in New 

Testament scholarship. Two scholars in particular are notable. 

 In Matthew and the Margins, Warren Carter asserts that “the gospel is an 

identity-forming . . . narrative.”33  This identity is centered in Christ-followers’ 

“allegiance to Jesus as God’s agent” but is not something created anew; rather, “the 

gospel continues something that is already underway for the gospel’s audience.”34  

The gospel’s audience is assumed to have been familiar with “Jewish scriptures, 
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32 A possible exception to this is Esler and Piper’s emphasis on the characterization of Mary, 
Martha, and Lazarus in the Gospel of John. Nevertheless, the authors engage modern literary theory 
only nominally. 

33 Warren Carter, Matthew and the Margins: A Sociopolitical and Religious Reading (Maryknoll: 
Orbis, 2000), 8. Also, see Carter, Households and Discipleship: A Study of Matthew 19-20 (JSNT; 
Sheffield: JSOT, 1994). 

34 Ibid., 8.



traditions, and piety” and, therefore, the gospel builds upon an existing identity to 

shape a distinctive identity of Jesus followers. Carter concludes that the “gospel 

seeks, then, to define the identity and way of life of the community of disciples by 

presenting its distinctive origin, governance, deeds, and practices which are to mark 

its everyday life.”35  The author, according to Carter, accomplishes this purpose by 

means of naming, central focus, claims of exclusive revelation, rituals and 

associations, social organization, invective against opponents, apocalyptic 

eschatology, and definitions of origin, governance, and practices.36 

Like Carter, Judith Lieu maintains that texts played an important role in the 

formation of early Christian identity. She notes that “without continuity there can be 

no identity,” thus stories “construct identity through their poetics.”37  Identity is 

shaped, therefore, as stories from the past are re-interpreted to meet the needs of the 

present and future. In this regard, texts “shape and are shaped by communities’ 

dynamic self-understanding.”38  Moreover, “the same history can be used differently 

by different claimants, while different histories may be reconciled with each other in 

a single text or author.”39  Thus, Christ-followers continued to use the stories of 

ancient Israel to shape their identity. Like Carter, Lieu acknowledges that this 
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35 Ibid., 14. 
36 Ibid., 9-11.
37 Lieu, Christian Identity in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2004), 62; 27..
38 Ibid., 27. 
39 Ibid., 27, 97. Lieu also discusses the difficulties of speaking of an early Christian identity in 

Neither Jew nor Greek?: Constructing Early Christianity (New York: T & T Clark, 2002), 191-209. 



identity-forming activity builds upon existing identities to shape a distinctive identity 

of Christ-followers.40 

More recently, Philip Esler and Ronald Piper noted in their study of the 

Gospel of John that “[b]y focusing on Lazarus, Martha, and Mary as prototypical 

Christ-followers, we inevitably enter the question of characterization in the Fourth 

Gospel.”41 Esler and Piper, therefore, hint at the potential combination of 

prototypicality (one aspect of the Social Identity Approach) and narrative theory. 

Regrettably, however, their engagement of narrative theory is nominal at best, 

focusing as it does on the works of Martyn, Culpeper, and Hakola rather than 

engaging non-biblical narrative critics.42  Despite the lack of interaction with modern 

literary theory, however, Esler and Piper successfully make the connection between 

characters in literature and prototypes/social memory from SIA noting that, in John 

11:1-12:19, the characters of Lazarus, Mary, and Martha are “prototypes of the 

identity of Johannine Christ-followers in the first century CE.”43   
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40 Texts construct a world; they do this out of the multiple worlds, including textual ones, that 
they and their authors and readers already inhabit and experience as ‘reality’; that new world itself 
becomes part of subsequent ‘reality’ within and out of which new constructions may be made.” Ibid., 
61.

41 Esler, Lazarus, Mary and Martha: Social-Scientific Approaches to the Gospel of John 
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 2006), 18.

42 J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (New York: Harper & Row, 1968; 
repr., 1979, 2003); R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983); Raimo Hakola, "A Character Resurrected: Lazarus in the Fourth Gospel 
and Afterwards" in Characterization in the Gospels: Reconceiving Narrative Criticism (ed. David M. 
Rhoads and Kari Syreeni, 223-63; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999).

43 Ibid., 43. 



This emerging interest in the role of texts in the formation of early Christian 

identity has identified several elements. With the exception of Esler and Piper, these 

works, however, focus primarily on the narrative and so divert attention from the 

social processes of identity formation. Esler and Piper do just the opposite; they focus 

primarily on the social processes and thus relegate the discussion of narrative to a 

small number of references. What is needed, therefore, is an approach that will bring 

together these elements to develop an integrated method for understanding how the 

narratives of the New Testament helped to form the identity of the early Christ-

followers. 

A Way Forward: A Narrative-Identity Model

 Each of the approaches mentioned above has contributed substantially to the 

discussion of early Christian identity formation. The earliest approaches served to 

highlight the importance of ethnic markers such as food and meal customs and 

circumcision but failed to recognize other social factors that were involved. Social-

scientific approaches address the larger social phenomena but neglect the role of 

narratives in identity formation. Recent works that highlight the role of narrative have 

identified several helpful elements of narrative that help shape identity but so focus 

on the text that they neglect the social processes. 

 This gap in scholarship drives the concern of the present study to bring together 

theories of narrative and social identity into a coherent method that will help us 
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understand better how the narratives of the New Testament function in the process of 

identity formation. Thus, the central methodological question of the present study is: 

can connections between the Social Identity Approach and Narrative Theory be 

established that bring together the insights of these two methods in order to 

understand better how identity formation takes place in the interaction between 

audience and text?  In the following chapter, after an overview of each of these 

theories, I will develop connections that, I argue, make such a combination possible. 

By combining these theories, I will set forth the Narrative-Identity model that focuses 

on the narrative elements of the text and the interaction between text and reader 

through the insights of various approaches to social identity. 
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CHAPTER THREE:
A NARRATIVE-IDENTITY MODEL

In the first two chapters we noted that despite recent works on Peter and Paul in 

Acts that have raised the question of the expected impact of the narrative on the 

Lukan audience, there remains a need to pursue this approach in a full discussion of 

Peter and Paul in Acts and with special attention on the role of the interaction 

between text and audience in early Christian identity formation. In this chapter, I will 

draw together theories of social identity and memory and narrative by highlighting 

the important contribution of social memory and prototype studies. The resulting 

method can serve as a helpful model for understanding the interaction between text 

and audience and its identity-forming work. This chapter is framed by discussions of 

the development of social identity theory in the first section and narrative theory in 

the third. The two theories are linked by drawing connections between the two 

through theories of social memory and prototypes in the second section. In the final 

section of this chapter, I will bring these diverse theories together to form a Narrative-

Identity model for biblical interpretation. 
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The phrase “narrative identity” was coined by Paul Ricoeur in his landmark 

work Time and Narrative.1  Later, Ricoeur defined narrative identity more explicitly 

as “the kind of identity that human beings acquire through the mediation of the 

narrative function.”2  This narrative identity is developed through interaction with the 

narrative in a three-fold process: prefiguration (the preunderstanding the reader/hearer 

brings to the text), configuration (the author’s construction of the text and the 

readers’ interaction with the narrative world of the text), and refiguration (the fusion 

of the world of the text and the world of the reader).3  Narrative identity, then, is 

constructed in the process of engaging a narrative with a certain pre-existing identity 

based upon a reader’s preunderstanding and reconfiguring that identity based upon 

interaction with the narrative. We may develop Ricoeur’s model of narrative identity 

more fully by exploring it in terms of social identity and memory as well as narrative 

theory.

The Social Identity Approach

The Social Identity Approach is an umbrella term encompassing two related 

fields of identity theory, Social Identity and Self-Categorization Theories. As subsets 
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1 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, (Trans Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer; 3 vols.; 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 3.244-48; trans. of Temps et Récit (Paris: Editions du 
Seuil, 1983-1985). 

2 "Narrative Identity" in On Paul Ricoeur: Narrative and Interpretation (ed. David Wood; New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 188.

3 For a more thorough overview of this process see Dan R. Stiver, Theology after Ricoeur: New 
Directions in Hermeneutical Theology (Louisville: Westminister John Knox, 2001), 66-70.



of social psychology,4 these theories emerged in the twentieth century, especially 

during and after World War II, as concern increased for understanding how people 

and groups interact with other people and groups. Early attempts to explain these 

social processes focused on prejudice and determined that discrimination was the 

result of an irrational manifestation of individual frustration.5 

Predecessors to the Social Identity Approach 

The Social Identity Approach emerged as a methodological approach after 

several decades of academic exploration into the relation between the individual and 

society and the development of a person’s personal and social identities. One of the 

most significant early attempts was the work of George H. Mead, who, rather than 

examining human experience in terms of individual psychology, describes how the 

individual mind and self arises out of the social process. For Mead, psychology had 

“dealt with various phases of social experience from the psychological standpoint of 

individual experience.”6   Mead asserts that since the individual is the product of 
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4 Social Psychology is generally subdivided into two distinct areas of expertise; psychologists 
who address social issues are normally interested in the individual while sociologists are typically 
interested in group processes. See William H. Sewell, "Some Reflections on the Golden Age of 
Interdisciplinary Social Psychology," Annual Review of Sociology 15 (1989): 1-16. Despite the 
differences in method and outcome between sociologically oriented and psychologically oriented 
social psychology, this field is sometimes referred to as a bridge between sociologists and 
psychologists. For example see H. Andrew Michener, John D. Delamater, and Daniel J. Myers, eds. 
Social Psychology, 5 ed. (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2004), 5. 

5 For example, Dollard, Doob, Miller, Mowrer, and Sears, Frustration and Aggression (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1939).

6 Mead, Mind, Self & Society from the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1934), 1. Mead was also one of the formative thinkers concerning the formulation of 
the past to solve present problems in "The Nature of the Past" in Essays in Honor of John Dewey (ed. 
John Coss; New York: Henry Holt & Company, 1929) 235-42.



society, with identity arising out of the social experience, individual experience is best 

understood within the context of social order. World War II renewed and strengthened 

the desire to understand these processes. One major study published after that war 

focused on unresolved conflict as the source of deviant group behavior.7  Another 

significant pioneer in this area of study, Henri Tajfel (whom we shall discuss below), 

was also impacted by World War II.

A major step toward the development of SIA was the work of Leon Festinger 

in his 1954 theory of social comparison.8   Perhaps better known for his theory of 

cognitive dissonance,9 Festinger also developed a theory of social comparison, 

asserting that most people learn about and evaluate themselves by comparison with 

other people. According to Festinger, social comparison may flow in either an upward 

or downward direction, depending upon the perceived status of the person(s) with 

whom the individual compares him/herself.

Also influential in the development of SIA was the Realistic Conflict Theory 

proposed by Muzafer Sherif.10  The theory posits that limited resources lead to 

conflict, prejudice, and discrimination among groups that seek common resources. To 

prove the theory, Sherif divided a Boy Scout camp into two groups, the Eagles and 
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7 Theodor W. Adorno, The Authoritarian Personality (New York: Harper, 1950).
8 Leon Festinger, "A Theory of Social Comparison Processes," HR 7 (1954): 117-40.
9 Leon Festinger, A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Evanston, Ill.: Row, 1957). Also see his 

Conflict, Decision, and Dissonance, Stanford Studies in Psychology (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1964). 

10 Muzafer Sherif, Intergroup Conflict and Cooperation: The Robbers Cave Experiment 
(Norman: University Book Exchange, 1961).



the Rattlers. After helping each group to become cohesive, he introduced competitive 

games and other conflicts. Sherif explains the results:

The groups exhibited in word and deed repeated hostility toward one 
another; they standardized unflattering attitudes and stereotypes toward one 
another. . . . The state of friction was produced systematically through the 
introduction of conditions of rivalry and frustration perceived by the subjects 
as stemming from the other group. By the end of Stage 2, as we have seen, the 
intergroup friction was crystallized in some unfavorable stereotypes and in the 
repeatedly expressed desire to have nothing more to do with the other group.11

Once the two groups had reached this stage of intergroup bias and discrimination, 

Sherif notes “the main objective of our study could be undertaken, namely the 

reduction of intergroup friction.”12  

After several attempts to reduce tension through mere informal contact with 

one another did not work, Sherif introduced a series of common, superordinate goals 

to bring the two warring groups together. For several days, members of both groups 

met these common, superordinate goals with increasing cooperation and the reduction 

of intergroup conflict. Sherif concludes,

When groups in a state of friction are brought into contact under 
conditions embodying superordinate goals the attainment of which is 
compelling but which cannot be achieved by the efforts of one group alone, 
they cooperate toward the common goal.

and
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Cooperation between groups necessitated by a series of situations 
embodying superordinate goals will have a cumulative effect in the direction 
of reduction of existing tension between groups.13

Sherif’s hypotheses continue to be highly influential since their conclusions were 

shaped by real-life situation in contrast to many of the experiments later carried out 

by social identity theorists. This groundbreaking study helped to set the stage for the 

development of Social Identity Theory

Social Identity Theory

In the early 1970s, armed with Sherif’s data, Henri Tajfel began publishing 

studies concerning group processes and his ideas on social identity.14 These studies 

culminated in 1979 when Tajfel and his former student John C. Turner published "The 

Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior."  Rejecting previous attempts to 

understand intergroup conflict in terms of unequal distribution of objective resources, 

Tajfel argued that simply recognizing that one belongs to a specific group is 

“sufficient to trigger intergroup discrimination favoring the in-group.”15  Thus, people 
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13 Ibid., 183.
14 Henri Tajfel, M. G. Billig, R. P. Bundy, and Claude Flament, "Social Categorization and 

Intergroup Behavior," EJSP 1 (1971): 149-78; “La Catégorisation Sociale” in Introduction à la 
Psychologie Sociale (ed. Serge Moscovici: Paris: Larousse, 1972), 271-302; Tajfel and M. G. Billig. 
"Social Categorization and Similarity in Intergroup Behavior," EJSP 3 (1973): 27-52. Tajfel, who was 
of Polish-Jewish heritage, survived a series of Nazi concentration camps between 19040-1945 by 
pretending do be of a different ethnic group; he pretended to be French. After the war, he returned 
home to discover that the rest of his family and close friends did not survive as he had. It is widely 
believed that this shaped his interest in group processes and identity. See John C. Turner, "Henri Tajfel: 
An Introduction" in Social Groups and Identities: Developing the Legacy of Henri Tajfel (ed. W. P. 
Robinson; Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann, 1996), 2-3.

15 Henri Tajfel and John C. Turner, "The Social Identity Theory of Intergroup Behavior" in 
Psychology of Intergroup Relation (ed. William G. Austin and Stephen Worchel: Monterey, CA: 
Brooks/Cole, 1986), 13. 



categorize themselves into groups that attempt to establish a positive sense of value 

by distinguishing their group (ingroup) from other groups (outgroup). Members 

derive positive group (and self) value by making clear distinctions between ingroup 

and outgroup, distinctions that view the outgroup in a negative manner and the 

ingroup more favorably.16  Social Identity Theory (SIT), then, represents a further 

development of Festinger’s social comparison theory, in which Tajfel applied to social 

groups the same principles that Festinger theorized regarding the individual. 

Tajfel defines social identity as the “aspects of an individual’s self-image that 

derive from the social categories to which he [sic] perceives himself [sic] as 

belonging.”17  In a later work, Tajfel adds to this definition, noting that social identity 

“derives from his [sic] knowledge of his [sic] membership of a group together with 

the value and emotional significance attached to the membership."18  This further 

definition describes three facets of social identity: (1) Cognitive – recognition of 

belonging to the group, (2) Evaluative – recognition of the value attached to the 

group, and (3) Emotional – attitudes group members hold toward insiders and 

outsiders. The theory, then, concerns itself with the way group members understand 

themselves as part of the group and differentiate their group from other groups in 

order to achieve a positive social identity.
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16 Ibid., 17. Also see B. Mullen, R. Brown, and C. Smith, “Ingroup Bias as a Function of 
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17 Tajfel and Turner, 16.
18 Henri Tajfel, "Interindividual Behavior and Intergroup Behavior," in Differentiation between 

Social Groups: Studies in the Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations (London: Academic, 1982), 
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Self-Categorization Theory

While Social Identity Theory focuses on intergroup relations or processes that 

take place between groups, Self-Categorization Theory focuses on the processes that 

take place within groups and between subgroups within a superordinate group. Self-

Categorization Theory was developed by John C. Turner who, after Tajfel’s death in 

1982, expanded the basic tenants of Social Identity Theory to incorporate intragroup 

processes. By focusing more attention on identity as operative within different levels 

of inclusiveness, Turner and his colleagues advanced a more thorough treatment of 

processes within, rather than between, groups than was possible with Social Identity 

Theory. 

In Rediscovering the Social Group, Turner and colleagues argue that identity 

operates on different levels, depending on the accessibility and fit.19  Turner notes 

three levels of self-categorization important for the shaping of identity: superordinate 

identity (self as human being), social ingroup identity (group identity), and 

subordinate identity (personal identity). Within the intermediate level (group 

identity), there exists the possibility of smaller sub-groups. As one of these aspects of 

a person’s or group’s identity becomes more salient, the others become less salient. 

Thus, social identity is a fluid construct rather than a static condition; individuals and 
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groups may emphasize one aspect of their identity while downplaying the others. For 

example, of particular interest for the present study is social identity salience, which 

states that when social identity is salient, group membership serves to guide 

individual and group behavior.20 Furthermore, when group identity is salient, ingroup 

members categorize themselves in terms of an ingroup prototype, about which more 

will said below, that represents the identity and expected behavior of the group. This 

understanding of social identity salience and ingroup prototypicality would prove 

crucial for the development of the theory of a common superordinate ingroup identity. 

Within this general framework of social identity theory, there are three related 

aspects that will be particularly important for the theory developed in this chapter and 

for the subsequent discussion of the Acts narrative: 1) boundaries and boundary-

crossing rituals, 2) the common superordinate identity, and 3) prototypicality. 

Boundaries and Rituals

Simply put, boundaries define limits. Achille Varzi describes various types of 

boundaries:

There is a boundary (a surface) demarcating the interior of a sphere 
from its exterior; there is a boundary (a border) separating Maryland and 
Pennsylvania. Sometimes the exact location of a boundary is unclear or 
otherwise controversial (as when you try to trace out the margins of Mount 

61

20 P. J. Oaks, “The Salience of Social Categories” in Turner, Rediscovering the Social Group: 
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Everest, or even the boundary of your own body). Sometimes the boundary 
lies skew to any physical discontinuity or qualitative differentiation (as with 
the border of Wyoming, or the boundary between the upper and lower halves 
of a homogeneous sphere). But whether sharp or blurry, natural or artificial, 
for every object there appears to be a boundary that marks it off from the rest 
of the world. Events, too, have boundaries — at least temporal boundaries. 
Our lives are bounded by our births and by our deaths; the soccer game began 
at 3pm sharp and ended with the referee's final whistle at 4:45pm.21

With reference to social identity, boundaries serve as identity markers, helping to 

differentiate between ingroup and outgroup.22 In short, “boundaries . . . define who is 

in and who is out.”23  Boundaries correspond to what social identity theorists call 

group norms, which maintain and enhance group identity.24 

Lamont and Molnár show that the study of boundaries was already employed 

in the works of Durkheim, Marx, and Weber.25  The study of the interrelationship 

between identity and boundaries originated with Fredrik Barth’s introduction to 

Ethnic Groups and Boundaries, in which he took two prior theoretical propositions – 

the bounded ethnic group and the management of identity – and brought them 

together for the first time.26  Barth argues that
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categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on an absence of mobility, 
contact and information, but do entail social processes of exclusion and 
incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained despite changing 
participation and membership in the course of individual life histories.27

Thus, just as identity is fluid in the common ingroup identity approach, boundaries 

are also subject to modification depending upon the context. These shifting identities 

and boundaries must be understood in relation to the identities and boundaries 

“through and against which they are created.”28  

One of the most influential scholars on the issue of boundaries was the British 

anthropologist Mary Douglas. In her landmark book Purity and Danger, Douglas 

rejects the traditional notion that external purity boundaries serve merely as hygiene 

stipulations; Douglas states, “it is one thing to point out the side benefits of ritual 

actions, and another thing to be content with using the by-product as a sufficient 

explanation.”29  For her, uncleanness, or dirt, is merely matter out of place within an 

ordered system; thus, this out-of-place matter must be excluded if proper order is to 

be maintained. Margins and boundaries represent the division between the clean and 

the unclean, or in SIT terms, that which belongs in the system and that which must be 

excluded. In the study of Christian origins, this is most clearly reflected in insistence 

upon circumcision and certain food laws on the part of some Judeans and Christians, 
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In her chapter on “External Boundaries,” Douglas critiques two major 

interpretations of public rituals performed on a human body, insisting that these 

rituals represent threatened or weak boundaries in a bounded social system. Douglas 

asserts, “[t]he body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its 

boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious.”30  

Furthermore, 

[m]argins are dangerous. If they are pulled this way or that the shape 
of fundamental experience is altered. Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its 
margins. We should expect the orifices of the body to symbolise its specially 
vulnerable points.31

The emphasis on bodily boundaries, then, represents a perceived danger to the 

community’s boundaries. Accordingly, Douglas concludes, “when rituals express 

anxiety about the body’s orifices the sociological counterpart of this anxiety is a care 

to protect the political and cultural unity of the minority group.”32

If boundaries serve to define who is in and who is out of the group, what 

processes are in place for someone who wants to join a group?  If identities require 

boundaries, boundaries require boundary-crossing customs for newcomers. 

Anthropologists refer to these boundary-crossing customs as rituals, which, according 

to Bobby Alexander, is “a performance, planned or improvised, that effects a 

transition from everyday life to an alternative context within which the everyday is 
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transformed.”33  Rituals include a wide variety of rites; accordingly, Catherine Bell 

has categorized rituals into six broad types: 1) commemorative rites, 2) rites of 

exchange/communion, 3) rites of affliction, 4) rites of feasting/fasting, 5) political 

rites, and 6) rites of passage, illustrated below.34 

Peter Paul Scene
3:2 14:8 Healing of a 

disabled person
9:36ff. 20:7ff. Bringing dead 

back to life
5:15 19:12 Sick healed by 

contact with 
shadow or cloth

12:6ff. 16:25ff. Prison escape

8:18ff. 13:6ff. Confronting 
magicians

Table 2: Cadbury’s Parallels of Peter and Paul in Acts1

Tables and Figures

1 The Making of Luke-Acts, 232.

Group A: 
Old Ingroup

New Outgroup

Group B:
Old Outgroup
New Ingroup

Separation

Incorporation

Liminal
Period

Figure 1: Rites of Passage
Adapted from Lamoreaux, BTB 38 (2008): 122-34.

Arnold van Gennep’s groundbreaking book, Les rites de passage, introduced 

the study of initiation into a group as a rite of passage. Victor Turner later elaborated 

upon Van Gennep’s model in his book The Ritual Process.35  Van Gennep and Turner 

both divide initiation rites into three distinct but related stages: the separation stage, 

the liminal stage, and the stage of incorporation. Van Gennep illustrated these stages 
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of initiation by describing initiation into several of the totem groups of Australia in 

which the initiate is considered dead during the second (liminal) stage and later 

“resurrected and taught how to live.”36  The first stage involves separation from the 

group and movement toward the new group or status. The last phase is marked by the 

reentry into society, or incorporation into the new group, with the new status. The 

liminal phase is the period in between, when one loses status and identity. To 

anticipate the argument of later chapters, baptism in the name of Jesus and being 

filled with the Holy Spirit are understood as the primary boundary crossing rituals for 

the Christ group depicted in Acts.

Developing a Common Ingroup Identity

In 1981, Turner proposed a theory that emphasized “redrawing group 

boundaries so that those who were once classified as outgroupers can be regarded as 

fellow ingroupers with a larger superordinate category.”37 This view, known as 

recategorization, was at odds with the prevailing contact hypothesis developed by 

Gordon Allport in 1954, who advocated conflict reduction by prolonged contact 

between two opposing groups with some form of cooperative activity.38 Brewer and 

Miller added to Allport’s theory by suggesting that during the time of contact, 
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boundaries between the two groups become less rigid and eventually dissolve 

altogether.39 This process, known as decategorization, is illustrated in figure two 

below.

Tables and Figures

Judean Christ 
followers

Non-Judean 
Christ followers

Judean Christ 
followers

Non-Judean 
Christ followers

Tables and Figures

Ingroup

Former
Outgroup

Ingroup

Outgroup

New Decategorized
Ingroup

Consisting of former 
outgroup members

 
Figure 2: Decategorization Model of Reducing Intergroup Bias

With Turner’s approach as a starting point, Samuel Gaertner, and others, offered 

another solution. Rather than eliminating the boundaries altogether, Gaertner et al. 

suggested that boundaries should be redrawn to bring the two identities into one 

superordinate identity so that ingroupers and outgroupers recognize their 

commonality and view one another as members of the same group while maintaining 

some elements of their subgroup identity.40 Figure three below illustrates this model. 
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A

group

Figure 2:  Recategorization Model of Reducing Intergroup Bias
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Subgroup
A

Subgroup
B

Ingroup

Outgroup

Figure 3:  Recategorization Model of Reducing Intergroup Bias

This theory, the Common Ingroup Identity Model, first took shape in a 1993 article41 

and later received a book length treatment.42 Subsequent studies have examined the 

role of leadership in the recategorization process, emphasizing that the leaders of a 

recategorization attempt must 1) be “one of us,” 2) exemplify what makes “us” better 

than “them,” and 3) stand up for the superordinate group.43 According to these criteria 
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for recategorization leadership, we may identify three elements crucial for the 

recategorization process: 1) establish superordinate identity boundaries that define 

“us,” 2) emphasize superordinate commonality while contrasting the new ingroup 

with a new outgroup, and 3) represent superordinate group in social competition with 

new outgroups. Leaders of recategorization attempts, therefore, must created a sense 

of commonality between differing subgroups while allowing each to maintain its own 

particular salient features and differentiating between the new superordinate group 

and new outgroups. The requirement that leaders embody the identity of the group 

and demonstrate ingroup qualities has led many social identity theorists to suggest 

that ingroup prototypicality is the basis of leadership.44 To, again, anticipate the 

argument of later chapters, Peter and Paul both serve in the Acts narrative as leaders 

of the recategorization process and thus as prototypical of the Christ group’s identity.

 
Prototypicality and Social Memory

In our discussion of self-categorization I noted that when group identity is 

salient, that is when group identity takes prominence over personal identity, ingroup 

members categorize themselves in terms of an ingroup prototype that represents the 

identity and expected behavior of the group. In the process of recategorization, when 

two subgroups are recategorized into a common superordinate ingroup identity, these 

prototypical ingroup members serve as leaders in the recategorization process. We 
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must now elaborate on ingroup prototypicality and its relation to group identity 

processes. 

In their study of why people join groups, Hogg, Hohmann, and Rivera offer a 

definition of an ingroup prototype:

According to social identity theory, people cognitively represent social groups 
as fuzzy sets of attributes that define one group and distinguish it from 
relevant other groups. Called prototypes, these fuzzy sets not only describe the 
group’s attributes but also, very importantly, prescribe how one should think, 
feel, and behave as a member of the group. Psychologically identifying with a 
group involves a cognitive process of categorizing oneself as a group member. 
The consequence of this self-categorization process is that one actually sees 
oneself and the world through the lens of the prototype – one’s perceptions, 
attitudes, feelings, and behaviors are configured and dictated by the group’s 
prototype.45

Prototype theory itself was developed in the 1970s by Eleanor Rosch, who argued 

that there exists a range of possibilities within categories. For example, when asked to 

rate different types of fruit according to how well they exemplify the group, most 

respondents judge oranges as better examples than figs or mangoes. The orange, 

therefore, is more prototypical of the category fruit, whereas the mango and the fig 

are more marginal, but fruits nonetheless.46  

Following Rosch, Eliot R. Smith and Michael A. Zarate argue that a prototype 

is a representation of a person that embodies the identity of the group, though the 

prototype is not an actual or current member of the group but an ideal image of the 
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group’s character.47  Smith and Zarate’s study has been criticized, however, for 

presenting too static a description of group prototypes, since their study suggests that 

the group prototype is a fixed character to which group members must seek to imitate. 

This approach seems at odds with Rosch’s original proposal, namely that there is a 

range of prototypicality within a given category. Matthew Marohl summarizes this 

critique with reference to the book of Hebrews, 

[I]f faith was the central tendency of the ingroup, a member who exemplified 
faith may be understood to have been a faith prototype. Further, to exemplify 
faithfulness, one must be faithful in the same manner as the prototype.48

Oakes, Haslam, and Turner reasserted Rosch’s theory by arguing that there is an 

“internally graded structure” within groups, with the best example of the group 

serving as the prototype, thus, “[c]ategory membership requires a certain level of 

similarity to the prototype.”49 The prototype is, then, the best, but not necessarily the 

only, representative of the group. Prototypes, therefore, refer to “judgments of degree 

of prototypicality.”50 
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 These prototypical ingroup members “are perceived to best embody the 

behaviors to which other, less prototypical, members are conforming.”51 While their 

conclusions where challenged due to the static nature of their concept of prototype, 

Smith and Zarate’s emphasis on an ingroup prototype as an idealized person from the 

past that embodies the identity of the group is helpful in an analysis of biblical 

narratives. These prototypical ingroup members from the past must be remembered 

and commemorated in various ways for their prototypical status to remain effective. 

This remembering and commemoration of prototypical ingroup members may be 

elaborated upon by using the insights of social memory theory.52 The pioneer of 

social memory studies was Maurice Halbwachs, who analyzed the structure and 

dynamics of group influences as they relate to memory of individuals who belong to 

the group.53  Halbwachs concluded that the social environment is indispensable for 

memory itself, that is, individuals can remember only in relation to some group 

context.
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Following Halbwachs, Jan Assmann has noted a transition period between 

what he understands as two phases of memory.54  The first phase is termed 

communicative memory and is characterized by the face-to-face circulation of 

foundational memories. These memories are shared among those who experienced the 

originating events and thus serve as “eyewitnesses.” Yet, this type of memory “cannot 

sustain group-constitutive remembrances beyond the three to four generations able to 

claim living contact with the generation of origins.”55 This limitation forces the 

emergent community into a “crisis of memory” in which the community moves into 

the second phase, beginning to form what Assmann calls cultural memory, which 

focuses on the past and thus comprises a

body of reusable texts, images, and rituals specific to each society in each 
epoch, whose "cultivation" serves to stabilize and convey that society's self-
image. Upon such collective knowledge, for the most part (but not 
exclusively) of the past, each group bases its awareness of unity and 
particularity.56 

As the period of communicative memory passes, groups tend to find ways to 

remember those prototypical ingroup members from the past that serve the needs of 

the group in its current situation.
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 Barry Schwartz has demonstrated that prototypical figures from the past may 

be reinterpreted to address present needs and future direction in his studies of the 

post-Civil War characterization of George Washington and the depiction of Abraham 

Lincoln during World War II.57  Rather than being completely reinterpreted, however, 

Schwartz notes that memories of past historical figures are not entirely precarious 

“but a stable image upon which new elements are intermittently superimposed.”58 

That is, memory of prototypical ingroup members is a series of “ongoing processes of 

construction in narrative form.”59  

 Ironically, however, “remarkably few social identity theorists have considered 

the ways in which intra- or intergroup processes may unfold and transform over 

time.”60 Condor asserted that this was due to the lack of attention given to the idea 

that social groups are an ongoing process. Such neglect resulted in static 

constructions of social groups and group behavior. Likewise, Marco Cinnirella has 

noted the “need for a theory of social identity which adequately encompasses the 

temporal nature of identity maintenance and the quest for coherence amongst past, 
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present and future identities.”61  He develops the idea of “possible social identities” 

which 

include conceptualizations of the social categories and groups an individual 
might have been a member of in the past, and could become a member of in 
the future. In addition, they also represent predictions about how existing 
social group memberships might change over time, and thoughts about how 
groups might have been in the past. Thus possible social identities can pertain 
to potential group memberships (both past and future), as well as current 
group memberships and thoughts about how these might have been different 
in the past and could develop in the future. 62 

Furthermore, Cinnirella hypothesizes that “[s]ocial groups will create shared life 

stories or narratives of the group which tie past, present and predicted futures into a 

coherent representation.”  That is to say, ingroup members will re-interpret the past, 

present, and future of the group to make its identity more compatible with new 

situations and future directions.63 This reinterpretation is very often accomplished by 

appealing to a prototypical ingroup member from the past. Thus, prototypicality and 

group memory play an important role in the construction and maintenance (including 

future reconstructions) of group identity and, therefore, social memory studies 

provide a crucial link between social identity and narrative theory.64 
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Identity, Memory, and Prototypicality

Before moving on to Narrative Theory, we should pause to summarize the 

relationship between social identity, social memory, and prototypicality. Social 

identity is constructed by differentiating between ingroups and outgroups and is often 

rooted in group norms which consist, in part, of shared beliefs and practices. To 

embody their identity, groups attribute the role of prototype to some ideal person(s) 

from the past through the vehicle of social memory. Prototypical ingroup members, 

and thus the identity of the group, are not static but are capable of change depending 

upon the situation of the group as the group remembers its prototypical figures in new 

ways. In short, “[g]roup prototypes and exemplars from the past tell members who 

they are, what they should believe and who they should become.”65  

This process of reinterpreting prototypical ingroup members from the past in 

order to address present group situations may be especially useful in the process of 

recategorizing two groups (or subgroups) into a common superordinate identity. The 

prototypical ingroup members serves as the leaders of the recategorization process by 

creating a sense of commonality between differing groups (or subgroups) while 

allowing each to maintain its own particular salient features and differentiating 

between the new superordinate group and new outgroups. These elements raised by 

the Social Identity Approach will be helpful as we engage in a narrative critical 
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analysis of Acts, looking for clues as to how identity emerges between the interaction 

of the prototypical figures of Peter and Paul and the audience. Again, to anticipate 

later chapters, I will argue that the narrative of Acts attempts the recategorization of 

two subgroups of Christ followers that are divided over the issue of non-Judean 

inclusion without requiring circumcision and Torah observance. It remains for us, 

however, to establish a theory of narrative that will correspond to this blend of social-

scientific models.

Narrative Theory

Narrative Theory has its roots in Aristotle’s work on Poetics. There Aristotle 

identified the major components and functions of tragic and epic poetry.66  While 

there are some minor differences between epic and tragedy, their basic form and 

function are the same.67  What is said below, therefore, of tragedy is also applicable to 

epic. This will be important for the discussion of the genre of Luke-Acts in the 

following chapter. 
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In chapter six of Poetics, Aristotle discusses the different components of epic/

tragedy including, plot, character, diction, thought, spectacle, and lyric poetry. 

Aristotle thinks that the structure of events, or plot, is most important since a story 

consists of action, not state of being, and without action there could be no story. 

Beginning in chapter thirteen, Aristotle addresses the question of how a story 

accomplishes its purpose. He maintains that epic/tragedy should not depict a person’s 

falling from prosperity to adversity through evil or depravity, but through error. This 

character is someone for whom the reader should have sympathy, and, thus, whose 

plight can affect the reader emotionally. Chapters six and thirteen of Poetics, 

therefore, correspond to the two major aspects of Narrative Theory, componetial and 

functional analysis.

Componential and Functional Aspects of Narrative

In his 2006 article on the history of narrative theory, Patrick C. Hogan notes, 

“Aristotle undertook two sorts of analysis in the Poetics,” namely, componential 

analysis and functional analysis.68 Componential analysis refers to the elements and 

operations that compose the narrative, such as language, character, setting, and plot, 

as well as the selection of these events and their relation to one another. Functional 

analysis, on the other hand, refers to the purpose(s) the components serve and how 
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they relate to the purpose(s) of the plot. Furthermore, Hogan notes that Aristotle 

divides the purposes of narrative into two categories, emotional and ethical. 

Hogan goes on to say that all subsequent writers have shared this general 

approach to narrative, with varying emphases on componential/functional analysis 

and emotional/ethical purposes. For example, modern literary theory has shown “a 

strong bias toward subsuming all literary analyses under overarching ethical or 

political functions.”69  Thus, the range of functional issues examined in narrative 

theory has expanded, including ideological critiques such as Marxism, feminism, 

post-colonialism, sexuality, disability, etc.70    

Likewise, modern scholars have elaborated on Aristotle’s componential 

analysis by adding the elements of implied author/reader. The Formalist approach to 

literary criticism pressed componential analysis even further by stressing the features 

inherent in the text such as grammar, syntax, and literary devices. Formalism was a 

highly influential school of literary criticism in Russia during the early decades of the 

twentieth century and in the United States after the First World War.71  Because of 
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71 Note especially Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, 2d ed. (Austin: University of 
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Wellek and Austin Warren, Theory of Literature (New York: Harcourt, 1949; repr., 1956, 1962). 



their focus on the literary forms in the text itself, formalist methods are often linked 

with structuralism, especially in the fields of linguistics and anthropology. The 

formalist focus on the features within the text itself came under criticism for ignoring 

the text’s historical-cultural background. For example, Leon Troktsky claims that “the 

methods of formal analysis are necessary, but insufficient"72 because they neglect the 

social world with which the individuals who write and read literature are bound up. 

The form of art is, to a certain and very large degree, independent, but the 
artist who creates this form, and the spectator who is enjoying it, are not 
empty machines, one for creating form and the other for appreciating it. They 
are living people, with a crystallized psychology representing a certain unity, 
even if not entirely harmonious. This psychology is the result of social 
conditions.73  

About the same time, a similar method known as New Criticism was on the rise in 

Britain and the United States.

Like formalism, New Criticism focused attention on the text itself while 

rejecting the influence of extra-textual sources such as the historical-cultural 

background, authorial intention, and the effect upon the reader.74  New Criticism 

faced similar challenges for being “uninterested in the human meaning, the social 

function and effect of literature” and “unhistorical,” for “it isolates the work of art 
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73 Ibid., 171. 
74 William K. Wimsatt, “The Intentional Fallacy” and “The Affective Fallacy” in The Verbal Icon: 

Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1954), 3-19, 21-39. 
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from its past and its context.”75  It is important to mention, however, that two 

important facets of New Criticism were formative for Narrative Theory: (1) texts are 

viewed as organic wholes, a unity that should be understood on its own terms and (2) 

the emphasis on a close reading of the text.76

Hogan seems justified, therefore, in saying, “[t]he broad framework of 

narrative theory has remained largely the same since its inception.”77  The 

componential and functional aspects of narrative theory persisted and served as an 

important point of reference for an influential English work in narrative theory by 

Seymour Chatman, who distinguishes between story, or the content (events, actions, 

characters, etc.) of the narrative and the discourse, or how (arrangement, emphasis) the 

narrative is presented.78 This dichotomy is perhaps better illustrated by noting the five 

major aspects of narrative to be addressed in this study. The setting refers to the 

context of the story. This refers both to the context within the world of the text and 

the historical/cultural location in which the text is embedded. The narrator is story-

teller that is embedded in the text. The narrator is not the author, but the implied 

author or the perspective from which the story is told. Rhetoric refers to the various 

conventions that the author may use to achieve his/her purpose, for 
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75 René Wellek, "The New Criticism: Pro and Contra." CI 4 (1978): 611-24.
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Baker Academic, 2005), 22. 
77 Hogan, 66. 
78 Seymour B. Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca: 
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example, persuading, legitimating, or confirming. The plot is the way events in the 

narrative are arranged and combined. Chatman notes that not all events in the story 

are equal. Some, which he calls kernels, are key events that move the narrative 

forward while other events, which he calls satellites, are subordinate events that 

elaborate the kernel. I will use this approach in discussing the plot of Acts in chapters 

5-8 below. While each of these elements will prove important, the focus of this study 

will be upon both plot and character. 

Character Analysis 

Critical of those who treat character as merely a function of the plot, Chatman 

argues that Todorov and Barthes followed the suggestion of Henry James, who 

maintained that character and plot cannot be separated. In the oft quoted phrase, 

James states, “What is character but the determination of incident? What is incident 

but the illustration of character?”79 One of Chatman’s major contributions is his 

rebuttal of the structuralist conception of character. Rather than a static component of 

the narrative, characters are “autonomous beings” that are “reconstructed by the 

audience from evidence announced or implicit in an original construction and 

communicated by the discourse.”80 Chatman calls this evidence a “paradigm of traits” 

that readers obtain as they read the text and which they revise as they encounter new 
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80 Chatman, 119.



evidence. Baruch Hochman convincingly states that “Chatman makes an elaborate 

case for the affinity between characters in literature and people in life, and for the 

similarity between the ways we retrieve them, conceptualize them and respond to 

them.”81

Hochman thinks, however, that Chatman is too restrictive. Where Chatman 

confines the link between characters in literature and real people within the text itself, 

Hochman argues that 

What links characters in literature to people in life, as we fabricate them in our 
consciousness, is the integral unity of our conception of people and of how 
they operate. I, indeed, want to go further than Chatman by holding that there 
is a profound congruity between the ways in which we apprehend characters 
in literature, documented figures in history, and people of whom we have what 
we think of as direct knowledge in life.82

Therefore, not only do readers construct their image of characters by what they 

perceive in the text, as Chatman argued, but also by combining this information with 

their own knowledge and experience of people. Accordingly, Hochman concludes, 

our retrieval, or reading out, of character is guided by our consciousness of 
what people are and how people work. To read character adequately we must 
heighten our consciousness of the reciprocity between character in literature 
and people in life.83

Although characters and people are different because they live in different worlds, 

readers come to know characters in much the same way they come to know people, 

though interaction and revision. 
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Interaction between Reader and Text as Identity Formation

 This interaction between character and reader, and thus the production of 

meaning, is the central concern in reader-response criticism. While narrative critics 

focus on aspects of the text, others, especially reader-response, or audience-oriented, 

approaches focus on the acts of reading and the oral/aural means of communication.84  

For example, Wolfgang Iser maintains that, “[r]eading is not a direct ‘internalization’, 

because it is not a one-way process” but rather “a dynamic interaction between text 

and reader.”85 Thus, the reader, or audience,86 is not passively receiving information 

but is actively involved the production of meaning. The audience interactions with the 

text by anticipating and revising their expectations and opinions and filling in gaps in 

the narrative. It is within this interaction that “something happens to the reader;” that 

is, within the interaction, the audience is guided to change its viewpoint.87   

 Interest in the interaction between narrative and audience has spread beyond 

the scope of literary theory recently as social scientists have begun to emphasize the 

role narrative plays in the formation of identity.88  The debate is primarily between 
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84 See the recent work of David Rhoads on performance criticism, "Performance Criticism: An 
Emerging Methodology in Second Testament Studies--Part I," BTB 36 (2006): 118-33; "Performance 
Criticism: An Emerging Methodology in Second Testament Studies--Part II," BTB 36 (2006): 164-84.

85 Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1978), 107. Emphasis original.

86 While the original audience of Acts likely heard the story, we cannot rule out reading as a 
means of engaging this text. I will, therefore, refer to audience and audience-oriented analysis when 
discussing the readers/hearers and their responses to the narrative. 

87 Iser, The Act of Reading, 152
88 For an overview of Martin Cortazzi, Narrative Analysis (London: Falmer, 1993). For the 

influence of narrative in theology, see Stanley Hauerwas and L. Gregory Jones, eds. Why Narrative? 
Readings in Narrative Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989).



those who argue that narratives created identities while others maintain that readers 

create identities based upon their own experience and knowledge.89  The question, 

stated more explicitly, is whether the narrative or the reader/hearer creates identity. 

Critical of these dualistic viewpoints, Shelley Day Slater has called for an integrative 

approach to the link between “stories” and “selves.”  She seeks to “theorize a 

‘narrative subject’ in such a way as to take account of the determining power of 

language but without losing sight of the significance of specifically psychic 

relations.”90  Thus, identity is formed in the interaction between text and audience.

Such an integrative approach is at the heart of Paul Ricoeur’s theory of 

narrative identity, mentioned above, in which he argues that identity is shaped 

through audience’s engagement with the narrative in a three-fold process. First, 

prefiguration refers to the preunderstanding the audience brings to the text and thus 

corresponds to the audience’s social memory. Second, configuration refers to both the 

author’s construction of the text (using various components of narrative theory) and 

the audience’s interaction with the text. This portion of the process may involve 

contesting memories and evaluating new information. Third, refiguration refers to the 

fusion of the audience’s previous social memory and identity with the information 
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presented in the configuration process.91 Thus, narrative identity is constructed, and 

reconstructed, during the interaction between the audience, whose present identity has 

been constructed by its social memory, and the text, which reinforces previous 

identity and memory or seeks to counter and reform identity and memory. This 

process will be described again when the narrative-identity model is presented later in 

this chapter.

Moreover, as I mentioned earlier in this chapter, “[s]ocial groups will create 

shared life stories' or narratives of the group which tie past, present and predicted 

futures into a coherent representation.”92  Maggie Kirkman has recently noted the 

importance of cultural memory in the construction of narrative identity. In her 

discussion of this relatively recent trend, Kirkman summarizes the argument made by 

Stephen Crites: 

It is the continuity of memory which contributes to the certainty of one’s self, 
even though that self can exist only in relation to others. The continuity of 
memory operates through narrative to construct a coherent identity, 
appropriating the past and anticipating the future.93

Kirkman continues, “[N]arrative identity is developed in interaction with its social 

and cultural contexts.”94  Thus, identity can be formed in the same manner in which 

86
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92 Cinnirella, "Exploring Temporal Aspects of Social Identity: The Concept of Possible Social 
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readers come to know characters in literature: by interaction with the narrative in 

combination with cultural memory, that is, their own experience and knowledge. 

Concerning the power of story to form and legitimize identity, James H. Liu 

and János László have recently argued that social representations of history are 

“stories of events with a temporal structure that can be related thematically from a 

particular point of view” and thus should be “approached as narratives.”95  

Consequently, “In the case of historical narratives, these stories reflect group identity 

on the one hand, and connect individuals to the group on the other” and may be 

revised according to the identity needs of the group.96   Liu and László then isolate 

two key priorities of narrative, narrative perspective and the ability to generate 

empathy, to help understand the relationship between the recipients of the narrative 

and the culture that generated the narrative. Narrative perspective is viewed as a 

“relational concept between the producer and the recipient of narrative” that 

establishes a surface structure empathy hierarchy that influences how the 
reader or listener constructs the meaning of the narrated event and opens the 
way for participatory affective responses.97

Thus, these narratives invite participation from the recipients by attempting to create 

empathy for the characters. The hope is that 
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[t]he reader, viewer, or listener . . . participates vicariously in the narrative to 
the extent that he [sic] shows empathy for the point of view expressed and the 
characters and situations depicted.98

In this way, “narrative connects individuals to a collective through symbols, 

knowledge and meaning.”99  This collective memory “goes back to the supposed 

origins of the group” and “objectifies memories that have proven to be important to 

the group, encodes these memories into stories, preserves them as public narratives, 

and makes it possible for new members to share group history.”100  

At this point, the connections between the study of social identity, memory, 

and narrative theories are beginning to emerge. Group identity is grounded its social 

memory and may include shared formative narratives, beliefs, and practices, and are 

often embodied in a prototypical ingroup member from the past. The memory of this 

prototypical ingroup member becomes the chief character in the group’s formative 

narrative history and personifies the shared identity of that group. As new situations 

emerge, the group may remember/reinterpret the prototypical ingroup member in a 

new light in order to address the new context. This connection between social 

identity, social memory, and narrative theory has led to the development of a 

narrative-identity model, which will be delineated after the following overview of 

several important predecessors. 
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Combining Narrative and Social-Scientific Approaches in Biblical Studies

This study is certainly not the first attempt to wed narrative theory and social-

scientific criticism in the study of the Bible. Most notably, David Rhoads, who coined 

the title Narrative Criticism in New Testament studies,101 has attempted to combine 

these two methods in his work on the Gospel of Mark.102 Likewise, Vernon Robbins 

has argued for the cooperation of social-scientific and literary studies, maintaining 

that “[r]hetoric provides a socially and culturally oriented approach to texts, forming 

a bridge between the disciplines of social-scientific and literary criticism.”103  These 

interdisciplinary approaches to biblical interpretation have led to other studies that 

employed both Social-Scientific and Narrative Theories.104  There are three studies, 
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101 David M. Rhoads, "Narrative Criticism and the Gospel of Mark," JAAR 50 (1982): 411-34. 
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however, that have contributed most significantly to the Narrative-Identity theory 

developed in the present study. 

First, John Darr’s 1987 dissertation argues for the combination of literary and 

socio-cultural methods in relation to his study of the importance of Herod in Luke’s 

narrative.105  Darr bases his argument for the integration of literary and socio-cultural 

methods on three assumptions:

1. Literature functions rhetorically.
2. Meaning is produced by the dynamic interaction of both the rhetorical 

strategies of the text and the interpretive structures of its reader.
3. The particular historical, social, linguistic and literary environment in 

which a work was first produced and read remains significant for its 
subsequent interpretation.106

Thus, for Darr, “reading is a complex activity entailing the interaction of reader, text, 

and extratext.”107  Darr focuses on the rhetorical structure of the text, particularly 

character development, in chapter three and extratextual features, such as the socio-

cultural scripts in the ancient Mediterranean, in chapter four. His integration of socio-

cultural aspects with literary theory takes scholarship a step further than previous 

work by focusing on the social phenomenon of conflict between a charismatic 

philosopher and a tyrannical ruler that he shows were prevalent in the ancient 

Mediterranean.108  
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Another major step forward in the integration of Social-Scientific and 

Narrative Criticism was the publication of Warren Carter’s 1991 doctoral dissertation. 

Households and Discipleship: A Study of Matthew 19-20 focuses on the narrative 

function of household structure in the formation of an understanding of 

discipleship.109  Carter employs an interdisciplinary method combining audience-

oriented criticism,110 historical criticism, and social scientific criticism to argue that 

the series of pericopes in Matthew 19-20 reveals four standard aspects of household 

codes (the rule of husband over wife, of father over children, of master over slave, 

and the task of acquiring wealth) which are intended to be subverted, forming an 

alternative household structure. The structure "forms an integral part of a coherent 

understanding of discipleship gained by the audience through hearing the Gospel 

narrative," an understanding which is “best identified by Victor Turner’s concept 

of . . . liminality.”111  Thus, Carter employs audience-oriented criticism as well as 

Turner’s model to argue that:

Matthaean discipleship is to be marked by a transition from the call of Jesus to 
the new world fully instigated at his return, by an anti-structure existence 
which opposes hierarchical social structures, and by an existence on the 
margins of society as social participants yet as those with a different focus and 
lifestyle.112
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110 Carter uses the term audience-oriented to refer to the narrative theory of Booth, Chatman, and 
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Carter’s study develops what had been lacking in interdisciplinary approaches, 

namely an interdisciplinary method that successfully combines Narrative Criticism 

and a specific Social-Scientific model. 

Another step toward the approach developed in the present study is Esler and 

Piper’s recent work on John’s Gospel, which was described in the previous chapter.113  

There I mentioned that while Esler and Piper state that “[b]y focusing on Lazarus, 

Martha, and Mary as prototypical Christ-followers, we inevitably enter the question 

of characterization in the Fourth Gospel,”114 their engagement of narrative theory is 

nominal at best.115  Nevertheless, the important connection between the Social 

Identity Approach and Narrative Theory through prototypes and social memory 

demonstrated by Esler and Piper point toward the Narrative-Identity model, which 

will now be presented. 

The Narrative-Identity Model 

Early in this chapter, I noted that it was Paul Ricoeur who coined the phrase 

“narrative identity,” which he defined as “the kind of identity that human beings 
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acquire through the mediation of the narrative function.”116  For Ricoeur, identity 

emerges as one engages a narrative in the three-fold process of prefiguration, 

configuration, and refiguration. The Narrative-Identity model presented here builds 

upon this framework by incorporating the insights of social identity and social 

memory theorists along with a focus on character and plot from narrative theory. As a 

heuristic framework, the Narrative-Identity model is intended to help interpreters 

better understand the identity-forming capacity and identity-forming process of texts. 

Moreover, the Narrative-Identity model focuses on the identity-forming work of the 

group’s narrative, particularly the prototypical ingroup members from the past that 

serve as major characters in the group’s formative narrative, and on the process of 

recategorization in which prototypical ingroup members are reinterpreted by their 

presentation in the narrative to help construct a common superordinate identity while 

allowing subgroups to maintain salient ingroup features. Briefly recalling Ricoeur’s 

three-fold process in relation to social identity and social memory will help prepare 

for the explicit presentation of the model to follow.

Ricoeur’s first stage of prefiguration refers to the preunderstanding the 

audience brings to the text and thus corresponds to the audience’s social memory, 

which includes prototypical figures from the past that embody the group’s identity. 

The second stage, configuration, refers to both the author’s construction of the text 

93

116 "Narrative Identity" in On Paul Ricoeur: Narrative and Interpretation (ed. David Wood; New 
York: Routledge, 1991), 188. See pages 53 above. 



and the audience’s interaction with the text and involves either affirming or contesting 

memories and identities by evaluating new information. The third stage, refiguration, 

refers to the fusion of the audience’s previous social memory and identity with the 

information presented during the configuration process.117 Thus, narrative identity is 

constructed, and reconstructed, during the interaction between the audience, whose 

present identity has been constructed by its social memory, and the text, which 

reinforces previous identity and memory or seeks to counter and reform identity and 

memory.118  We may now elaborate upon each of these stages as they relate to the 

Narrative-Identity model.

The prefiguration stage refers to the social identity and memories already 

constructed by the audience. This stage also includes all the information and 

experiences of the audience and, therefore, focuses on the historical and cultural 

knowledge and experiences of those who lived during the time of the text’s writing. 

Also included in this preunderstanding is knowledge of the historical and cultural 

knowledge of the time narrated in the text if it is different from the time and place of 

composition. For early Christian writings, this stage addresses facets commonly 

associated with historical criticism and adds newer facets by elaborating upon social 
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and cultural factors. In the following chapter, we shall discuss the historical and 

cultural contexts of Luke’s writings. The configuration stage focuses on the text itself 

and the way the author constructed, and how the audience interacts with, the 

narrative. The refiguration stage refers to the fusing of previous memories and 

identities with the information gained from the narrative in the configuration stage. 

This fusion may result in reformed group memories and a reformed group identity or 

the re-affirmation of previous memories and identities. This narrative-identity 

forming process should not be understood, however, as a linear process. Rather, these 

three stages continuously interact as the audience works through and interacts with 

the narrative.

   The Narrative-Identity model assumes the presence of three worlds that are 

involved in the interpretative process: the world of the interpreter, the world behind 

the text, and the narrative world of the text.

Identity 
Emerges in the 

Interaction 
between 

Audience and 
Text

Prefiguration
Includes the knowledge, 
experiences, and identity 
the group brings to the 
narrative. This includes:
1) Knowledge of general  

historical and cultural 
contexts.

2) Group identity based 
upon knowledge of the 
group’s formative 
narrative including the 
prototypical ingroup 
member from the past.

Configuration
Includes both the author’s construction of 
and the audience’s interaction with the 
narrative. This includes the audience’s 
construal of the narrative by anticipation, 
revision, filling in gaps, etc.

Refiguration
The fusion of stages one and two. As the 
group interacts with the narrative (stage 
two), it is invited to modify its collective 
memory of foundational events and 
prototypical ingroup member, which, if 
successful, results in a changed sense of 
group identity.

Figure 4: The Narrative-Identity Model for Biblical Interpretation
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Since the narrative world of the text is embedded in the historical/cultural world in 

which the text was written and received, attention to historical and cultural context 

(prefiguration stage) is an important part of this approach. Within the world of the 

text, the implied author constructs the narrative by use of plot, setting, characters, 

etc.; modern narrative theory is used here to examine the structure and function of the 

narrative components including plot, setting, narrator, characters, etc (configuration 

stage). Likewise, the authorial audience engages the text in a reciprocal process in 

which the audience reads/hears the narrative and makes certain judgments which may  

then be refined as the audience continues along in the narrative (configuration and 

refiguration stages); audience-oriented and social identity/memory approaches are 

employed here to help understand better the process of interaction and identity 

formation. 

 To summarize, the narrative-identity model is chiefly interested in the way 

that identity is shaped through the interaction between the narrative and the audience. 

By understanding the shared knowledge and experiences of the author and audience 

and by examining the text of Acts in terms of the audience's interaction with it, we 

may gain insight into how the text of Acts affirms or contests social memory and 

identities present in the audience in an effort to construct or reconstruct its identity. 

Before discussing the narrative of Acts, we must first locate the narrative in its 

historical/cultural and narrative contexts. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:
THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND NARRATIVE WORLD OF LUKE-ACTS

The first readers/hearers of Acts came to the story with a certain amount of 

historical and cultural knowledge, referred to by Ricoeur as preunderstanding. This 

preunderstanding includes historical and cultural knowledge along with the 

audience’s identity derived from social memories about its prototypical ingroup 

members from the past. Before attempting to analyze the identity-forming process at 

work in the interaction between the audience and the characters of Peter and Paul in 

Acts, we must first locate the narrative of Luke-Acts1 within this historical and 

cultural context. While discussing this context, we also seek to identify the 

knowledge, including the social memory and possible identities, that the author 

assumes of the audience. The present chapter will, therefore, identify as closely as 

possible the historical and cultural context of the real and narrative worlds of the text 

along with the author and audience implied by the text and context of Luke-Acts. 
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1 In this chapter, the reader will note that I have begun using the title “Luke-Acts” more often 
than in previous chapters, a shift which invites some clarification. While this work is concerned 
specifically with the characterization of Peter and Paul in Acts, discussions of historical context and 
narrative world cannot ignore the first half of Luke’s work. In referring to “Luke-Acts,” I reject recent 
attempts to disprove the unity of Luke’s two volumes and affirm the narrative unity of the Gospel and 
Acts and the necessity of addressing the Gospel, if ever so briefly, in this study on Acts. There is a 
significant bibliography on the topic of the unity of Luke-Acts and cannot be fully addressed here. For 
a recent discussion of the issue see Michael F. Bird, "The Unity of Luke-Acts in Recent Discussion" 
JSNT 29 (2007): 425-48.



The Author Implied by Luke’s Narrative

 Like the other canonical Gospels, Luke-Acts is anonymous. Several early 

Christian traditions, however, attribute these two volumes to a person named Luke. 

The earliest evidence comes from the late second or early third century C.E. 

manuscript of Luke’s gospel, P75, which ends with the title Euaggelion Kata 

Loukan.2  From about the same period, the Muratorian Canon not only cites Luke as 

the author of the Gospel but of the Acts of the Apostles as well: 3

tertio evangelii librum secundo lucan. lucas iste medicus . . . nem proftetur 
acta aute omniu apostolorum sub uno libro scribta sunt lucas obtime theofi le 
comprindit quia sub praesentia eius sincula

The third book of the Gospel is that according to Luke. Luke, the well-known 
physician . . . Moreover, the acts of all the apostles were written in one book. 
For 'most excellent Theophilus' Luke compiled the individual events that took 
place in his presence.4

To these testimonies we may add that of Irenaeus, who, in the same period, recorded 

in Against Heresies that Luke was the author of both the Gospel and Acts.5 There is 

also a prologue to Luke’s gospel from the end of the second century that states Luke 

98

2 Rodolph Kasser, ed., Papyrus Bodmer XIV: Evangiles De Luc Et Jean (2 vols. Cologny-Genève: 
Bibliotheca Bodmeriana, 1962), 75.

3 F. F. Bruce thinks this attribution may be an anti-Marcionite exaggeration since Marcion thought 
Paul to be the only legitimate apostle. Bruce, The Book of the Acts (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1988), 5, nt. 8.

4 Hans Lietzmann, ed., Das Muratorische Fragment Und Die Monarchianischen Prologue Zu 
Den Evangelien (Berlin: 1933), lines 2-3, 34-36.

5 See 3.1.1 and 3.14.1.



was a physician and companion of Paul from Antioch in Syria.6  By the late second 

century, therefore, traditions exist that name Luke, physician and companion of Paul, 

as the author of both the Third Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles. More important 

for the present study, however, is the author that is implied by the text itself. Internal 

textual evidence of Luke-Acts must be examined to determine characteristics of the 

implied author. 

Authors reveal only certain aspects of themselves in their writings, which, 

referred to as the narrator, comprise the persona developed by the author to tell her/

his story. For example, the narrator developed by the author tells the story from a 

particular point of view, which may be first, second, or third-person and may indicate 

complete or limited omniscience. The narrator of Luke-Acts begins both volumes 

with a first-person prologue which is quickly abandoned in favor of a limited 

omniscient third-person point of view. This means the narrator stands outside the 

events that are narrated and, in some instances, has knowledge of the inner thoughts 

and motives of the characters. In addition, the narrative reveals at least four other 

details that contribute to our understanding of the person who wrote Luke-Acts.7
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6 Kurt Aland, Synopsis Quattuor Evangeliorum (Stuttgart: Württembergische Bibelanstalt, 1964), 
533. While Hobart, The Medical Language of St. Luke (Dublin: Hodges, 1882) attempted to prove that 
the author was a physician from his use of medical terminology, Cadbury, The Style and Literary 
Method of Luke (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1919) demonstrated that the use of such 
vocabulary was present in Plutarch, Lucian, and other ancient writers and is, therefore, not an 
indication of a medical background.

7 All subsequent references to the “author” are merely convenient shorthand for “implied author.”  
By “author” I do not imply that I am seeking or making suggestions about the real author of Luke-
Acts. Likewise, the use of “Luke” is a convenience and not a attribution of historical authorship.



First, in the prologue of the Gospel of Luke (1:1-4), the narrator, who 

identifies himself as a male,8 indicates that he was not an eyewitness to the events 

recorded but that he had contact with those who were, an indication that Luke-Acts is 

written as the Christ group was in a period of transition from communicative memory  

to cultural memory described in the previous chapter. As such, memories of Jesus and 

the apostles were reformulated to meet the needs of the Christ group in Luke’s time. 

Later in his narrative, however, Luke purports that he was an eyewitness and 

companion of Paul and thus reverts to communicative memory, presumably to give 

the appearance of a face-to-face transmission of these memories. The well-known 

“we” passages have been the focus of a lengthy debate concerning the authorship of 

Acts and will be addressed as they occur in the narrative.9 It is sufficient at this point 

to note that the present study, because of the date of Luke-Acts to be proposed later in 

this chapter, maintains that the author was not a companion of Paul and that the use of 

the first person plural pronoun is a literary convention used by the author.10 
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8 In Luke 1:3, the author uses the masculine participle parhkolouqhko,ti (investigating) with 
reference to himself. The present study will, therefore, use the masculine pronoun for the author of 
Luke-Acts simply as a reflection of this self-identification. This should not be understood, however, to 
exclude the possibility that a woman wrote Luke-Acts and identifies herself her as a male. For a 
detailed discussion of the possibility of a female author of Luke-Acts, see Randel Helms, Who Wrote 
the Gospels? (Altadena, Ca.: Millennium, 1997), 61-76.

9 For a survey of the discussion of the “We” passages, see Stanley E. Porter, Paul in Acts
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 2001), 10-66 and William S. Campbell, The "We" Passages in the Acts of the 
Apostles: The Narrator as Narrative Character (Atlanta: SBL, 2007), 1-14.

10 Campbell, The "We" Passages in the Acts of the Apostles. 



Second, the author’s use of the conventions of rhetoric11 and historiography 

point toward a relatively high level of Greco-Roman education.12 This is also 

indicated by Luke’s use of highly stylized Greek, widely noted as the best Hellenistic 

Greek in the New Testament, which may indicate that it was his primary language.13 

This possibility is bolstered when we consider that Luke is familiar with the 

geography of Greece and, especially, Western Asia Minor but does not appear to have 

a good grasp of Palestinian geography. These aspects of the author have often been 

cited as indicating his non-Judean, even Greek, ethnicity.14 

Third, this apparent geographical knowledge of Western Asia Minor, and the 

corresponding lack of knowledge of Palestine, point toward the possible geographic 

location of the author and his assumed audience. Since the pioneering work of Henry 

Cadbury, most Lukan scholars now agree that Luke-Acts was written from an urban 

perspective.15 Yet, Cadbury, and others since him, have suggested that an urban 

setting is all we can know about Luke’s geographic location.16 The geographical 

knowledge, and lack thereof, described in the previous paragraph has led scholars to 
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11 On Luke’s rhetorical skill, see Parsons, Acts, 8-10.
12 See E. P. Parks, The Roman Rhetorical Schools as a Preparation for the Courts under the Early 

Empire (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1945). 
13 Witherington, Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1998), 52.
14 Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (I-IX): Introduction, Translation, and Notes (2 vols.; 

AB 28; Garden City: Doubleday, 1981), 41-2. Further, those who assert that Luke was a companion of 
Paul cite Col 4:10-14 as proof of Luke’s non-Judean ethnicity. 

15 Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts (New York: Macmillan, 1927) 245-9.
16 Cadbury, The Making of Luke-Acts, correctly maintains that “Luke writes from the urban 

standpoint” (245). Yet, this is as far as he is willing to go. Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, 
30 and Vernon Robbins, "The Social Location of the Implied Author of Luke-Acts" in The Social 
World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation (ed. Jerome H. Neyrey; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991), 
305-32 both favor understanding Luke-Acts as originating in a general urban context. 



narrow the candidates for the location of composition to Ephesus, Rome, and Syrian 

Antioch. Of these three, Ephesus receives the most attention in the Lukan narrative 

and is the location of the climax of Paul’s ministry as a free person. This geographical 

perspective, however, does not preclude the probability that Luke-Acts was intended 

for a general audience in Western Asia Minor, rather than a particular “Lukan 

community.”17 For this reason, while Luke’s geographical perspective seems to favor 

the Western Asia Minor city of Ephesus,18 the present study assumes a more general 

audience in Western Asia Minor.19 

Finally, the author’s extensive use of quotations and allusions from the 

Septuagint has led to a scholarly consensus that he is very familiar with the Greek 

translation of Israel’s scriptures.20 More will be said about the author’s use of the 

Septuagint below in the section on assumed audience knowledge. Although 

familiarity with the Septuagint does not necessarily mean the author was of Judean 

ethnicity, the extensiveness of Luke’s familiarity with Israel’s scriptures and traditions 

seem to point in that direction. These details lead me to conclude that the author of 

Luke-Acts was a Judean Christ-follower, though likely a diaspora Judean from 
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17 Luke Timothy Johnson, "On Finding the Lukan Community: A Cautious Cautionary Essay" in 
SBLSP 16, 87-100. Missoula, MT: Scholars Press 1979), 87-100. 

18 Pervo, Acts (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2009),5-7. Also see Peder Borgen, Philo, John 
and Paul: New Perspectives on Judaism and Early Christianity (Brown Judaic Studies. Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 1987), 273-85.

19 Mikeal C. Parsons, Acts (Paideia; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 20. Also see Richard 
Bauckham, The Gospels for All Christians: Rethinking the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 9-48. For a critique of this position, see David C. Sim, "The Gospel for All 
Christians?: A Response to Richard Bauckham," JSNT 84 (2001): 3-27. 

20 Fitzmyer, Luke, 42; Kenneth Duncan Litwak, Echoes of Scripture in Luke-Acts: Telling the 
History of God's People Intertextually (JSNTSup; London: T&T Clark International, 2005). 



Western Asia Minor who had received a relatively high level of Hellenistic 

education.21

Dates and Places in Luke’s Narrative World

 Like the other Gospels, the date of the composition of Luke-Acts is not the 

same as the time period narrated in the text, which I assume to be the last decade of 

the first century C.E.22 While the historical context is important for our study and will 

be addressed later in the present chapter, our present concern is the historical context 

narrated in Luke-Acts. Four references at the beginning of Luke’s Gospel help to 

identity the narrative’s historical period. First, the author sets the story of Zechariah 

and Elizabeth “[i]n the days of Herod, king of Judea,” (evn tai/j h`me,raij ~Hrw,|dou 

basile,wj th/j VIoudai,aj [Luke 1:5]). Herod the Great ruled as a client king of the 

Roman Emperor in Judea from 37– 4 B.C.E. Joel Green succinctly summarizes his 

rule, stating, 

Regarded as an outsider, Herod encountered some opposition simply because 
he represented Rome to a people among whom many chafed under foreign 
domination. Herod exacerbated these feelings by his secular power base; his 
extravagant building programs, the funds for which were extracted from the 
[Judean] people; his blatant control of the temple and high priesthood for his 
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21 Shillington, An Introduction to the Study of Luke-Acts (New York: T & T Clark, 2007), 10-11. 
Also see John Drury, Tradition and Design in Luke's Gospel: A Study in Early Christian 
Historiography (London: Darton, Longman, and Todd, 1976). 

22 The date of composition for Luke-Acts has been the subject of prolonged debate, with 
arguments ranging from the mid first century to the mid second century C.E. In the appendix at the end 
of the present study, I delineate my argument for dating Luke-Acts in the last decade of the first 
century C.E.



own political purposes; and his wide-ranging efforts at continued reform of 
Palestine along the lines of Hellenistic culture.23

Second, Luke mentions that 

VEge,neto de. evn tai/j h`me,raij evkei,naij evxh/lqen do,gma para. Kai,saroj 
Auvgou,stou avpogra,fesqai pa/san th.n oivkoume,nhn. au[th avpografh. 
prw,th evge,neto h`gemoneu,ontoj th/j Suri,aj Kurhni,ouÅ

In those days, a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world 
should be enrolled. This was the first enrollment, when Quirinius was 
governor of Syria (Luke 2:1-2).24

Quirinius became governor of Syria in 6 C.E., after Caesar banished Herod Archelaus 

and gave his country to the province of Syria.25 The reference to Caesar reminds the 

audience of Rome’s imperial rule over Judea and the mention of the census “signals 

an unwelcome, alien intrusion into the affairs of the [Judean] people, reminder of the 

allegiance required of Israel as a conquered people.”26 

Third, the author places the ministry of John the Baptist in relation to regional 

and imperial rulers. 

VEn e;tei de. pentekaideka,tw| th/j h`gemoni,aj Tiberi,ou Kai,saro 
h`gemoneu,ontoj Ponti,ou Pila,tou th/j VIoudai,aj( kai. tetraarcou/ntoj 
th/j Galilai,aj ~Hrw,|dou( Fili,ppou de. tou/ avdelfou/ auvtou/ 
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23 The Gospel of Luke (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), 64. The complex story of Herod 
the Great’s rise to power is found in Ant.14.1-17.199. 

24 Many have pointed out Luke’s mistake of citing Qurinius as governor of Syria here. Yet, much 
of the criticism comes from the common assumption that Jesus was born during the reign of Herod the 
Great. While Matthew does indicate this, Luke does not. Luke simply places Zechariah and Elizabeth 
during his reign but does not mention him with reference to Jesus’ birth.

25 Josephus, Ant. 1.13.2-5; 18.1.1.
26 Green, The Gospel of Luke, 126. Shillington, Introduction to Luke-Acts, 29 cites the timing of 

Herod as King of Judea and Quirinius as governor of Syria as problematic. Yet, the events of 1:5 and 
2:1-2 do not require a date prior to Herod’s death in 4 B.C.E. 



tetraarcou/ntoj th/j VItourai,aj kai. Tracwni,tidoj cw,raj( kai. 
Lusani,ou th/j VAbilhnh/j tetraarcou/ntoj(evpi. avrciere,wj {Anna kai. 
Kai?a,fa)

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being 
governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee, and his brother Philip 
tetrarch of the region of Ituraea and Trachonitis, and Lysaniaus tetrarch of 
Abilene, in the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas (Luke 3:1-2).

Here Luke situates the narrative during the time of various imperial and religious 

leaders, including Tiberius Caesar, who ruled from 14-37 C.E., and Pilate, who was 

governor of Judea from 26-37 C.E. Moreover, when Herod the Great died in 4 B.C.E., 

his kingdom was divided among his three sons, Philip, Herod Antipas, and Archelaus. 

The Herod in 3:1 is Herod Antipas, who ruled Judea as a client king from 4 B.C.E. – 

29 C.E. Finally, the reference in 3:1 to Annas and Caiaphas, who served as high priest 

from 6-15 C.E. and 18-37 C.E. respectively, points toward an important aspect of 

Luke-Acts, namely the city of Jerusalem and the temple. 

Although Luke’s story begins in Jerusalem, it ends in the capital of the 

empire, Rome. While Rome does not actually appear in the narrative until the end, its 

presence through interaction with its officials is evident throughout Luke-Acts. I have 

already mentioned the reference to Pilate in 3:1, who will be an important character in 

the events surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion. Further, in Acts, additional Roman rulers 

are mentioned in three key places. These references also serve to help us narrow the 

date for Luke’s narrative world.
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First, Acts 18:2 mentions the expulsion of all Judeans from Rome by 

Claudius. This expulsion is often related by scholars to the words of Suetonius, who 

notes that “He expelled [Judeans] from Rome, who were constantly making 

disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus,” (Iudaeos impulsore Chresto assidue 

tumultuantis Roma expulit).27  Although Suetonius does not indicate when this 

expulsion took place, it is traditionally dated in 49 C.E. based upon Orosius’ dating in 

the fifth century C.E.28  The argument for this date is strengthened by the reference in 

Acts 18:12 that Paul was brought before Gallio, proconsul of Achaia, whose rule can 

be dated by the inscription found at Delphi to 52-3 C.E.29  

Finally, Paul’s arrest and trial bring him into contact with three additional 

Roman officials: Agrippa, Felix, and Festus. Marcus Antonius Felix was the 

106

27 Lives of the Caesars 5.25.4. There is significant debate surrounding Suetonius’ statement and 
the dating of the expulsion. For an overview, see Andrew D. Clark “Rome and Italy” in The Book of 
Acts in its Greco-Roman Setting (ed. David W.J. Gill and Conrad Gempf; Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 
1994), 469-71 and Irina Levinskaya, “Rome” in The Book of Acts in its Diaspora Setting (Grand 
Rapids, Eerdmans, 1996), 171-81. Since no clear alternative has emerged, it seems best to follow the 
traditional consensus concerning the date while acknowledging that it is unlikely that all Judeans were 
expelled from Rome. 

28 Orosius, Historiae adversum paganos 7.6.15-16, Slingerland. Also see Slingerland, "Suetonius 
Claudius 25.4, Acts 18, and Paulus Orosius' 'Historiarum Adversum Paganos Libri Vii:' Dating the 
Claudian Expulsion(s) of Roman Jews." Jewish Quarterly Review 83, no. 1/2 (1992): 127-44.

29 Wilhelm Dittenberger, ed. Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum, a Guilelmo Dittenbergero 
Condita Et Aucta (Hildesheim: Olms, 1960), 2.801. Available online: http://www.kchanson.com/
ANCDOCS/greek/gallio.html, accessed 29 May 2009.

The inscription reads: “Tiber[ius Claudius C]aes[ar August]us G[ermanicus, Highest Priest, 
invested with tribunician auth]ority [for the twelfth time, acclaimed Imperator for t]he twenty-sixth 
time, F[ather of the Fa]therland, [Consul for the fifth time, Censor, sends greetings to the city of the 
Delphians.]. . . now [since] it is said to be desti[tu]te of [citi]zens, as [L. Ju]nius Gallio, my fr[iend] an
[d procon]sul [recently reported to me; and being desirous that Delphi].” 

The twelfth year of Claudius’ reign dates to 52-53 C.E. Also see Jerome Murphy-O'Connor, "Paul 
and Gallio." JBL 112, no. 2 (1993): 315-17 and Dixon Slingerland, "Acts 18:1-18: The Gallio 
Inscription and Absolute Pauline Chronology." JBL 110, no. 3 (1991): 439-49.

http://www.kchanson.com/ANCDOCS/greek/gallio.html
http://www.kchanson.com/ANCDOCS/greek/gallio.html
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procurator of Judea during the early 50s C.E., before he was replaced in 56 C.E. by 

Porcius Festus by appointment of Emperor Nero. It is before Festus that Paul appeals 

to the Emperor. Agrippa, the great-grandson of Herod the Great, was made governor 

in 53 C.E. over the area given to Philip at Herod the Great’s death; two years later, 

parts of Galilee and Perea were placed under his control as well. After appearing 

before each of these leaders, Paul is sent to Rome, where Luke’s narrative ends. 

This brief overview of dates and places narrated in Luke-Acts demonstrates 

that in his second volume, Luke narrates the spread of the gospel from Jerusalem, 

through Asia Minor and Greece to Rome in the first half of the first century C.E., with 

most of the narrative taking place approxamately between the late 20s to the mid 60s. 

This narrative world, along with the date and place of composition, Western Asia 

Minor in the mid 90s C.E., situates both the historical and narrative world of Luke-

Acts and allows us to examine some of the historical and cultural assumptions Luke 

makes about his audience. 

Luke’s Authorial Audience and Their Assumed Knowledge

Noted literary scholar Peter Rabinowitz observes that an author “cannot write 

without making certain assumptions about his [sic] readers’ beliefs, knowledge, and 

familiarity with conventions” and, therefore, “we must, as we read, come to share, in 

some measure, the characteristics of this audience if we are to understand the text.”30 
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Like other writers, Luke makes certain cultural assumptions of his audience that are 

often overlooked by the modern reader. To understand Acts more fully, therefore, the 

modern reader must take into account the historical/cultural assumptions made by the 

author as he composed the narrative. 

Luke makes it quite clear to whom he is writing; both volumes are addressed 

to Qeo,filoj (Luke 1:3; Acts 1:1). What remains unclear, however, is precisely who 

this Theophilus is and what his relationship is to the Christ community. Attempts to 

define the historical Theophilus have resulted in two poles: either (1) Theophilus is a 

fictional creation of Luke to symbolize an ideal reader of the narrative (Lover of God, 

cf. Luke 10:27) that could have been applied to any Christ follower in the late first 

century C.E. or (2) Theophilus is a real person of high social status who served as 

Luke’s literary patron.31 As his literary patron, Theophilus is the one for whom Luke 

wrote and through whom Luke-Acts would be distributed. If this is the case, Luke 

may have envisioned an audience composed primarily of wealthy, educated elites. 

The lack of historic specificity concerning Luke’s audience has led many 

scholars to seek information about the audience by extrapolating information from the 

text. The notion of an implied reader was popularized by the so-called New Criticism 

in literary studies and was subsequently adopted by many biblical scholars.32 The 
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"Theophilus " in ABD (ed. David Noel Freedman; New York: Doubleday, 1992), 511-12. On literary 
patronage, see Barbara K. Gold, Literary Patronage in Greece and Rome (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1987).

32 For my discussion of narrative theory in Chapter 3, see pp. 76-87 above. 



problem with an implied reader, however, is that such a reader often lacks the 

historical and cultural contextualization that is necessary to interpret Luke’s story, 

appearing disinterested in the historical/cultural context of the writing.33 The need to 

combine both the historical/cultural context and the clues offered by the narrative has 

led some biblical scholars to adopt Peter Rabinowitz’s concept of an authorial 

audience. As I mentioned above, Rabinowitz notes that an author 

cannot write without making certain assumptions about his [sic] readers’ 
 beliefs, knowledge, and familiarity with conventions. His [sic] artistic choices 
 are based upon these assumptions, conscious or unconscious, and to a certain 
 extent, his [sic] artistic success will depend on their accuracy. Demby's 
 The Catacombs, for instance, takes place during the early sixties, and the 
 novel achieves its sense of impending doom only if the reader knows that 
 John F. Kennedy will be assassinated when the events of the novel reach 22 
 November 1963. Had Demby assumed that his audience would be ignorant of 
 this historical event, he would have had to rewrite his book accordingly. Since 
 the structure of a novel is designed for the author's hypothetical audience 
 (which I call the authorial audience), we must, as we read, come to share, in 
 some measure, the characteristics of this audience if we are to understand the 
 text.34 

Thus, Rabinowitz argues for a “contextualized ‘implied reader,’”35 which combines 

the historical/cultural context of the writing with the reader implied by the text. The 

authorial audience, therefore, is presupposed by both the text and the historical/

cultural context in which the text was composed and first read/heard. The use of the 

109

33 Luke Timothy Johnson, "On Finding the Lukan Community: A Cautious Cautionary Essay" in 
SBLSP 16; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press 1979), 87-100.

34 Rabinowitz, "Truth in Fiction: A Reexamination of Audiences," 126.
35 John P. Heil, The Meal Scenes in Luke-Acts: An Audience-Oriented Approach (Atlanta: Society 

of Biblical Literature, 1999), 3.



term “audience” throughout this study also emphasizes that Luke expected his 

audience to experience the narrative “aurally and communally.”36 To identify the 

authorial audience, then, we must seek to understand the general historical/cultural 

context at the time of composition (which will help to identify the historical/cultural 

assumptions made by the author) and the information implied about the audience in 

text.37 

 Having already identified the likely historical context of Luke-Acts as 

Western Asia Minor in the mid 90s C.E., we now seek to understand what historical/

cultural knowledge the author expects of his audience. We shall proceed by 

establishing the general historical/cultural context of the early Roman Empire, 

especially its system of social stratification within cities and regional urban systems 

of Western Asia Minor. Another related factor regarding social stratification is the 

audience’s knowledge of and participation in the system of patronage. Further, Luke's 

audience would have been immersed in framework of collectivism, or group 

orientation, and social comparison, which is rooted in the cultural system of honor 

and shame. Finally, we shall consider the audience’s assumed knowledge of Israel 

and Israel’s Scriptures, its knowledge of Hellenistic literary conventions, and its 

knowledge of early Christian traditions. Each of these contributes to our 
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understanding of Luke’s authorial audience and will set the appropriate context for 

our subsequent examination of Peter and Paul in Acts.

Roman Imperial Context

Luke’s audience was confronted daily with the realities of imperial life in the 

Roman province of Asia,38 including, but certainly not limited to, social stratification, 

which was characteristic of what Gerhard Lenski classified as an advanced agrarian 

society.39 This advanced agrarian society was, by defintion, supported primarily by 

agriculture, though the distribution of goods was controlled by the ruling elite who 

exploited the non-elite by redistributing resources and wealth to their own benefit. 

Dennis Duling has provided a helpful illustration, figure five below, depicting the 

social stratification during the Roman Empire. 
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in Warren Carter, The Roman Empire and the New Testament: An Essential Guide (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 2006). 

39 Lenski, Human Societies: An Introduction to Macrosociology (11th ed.; Boulder: Paradigm, 
2009). Also see his Power and Privilege: A Theory of Social Stratification (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
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 This model implies that those who successfully compete for control of the growing 
agricultural surplus gradually grow in political and economic power, privilege, and prestige. 
These are Lenski’s three main criteria for vertical social ranking. The highest social stratum 
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Figure 5: Social Stratification in the Roman Empire
From Duling, "Empire: Theories, Methods, Models" in The Gospel of Matthew in Its Roman Imperial 

Context (ed. John Riches and David C. Sim; London: T. & T. Clark International, 2005), 55.

Atop Duling’s model was the Emperor, with other rulers beneath him in the 

governing strata, client kings (those who ruled their state under subordination to 

Rome) and their retainers (those who work for the local ruling elite); still lower are 

peasants, merchants, artisans, and slaves. At the very bottom are the socially unclean 

and the expendables. As the illustration portrays, the vast majority of the population 
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consisted of peasants, along with some merchants and artisans. Regardless of their 

social status, members of Luke's audience would have been very familiar with the 

various strata represented in figure five. 

This social stratification was perhaps most tangible for Luke's authorial 

audience in the relationship between the ancient, or preindustrial, city and the 

countryside. Dennis Duling offers a vivid description of preindustrial cities:

Cities were mostly small, approximately 5-10,000 people; about 10% of the 
population lived in them. They were crowded and unsanitary. Autocratic kings 
ruled them with absolute authority, collected taxes, and maintained law and 
order. City bureaucracies were rigidly hierarchical and family/friendship-
based. Their economies were underdeveloped and corruption was rampant. 
Guild-organized craftspersons minimized competition and controlled pricing. 
Elite families controlled hierarchical religion. Educated males interpreted the 
religious norms that justified the social and religious order.40

This description may be applied to cities across the Roman Empire in the late first 

century C.E., including those urban centers in Western Asia Minor. The major 

difference between Duling’s description and our proposed location for Luke-Acts, 

Ephesus, is the estimated population. Duling notes that most cities had approximately 

5,000-10,000 inhabitants while the population of Ephesus in the late first century is 

estimated to have been between 200,000-250,000, making it the third largest at that 

time behind Rome and Alexandria.41 
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Preindustrial City: Past and Present (Glencoe, Ill.: Free Press, 1960), 332.

41 L. Michael White, "Urban Development and Social Change in Imperial Ephesos" in Ephesos 
Metropolis of Asia (ed. Helmut Koester; Valley Forge: Trinity, 1995). 42-3.



The population of the city was “dependent upon the agricultural resources of 

the countryside.”42  Warren Carter notes that “[c]ities were centers of elite power and 

extended their political, societal, economic, and religions control over surrounding 

areas and villages.”43 The elite constituted the upper 1-2% of figure five above and 

were primarily urbanites, who owned large rural estates worked by slaves, and thus 

were in control of the surrounding land and its production. Other peasants lived in the 

small rural areas and worked small areas of land they owned or rented. The elite often 

received rent from these landholders and, when they were unable to pay, foreclosed 

on their property.44 

Not only did they control the land, these urban elites consumed the goods and 

services supplied by non-elites, many of whom lived at or near subsistence level.45 

Stephen Mitchell illustrates this in Western Asia Minor: “the high quality wheat was 

regularly taken to cities leaving only inferior products for the country people. This is 

especially true of the area around Pergamum.”46 Further,

[a]fter the harvest the city inhabitants would take away all the wheat and 
 barley that they needed for their own annual consumption and a good 
 proportion of the less favoured crops. The country people would have to live 
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42 Peter Garnsey and Richard Saller, The Roman Empire: Economy, Society, and Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 103. For a more detailed description of such urban 
systems, see Anthony Leeds, "Towns and Villages in Society: Hierarchies of Order and Cause" in 
Cities in a Larger Context (ed. Thomas W. Collins; Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980), 6-33. 

43 Carter, The Roman Empire and the New Testament, 45.
44 Helen Parkins, Roman Urbanism: Beyond the Consumer City (New York: Routledge, 1997). 

Also see Thomas Broughton, "Roman Landholding in Asia Minor" Transactions and Proceedings of 
the American Philological Association 65 (1934): 207-39.

45 Garnsey and Saller, The Roman Empire, 43.
46 Stephen Mitchell, Anatolia: Land, Men, and Gods in Asia Minor (2 vols.; Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1993), 1.169.



 on the residue. By the end of the winter supplies would be exhausted and they 
 would have to rely on wild shoots and roots.47 

Doug Oakman notes, however, that “peasants will not endure exploitation beyond a 

certatin point,” that is, the point of subsistence. Thus, “ancient elites had to develop 

strategies to deal with the simmering anger of the peasantry.”48  The major system 

employed by the Romans to give the appearance of alleviating the results of the 

exploitation of non-elites, and which the authorial audience would have been 

extremely familiar, was the system of patronage. 

Patronage

The patron-client institution was “[a]n empire-wide hierarchy” that was based 

on “an intricate web of descending chains of patronage and power.”49 Richard Saller 

has identified three primary characteristics of ancient patronage. First, patronage 

revolved around reciprocal exchange of goods and services. Second, patronage 

involved a relationship that is personal and of some duration. Finally, patronage was 

primarily between parties of unequal social status.50 Patrons would provide whatever 
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47 Ibid., 1.168-9. Mitchell supports his claims with a number of citations from Galen’s De 
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48 Oakman "The Countryside in Luke-Acts" in The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for 
Interpretation (ed. Jerome H. Neyrey; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991), 159.

49 Erik M. Heen, "Radical Patronage in Luke-Acts" CTM 33.6 (2006): 449. A thorough treatment 
of patronage in the Greco-Roman world is beyond the scope of the present study. For more detailed 
analysis, see Peter Garnsey, Famine and Food Supply in the Graeco-Roman World: Responses to Risk 
and Crisis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 58-63; Richard P. Saller, Personal 
Patronage under the Early Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982); “Patronage and 
Friendship in Early Imperial Rome: Drawing the Distinction,” in Patronage in Ancient Society (ed. 
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49-62. 

50 Saller, Personal Patronage under the Early Empire, 1.



good was requested (e.g. land, money, protection, work) and their clients would 

reciprocate the deed by doing everything in their power to enhance the honor of their 

patron.51 While “patronage was an essential means of acquiring access to goods, 

protection or opportunities for employment and advancement”52 in the Roman 

Empire, it was also the source of exploitation and control.

 Though the public rhetoric that supported this system projected an ideology of 
 patrons working benevolently on behalf of their clients, the ever-present threat 
 of violent enforcement of the assumed dominance of the elite was never far 
 from the surface. All were quite aware that the velvet glove of the patronal 
 handshake contained an iron fist.53

Yet, despite its exploitive nature, patronage remained the essential means of survival 

for many in the Roman Empire. 

 Patronage was not limited to relations between elite and non-elite.54 While 

patron/client relationships were mainly between those of unequal status, the term 

fi,loj or amicus, was often used to describe such relationships between those of 

equal or near-equal status. It was also the construct of power that dominated the entire 

empire.

 The emperor in Rome, the overlord of the entire system, was enthroned at the 
 apex of this social pyramid. The local high elite of the cities in the East 
 (Thessalonica, Philippi, Corinth, Ephesus, etc.) were, for example, subordinate 
 clients of the emperor while, at the same time, they were the dominant high 
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 patrons of other local clients. These latter clients (of the city's high elite) were, 
 in turn, patrons of those of lesser rank and status in the city, and so on.55

Moreover, cities and regions had their own patron god or goddess. Ephesus’ well-

known patron deity was Artemis, whose massive temple dominated landscape and life 

in ancient Ephesus. The system of patronage may be illustrated by the vast number of 

honorific inscriptions that have been located in the city.56 Perhaps the best example is 

the more than fifty honorific statues and bases erected in honor of members of the 

Vedii Antonini family.57 

This system of patronage that permeated every aspect of life in imperial 

Western Asia Minor can also be illustrated by citing two examples from Luke-Acts.58  

First, in Luke 7, the centurion whose slave was near death,“sent to (Jesus) some 

elders of the Judeans in order to ask him to come and heal his slave” (avpe,steilen 

pro.j auvto.n presbute,rouj tw/n VIoudai,wn evrwtw/n auvto.n o[pwj evlqw.n 

diasw,sh| to.n dou/lon auvtou/ [citation]). The Judean elders tell Jesus of the 

centurion’s public patronage. While on the way to his house, however, the centurion 
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58 For a more thorough treatment of Patronage in Luke-Acts, see Halvor Moxnes, "Patron/Client 
Relations and the New Community in Luke-Acts" in The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for 
Interpretation (ed. Jerome H. Neyrey; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1991), 241-268. 



sent some friends (!""#$%) asking Jesus to perform the healing from outside the 

house.

Another episode involving a centurion is found in Acts 10, in which Peter 

visits the home of Cornelius, who “was expecting him and had called together his 

relatives and close friends” (h=n prosdokw/n auvtou.j sugkalesa,menoj tou.j 

suggenei/j auvtou/ kai. tou.j avnagkai,ouj fi,louj [10:24]). In his speech to 

Cornelius, his relatives, and clients (tou.j avnagkai,ouj fi,louj), Peter, acting as a 

broker, portrays Jesus as a patron, noting that “he went about doing good and healing 

all who were oppressed by the devil” (dih/lqen euvergetw/n kai. ivw,menoj pa,ntaj 

tou.j katadunasteuome,nouj u`po. tou/ diabo,lou [10:38]). Furthermore, Jesus and 

his followers are viewed throughout Luke-Acts as brokers of Israel’s divine Patron.59  

This system of patronage rested upon two major cultural factors in the ancient 

Mediterranean with which Luke's audience was deeply embedded: collectivist, or 

group, orientation and social comparison.  

Group Orientation

The culture in which Luke and his audience were situated gave priority to the 

group rather than to the individual, and is commonly referred to as a strong group 

orientation. Anthropologists who work primarily in the Mediterranean region agree 
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that the dominant orientation of the Mediterranean was and is collectivist, or dyadic, 

in nature. Triandis explains that, in the modern Mediterranean,

Traditional Greeks have been found to depend on ingroups (family, friends, 
and those concerned with my welfare) for protection, social insurance, and 
security. They readily submit to ingroup authorities and accept their control; 
they are willing to sacrifice themselves for the ingroup. They relate to ingroup 
members with great intimacy; they achieve to glorify the ingroup. They 
perceive the self as weak but the ingroup as strong. They view themselves 
largely (74% in surveys) as having philotimo (as being polite, virtuous, 
reliable, truthful, self-sacrificing, tactful, and diligent). They believe that 
social control (e.g., severe punishment) is desirable. They value ingroup 
success, honor, kindness, and dependability. They define freedom and 
progress as societal (e.g., national) constructs rather than as individual 
constructs. Their supreme values are good social relations and social control 
within the ingroup. By contrast, Americans value achievement and efficiency. 
Among Greeks behavior toward the ingroup is consistent with what the 
ingroup expects; behavior toward everyone else (e.g., strangers) is 
characterized by defiance of authority, competition, resentment of control, 
formality, rejection, arrogance, dogmatism, and rejection of influence that 
have outgroups as a source.60

Combining Triandis’ analysis of modern Greeks with the argument of Daniel Bell that 

before the sixteenth century virtually all societies were collectivist,61 confirms what 

biblical scholars have long recognized, that persons in the ancient Mediterranean 

were collectivist in orientation. As collectivists, therefore, Luke’s audience would 

have understood themselves as embedded in various groups and relied on others to 

know who they are. 
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This strong group, or dyadic, culture emphasizes that the needs of the group 

take precedence over the needs of the individual. The first century Judean historian 

Josephus demonstrates this precedence succinctly:

qu,omen ta.j qusi,aj ouvk eivj me,qhn e`autoi/j avbou,lhton ga.r qew/| to,de 
avllV eivj swfrosu,nhn kai. evpi. tai/j qusi,aij crh. prw/ton u`pe.r th/j 
koinh/j eu;cesqai swthri,aj ei=qV u`pe.r e`autw/n evpi. ga.r koinwni,a| 
gego,namen kai. tau,thn o` protimw/n tou/ kaqV au`to.n ivdi,ou ma,lista 
qew/| kecarisme,noj

Our sacrifices are not occasions for drunken self-indulgence -- such 
practices are abhorrent to God -- but for sobriety. At these sacrifices 
prayers for the welfare of the community must take precedence of 
those for ourselves; for we are born for fellowship, and he who sets its 
claims above his private interests is specially acceptable to God.62

Likewise, Plutarch comments on the embeddedness of all individuals in their group: 

“No one is their own master and no one is complete in oneself” (strathgo.j ouvdei.j 

d a;narktoj ouvdv auvvtotelh,j).63 Thus, members of Luke’s authorial audience 

understood themselves primarily through their embeddedness in various groups, such 

as family, place, trade, etc. The primary way people in antiquity defined themselves 

and others was in relation to their (ethnic, kin, or fictive kin) group and place of 

origin. 

Negative sterotypes were used to distinguish one group from another. For 

example, the Roman poet Virgil, speaking of the deception of the Greeks, wrote in the 

late first century B.C.E. that to know one Greek is to know them all.64 Likewise, the 
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Hellenistic Judean Philo notes that “jealousy is a part of the Egyptian nature, and the 

citizens were bursting with envy and considered that any good luck to others was 

misfortune to themselves” (ga.r fu.sei to. Aivguptiako.n kai. ta.j e`te,pwn 

euvtuci,aj ivdi,aj u`pela,mbanon ei=nai kakopragi,aj).65  Finally, the Roman 

historian Tacitus gives a glimpse of what outsiders must have thought about the 

boundaries of the Judeans:

… et quia apud ipsos fides obstinata, misericordia in promptu, sed adversus 
omnis alios hostile odium. separati epulis, discreti cubilibus, proiectissima ad 
libidinem gens, alienarum concubitu abstinent; inter se nihil inlicitum. 
circumcidere genitalia in- stituerunt ut diversitate noscantur.

…that among themselves they are inflexibly honest and ever ready to shew 
compassion, though they regard the rest of mankind with all the hatred of 
enemies. They sit apart at meals, they sleep apart, and though, as a nation, 
they are singularly prone to lust, they abstain from intercourse with foreign 
women; among themselves nothing is unlawful. Circumcision was adopted by 
them as a mark of difference from other men.66

It was not just other ethnic groups that the Romans distinguished as outsiders. Elite 

Romans made distinctions between themselves and their non-elite group members 

and city- and country-dwellers distinguished themselves from one another.67

 Moreover, the high level of patriotism among the cities of Western Asia Minor 

is illustrative of this strong group orientation. More will be said below about this in 

connection with social comparison and the rivalry between Ephesus, Smyrna, and 

121

65 Flaccus 1.29 (Colson, LCL). 
66 Tacitus Histories 5.5 9 (Moore, LCL). 
67 This is, of course, only a small sample of the various distinctions that groups made against 

other groups. For a more detailed treatment, see Ramsay MacMullen, Roman Social Relations: 50 B.C. 
to A.D. 284 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974). 



Pergamon. Trebilco correctly notes that without “very strong civic patriotism,” such 

“inter-city rivalry is incomprehensible.”68 Strong civic patriotism, which is built upon 

strong a group orientation, is evident of cities in Western Asia Minor even before the 

Roman period.69 Also indicative of a collectivist orientation is the inscription found in 

Ephesus that lists communities in the Roman province of Asia by their ethnicity.70 

Finally, inscriptions from various trade guilds and voluntary associations in Western 

Asia Minor, and the ancient Mediterranean in general, illustrates group orientation.71 

Although there were earlier attempts to understand this collectivist personality 

in the Bible,72 more recent biblical scholarship has utilized cultural anthropology to 

highlight this orientation in the ancient Mediterranean. More than anyone, Bruce 

Malina and Jerome Neyrey have illustrated that the collectivist construct is applicable 
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characterizing collectivists as “primitives,” for example, see Bruce J. Malina and Jerome H. Neyrey, 
Portraits of Paul: An Archaeology of Ancient Personality (Louisville: John Knox, 1996), 12. 



to the biblical world and have applied the model to biblical texts. In addition to two 

general introductions to the model as it relates to biblical studies,73 Malina and 

Neyrey have given extensive attention to collectivism as an aspect of the ancient 

personality in their study of Paul.74 Likewise, in their chapter on the first century 

personality in The Social World of Luke-Acts, Malina and Neyrey note the dyadic 

categories that are pervasive throughout Luke’s story. For example, people in Luke-

Acts tend to understand one another in terms of kinship. Several of Jesus followers 

are known by their family (sons of Zebedee [Luke 5:10], son of Kish and son of Jesse 

[Acts 13:21-2]), other Lukan characters are identified by their group or place of origin 

(Levite [Acts 4:36], Samaritans [Acts 8:5], Galilee [Acts 2:7], Nazareth [Acts 3:6]). 

Further, Malina and Neyrey assert that Jesus’ question to his disciples, “Who do the 

people say that I am?”  (Ti,na me le,gousin oi` o;cloi ei=naiÈ [Luke 9:18, cf. Mark 

8:27, Matt 16:13]) as an indication of this facet of ancient Mediterranean life.75  

Indeed, throughout Luke-Acts, “Jesus is always told ‘who he is’” and that “Jesus 

himself does not individualistically determine his own self but listens to what the 

significant others around him say about him.”76 
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This renewed interest in the collectivist orientation of the biblical audience 

has not, however, been without critique. Louise Lawrence has recently demonstrated 

that, despite a clear emphasis on collective identity, the Gospel of Matthew places 

value on “individual autonomy and personal decision.”77 Indeed, she correctly points 

to recent anthropological studies that have identified “individualist traits in 

predominately collectivist cultures.”78  Lawrence acknowledges that “the people 

populating Matthew’s world are certainly concerned about collectivist group identity 

and their relationships with others,” however, she maintains that “this focus does not 

negate the importance of individualist self-understanding.”79  Most biblical scholars 

who use the collectivist model, however, do not disagree with this assessment. For 

example, Zeba Crook notes that individualist and collectivist “are heuristic categories, 

not absolute descriptions”80 thus “the ancient Mediterranean was no more 100% 

collectivistic than modern North American society is 100% individualistic.”81  

Further, the social scientists to which biblical scholars most often appeal, such as 
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Hinkle and Brown,82 Hofstede,83 and Triandis,84 speak of individualism and 

collectivism as a continuum, with cultures falling somewhere between the two 

extremes, making the dominant orientation of a culture a point within a range rather 

than a rigid dichotomy. The Lukan audience, therefore, should be understood as 

collectivist. Their primary orientation was to their group and they understood 

themselves in relation to other groups through the process of social comparison. 

Social Comparison and Honor/Shame

Historians and anthropologists use the term agonism to refer to the highly 

comparative and competitive nature of ancient Mediterranean society. Agonism, from 

the Greek word avgw/n (“competition” or “contest”) is most generally used when 

referring to athletic contests,85 though it also refers to the social comparison and 

competitiveness of daily life within an honor/shame culture. To understand the 

competitive nature of the ancient Mediterranean, therefore, we must first briefly 

describe this honor/shame construct. 

Honor refers to a person’s claim of value and the public recognition of that 

claim by others. Honor was primarily oriented toward the approval of others; a claim 
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to honor could not result in honor unless recognized by the public court of 

reputation.86  That honor was a pivotal value in the ancient Mediterranean is 

demonstrated in several primary sources. In the fourth century B.C.E., for example, 

Xenophon noted that “Athenians excel all others not so much in singing or in stature 

or in strength, as in love of honour, which is the strongest incentive to deeds of 

honour and renown” (avlla. mh.n ou;te euvfwni,a| tosou/ton diafe,rousin vAqhnai/

oi tw/n a;llwn ou;te swma,twn mege,qei kai. r`w,mh(|  o[son filoti,mia|( h]per 

ma,lista parocu,nei pro.j ta. kala. kai. e;ntima))87  Likewise, Isocrates advocated 

honorable death rather than a life of disgrace.

ma/llon euvlabou/ yo,gon h' ki,ndunon\ dei/ ga.r eiv/vai fobera.n toi/j me,n 
fau,loij th.n tou/ bi,ou teleutn,n( toi/j de. spoudai,oij th.n evn tw|/ zh/n 
avdoci,an. ma,lista me.n peirw/ zh/n kata. th.n avsfa,leian: eva.n de, pote, 
soi sumbh/ kinduneu,e( zh,tei th.n evk tou/ pole,mou swthri,an meta. 
kalh/j do/chj( avlla. mh. met v aivsxra/j fh,mhj\ to. me.n ga.r teleuth/sai 
pa,ntwn h` peprwme,nh kate,krine, to. de. kalw/j avpoqanei/n i;dion toi/j 
spoudai,oij avpe,neimen.)

Be more careful in guarding against censure than against danger; for the 
wicked may well dread the end of life, but good men should dread ignominy 
during life. Strive by all means to live in security, but if ever it falls to your lot 
to face the dangers of battle, seek to preserve your life, but with honor and not 
with disgrace; for death is the sentence which fate has passed on all mankind, 
but to die nobly is the special honor which nature has reserved for the good.88
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86 Julian Pitt-Rivers, "Honour and Social Status" in Honour and Shame: The Values of 
Mediterranean Society (ed. Jean G. Péristiany; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966), 21. See 
also Florence Dupont, Daily Life in Ancient Rome (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989; repr. 1993), 10-12.

87 Xenophon, Memorabilia 3.3.13 (Miller, LCL).
88 Isocrates, To Demonicus (Norlin, LCL). 



Furthermore, Aristotle states that “honor . . . is clearly the greatest of external 

goods” (h` timh.. . . . me,giston ga.r dh. tou/to tw/n evkto.j avgaqw/n\).89  This belief 

led Quintilian to maintain that which is “honorable” is the most important aspect of 

deliberative oratory.90  Likewise, the first century C.E. philosopher Seneca wrote, 

“The one firm conviction from which we move to the proof of other points is this, 

that which is honorable is held dear for no other reason than because it is 

honorable” (Fixum illud est, a quo in cetera probationes nostrae exeunt, honestum ob 

nullam aliam causam, quam quia honestum sit, coli).91  In the fifth century C.E., 

Augustine remarked that “the glory that the Romans burned to possess, be it noted, is 

the favourable judgment of men who think well of other men” ([q]uibus moribus 

antiqui Romani meruerint, ut Deus verus, quamvis non eum colerent, eorum augeret 

imperium).92  

 Honor could be gained in two ways: first, honor was attributed by the public 

court of reputation when one was born into an honorable family; second, honor may 

be distributed by the public court of reputation on the basis of civic benefaction, 
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89 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Rackham, LCL).
90 Quintilian, Institutes 3.8.1 (Butler, LCL). 
91 Seneca, De Beneficiis 4.16.2 (Basore, LCL)
92 Augustine, City of God 5.12 (McCracken, LCL). 



athletics, and in the ever-present game of challenge and response.93  Since such 

achievements were the only way to increase one’s honor, honor competition was an 

ever-present reality in daily life.94  In fact, Neyrey has noted that “Mediterranean 

anthropologists go so far as to claim that every social interaction outside the home or 

kinship circle is likely to be a contest for honor acquisition or its maintenance.”95  

While previous scholars have maintained that the challenge and response 

game could only be played between social equals,96 Zeba Crook has recently 

demonstrated that the public court of reputation, rather than social status, determines 

who may participate and has the final say in who wins these challenges.97  The 

challenge and response exchange is illustrated in figure six below. 
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93 This is not to say that all honor was agonistic in nature. In 1992, Pitt-Rivers brought the notion 
of “grace” into the discussion of honor which Moxnes understands to be the “sacred side of honor, 
associated with honor not in an agonistic and competitive sense, but with honor as virtue.”  See Julian 
A. Pitt-Rivers, "Postscript" The Place of Grace in Anthropology" in Honor and Grace in Anthropology 
(ed. John G. Peristiany and Julian Alfred Pitt-Rivers; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 
215-46; Halvor Moxnes, "Honor and Shame" in The Social Sciences and New Testament Interpretation 
(ed. Richard L. Rohrbaugh; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1996), 29. 

94 Moxnes rightly notes that “Notions about honor and shame exist in virtually all cultures. But in 
many Western societies these terms play a minor role in descriptions of prominent social values.”  
"Honor and Shame," 19. For example, in North American, competitive sports are largely an honor/
shame culture although it exists within a larger individualistic culture.

95 Despising the Shame of the Cross: Honor and Shame in the Johannine Passion Narrative," 
Semeia 69 (1996): 113-37. Cited 6 March 2009. Online: http://www.nd.edu/~jneyrey1/shame.html. 

96 For example, Crook cites Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural 
Anthropology (Atlanta: John Knox, 2001), 34-5.

97 Crook, "Renovating the House That Bruce Built: Remodeling Ascribed and Acquired Honor," 
Boston, November 22, 2008. This explains why those of lower social status may challenge the honor of 
someone of higher status. Also see Dupont, Daily Life in Ancient Rome (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989; repr. 
1993), 10-12. 



Figure 5: Challenge and Response
Based on Crook, "Renovating the House That Bruce Built: Remodeling Ascribed and Acquired Honor"; Adapted 

from Malina, New Testament World (Atlanta: WJK, 2001), 34.
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Figure 6: Challenge and Response
Based on Crook, "Renovating the House That Bruce Built: Remodeling Ascribed and Acquired 

Honor"; Adapted from Malina, New Testament World (Atlanta: WJK, 2001), 34.
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Luke's audience would have seen an example of such an honor challenge in Luke 

5:17-26 where Jesus forgives the sins of a paralyzed man, the Pharisees challenged 

this public claim to honor saying “Who is this who is speaking blasphemies? Who 

can forgive sins but God alone?” (ti,j evstin ou-toj o]j lalei/ blasfhmi,ajÈ ti,j 

du,natai a`marti,aj avfei/nai eiv mh. mo,noj o` qeo,j [5:21]). Jesus’ response to their 

challenge was greater yet, 

Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Stand up and 
walk’? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth 
to forgive sins-- he said to the one who was paralyzed-- I say to you, stand up 
and take your bed and go to your home. 

ti, evstin euvkopw,teron( eivpei/n\ avfe,wntai, soi ai` a`marti,ai sou( h' 
eivpei/n\ e;geire kai. peripa,teiÈ i[na de. eivdh/te o[ti o` ui`o.j tou/ 
avnqrw,pou evxousi,an e;cei evpi. th/j gh/j avfie,nai a`marti,aj& ei=pen tw/| 
paralelume,nw|\ soi. le,gw( e;geire kai. a;raj to. klini,dio,n sou poreu,ou 
eivj to.n oi=ko,n souÅ (5:23-24)

The paralyzed man stood to his feet and walked home leaving the crowd in 

amazement, thus attributing to Jesus victory in the challenge/response contest. 

Beyond this specific example, the agonistic culture assumed of the audience is 

reflected in the constant conflict described in Luke-Acts. This central aspect of the 

plot98 is signaled in Simeon’s words in Luke 2:34, “This child is destined for the 

falling and the rising of many in Israel” (ou!toß kei "tai ei˙ß ptw #sin kai« 
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aÓna¿stasin pollw #n ėn twˆ# $Israh\l). Throughout the Gospel, Jesus constantly 

encounters hospitality and hostility (e.g. 19:1-10). This pattern continues in Acts as 

the apostles message is both rejected (e.g. 4:1-3; 5:12-16; 6-7; 14:4) and accepted 

(e.g. 4:4; 5:17-32; 8; 28:24). 

Further, as in our discussion of patronage above, the importance of honor in 

Ephesus may be illustrated by the honorific inscriptions located in the city. The 

inscription mentioned above to C. Vibius Salutaris is illustrative in this regard as well;  

the preamble states that those who “love honor” (philotimoi) and display affection 

must be publically honored.99 Our discussion of honor, however, is intended to 

demonstrate the highly competitive nature of the Greco-Roman culture. No aspect of 

urban life in Western Asia Minor during this period better illustrates social 

competitiveness than the well-documented rivalry between Ephesus, Smyrna, and 

Pergamon over supremacy demonstrated in their imperial temples. This dispute is 

illustrated by the early second century C.E. letter of Antoninus Pius to Ephesus, in 

which he urged Symra and Pergamom to respect Ephesus’ title as twice neokoros in 

reference to the city having two imperial temples.100

This brief overview is intended to highlight how the honor/shame culture of 

the ancient Mediterranean in general, and Western Asia Minor in particular, fueled its 

agonistic nature, that is, a culture in which social comparison and competition were 
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99 I.Eph 1.27.
100 I.Eph 4.1489. Also see, Mitchell, Anatolia, 1.206. Ephesus had was neokoros “temple warden” 

for the Temple of Artemis and the Temple of Augusti, which was dedicated to the Flavian emperors. 



ubiquitous. Luke’s authorial audience was embedded in this collectivist and 

comparative culture. The remainder of this chapter will explore Luke’s assumptions 

about the authorial audience’s collective knowledge of Israel and Israel’s scriptures, 

Hellenistic literary conventions, and early Christian traditions, all of which play an 

important role in the formation of the authorial audience’s social memory and 

identity.

Israel and Israel’s Scriptures 

Luke assumes that his audience is familiar with the traditions and Scriptures 

of ancient Israel, particularly that strain of tradition that anticipated the emergence of 

a Davidic messiah.101 The expectation of a Davidic, or “royal,” messiah is rooted in 

the promise of God to David in 2 Sam. 7:5-16, which was also expressed poetically in 

Psalm 89, expanded upon in Psalms 2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 72, 101, 132, 139, 144, and 

renewed in Isaiah 9:1-7 and 11:1-16. Although this royal messianic hope seems to 

have faded during the centuries following the Babylonian exile in favor of a priestly 

eschatological figure,102 there is evidence of a renewed hope for a Davidic messiah in 

the late Hasmonean and Early Roman period, most strongly expressed in the Psalms 
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101 For an excellent study on this topic, see Mark L. Strauss, The Davidic Messiah in Luke-Acts: 
The Promise and Its Fulfillment in Lukan Christology (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995). On 
messianic expectations more generally, see James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Messiah: Developments in 
Earliest Judaism and Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992).

102 This is expressed most clearly in the Wisdom of Ben Sirach and 1 Maccabees. At times, in the 
Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs, for example, this priestly figure appears beside the royal one, 
seeming to indicate an expectation in two messianic figures. See Geroge Beasley-Murray, "The Two 
Messiahs in the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs," JTS 48 (1947): 1-12 and K.G. Kuhn, "The Two 
Messiahs of Aaron and Israel" in The Scrolls and the New Testament (ed. Krister Stendahl; New York: 
Harper, 1957), 54-64.



of Solomon, but also among the Qumran scrolls from that sect’s later years.103 Finally, 

in apocalyptic literature, the Davidic hopes seems to have merged with the “son of 

humanity” imagery in Daniel, most clearly seen in 1 Enoch and 4 Ezra.104 In early 

Christian traditions, Romans 1:3-4 is widely acknowledged to be a pre-Pauline 

formula that applies the Davidic tradition to Jesus.105

Knowledge of Israel and Israel’s scriptures, of course, assumes a Judean 

community in Ephesus at the end of the first century C.E. Josephus indicates a Judean 

presence in Ephesus and Western Asia Minor from the third century B.C.E.106 These 

references from Josephus, which are confirmed by Philo, indicates that Judeans were 

exempt from military service and allowed to continue their customs including sending 

the temple tax to Jerusalem.107 These documents indicate that Judeans in Ephesus 

maintained a strong connection with Jerusalem, the temple, and ancestral traditions. 

They appear to have continued observing food laws (Ant 14.226) and the Sabbath 

(Ant 16.167-8). Trebilco suggests that these documents also indicate that until the 2 

or 3 century C.E. “there had been conflict between the city of Ephesus and the 
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103 Psalm of Solomon 17; 4Q174, 4Q252, 4Q161, 4Q504 4, and 4Q285 all relate to the Davidic 
promise and hope for a future Davidic figure. Charlesworth, “From Messianology to Christology,” in 
The Messiah, 25, does not find a Davidic messianic hope in Qumran primarily because his search is 
limited to actual usages of the noun “Messiah” and because he largely ignores Cave 4 documents that 
allude most clearly to Davidic expectations. See Strauss, 43-4. 

104 More precisely, 1 Enoch 37-71 and 4 Ezra 11:1-12:39.
105 See Robert P. Menzies, The Development of Early Christian Pneumatology with Special 

Reference to Luke-Acts (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 287.
106 Against Apion 2.39; Antq 12.125-6, 148-53. 
107 Josephus, Ant., 14.228-30, 234, 240; 14.223-7, 262-4; 16.167-8. Philo, Leg 315. 



[Judean] community.”108 By the end of the first century C.E., therefore, there was a 

sizable Judean population in the city of Ephesus, a population that fought for the right 

to maintain their unique customs.109 

Assuming his audience’s knowledge of Israelite customs and scriptures, 

including the expectation of a royal messiah, Luke connects Jesus to the Davidic 

expectation by tracing his lineage through David (Luke 1:26) and by noting that his 

birth took place in Bethleham, the city of David (Luke 2:4, 11). After learning about 

Jesus’ baptism, the audience is informed that Jesus’ line of descent includes not only 

David but also Abraham (Luke 3:23-38). These two figures, and the promises God 

made to them in the Hebrew scritpures, are central to the development of Luke-Acts. 

The audience is reminded, first, of the promise to David in the words of Gabriel in his 

angelic announcement to Mary (Luke 1:32-3),110 second, of the promise of God given 

to Abraham in Mary’s Magnificat (Luke 1:54-5),111 and third, of the promise of a 
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108 Trebilco, The Early Christians in Ephesus from Paul to Ignatius (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2004), 40.

109 Although no synagogue has been found in Ephesus, several inscriptions seem to indicate the 
presence of one there. I.Eph 1251, 1676, 1677, 4130. Moreover, the references to Josephus above seem 
to assume the presence of a synagogue. On the argument the the basilica north of the Theater 
Gymnasium was a synagogue, see Clive Foss, Ephesus after Antiquity: A Late Antique, Byzantine, and 
Turkish City (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1979), though he acknowledges the evidence is 
not overwhelming.

110 u-toj e;stai me,gaj kai. ui`o.j u`yi,stou klhqh,setai kai. dw,sei auvtw/| ku,rioj o` qeo.j to.n 
qro,non Daui.d tou/ patro.j auvtou/( kai. basileu,sei evpi. to.n oi=kon VIakw.b eivj tou.j aivw/naj 
kai. th/j basilei,aj auvtou/ ouvk e;stai te,lojÅ  “He will be great, and will be called the Son of the 
Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the 
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end."

111 avntela,beto VIsrah.l paido.j auvtou/( mnhsqh/nai evle,ouj(aqw.j evla,lhsen pro.j tou.j 
pate,raj h`mw/n tw/| VAbraa.m kai. tw/| spe,rmati auvtou/ eivj to.n aivw/naÅ. “He has helped his 
servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to 
Abraham and to his descendants forever.”



“light to the non-Judeans” which stems from the Isaiah 42:6 and 49:6 (2:25-32). 

Taking this third promise as a starting point, Jesus, in Acts 1:8, charges the apostles, 

and the authorial audience, to take the message of salvation to “the ends of the earth.” 

This theme of including non-Judeans into the covenant promises, that is, 

recategorizing Judeans and non-Judeans into a superordinate group, will reoccur 

throughout Luke-Acts alongside the emphasis on the traditions and scriptures of 

Israel. For example, Simeon refers to Jesus as “a light for revelation to the nations 

and for glory to your people Israel” (fw/j eivj avpoka,luyin evqnw/n kai. do,xan 

laou/ sou VIsrah,l [2:32]).112  This theme is continued in the second volume, 

especially in the account of Peter’s interaction with Cornelius in Act 10.

The tension created by returning to the theme of recategorization of Judean 

and non-Judean raises the important matter of the ethnic make-up of Luke’s authorial 

audience. Does Luke-Acts assume its audience is mostly Judean, non-Judean, or a 

mixture of both?  We have already discussed the evidence for substantial Judean 

communities in Western Asia Minor and we may assume that, along with the ethinic 

Judeans, there were a number of synagogue adherents and possibily proselytes. It is 

possible, therefore, that the Christ group there consisted of a mixed group as well. 

Clearly, the audience is expected to know and appreciate their connection to ancient 
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112 Though some have attempted to prove that Simeon’s prophecy is not universal in nature, 
Stephen Wilson, The Gentiles and the Gentile Mission in Luke-Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1973), 36-8 has convincingly demonstrated that Simeon’s prophecy was indeed 
universal and is fulfilled, at least in part, in the second volume. 



Israel and the promises God made to the Israelites, a connection that is important 

because of the recognition and honor that lineage brought to the group.113  The 

audience is assumed to have known that group honor was bound together with 

descent; just as a person’s genealogy would be traced through important and 

honorable people, so groups would trace their descent through honorable groups and 

persons. Given the apparent conflict suggested by Trebilco above, it is possible that 

conflict between Judeans and non-Judeans over ancestral traditions such as 

circumcision and food laws had inflitrated the Christ movement in Western Asia 

Minor. As some in the Christ group began to de-emphasize these traditional Judean 

identity markers, its own distinct identity began to emerge, which would not sit well 

with those who wanted to keep the traditional Judean customs.

This dual focus of opening traditional boundaries for non-Judeans to enter the 

Christ community while remaining respectful and maintaining some traditional 

Judean customs indicates that the authorial audience was composed of both Judean 

and non-Judean Christ followers who were aware of, and likely experiencing, the 

conflict over matters of non-Judean inclusion in the Christ movement.114  Luke’s 

delicate balance of inclusion of non-Judeans while not neglecting the movement’s 

Judean heritage is indicative of the audience’s need for a common identity for those 
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113 For an excellent study on Luke’s use of Scripture, see Litwak, Kenneth Duncan. Echoes of 
Scripture in Luke-Acts: Telling the History of God's People Intertextually (JSNTSup; London: T&T 
Clark International, 2005).

114 Likewise, Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts, 30-45 has convincingly argued the 
Luke’s readers were a mix of Judean and non-Judean Christ followers. 



of different backgrounds who now comprise the Christ community. This attempt to 

develop a common identity through literature requires that we now turn to consider 

the audience’s knowledge of Hellenistic literary conventions and the genre of Acts.

Knowledge of Hellenistic Literary Genres 

Although literacy levels in the Roman Empire are believed to have been 

low,115 Luke seems to expect the authorial audience to have had an understanding of 

general Hellenistic literary conventions. This may indicate that Luke envisioned a 

fairly well-educated audience that would have been exposed to a variety of Greco-

Roman literature. Yet, exposure to literature need not be reserved for only the well-

educated elite. Lucretia Yaghjian argues that modern conceptions of literacy 

negatively affect the way ancient literacy is understood and that, rather than 

classifying people as either literate or illiterate, scholars need to envision four levels 

of literacy in the ancient world:

1) Auraliteratacy — the practice of hearing something read, or reading 
received aurally by “readers’ ears.”

2) Oraliteracy — oral recitation or recall of a memorized text or story from a 
text.

3) Oculiteracy — linguistic decoding (by eye) from a written text, performed 
by readers who can decode written letters.

4) Scribaliterate — reading for technical, professional, or religions purposes 
on behalf of a particular community interpretative community of 
“school.”116
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Richard L. Rohrbaugh; Peabody: Hendrickson, 1996), 208-9. 



Within this framework, literacy is normally defined as groups 3 and 4 while those in 

groups 1 and 2 could be considered illiterate. Yet, as Shiell points out, 

[w]hen we include auraliterates and oraliterates into a Greco-Roman concept 
of literacy, however, the population of those who can access texts grows 
considerably. More people would have been familiar with performances, 
recitation, oratory, and conventions of Greco-Roman delivery than the label 
“illiterate” implies.117

Access to these texts was made available by those in groups 3 and 4 since, as 

Tomas Hägg notes, “the ability to read, and read easily and for pleasure  . . . carried 

with it the obligation to read aloud to members of the household, to a circle of friends, 

perhaps even to a wider audience.”118  Thus, while formal education was available 

only to a relative few, access to texts and understanding of literary conventions was 

not so limited. Moreover, Burton Mack argues that informal education was rather 

widespread.

All people, whether formally trained or not, were fully schooled in the wily 
 ways of the sophists, the eloquence required at civic festivals, the measured 
 tones of the local teacher, and the heated debates where differences of 
 opinion battled for the right to say what should be done. To be engulfed in the 
 culture of Hellenism meant to have ears trained for the rhetoric of speech.119 

Further, George Kennedy maintains that even those without formal education would 

have “necessarily developed cultural preconceptions about appropriate discourse.”120
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117 Shiell, Reading Acts: The Lector and the Early Christian Audience (Boston: Brill, 2004), 14.
118 Hägg, The Novel in Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 93
119  Burton Mack, Rhetoric and the New Testament (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 31.
120 Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 1984), 4.



While no specific study has connected levels of literacy with familiarity with 

different literary genres, Richard Burridge has argued that knowledge of genre on the 

part of the audience was crucial for proper understanding and interpretation.121 It is 

appropriate, therefore, to assume that the Lukan audience was familiar with Greco-

Roman literary genres popular in the first century C.E., even if only on a subconscious 

level and from an aural- or oral-literate perspective. This raises the important question 

of how Luke’s audience would have understood the genre and purpose of Luke-Acts.

Suggestions for exactly what type of literature the audience would have 

understood Luke-Acts to be range from biography,122 to novel,123 to various kinds of 

history.124 Each of these approaches, however, has been criticized for neglecting 

certain aspects of either Hellenistic literary conventions or Luke-Acts. Biography, 

while approaching the biblical text from the prospective of Hellenistic literary genres, 

has been largely rejected as a possible genre for Luke-Acts because it simply does not 

supply detailed characteristics of the Bios.125  The argument for the genre of novel 
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121 Burridge, What Are the Gospels? A Comparison with Graeco-Roman Biography (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992), 48-52.

122 Charles H. Talbert, Literary Patterns, Theological Themes, and the Genre of Luke-Acts 
(Missoula, Mont.: Scholars' Press, 1975), 134. 

123 Richard I. Pervo, Profit with Delight: The Literary Genre of the Acts of the Apostles 
(Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987).

124 David Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment (Library of Early Christianity; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987); David L. Balch, "The Genre of Luke-Acts: Individual Biography, 
Adventure Novel, or Political History?" SwJT 33 (1990): 5-19; Gregory E. Sterling, Historiography 
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Acts: Lukan Narrative and Greco-Roman Discourse (ed. Todd C. Penner and Caroline Vander Stichele; 
Atlanta: SBL, 2003), 233-56.

125 Mikeal Parsons and Richard I. Pervo. Rethinking the Unity of Luke and Acts (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1993), 36.



followed this literary approach but has not gained a large following, at least partially 

because of the vast difference in historical period between the Greek novels and 

Luke-Acts. Rather than producing clear answers to the question of genre, these 

approaches seem to have produced more questions. 

What these studies have accomplished, however, is to prepare for an approach 

to the genre of Luke-Acts that allows for a blurring of the boundaries between history 

and fiction. Loveday Alexander has done more than any scholar to soften the 

boundaries between these positions.126 The result has been that most scholars who 

have previously argued for one of these categories have softened their stance in favor 

of a more eclectic approach. Thomas Phillips has recently reviewed the research on 

genre in Acts and concluded that “the tendency of scholarship appears to be moving 

in the direction of understanding Acts as a mixture of genres, some of which are 

fictive.”127  Indicative of this tendency is the work of Meir Sternberg, who draws a 

distinction between “history-telling,” which is related to the truth claim of the 

narrative, and “historicity,” which is related to the truth value of the narrative.128  

According to Sternberg, some of the literary genres of the Greco-Roman period (the 

novel, for example) would be classified as fiction because author and audience know 
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there is no truth claim to the narrative. Yet, others (the Homeric Epic, for example) 

would be classified as historiography because it conveys something from the past that  

has truth value, that is, truth conveyed in mythical language. 

Yet Sternberg seems content merely to include epic within the general 

category of historiography rather than arguing for understanding biblical texts as epic. 

Burton Mack, on the other hand, maintains that the ancient epic is the most logical 

category for the narrative portions of the New Testament.129  Marianne Bonz 

advanced this argument in her comparison of Luke-Acts with Virgil’s Aeneid; she 

argues that Luke provides a foundational epic for the audience by linking their present 

context to the past as narrated in Israel’s scriptures and traditions.130 

Just as Virgil had created his foundational epic for the Roman people by 
 appropriating and transforming Homer, so also did Luke create his 
 foundational epic for the early Christian community primarily by 
 appropriating and transforming the sacred traditions of Israel’s past as narrated 
 in the Bible of the diasporan Jewish communities, the Septuagint. Through 
 this process of appropriation and transformation, Luke sought to confer a 
 noble identity and an aura of destiny upon the Christian present.131 

Further, Bonz argues that “a significant break, probably occurring in the latter half of 

the eighties, coupled with the continued growth of the gospel among the [non-

Judeans], greatly intensified the need to define Christian identity and to affirm the 
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status of the new community as the true Israel.”132  While the existence of a 

“significant break” between nascent Judaism and Christianity remains debatable,133 

the conflict over non-Judean inclusion into the Christ movement is unquestionable. 

Further, we have already asserted above that Luke’s audience may have been dealing 

with intra-group conflict over this very issue. Thus, the matter of the inclusion of non-

Judeans, rather than some significant rupture, is the situation that led Luke to “create 

his foundational epic for the early Christian community primarily by appropriating 

and transforming the sacred traditions of Israel’s past as narrated in the Bible of the 

diaspora [Judean] communities.”134 In the following chapters, I will argue that Luke, 

in creating this foundation story for the Christ movement, sought to recategorize 

those who supported the full inclusion of non-Judeans and those who did not by 

linking two prototypical figures of early Christianity, Peter and Paul, with Jesus and, 

thereby, with one another.

 Although she does not write from an audience-oriented perspective, Bonz is 

concerned about showing that ancient audiences would have recognized a 

foundational epic such as The Aeneid. She mentions several first century adaptations 
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of Virgil’s work including the works of Lucan, Statius, Flaccus, and Silius Italicus. 

Further, the presence of quotations from the Aeneid in graffiti in Pompeii attest to the 

work’s popularity.135 William Harris notes that “almost all this verse comes from large 

houses or from public places where anyone may have written, including the poor but 

also the children of the well-to-do”; thus, while this is not indicative of mass literacy, 

“the Aeneid shows every sign of having been genuinely famous.”136 This popularity is 

also attested to by Tacitus who wrote, around the end of the first century C.E., that 

“We have the testimony of the letters of Augustus, the testimony too of the people 

themselves, who, on hearing in the theatre some of Virgil’s verses, rose in a body and 

did homage to the poet, who happened to be present as a spectator, just as to Augustus 

himself” (testes Augusti epistulae, testis ipse populus, qui auditis in theatro Virgilii 

versibus surrexit universus et forte praesentem spectantemque Virgilium veneratus est 

sic quasi Augustum).137 

 Archeological evidence indicates that the Aeneid was well-known in Western 

Asia Minor. Coins minted during the first and second century centuries C.E. in Troy 

depict Aeneas leaving Troy.
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Figure 7: Aeneas Coin from Troy
London, British Museum. Photo by Barbara McManus, 1999, available online: http://www.vroma.org/

images/mcmanus_images/aeneas_coin2.jpg, Accessed 7 October 2009.

In addition, archeologists have discovered a relief depicting Aeneas and his family 

leaving Troy in the approach to the Sebasteion, a sanctuary dedicated to the Emperor, 

in Aphrodisias. 

Figure 8: Aphrodisias Relief of Aeneas and his family leaving Troy
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Considering the apparent popularity of Virgil’s epic, it seems likely that Luke would 

have been familiar with it and may have fashioned his work after it. Though it is 

uncertain if everyone in Luke’s audience would have been familiar with the literary 

form of the Aeneid,138 it is likely that they would have recognized the story as Rome’s 

foundation story. 

 Moreover, Greg Rogers argues that the 568-line Greek inscription from the 

theatre of Ephesus detailing a foundation established in 104 C.E. by C. Vibius 

Salutaris, to finance civic lotteries and distributions along with a recurring procession 

in which over 260 Ephesian ephebes and others carried around the city images 

evoking the Greek and Roman heritage of Trajanic Ephesus,139 was, at least in part, 

intended to met “the social challenge of what amounted to the Roman re-foundation” 

of Ephesus by affirmed the city’s Greek identity.140 Rogers maintains that the cultural 

Romanization of Ephesus had created “a kind of social identity crisis among Greek 

Ephesians” by the end of the first century C.E.141 Thus, in Ephesus, and possibly 

elsewhere in Western Asia Minor, there were attempts to recategorize seemingly 

conflicting groups into one superordinate identity by reinterpreting significant social 

memories from both groups. 
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 In Ephesus, the synagogue, and the Christ groups, there seems to have been an 

effort to maintain continuity with the past while affirming present circumstances. In 

the previous chapter we noted that this is often accomplished through the 

reinterpretation of a group’s significant social memories and those prototypical of 

group identity. The synagogue seems to have maintained this continuity by fighting 

for the right to practice their ancestral customs, identity markers that marked them as 

a distinct people thus seeking to maintain continuity with their social memory and 

identity. C. Vibius Salutaris addressed the Romanization of Ephesus by establishing a 

regular processional that incorporated elements of both Greek and Roman identity in 

an effort to construct a common identity by recategorizing Greeks and Romans into a 

superordinate group that allowed for unique expressions of both cultures. Likewise, 

Luke, following the example of other foundational epics, seeks to establish a common 

identity for the Christ group by recatergorizing those who believed that circumcision 

and Torah observance were unnecessary for non-Judean Christ followers and those 

who believed that it was into a superordinate group who allowed for these ancestral 

customs but did not require them. In the chapters to follow, I will argue that Luke 

sought to accomplish this by linking Peter and Paul together with Jesus, who is linked 

to the prophets of ancient Israel. This lineage invites the Christ-following authorial 

audience to embrace a common superordinate identity that includes both Judeans and 

non-Judeans. 
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Knowledge of Early Christian Traditions

 The audience of Luke-Acts is assumed to have known some of the early 

traditions of Jesus and his followers. The prologue of Luke’s Gospel indicates that the 

author expects the audience to have been familiar with the sources that he himself 

used in compling the two-part narrative. In 1:1-2, he uses the first-person plural 

pronoun to indicate to whom the sources he used had been handed: 

$Epeidh/per polloi« ėpecei÷rhsan aÓnata¿xasqai dih/ghsin peri« tw #n 
peplhroforhme÷nwn ėn hJmi "n pragma¿twn, kaqw»ß pare÷dosan hJmi "n oi˚ 
aÓp$ aÓrchvß aujto/ptai kai« uJphre÷tai geno/menoi touv lo/gou

Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the events that 
have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on to us by those who 
from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word (Emphasis 
added).

If the audience is already familar with these traditions, however, why is another 

version of the tradition necessary? Luke seems to answer that question in 1:3-4.

e¶doxe kaÓmoi« parhkolouqhko/ti a‡nwqen pa#sin aÓkribw #ß kaqexhvß soi 
gra¿yai, kra¿tiste Qeo/file, iºna ėpignwˆ #ß peri« w—n kathch/qhß lo/gwn 
th\n aÓsfa¿leian.

I too decided, after investigating everything carefully from the very first, to 
write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may 
know the certainty142 of the things about which you have been instructed. 

The reason Luke gives for compling this two-volume work is that the audience would 

know the certainity of the things they had been taught, persumably in the earlier 

traditions. This, however, raises another question: why would the audience need 
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assurance of these things? Conzelmann’s famous study argued for the need for 

assurance due to the delay of the parousia143 while others have focused on the need of 

Luke’s audience to have assurance concerning the truth of the interpretation of Jesus’ 

death and resurrection.144 I have argued above, however, that, given Luke’s emphasis 

on the topic, the full inclusion of non-Judeans into the Christian community 

continued to pose a problem and Luke attempts to recategorize those in favor of non-

Judean inclusion and those not in favor into a superordinate group with a common 

identity. Thus, Luke reshapes his sources, traditions already known to the audience, in 

order to assure audience members that non-Judean inclusion is no novel development 

but was an important part of Jesus, Peter, and Paul’s message.145

 Assuming that the audience was familar with the sources, Luke expects them 

to know of Jesus’ miraculous birth, his teachings and parables, his acts of healing, his 

betrayal, arrest, execution, resurrection, and promise and delay of his return. 

Particularly important for the present study is the authorial audience’s understanding 
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of  Jesus as the central prototype of its group identity. In chapter three above, I noted 

that groups often attach their identity to outstanding members of the group from the 

past whose memory continues to live among the group members and that membership 

in the group requires some degree of similarity to the prototype. The centrality of 

Jesus’ actions and teachings among his followers indicates that, for early Jesus group 

members, Jesus was the prototype of Christ group identity in general and for Luke’s 

authorial audience in particular. 

  Furthermore, if Luke's audience is assumed to have known early Jesus 

traditions, then one must also assume that the audience knew something about Peter. 

The first reference to Peter in Luke 4:38 seems to assume the audience’s knowledge 

of Peter since it offers no introduction or explanation of his character. Whatever the 

audience is assumed to have known about Peter, as we shall see in the following 

chapter on Peter, audience members are presented with a more favorable Peter than 

the one portrayed in Mark.  

  Unlike Jesus and Peter, however, Paul does not appear in the gospel 

traditions. There is, however, substantial evidence of Pauline influence in Western 

Asia Minor dating to the end of the first century C.E., particularly from 1 Corinthians 

and 1 Timothy.146 Moreover, since Acts focuses so much attention on Paul, making 

him a hero, some would say the hero, of the narrative, it seems clear that the audience 
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is assumed to know of Paul’s reputation and legacy.147 Delineating what the audience 

knew about Paul and its attitude toward him, however, is quite another matter.

 On one hand, it is possible that some in Luke’s audience held a positive view 

of Paul, perhaps holding to a rather high view of his apostolic position and 

achievements. These group members may be reflected in the psudeo-Pauline writings 

of Colossians and the Pastorals, which, as Martinus de Boer has demonstrated, 

generally portray Paul as the apostle who was soley responsible for the expansion of 

the gospel to the non-Judeans.148 These members of the authorial audience are fully 

supportive of the inclusion of non-Judeans without requiring circumcision and Torah 

observance. In this respect, Luke seems to be combating a high view of Paul’s 

apostolic position and ministry within his audience.

 On the other hand, we know that Paul faced opposition from several different 

groups during his lifetime and that some of this opposition continued into the second 

century.149 Those who opposed Paul have often been labeled Judaizers who 

maintained that Christ-followers must adhere to the customs and traditions of Israel, 
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especially circumcision and food laws.150 Alternatively, others have seen hints that 

some of Paul’s opponents may have been a group of proto-Gnostic Christ-

followers.151 Furthermore, Paul speaks of “many adversaries” (aÓntikei÷menoi 

polloi÷) in 1 Corinthians 16:9 and, while we cannot be certain if these are Christ 

followers, Paul uses this verb elsewhere to describe opposition between two parties 

(e.g. Phil 1:28 and 2 Thess 2:4). If some of these opponents of Paul were among 

Luke’s audience, as seems likely given the conflict described earlier in this chapter, 

Paul and perhaps the non-Judean mission would be especially difficult for them to 

receive. The presence of diverse perspectives on Paul (and Peter?) and the inclusion 

(and exclusion) of non-Judeans into the Christ movement in Luke’s authorial 

audience helps shed light on Luke’s presentation of Peter and Paul and the anticipated 

response on the part of the audience, which we shall see in the following chapters.

 This attempt to delineate the diverse assumed knowledge of Paul raises the 

question of the audience’s (and author’s) knowledge of, at least some, of his writings. 

The difficulty of assessing the differences between Acts and Paul’s letters, along with 

the fact that Paul is not portrayed in Acts as a letter writer but as a powerful orator, 

has led many scholars to maintain that Luke did not have access to Paul’s letters when 

Acts was composed. For example, it is widely acknowledged that Acts and Paul’s 

letters do not agree on the chronology of Paul’s life and career. In Galatians 1:17, for 
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example, Paul insists that he did not go directly to Jerusalem after his call on the road 

to Damascus while Acts 9:26 indicates that he did. Further, in Galatians 1:18 Paul 

speaks of only one trip to Jerusalem before the apostolic council while Acts 11:27-20 

indicate that he had been there twice before the council.152 

While this approach remains the scholarly consensus, Heikki Leppä has 

recently provided interesting evidence, primarily similarities in vocabulary, that Luke 

knew Paul’s letter to the Galatians and, in writing his second volume, attempts to 

subvert Paul’s account.153 Since the present study situates Luke-Acts and its authorial 

audience in Western Asia Minor, it is not impossible that both Luke and the authorial 

audience had some knowledge of Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Whether or not they 

knew of this letter, Luke probably anticipates that the audience knows about the 

conflict reflected in the letter, particularly the alleged conflict between Peter and Paul 

over non-Judean inclusion reported in Galatians 2. Further, since Paul indicates that 1 

Corinthians was written in Ephesus (1 Cor 16:8), it is plausible that at least some of 

his audience may have known of the situation in Corinth, including the sectarian 

tensions mentioned in 1:11-17, if not the letter itself. Knowledge of the tensions 

reflected in these two authentic Pauline letters bolster the possibility of divergent 

views of Paul among Luke’s audience, a diversity which necessitates Luke’s writing 
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to establish a common identity for Christ followers in Western Asia Minor in the last 

decade of the first century C.E.

Moreover, if the authorial audience is expected to know about Paul’s 

reputation and legacy, it stands to reason that they are familiar with the tensions that 

existed among early Christ followers over the issue of non-Judean inclusion in the 

Christ movement. We shall now briefly examine the evidence of conflict between 

Judean and non-Judean Christ followers in Western Asia Minor in the late first and 

early second centuries C.E.

Knowledge of Conflict Over Non-Judean Inclusion

The essence of the conflict over non-Judean inclusion in the Christ group was 

whether or not non-Judeans who entered the Christ group should be circumcised and 

made to observe certain aspects of the Torah. In short, the issue was one of “living 

like a Judean” or i˙oudaiŒzw , often translated “Judaize.” The word typically refers to 

a non-Judean who either converts to Judaism or adopts certain Judean practices154 and 

it occurs once in the New Testament with reference to Judean Christ followers who 

attempt to compel non-Judean Christ followers to “live like Judeans” (Gal 2:14). 

Thus, while the word itself indicates a non-Judean who adapts Judean practices, as 

the previous example demonstrates, Judean pressure on non-Judeans to adapt their 

practices was possible.155 

153

154 TDNT, 375.
155 See, for example, Esther 8:17 LXX and Josephus J. W. 2.454.



Michele Murray has examined the evidence for non-Judean Christ follower 

judaizing in Asia Minor and Syria in the first and second centuries C.E.156 Earliest 

evidence of conflict over non-Judean inclusion is from Paul’s letter to the Galatians. 

In the previous section, I argued that the authorial audience of Acts is expected to 

have known about the tension between Peter and Paul over the issue of non-Judean 

inclusion reported in Galatians. 

But when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he 
stood self-condemned; for until certain people came from James, he used to 
eat with the non-Judeans. But after they came, he drew back and kept himself 
separate for fear of the circumcision group. And the other Judeans joined him 
in this hypocrisy, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But 
when I saw that they were not acting consistently with the truth of the gospel, 
I said to Cephas before them all, “If you, though a Judean, live like a non-
Judean and not like a Judean, how can you compel the non-Judeans to live 
like Judeans?

›Ote de« h™lqen Khfa#ß ei˙ß $Antio/ceian, kata» pro/swpon aujtwˆ # 
aÓnte÷sthn, o¢ti kategnwsme÷noß h™n. pro\ touv ga»r ėlqei "n tinaß aÓpo\ 
$Iakw¿bou meta» tw #n ėqnw #n sunh/sqien: o¢te de« h™lqon, uJpe÷stellen kai« 
aÓfw¿rizen e̊auto\n fobou/menoß tou\ß ėk peritomhvß. kai« 
sunupekri÷qhsan aujtwˆ# [kai«] oi˚ loipoi« $Ioudai "oi, w‚ste kai« 
Barnaba#ß sunaph/cqh aujtw #n thØv uJpokri÷sei. aÓll$ o¢te ei•don o¢ti oujk 
ojrqopodouvsin pro\ß th\n aÓlh/qeian touv eujaggeli÷ou, ei•pon twˆ # Khfâ# 
e¶mprosqen pa¿ntwn: ei˙ su\ $Ioudai "oß uJpa¿rcwn ėqnikw #ß kai« oujci« 
$Ioudaiœkw #ß zhØvß, pw #ß ta» e¶qnh aÓnagka¿zeiß i˙oudaiŒzein; (Gal 2:11-14)

According to Paul, Peter withdrew from table fellowship with non-Judeans when 

other, more traditional, Judean Christ followers arrived on the scene. Paul’s depiction 

of the conflict, therefore, pits him and Peter on opposite ends of the debate over non-
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Judean inclusion, with Paul supporting their inclusion without circumcision and Torah 

observance and Peter vacillating between the two, ultimately siding with inclusion 

opponents from the circumcision group. Acknowledging that Paul is highly polemical 

here, this scene remains an indication of the early conflict between those on different 

sides of the inclusion debate. 

This debate continued to through the end of the first century and into the 

second, as is most clearly seen in the epistles of Ignatius during this travels through 

Asia Minor, particularly, Murray suggests, in the letters to the Magnesians and the 

Philidephians.157 Furthermore, Murray suggests that the evidence for this conflict 

from these two Ignatian letters helps clarify two statements made in the the book of 

Revelation from the late first or early second century. In two of the seven letters to 

churches in Asia Minor, John writes about “those who say they are Judeans but are 

not” but are instead a “synagogue of Satan” (tw #n lego/ntwn $Ioudai÷ouß ei•nai 

e̊autou\ß kai« oujk ei˙si«n aÓlla» sunagwgh\ touv satana# [2:9]; thvß sunagwghvß 

touv satana# tw #n lego/ntwn e̊autou\ß $Ioudai÷ouß ei•nai, kai« oujk ei˙si«n [3:9]). 

While most scholars maintain that these references are to local Judeans, Murray 

argues that these are non-Judean Christ followers who have adopted Judean customs, 

whether on their own or under pressure from Judean Christ followers.158 Moreover, 

Murray argues that when taken together, the writings of Ignatius and Revelation 
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indicate “that Christian judaizing was a persistent phenomenon in Asia Minor in the 

late first and early second century C.E.”159 

Murray concludes that “Christian leaders in the period between c. 50 and 160 

C.E. were responding to [non-Judean Christ follower] attraction to Judaism and such 

rites as circumcision, Sabbath observance, or following dietary laws” and thus 

“boundaries between nascent Christianity and Judaism remained fluid well beyond 

the period of Paul who is sometimes incorrectly perceived as having successfully 

established a distinct [non-Judean Christ-following] identity exclusive of Judaism.”160   

All of this points to a rather widespread conflict over the relationship between Judean 

and non-Judean Christ followers and the necessity of non-Judean Christ followers to 

be circumcised and observe various stipulations in the Torah in Asia Minor during the 

period in which I have argued Acts was written. It is plausible, if not likely, that Luke 

expected his authorial audience to be familiar with this conflict and probably involved 

in it to some degree. 

Summary

 In this chapter, I have set forth my argument that Luke-Acts was written by 

Luke, a Hellenistic Judean, during the last decade or the first century C.E. in Western 

Asia Minor. His narrative commemorates the Jesus movement from its beginnings in 
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the late 20s to the mid 60s C.E. Luke’s authorial audience, that is, the audience 

assumed by the implied author and the historical context, is comprised of both Judean 

and non-Judean Christ followers who are well acquainted with the cultural scripts of 

the first century Mediterranean world. Further, the authorial audience is assumed to 

have a good knowledge of the customs and scriptures of Israel as well as early 

Christian traditions about Jesus, Peter, and Paul. Moreover, Luke expects the audience 

to know about the conflict surrounding the full inclusion of non-Judean Christians 

into the Christ group, including the reported apparent tension between Peter and Paul 

reflected in Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and therefore to consist of those who have 

varying opinions of Paul and the inclusion of non-Judeans into the Christ movement 

without the requirement of circumcision and Torah observance. 

 Within this context, I argue that Luke wrote his two-volume narrative as a 

foundation story for the early Christian community that would recategorize those of 

differing opinions about Paul and his mission to the non-Judeans into one 

superordinate group that transcends ethnicity. Luke begins this recategorization in the 

first volume by tracing the Christ movement back through its central prototype, Jesus, 

to the prophets of ancient Israel, David, and Abraham, encouraging members of the 

authorial audience is to understand their shared Chrsitian identity as grounded in the 

prophetic tradition of ancient Israel, a tradition that is linked with the divine promises 

made to David and Abraham. In Acts, Luke continues his attempt to recategorize 

these subgroups of the Christ movement by making narrative connections between 
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Jesus, Peter, and Paul emphasizing their similarity and the continutity of their 

message. By linking Peter and Paul together with Jesus, Luke seeks to establish Peter 

and Paul as prototypical of a common superordinate identity that encompasses Judean 

and non-Judean Christ followers while allowing both, particularly the Judeans, to 

maintain certain salient features of its identity.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
THE FIRST NARRATIVE BLOCK (1:1-8:1A)

Having set forth in the previous chapter my reconstruction of the historical 

and cultural context of Luke’s authorial audience, I am now prepared to begin an 

examination of Acts following the Narrative-Identity model developed in chapter 

three above. To briefly recall, the Narrative-Identity model builds upon Paul 

Ricoeur’s three-fold process of narrative interaction. Stage one, prefiguration, refers 

to the knowledge, experiences, and identity the group brings to the narrative. This 

includes the historical and cultural knowledge discussed in the previous chapter along 

with the group’s social memory of prototypical ingroup members that have shaped 

their present identity. Stage two, configuration, refers both to the author’s 

construction of and the audience’s interaction with the narrative. This includes the 

audience’s construal of the narrative, for example, by anticipation, revision, and 

filling in gaps. For the present study, this stage is particularly concerned with the way 

Luke’s authorial audience interacts with the characters of Peter and Paul as it moves 

through the narrative. Stage three, refiguration, refers to the fusion of the group’s 

prefigured identity (stage one) with the information gained as they interact with the 

narrative (stage two). They are invited to modify their social memory of prototypical 
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ingroup members, thereby modifying their group identity as well. In the present study 

I have posited the presence of two subgroups in the authorial audience who disagree 

on the inclusion of non-Judeans into the Christ movement without the requirements of 

circumcision and Torah observance.1 Thus, an integral part of the identity-forming 

process is the recategorization of these two subgroups into a common superordinate 

identity. As demonstrated in chapter three of the present study, the process of 

recategorization requires a leader who is able to 1) establish superordinate identity 

boundaries that define “us,” 2) emphasize superordinate commonality while 

contrasting the new ingroup with new outgroups, and 3) represent the superordinate 

group in social competition with new outgroups. Over the next four chapters, we shall 

trace the authorial audience’s interaction with Acts, noting in particular how the 

characters of Peter and Paul fulfill these three requirements thereby functioning to 

recategorize both sides of the debate over non-Judean inclusion into a unified Christ 

movement. 

Before beginning this examination of the narrative, however, some 

introductory comments are necessary about the plot of the book of Acts. 
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Kernels, Satellites, and Narrative Blocks: The Plot of Acts

There has been a variety of approaches to the plot of Luke-Acts, including 

studies that focus on geography,2 missionary expansion,3 prophecy,4 and rhetorical 

strategy5 as the basis for the structure of the book. From a somewhat different 

perspective on the plot of Luke, Jack D. Kingsbury has emphasized that an “element 

of conflict” is “[a]t the heart of [Luke’s] gospel plot.” Kingsbury concludes elsewhere 

that Luke’s Gospel brings the conflict to resolution “in the events associated with 

Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension.”6 If one views Luke-Acts as a literary 

unit,7 however, the fact that the conflict encountered by Jesus in the Gospel continues 

in Acts calls such a narrative resolution into question. Ju Hur has developed a 

conception of the plot of Luke-Acts in which he asserts that “the plot of Luke-Acts is 

the way of witness, in seeking and saving God’s people, engendered by Jesus (in the 

Gospel) and his witnesses (in Acts), through the power and guidance of the Holy 

Spirit in accordance with the plan of God.”8 Hur’s plot analysis is thematically, rather 

than narratively, oriented and thus does little to demonstrate how the plot structures 
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2 For example, Jürgen Roloff, Die Apostelgeschichte (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 
1981); J. M. Scott, "Luke's Geographical Horizon" in The Book of Acts in Its Graeco-Roman Setting 
(ed. Gill and Gempf; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 483-544.

3 Blake Shipp, Paul the Reluctant Witness: Power and Weakness in Luke's Portrayal. Eugene, 
Or.: Cascade, 2005), 39-40, suggests that Acts 1:8 provides a narrative outline for the book.

4 For example, Rebecca I. Denova, The Things Accomplished among Us: Prophetic Tradition in 
the Structural Pattern of Luke-Acts (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997); Johnson, Acts, 114. 

5 For example, Witherington, Acts and Mikeal C. Parsons, Acts (Paideia. Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2008).

6 Kingsbury, "The Plot of Luke's Story of Jesus." Interpretation 48 (1994): 377.
7 On the narrative unity of Luke-Acts, see note 1 on p. 105 of the present study.
8 Ju Hur, A Dynamic Reading of the Holy Spirit in Luke-Acts (JSNTSup; Sheffield, England: 

Sheffield Academic, 2001), 185-6.



and advances the narrative. This is ironic since Hur’s definition of plot is a “narrative-

flow that is engendered by causality in orderly sequence, evoking an affective or 

emotional response in the reader.”9 A more narrative-focused method of plot analysis 

has been developed by Seymour Chatman, in which he discusses plot in terms of both 

causality as well as the hierarchy of events. Using the latter notion, he argues that not 

all events are equally important and that kernels are more significant events 

elaborated through accompanying satellites. Chatman states that kernels are “nodes or 

hinges in the structure, branching points which force a movement into one of two (or 

more) possible paths [and] . . . cannot be deleted without destroying the narrative 

logic” while satellites are “the workings-out of the choices made at the kernels,” that 

is, “their function is that of filling in, elaborating, completing the kernel; they form 

the flesh on the skeleton.”10 Chatman’s plot analysis method has been employed in 

studies on the Gospel of Matthew by Frank Matera and Warren Carter,11 but, despite 

the plethora of literary studies on Luke-Acts, has not yet been employed for a study of 

Luke-Acts.

Building upon Kingsbury’s argument that conflict is central to Luke’s Gospel, 

therefore, I offer the following plot analysis of Acts using Chatman’s approach. The 

plot of Acts centers upon the conflict created by the expansion of the gospel, an 
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9 Ibid., 183.
10 Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 1978), 53.
11 Matera, "The Plot of Matthew's Gospel." CBQ 49 (1987): 233-53; Carter, “Kernels and 

Narrative Blocks: The Structure of Matthew’s Gospel” CBQ (54, 1992) 463-81.



expansion that is both geographic and ethnic.12 In Acts, I identify four kernels that 

advance the plot along with various satellites that prepare for or elaborate upon the 

kernel. These four kernels and their accompanying satellites comprise a narrative 

block.

Kernel Narrative Block

2:1-4 1:1-8:1a

8:1b-4 8:1b-12:25

13:1-3 13:1-19:20

19:21-22 19:21-28:31

Table 3: Kernels and Narrative Blocks in Acts

 The first kernel is located in the coming of the Holy Spirit upon the disciples 

on the day of Pentecost (2:1-4). Luke prepares the audience for this important event 

by reminding them of Jesus’ departure (1:1-11), the promise of empowerment (1:8, 

Luke 24:49), and by explaining the replacement of Judas (1:15-26). After the kernel, 

the event is developed in light of Jesus’ words in 1:8; that is, having received power 

(2:1-4), his followers begin to witness in Jerusalem to God’s activity in the life, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth (2:5-8:1). Peter emerges as the spokesperson by 

giving three speeches that develop the implications of the kernel in the narrative 

block (2:14-40; 3:12-26; 4:8-12). While facing continued pressure from Jerusalem’s 

163

12 I maintain Kingsbury’s focus on conflict since, as Tannehill (The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 
2.34) has observed, “The plot of a work can often be illuminated by considering the major conflict or 
conflicts within it.” To support this, Tannehill cites Laurene Perrine, Story and Structure (3d ed.; New 
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leaders (5:17-42), Peter also faces deception and conflict within the Christ-group 

(5:1-11; 6:1). The intra-group conflict within the Christ group (6:1) is quickly 

resolved by the apostles (6:2-6) and the narrative resumes focus on the conflict with 

leaders in Jerusalem. As we shall see in the discussion below, through these scenes, 

intratextual links connect Peter with Jesus through echoes of Jesus’ actions in Luke’s 

Gospel, inviting the audience to view him as representative of Jesus and, therefore as 

prototypical of the Christ group identity. Once Peter’s prototypical status is 

established, he disappears briefly from the narrative as conflict emerges between two 

subgroups of the Christ movement in Jerusalem (6:1) and as conflict with those 

outside the Christ movement escalates until one member of the Christ group, Stephen, 

is stoned to death (6:8-7:60). At the close of this narrative block, the audience is 

briefly introduced to Saul, who seems to have been a leader within the group that 

stoned Stephen (7:58; 8:1a). 

 The second kernel is found in 8:1b, in which the audience is told that a severe 

persecution began against the Christ community in Jerusalem and that all except the 

apostles were scattered throughout Judea, Samaria, and Syria, where many of them 

proclaimed the gospel (8:4). This kernel is elaborated in Philip’s evangelization in 

Samaria (8:5-13), Peter’s confirmation of God’s activity there (8:14-25), and Philip’s 

witness to the Ethiopian eunuch (8:26-40). Peter’s role as the apostolic verifier of the 

expansion of the gospel outside of Jerusalem not only reasserts his role as leader and 

prototype, it also depicts his support for the movement of the gospel outside 
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traditional Judean identity. His support for the expansion of the gospel to those 

outside Judaism is vividly depicted in his encounter with Cornelius. Another 

significant transformation takes place in this narrative block; Saul the persecutor (8:3) 

is transformed on the road to Damascus and the audience learns he will be an 

important tool in the mission to the non-Judeans (9:1-31). Following these accounts 

of transformation, the kernel is further elaborated upon in the introduction of the 

Christ community in Antioch (11:19-26) and the continuing conflict between Christ 

followers and the authorities in Jerusalem depicted in Peter’s arrest (12:1-5), 

miraculous escape (12:6-16), and mysterious departure (12:17). 

 The third kernel (13:1-3) builds upon the previous kernel by preparing the 

audience for the further expansion of the gospel when the Christ community in 

Antioch commissions Barnabas and Saul to travel about proclaiming the gospel. The 

remainder of this block (13:1-19:20) elaborates this sending by depicting the gospel’s 

advancement into Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Achaea. In these scenes of expansion, 

the authorial audience links Paul with Peter and Jesus through intratextual echoes of 

previous scenes in Acts and Luke’s Gospel, illustrating that he, along with Peter, is 

representative of Jesus and is prototypical of Christ group identity. After Paul is 

established as a prototypical Christ follower, the recategorization of Judean and non-

Judean Christ followers is finalized at the apostolic council, after which Paul returns 

to the communities established in Asia Minor and continues the expansion westward 
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into Macedonia and Achaea. The narrative block closes with Paul’s two-year mission 

in Ephesus. 

 The fourth kernel (19:21-22) builds on these expansions and continues the 

focus on Paul by indicating that Paul intends to go to Rome after visiting Macedonia, 

Achaia, and Jerusalem. Conflict continues as Paul, having been established as 

prototype of Christ group identity in the third block, defends himself against charges 

that he has abandoned his Judean ancestry and that he teaches other Judeans to 

abandon it as well. The conflict between Paul and the Judeans in the final block 

focuses the authorial audience’s attention on the question of Paul’s relationship to 

Judaism and seeks to reassure them that Paul is not anti-Judean. The kernel is 

elaborated in subsequent satellites that illustrate Paul’s departure from Asia after the 

riot in Ephesus (19:23-40), his journey through Macedonia and Greece (20:1-6), 

along the coast of Asia (20:7-38), his journey to and entry into the city (21:1-21:17), 

his meeting with James (21:18-25), his arrest in the temple (21:26-36), his defense 

and appeal to go to Rome (21:37-26:32), and his journey to Rome (27:1-28:31). The 

narrative ends abruptly, noting that Paul, proclaiming the gospel freely in the Roman 

capital, is under house arrest.

 This plot analysis will be the framework upon which we shall construct the 

Narrative-Identity reading of Acts. The remainder of this chapter will explore the first 

narrative block (1:1-81a) with focus on the authorial audience’s construction of Peter 

as prototypical of Christ group identity, the establishment of common superordinate 
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boundary markers, and the conflict that emerges within the Christ movement and 

between it and Judean leadership.

First Narrative Block: Acts 1:1-8:1a

1:1-14 — The Audience’s Memory of Peter in Luke’s Gospel

The kernel of the first narrative block comes in 2:1-4 with the giving of the 

Holy Spirit to Jesus’ followers on the day of Pentecost. The kernel is delayed, 

however, by the prologue (1:1-4) and two introductory scenes (1:5-11; 12-26) which 

help the audience transition from the first volume and prepares them for the second. 

Despite the delay of the kernel in this first narrative block, the audience’s character-

building work concerning Peter involves recalling his character in the first volume. 

Since, as Chatman and Hochman have shown, character development and audience 

interaction with the character is cumulative,13 the audience’s social memory of Peter 

and its construction of his character from the Gospel will have an affect on its 

interaction with him in Acts. To understand the identity-forming process at work in 

the audience’s interaction with Peter, therefore, we must first consider Peter’s 

portrayal in Luke’s Gospel. Though Peter is not explicitly mentioned in these opening 

verses, these echoes of Luke’s Gospel recall his participation in the events mentioned. 
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Thus, the prologue and the opening scene draws the audience into participating in the 

narrative by activating their memory of Luke’s Gospel and its important characters, 

particularly Jesus (1:1-8) and Peter (1:13, 15).

The audience’s first real interaction with Peter comes in Luke 5:1-11, although 

he is mentioned, but plays no part, in 4:38-9.14 In 5:1-11, because the crowd was 

pressing against him (ėpikei "sqai) as he taught by the Lake of Gennesaret,15 Jesus, 

seeking a boat from which he might teach the crowd, chooses Simon Peter’s16 boat 

and has him push out into the lake. Fitzmyer notes that Jesus’ “choice of Simon’s boat 

gives prominence to him who is to play the leader’s role in the group of disciples that 

Jesus will form.”17 Once he finished the lesson, Jesus instructs Simon Peter to “return 

to the deep water and let down your nets for a catch” (ėpana¿gage ei˙ß to\ ba¿qoß 

kai« cala¿sate ta» di÷ktua uJmw #n ei˙ß a‡gran). The plural verbs here indicate that 

others are present in the boat and that Peter acts as their spokesperson. 

Understandably reluctant because of a fruitless night of fishing, Peter, nevertheless 

obeys Jesus’ command and catches a large amount of fish. The audience may recall 
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Gospel According to Luke (I-IX) (AB; Garden City: Doubleday, 1981), 549-50, notes that Simon is a 
homeowner and is married. Moreover, Green, The Gospel of Luke (NICNT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
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15 Luke uses this instead of the Markan “Sea of Galilee” (Mark 1:16). Gennesaret refers to the 
fertile region on the northwest coast of the Lake and Josephus notes that residents of the area called the 
lake “Gennesar” (J. W. 3.10). 

16 Fitzmyer, 567 suggests that the double name here derives from Luke’s special source (L) and 
that the use of “Simon” alone in this scene is a Lukan redaction.

17 Fitzmyer, Acts, 566.



the similar initial reluctance and subsequent obedience of Mary (Luke 1:34, 38). 

Given this connection, the authorial audience may anticipate Peter immediately 

following Jesus as he had in previous traditions (Mark 1:16-18; Matthew 4:18-20). 

Instead, Peter falls at Jesus’ knees,18 viewing himself as a sinner not worthy of Jesus’ 

presence, and asks Jesus to depart. In response, Jesus tells him, “Fear not, from now 

on, you (singular) will catch people,” (mh\ fobouv: aÓpo\ touv nuvn aÓnqrw¿pouß e¶shØ 

zwgrw #n, [5:11]). Here, catching fish becomes a metaphor for Peter’s missionary 

activity. The audience is invited to understand the great catch of fish as symbolic of a 

successful mission for Jesus and Peter.19  Green notes that this statement establishes a 

“narrative need” for Peter to participate in Jesus’ ministry and, although this need is 

unfulfilled in the present scene, Jesus’ statement prepares the audience for Peter’s 

active role later in the narrative.20 Singling Peter out here prepares the authorial 

audience for his roles as chief disciple in the Gospel and as leader and prototypical of 

Christian identity which will be elaborated in Acts. At the close of the scene, the 

authorial audience learns that Peter and his companions “leave everything and 

followed him” (aÓfe÷nteß pa¿nta hjkolou/qhsan aujtwˆ #).

The next time the audience sees Peter (8:45), he is apparently close enough to 

Jesus to respond to his question as they move through a crowd that is pressing in on 

them (8:40-2). A woman who had been hemorrhaging for twelve years approaches 
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Jesus secretly and touches him (8:43-4). When Jesus turns to ask, “who touched 

me?” (ti÷ß oJ aJya¿meno/ß mou;), Peter, acting as the spokesperson for the disciples, 

tells him, “Master, the crowds are surrounding and pressing against you,” 

(ėpista¿ta, oi˚ o¡cloi sune÷cousi÷n se kai« aÓpoqli÷bousin. [8:45]). Very soon 

(9:20), the audience will see Peter acting as the mouthpiece of the group again as he 

proclaims his, and the group’s, belief that Jesus is “The Messiah of God” (to\n 

cristo\n touv qeouv), though, he does not refuse to accept Jesus’ prediction of 

suffering and death as he had in previous traditions. By presenting Peter in these two 

scenes as such (following the Markan tradition), Luke prepares the audience for 

Peter’s role as the chief spokesperson in Acts. 

Following the encounter with the hemorrhaging woman, Jesus takes Peter, 

John, and James alone into the home of Jairus, whose daughter is ill (8:49) and whom 

Jesus was going to see when delayed by the woman in the crowd (8:40-48). Again, 

following Peter’s confession for the group of Jesus’ Messiahship, Jesus takes Peter, 

John, and James to the top of a mountain to pray (9:28). In this second scene 

involving the so-called “inner circle” of Jesus’ disciples,21 Peter acts as the 

spokesperson, indicating that he must be the most prominent of Jesus’ disciples 

(9:33).22 In both of these cases, Peter speaks for the group and is immediately named 

170

21 Namely, Peter, James, and John.
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first among the “inner circle” of disciples. At this point in the narrative, the audience 

realizes that Peter is the leader the disciples and, therefore, the best representative of a 

follower of Jesus. 

As the narrative moves along, Luke’s portrayal of Peter as the leader of the 

disciples and its spokesperson continues. First, Peter asks Jesus pointedly if the 

parable about the master who returns from a wedding banquet is for the disciples or 

the crowds, “Lord, are you telling this parable for us or for everyone?” (ku/rie, pro\ß 

hJma#ß th\n parabolh\n tau/thn le÷geiß h£ kai« pro\ß pa¿ntaß; [12:41]). Second, in 

response to Jesus’ saying about the difficulty of the wealthy entering the Kingdom of 

God, Peter, recalling the statement in 5:11b, retorts, “look, we left our own to follow 

you,” (i˙dou\ hJmei "ß aÓfe÷nteß ta» i¶dia hjkolouqh/same÷n soi [18:28]). While the 

first of these Petrine sayings does not occur in Mark or Q, and thus must be a Lukan 

addition,23 the second is a Markan parallel and does not differ substantially from 

Mark’s version. That Luke left this Markan saying unchanged may be an indication 

that he wished to emphasize that Peter had left much to be a Jesus follower (cf. 5:11) 

just as those in the early Jerusalem Christ group will soon do (2:45; 4:32, 34-35), 

demonstrating that Peter is “one of them,” of the requirements for prototypical status.

Peter’s prominence is displayed again in 22:8 where Jesus chooses only Peter 

and John to make the necessary preparations for the celebration of the Passover meal 

for Jesus’ group. This is significant because it illustrates Jesus’ delegating important 
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tasks to Peter in preparation for his role as leader and prototype. During the meal, the 

audience overhears a conversation between Jesus and Peter which prepares for Peter’s 

role as leader of the post-resurrection community. In 22:31-2 Jesus says, 

Simon, Simon, behold the adversary has demanded to sift all of you like 
wheat; but I have prayed for you that your own faith may not fail; and you, 
when once you have turned back, strengthen your brothers and sisters.

Si÷mwn Si÷mwn, i˙dou\ oJ satana#ß ėxhØth/sato uJma#ß touv sinia¿sai wJß 
ton si "ton: ėgw» de« ėdeh/qhn peri« souv iºna mh\ ėkli÷phØ hJ pi÷stiß sou: 
kai« su/ pote ėpistre÷yaß sth/rison tou\ß aÓdelfou/ß sou. 

The audience would have noticed the shift between second person plural (uJma#ß) and 

singular (su/) pronouns in this passage, a shift often explained by Luke’s use of 

various sources.24  Yet, a more plausible explanation seems to be that Luke’s Jesus 

singles out Peter for a special role. Adversity will affect each of the disciples (oJ 

satana#ß ėxhØth/sato uJma#ß), and that Peter, because of Jesus’ prayer for him, will 

return and stabilize his fellow disciples (su/ pote ėpistre÷yaß sth/rison tou\ß 

aÓdelfou/ß sou). This conversation indicates that Peter will play an important role in 

the restoration of Jesus’ followers after his death and resurrection. The audience, 

therefore, is led to view Peter as one who has been appointed by Jesus to strengthen 

other followers after Jesus’ death and thus serve as the new leader of the group, 

though he will deny Jesus (22:34).
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 Jesus’ predication of Peter’s denial is fulfilled soon in the narrative. When Jesus 

is arrested, the audience learns that Peter “follows at a distance,” (hjkolou/qei 

makro/qen [22:54]). It is important to note here that Peter is following Jesus while the 

rest of the disciples are not mentioned. Once Peter is situated in the courtyard, the 

series of denials begins. First, a servant girl asserts, “this man also was with 

him” (kai« ou!toß su\n aujtwˆ# h™n [22:56]). Second, about an hour later, another 

person continues the accusations, “Surely this man also was with him; for he is a 

Galilean,” (ėp$ aÓlhqei÷aß kai« ou!toß met$ aujtouv h™n, kai« ga»r Galilai "o/ß ėstin 

[22:59]). When the rooster crowed, Peter recalls Jesus’ words and left the courtyard 

“weeping bitterly” (e¶klausen pikrw #ß [22:61-2]). Johnson notes that the phrase 

e¶klausen pikrw #ß is used in Isaiah 22:4; 33:7 and Ezekiel 27:30 “as a response to 

defeat, failure, ruin, and loss.”25

Finally, the audience learns that Peter, having already been told by the women 

(24:1-10; cf. Mark 16:1-8; Matthew 28:9) that Jesus had been raised from the dead, is 

the first to see the risen Christ.26 After talking with the risen Christ on the road and 
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“But Peter got up and ran to the tomb; stooping and looking in, he saw the linen cloths by themselves; 
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omitted in NA 26 and 27. Though likely not part of the original, this verse does echo an early tradition 
that Peter was the first to see the risen Christ, a tradtion that may be reflected by Paul in 1 Corinthians 
15:3-5. For more on this tradition, see William Thomas Kessler, Peter as the First Witness of the Risen 
Lord: An Historical and Theological Investigation (Roma: Pontificia Università Gregoriana, 1998).



having a meal with him, Cleopas and his companion27 from Emmaus find the eleven 

disciples saying that “the Lord really has been raised and has been seen by Simon,” 

(o¡ntwß hjge÷rqh oJ ku/rioß kai« w‡fqh Si÷mwni [24:34]). Jesus’ appearance to Peter 

may represent for the audience an important first step in fulfilling Peter’s special role 

in the post-resurrection community. 

Throughout Luke’s Gospel, therefore, the audience has seen Peter go from a 

fisherman on the shores of Gennesaret who views himself as a sinner not worthy of 

Jesus’ presence, to best representative of a Jesus follower, leader of the disciples and 

presumed leader of the movement after Jesus’ death. He is the first to be called to join 

the Jesus group (5:1-11) and subsequently becomes an important part of Jesus’ “inner 

circle” (8:51; 9:28-36), indeed even the chief of the disciples. While he is a leader 

within the Christ group, he is not perfect. Peter denies knowing Jesus after the latter’s 

arrest (22:54-62), yet Jesus’ words prior to the denial indicate that he will play an 

important role following Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension (22:31-2). 

One of the effects of the audience’s construction of Peter’s character as an imperfect 

leader is the emergence of a sense of realistic empathy between the audience and 

Peter. This empathy will play a crucial role in the authorial audience’s acceptance of 

Peter’s role as leader of the Christ movement in Acts, the representative of Jesus in 

his absence, and eventually as prototypical of Christ group identity. 
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27 Cleopas is mentioned only here in the NT. His unnamed traveling companion may be another 
disciple, Cleopas wife, or his son. See Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke (AB), 2.1563.



Acts 1:15-26 — Peter Emerges as Leader

Having been reminded in 1:1-14 of Peter’s character in Luke’s first volume, 

the authorial audience is prepared for Peter to take a leading role in the Christ-

following community, an anticipation that is fulfilled as Peter “comes closer to 

stepping into the place of Jesus than any of the other apostles” in his first major 

appearance in the second volume.28 Given the preparation for this role through the 

recollection upon the first volume, the audience is not surprised when Peter stands to 

address the community.

Brothers and sisters, it was necessary that the scripture be fulfilled, which the 
Holy Spirit foretold through the mouth of David concerning Judas, who 
became a guide for those who seized Jesus, for he was numbered among us 
and recieved his share in this ministry. . . . For it is written in the book of 
Psalms, 'Let his home become desolate, and let there be no one to dwell in it'; 
and 'Let another take his position.'  It is necessary, therefore, that one of the 
men who have accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in 
and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day on which 
he was taken up from us-- one of these must become a witness with us to his 
resurrection.

a‡ndreß aÓdelfoi÷, e¶dei plhrwqhvnai th\n grafh\n h§n proei "pen to\ 
pneuvma to\ a‚gion dia» sto/matoß Daui«d peri« $Iou/da touv genome÷nou 
oJdhgouv toi "ß sullabouvsin $Ihsouvn, o¢ti kathriqmhme÷noß h™n ėn hJmi "n 
kai« e¶lacen to\n klhvron thvß diakoni÷aß tau/thß. ) Å ) ) ge÷graptai 
ga»r ėn bi÷blwˆ yalmw #n: genhqh/tw hJ e¶pauliß aujtouv e¶rhmoß kai« mh\ 
e¶stw oJ katoikw #n ėn aujthØv, kai÷: th\n ėpiskoph\n aujtouv labe÷tw 
eºteroß. dei " ou™n tw #n sunelqo/ntwn hJmi "n aÓndrw #n ėn panti« cro/nwˆ wˆ— 
ei˙shvlqen kai« ėxhvlqen ėf$ hJma#ß oJ ku/rioß $Ihsouvß, aÓrxa¿menoß aÓpo\ 
touv bapti÷smatoß $Iwa¿nnou eºwß thvß hJme÷raß h !ß aÓnelh/mfqh aÓf$ 
hJmw #n, ma¿rtura thvß aÓnasta¿sewß aujtouv su\n hJmi "n gene÷sqai eºna tou/
twn. (Acts 1:16-17, 20-22)
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28 Perkins, Peter: Apostle for the Whole Church, 89.



Peter’s opening words, “it was necessary that the scripture be fulfilled” (e¶dei 

plhrwqhvnai th\n grafh\n h§n), connect this event with the audience’s memory of 

Jesus’ words in Luke 24:44: “It is necessary that everything written about me in the 

Law of Moses and the prophets and the Psalms be fulfilled. Then he opened their 

mind to understand the scriptures” (dei " plhrwqhvnai pa¿nta ta» gegramme÷na ėn 

twˆ# no/mwˆ Mwüse÷wß kai« toi "ß profh/taiß kai« yalmoi "ß peri« ėmouv. to/te 

dih/noixen aujtw #n to\n nouvn touv sunie÷nai ta»ß grafa¿ß:). In the present scene, 

however, it is Peter who interprets scripture and applies it to current events. Thus, in 

Jesus’ absence, Peter takes over the role of interpreter of scripture for the Christ group 

and initiates the replacement of Judas.29 The audience may wonder, though, why 

Jesus himself did not appoint a successor during his forty days with his followers 

after his resurrection (1:3).30 This gap left by the narrator must be filled by the 
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29 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.20; Johnson, Acts, 38. The focus in this passage 
is not on the betrayal of Judas but on Peter’s action in seeking a replacement. Witherington (121; also 
Haenchen, 161; Bruce, 109) correctly notes that explanatory asides are Lukan elaborations and should 
not be viewed as part of Peter’s speech. 

30 Haenchen, Acts, 164. A larger question that is not the focus of the present study is why a 
successor was needed at all and why, when James dies later in the narrative, a similar procedure is not 
followed. Witherington (126, 128) suggests that the Twelve have a role within Israel, but not in the 
non-Judean mission and, therefore, there is no need to reconstitute the Twelve after James’ death. 
Johnson (39) maintains that the Twelve only needed to be fully constituted for the bestowal of the 
Spirit. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles: The Greek Text with Introduction and Commentary (3rd rev. Ed. 
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990), 109, understands this as apostolic apostasy, which does not happen 
subsequently and, therefore, does not require subsequent replacement. Nelson Estrada, From Followers 
to Leaders: The Apostles in the Ritual of Status Transformation in Acts 1-2 (JSNTSup; New York: T & 
T Clark, 2004) has proposed that since the betrayal of Judas “is a tragedy that has affected the status of 
the whole group” (6), this section has more to do with regaining the honor of the apostles. Since the 
focus of the present study is upon Peter’s characterization, I understand this scene’s function as 
providing an opportunity to remind the audience of the first volume and establishing Peter’s leadership 
among the post-resurrection Jesus group. This may also help explain why Luke placed this scene 
before the Pentecost narrative. 



authorial audience. Since this opening scene “highlights Peter’s responsiveness to 

Jesus’ commission and ability to guide the church in its new task,”31 the audience 

should associate Peter’s action here with Jesus’ prediction that Peter would return and 

strengthen his fellow disciples after Jesus’ departure (Luke 22:32), thus finding its 

narrative fulfillment in this scene.32 By initiating the replacement of Judas, Peter not 

only displays obedience to Jesus’ command, he “tak[es] over a major function of the 

departed Jesus”33 and begins the process by which he will become the most reliable 

human commentator for the audience in the first half of Acts.34 In this first scene in 

Acts, therefore, the audience’s memory of Peter as the closest follower of Jesus and 

the anticipation of Peter’s playing a significant role in the early Christ-following 

community helps the authorial audience make sense of Peter’s actions. Peter obeys 

Jesus’ command to strengthen his fellow disciples after Jesus’ departure by 

interpreting Judas’ betrayal in light of Israel’s scriptures and thus initiating the 

process to reconstitute the full number of apostles and defining the criteria by which 

such a selection should be made. Moreover, the audience begins to understand Peter 

as the “successor” to Jesus as group leader. Likewise, Peter has been shown to 

perform the role of interpreting Israel’s scriptures, which links him to the audience’s 
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31 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.21.
32 Contra. Richard Pervo, Acts: A Commentary (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 49-50. 

The fulfillment of this anticipation could provide the reason for Luke’s placement of this account 
before the Pentecost narrative. Although the audience has anticipated the coming of the Holy Spirit 
since 1:5-8, some perhaps since Luke 24:49, they has been anticipating Peter’s emergence as leader 
since Jesus’ words in Luke 22:32, “once you have turned back, strengthen your brothers and sisters.”

33 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.20.
34 Shepherd, The Narrative Function of the Holy Spirit as a Character in Luke-Acts, 158. 



memory of Jesus and furthers the process by which the audience views Peter as 

prototypical of Christ group identity as well.

 While Jesus remains the foundational prototypical figure of the group’s 

identity, members of the authorial audience will notice the parallel between Jesus and 

Peter here, which prepares them for even greater parallels to come in which Peter will 

begin to function as a prototype of the group’s identity. This metonymic35 parallel 

between Jesus and Peter will continue to expand in the first narrative block drawing 

more explicit links between the two, thus enhancing Peter’s prototypical status.

There remains, however, a sense of narrative suspense for the audience 

concerning Jesus’ promise of the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:5, 8). With Peter 

emerging as the new leader of the Christ community in Jerusalem the audience is 

prepared for the kernel of the first narrative block.

2:1-41 — Peter at Pentecost

The kernel of the first block comes in 2:1-4 with the giving of the Holy Spirit 

to the Jesus’ followers. The setting for the kernel is Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, 

the Greek name for the Hebrew “feast of weeks” (Deut 16:10) which was the second 
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35 From the Greek μετωνυμία (a change of name), metonymy refers to a figure of speech in 
which the name of one thing is used in place of that of another associated with or suggested by it. 
Raymond W. Gibbs, "Speaking and Thinking with Metonymy" in Metonymy in Language and Thought 
(ed. Klaus-Uwe Panther and Gunter Radden; Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 1999), 66, defines metonymy 
as “type of mental mapping . . . Whereby we conceive of an entire person, object, or event by 
understanding a salient part of a person, object, or event.” 



of the three great pilgrimage festivals.36 This festival was referred to as Pentecost by 

Greek speaking Judeans37 because the celebration takes place fifty days after the 

offering of the barley sheaf during the Passover feast (Lev 23:15-6). Since at least the 

time of the writing of Jubilees (ca. 150 B.C.E.), Pentecost was connected to the 

giving of the Torah and covenant renewal. While most texts associating Pentecost and 

Torah come later than Acts,38 Jubilees and the Qumran writings indicate that this 

connection was made in some locations much earlier.39 Whether Luke and his 

audience knew of these connections or not,40 there is evidence of a tradition 

associating the day of the giving of the Torah with flames and a speech with which 

the authorial audience could well be familiar. For example, the Septuagint version of 

Exodus 19:16 mentions “voices and lightenings,” fwnai« kai« aÓstrapai« from the 

mountain. This tradition is evident, moreover, in Philo’s description of the giving of 

the Torah on Mount Sinai,

Then from the midst of the fire that streamed from heaven there sounded forth 
to their utter amazement a voice, for the flame became articulate speech in the 
language familiar to the audience.

fwnh\ d$ ėk me÷sou touv rJue÷ntoß aÓp$ oujranouv puro\ß ėxh/cei 
kataplhktikwta¿th, thvß flogo\ß ei˙ß dia¿lekton aÓrqroume÷nhß th\n 
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36 The Feast of Weeks is also called the Feast of Harvest (Exodus 23:16) and the Day of the First 
Fruits (Num 28:26). See J.C. VanderKam,"Feast of Weeks" in ABD (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 
895-7.

37 For examples of this usage, see Tob 2:1; 2 Mac 12:32; Ant 3.10.6; 13.8.4; 14.13.4; 17.10.2; 
Jewish War 1.13.3; 2.3.1; 6.5.3; Dec 160; Spec Leg 2.176.

38 For example, Seder Olam Rabbah 5 (ca. 160 C.E.) and b. Pesachim 68b (ca. 270 C.E.).
39 See Jubilees 1:1; 14:20, 1QS 1:8-2:25. Also see Bruce, Acts, 114 and the works cited therein. 
40 Johnson (Acts, 46) thinks Luke did know this tradition, citing the widespread use of fire as a 

symbol of the Torah in Judaism, the symbolism in Philo, and Luke’s use of the Moses typology for the 
story of Jesus as evidence.



sunh/qh toi "ß aÓkrowme÷noiß, hØ! ta» lego/mena ou¢twß ėnargw #ß 
ėtranouvto, wJß oJra#n aujta» ma#llon h£ aÓkou/ein dokei "n.41

If the audience was familiar with this tradition,42 upon hearing Luke’s description of 

the giving of the Spirit, the audience may have wondered if an event similar to the 

giving of the Torah was taking place in the narrative.43 Thus, it is possible that they 

may have established a connection between the giving of the Torah and the giving of 

the Spirit, that is, to view the Spirit as analogous to the Torah.44 Since the Torah 

served as one of the central identity markers for many Judeans, its connection here 

with the Spirit is of vital importance for the recategorization process. As we shall 

soon see, the filling of the Spirit will become one of the major identity markers for 

the Christ group while the Torah’s function as an identity marker will decrease 

throughout the narrative. Nevertheless, some of the traditions derived from the Torah 

remained a central feature of identity to some Judean Christ followers, some of whom 

are assumed to be in the authorial audience. 
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41 Decal. 46 (Colson, LCL). Also see the discussion of this passage in Pervo, Acts, 61.
42 Parsons, 36-7.
43 Talbert, Reading Acts, 43, suggests that this scene represents the making of a covenant. Dunn, 

Acts, 24, also suggests this possibility.
44 This connection between Spirit and Torah will become increasingly important to Luke’s 

audience as the Spirit transcends the ethnic boundaries created by the Torah. 
Some scholars have found in this event an allusion to the story of the Tower of Babel (Gen. 

11:1-9). For example, Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles (Valley Forge: Trinity Press International, 1996), 
24, thinks this is a more plausible allusion than the Sinai tradition; Pervo (Acts, 61) points to the use of 
the verb sugce/w (Gen 11:7, 9; Acts 2:6) as indicative that Luke invokes the story of Babel here, 
expecting the audience to understand this scene as the reversal of the language disunity. Witherington, 
131, disagrees, rightly noting that the Pentecost miracle does not reverse the language division of 
Babel, rather the gift of the Spirit ensures that the message is correctly understood in various 
languages. Likewise, Parsons, Acts, 36 sees no reason to think the authorial audience would have made 
this connection. 

For non-Judean parallels, see Van Doer Horst, "Hellenistic Parallels to the Acts of the Apostles 
(2.1-47)" JSNT 25 (1985): 49-60.



 In addition to the parallel between Torah and Spirit, Johnson’s insightful 

description of the echoes between this scene and the early chapters of Luke’s Gospel, 

especially regarding Jesus, are significant for the present study. Johnson notes that in 

the Gospel, Jesus is said to have been conceived by the Holy Spirit (1:35) and the 

Holy Spirit descends upon Jesus “in bodily form” at his baptism accompanied by a 

voice that came from heaven (3:22). Following Jesus’ baptism and filling with the 

Holy Spirit, he gives his inaugural speech in Nazareth, in which he explains his 

ministry by citing one of Israel’s prophets (4:16-30). Likewise, the group of Jesus 

followers gathered on the day of Pentecost see the Holy Spirit descend upon them as 

“tongues of fire” (2:3) and they speak as the Spirit enables them (2:4). Thereafter, 

Peter, acting as the spokesperson for the Christ group, stands to offer Acts’ inaugural 

speech, in which he explains the event by citing one of Israel’s prophets (Joel) and 

one of their most famous rulers (David) (2:14-36).45 These echoes of Jesus’ 

conception and early public ministry establish another narrative connection between 

Jesus and Peter, thus securing Peter as a legitimate successor to and representative of 

Jesus.

The kernel of the first block (2:1-4) is extended in Peter’s inaugural speech 

and the crowd’s response. Before Peter’s speech, however, the audience is given a 

description of those who witnessed the event; they are “pious Judeans” ($Ioudai "oi, 

a‡ndreß eujlabei "ß) who were dwelling (katoikouvnteß) in Jerusalem. The 
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45 Johnson, Acts, 47. 



periphrastic construction ( •Hsan . . . katoikouvnteß) along with the list of nations 

in 2:9-13 indicates that these were devout Diaspora Judeans who had relocated from 

their native land to Jerusalem.46 The audience, therefore, would understand these 

persons to be residents of Jerusalem, not as pilgrims to the festival, thus making it 

possible for Peter to assume that they know of Jesus’ recent death and stories of his 

resurrection.47 As the amazed crowd gathers, marveling at the Galileans who are able 

to speak in various languages represented among the crowd (2:6, 8, 11), the audience 

learns that there are “others” (eºteroi) who were not impressed. Instead of marveling, 

these “others” mock the disciples saying, “they are filled with new wine” (gleu/kouß 

memestwme÷noi ei˙si÷n [2:13]).

Since Peter took the initiative and acted as spokesperson in the previous scene 

(1:15-22), the audience anticipates that he will respond likewise here, an expectation 

that is fulfilled as Peter stands to address the crowd (2:14).48 Parsons notes 

similarities in vocabulary (namely fwnh/ in 2:6, 14 and aÓpofqe÷ggomai in 2:4, 14) 
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46 So Witherington, Acts, 135; Johnson, Acts, 43. Dunn, Acts, 26, however, notes that only those 
from Rome are said to be “visitors.” 

47 There are numerous problems with Luke’s list of nations, which are described in Metzger, 
Textual Commentary, 251 and discussed in Pervo, Acts, 65-6. The present study’s position that Luke 
refers here to those living in Jerusalem is supported by the work of Witherington (135) and Haenchen 
(Acts, 168, nt. 7) and Dunn (Acts, 26) among others. On the view that Luke has in mind here Judeans 
who were visiting Jerusalem for the festival, see Bruce, Acts, 115.

This image of Judeans who have returned to Jerusalem may be part of Luke’s attempt to 
demonstrate the eschatological significance of the Holy Spirit. Alternatively, Gary Gilbert, "The List of 
Nations in Acts 2: Roman Propaganda and the Lukan Response" JBL 121, no. 3 (2002): 497-529 has 
argued rather convincingly for understanding this list as a counterclaim to Rome’s similar use of lists 
to depict the Empire’s universal rule. In this case, Luke’s use of the list is, quoting Pervo, Acts, 66, “to 
symbolize . . . the universal mission of the church.”

One should also note Dunn’s suggestion that there may be here a literary echo of Philo’s list of 
Judean dispersion. See Dunn, Acts, 26 and Philo Embasy to Gaius 281-2.

48 D enhances Peter’s status here by placing  prw #toß after ėphvren.



that connect the Pentecost event with Peter’s speech, leading the authorial audience to 

view the latter as “authoritatively inspired.”49 This link serves to connect Peter’s 

interpretation of the event with the event itself, demonstrating the accuracy of his 

speech. The speech itself reminds the audience that Peter is no outsider but rather a 

member of the Judean ingroup speaking to Judeans about the Messiah.50 This 

common ethnic identity is reinforced throughout the speech by the forms of address 

Peter uses: a‡ndreß $Ioudai "oi (2:14), ⁄Andreß $Israhli "tai (2:22), ⁄Andreß 

aÓdelfoi÷ (2:29).51 Spencer notes that “[b]y addressing Peter and the apostles as 

aªndreß aÓdelfoi, the [Judean] audience affirms the religious and ethnic bond and 

not separation between them and the apostles.”52 This common identity is especially 

important since Peter uses the same form (aªndreß aÓdelfoi) in his opening speech 

to Christ followers in the previous scene (1:16; cf. p. 165 above).53  Both groups, 

therefore, emphasize their common identity in spite of the emerging distinction 

between them. Thus, Peter’s speech represents an intragroup appeal from one Judean 

subgroup to another in an effort to change the second subgroup’s perception of Jesus 

and his followers. 
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49 Parsons, Acts, 41.
50 Also see Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.27.
51 Zehnle, Peter's Pentecost Discourse: Tradition and Lukan Reinterpretation in Peter's Speeches 

of Acts 2 and 3 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 21, notes that the use of these titles indicates that Peter is 
“progressively winning over his audience.”

52 Spencer, Journeying through Acts: A Literary-Cultural Reading (Peabody: Hendrickson, 2004), 
44, nt. 65.

53 Soards, The Speeches in Acts, 27, 35.



Like Jesus in his inaugural address (Luke 4), Peter addresses the crowd by 

quoting from the Septuagint and proclaiming the fulfillment of prophecy.54  First, 

Peter defines the nature of the present event by quoting Joel 3:1-5 (2:28-32)55; the 

miracle of languages was the result of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on all 

humanity. Although Peter ends the quotation at Joel 3:4 (“whosoever calls on the 

name of the Lord will be saved” [e¶stai pa#ß o§ß a·n ėpikale÷shtai to\ o¡noma 

kuri÷ou swqh/setai]), in his response to the crowd’s question (2:37), Peter alludes 

to the last line of Joel 3:5 (“as many as the Lord our God calls” [o¢souß a·n 

proskale÷shtai ku/rioß oJ qeo\ß hJmw #n]). Recognizing this, the audience would 

draw upon their memory of Hebrew Scriptures to fill in the missing part of 3:5, which 

reads, “For in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there will be a remnant just as the Lord 

has said, and they will be told good news, whomever the Lord has called” (o¢ti ėn tw # ̂

o¡rei Siwn kai« ėn Ierousalhm e¶stai aÓnaswˆzo/menoß, kaqo/ti ei•pen ku/rioß, 

kai« eujaggelizo/menoi, ou§ß ku/rioß proske÷klhtai). By filling in this gap, the 

audience realizes the  connection between the current event and the prophecy of Joel, 

which, as Parsons suggests, points toward an inclusive community that transcends 
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54 On the similarities between these two speeches, see Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-
Acts, 2.29. The focus of the present study prevents a full analysis of each speech in Acts. For such a 
thorough analysis, see Soards, The Speeches in Acts and Witherington, Acts.

55 Unless otherwise noted, references to the Hebrew Bible are to the Greek Septuagint (LXX). In 
cases where the LXX differs from English translation, references in those translations will be given in 
parentheses. 



gender, age, ethnicity, and status (2:17-18).56 Again, Peter interprets current events 

using Israel’s scriptures just as Jesus had (claiming the fulfillment of prophecy), 

giving the audience another reason to link Peter with Jesus as prototypical of Christ 

group identity. xx

 Second, Peter argues from Psalms 15:8-11, 109:1 (16:8-11, 110:1)57 that the 

agent of the Holy Spirit’s outpouring is the risen and exalted Jesus, whom, he asserts, 

the residents of Jerusalem had executed. Peter’s accusation sharpens the distinction 

between the Christ group and the crowd.58 The crowd’s response (2:37) echoes those 

who heard John near the Jordan River in Luke 3:10, “Brothers, what are we to 

do?” (ti÷ poih/swmen, a‡ndreß aÓdelfoi÷;). Their question implies acceptance of 

Peter’s message and thus belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. The implication 

of their belief is confirmed in 2:41, “those who received his message were 

baptized” (oi˚ me«n ou™n aÓpodexa¿menoi to\n lo/gon aujtouv ėbapti÷sqhsan). This 

belief in Peter’s message will form the core of the superordinate identity that will 

develop throughout the narrative, namely belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah.
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56 Parsons, Acts, 42; Hans-Josef Klauck, Magic and Paganism in Early Christianity: World of the 
Acts of the Apostles (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2000),11-2, suggests that Luke breaks the quotation in 
this way to avoid connection with Joel’s harsh words toward non-Judeans. Also, he notes that since the 
gathering on Mount Zion and the filling of the Holy Spirit had just occurred, Luke does not need to 
repeat it here. Prevo rightly notes this is an example of pesher exegesis and thus Klauck’s reference to 
the historical context of Joel is not helpful (79).

57 On the exclusion of the last phrase of 15:11 and the inclusion of 109:1, see Pervo, Acts, 82, 
note 73. 

58  Regina Börschel, Die Konstruktion Einer Christlichen Identität: Paulus Und Die Gemeinde 
Von Thessalonich in Ihrer Hellenistisch-Römischen Umwelt, Bonner Biblische Beiträge (Berlin: Philo, 
2001), 25-6, notes that the closer in similarity two groups are, the sharper the distinctions between 
them will be emphasized.



 Peter’s response to the crowd’s question in Acts 2:38, “repent and be baptized 

all of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (metanoh/

sate, [fhsi÷n,] kai« baptisqh/tw eºkastoß uJmw #n ėpi« twˆ # ojno/mati $Ihsouv 

Cristouv ei˙ß a‡fesin tw #n aJmartiw #n uJmw #n) echoes Luke’s description of John’s 

message in Luke 3:3 and Jesus’ words in Luke 24:47. For the audience, these 

repetitions demonstrate continuity between the messages of John, Jesus, and Peter.59 

Yet, Peter does more than simply repeat the same formula; he adds two significant 

details that establish the major boundary crossing rituals for the Christ group in Acts: 

baptism in the name of Jesus Christ and being filled with the the Holy Spirit.60 

 To summarize, the core of the superordinate identity established in this scene 

and developed in the narrative is belief that Jesus of Nazareth is the resurrected 

Messiah. Those who believe this message are invited to join the Christ group by 

undergoing the boundary crossing rituals of baptism in the name of Jesus Christ and 

being filled with the Holy Spirit. This core identity marker and its associated 

boundary crossing rituals form the essential marks of the superordinate Christ group 

identity and thus serve a crucial role in the recategorization process in which two 

subgroups within the authorial audience, one in favor of non-Judean inclusion and 
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59 I disagree with Pervo (Acts, 85) that Peter acts as the forerunner to Paul because Peter receives 
a much more extensive treatment than does John and is closely connected with Jesus so that Peter is 
viewed as taking over as the group’s leader. Although Paul will dominate the second half of the Acts 
narrative, it is not accurate to reduce Peter’s role in the first half to that of a forerunner. 

60 Bruce, Acts, 129; Dunn, Acts, 38.



one opposed, are bought together in a superordinate group whose identity is centered 

on belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah. 

 Earlier in this chapter I recalled our discussion on recategorization in chapter 

three, where I noted that leaders of recategorization processes must demonstrate that 

they are “one of us.” In the case of the early Christ group in Acts, Peter demonstrates 

that he is one of the ingroup by defining its core identity marker and the boundary 

crossing rituals, thus establishing what membership in the Christ group means. 

Beyond establishing the core identity marker and boundary crossing rituals for the 

Christ group, Peter also begins the process of distinguishing between the Christ group 

(“us”) and those who rejected Jesus and were therefore responsible for his death 

(“them”). This, along with the metonymic connection with Jesus, begins to establish 

Peter as a central prototype of Christ group identity.

 Having established the boundaries and rituals for the Christ group and 

beginning to distinguish between the Christian ingroup and the unbelieving outgroup, 

the narrator closes this section with a summary 61 of the life of the community in 

Jerusalem.

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread and the prayers. Awe came upon everyone, because many 
wonders and signs were being done by the apostles. All who believed were 
together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and 
goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 
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61 The summaries of Acts have been analyzed thoroughly elsewhere and those studies will not be 
duplicated here. For a concise overview of the history of research on the summaries see the excursus 
on the summaries in Acts in Pervo, Acts, 88.



•Hsan de« proskarterouvnteß thØv didachØv tw #n aÓposto/lwn kai« thØv 
koinwni÷â, thØv kla¿sei touv a‡rtou kai« tai "ß proseucai "ß. ėgi÷neto de«
pa¿shØ yuchØv fo/boß, polla¿ te te÷rata kai« shmei "a dia» tw #n
aÓposto/lwn ėgi÷neto. pa¿nteß de« oi˚ pisteu/onteß h™san ėpi« to\ aujto\ 
kai« ei•con a‚panta koina» kai« ta» kth/mata kai« ta»ß uJpa¿rxeiß 
ėpi÷praskon kai« dieme÷rizon aujta» pa#sin kaqo/ti a‡n tiß crei÷an ei•cen: 
(2:42-45)

Here, the audience learns that those who believed Peter’s message about Jesus, were 

baptized and filled with the Holy Spirit displayed commitment to their new ingroup 

by regularly meeting together for education and fellowship. Moreover, they all sell 

their possessions and goods to contribute to the community. The sharing and proper 

use of possessions will play an important role in the Christ group identity as the 

narrative continues, serving to identify those who are ingroup members and those 

who are not. Thus, though it does not appear regularly in the narrative, the proper use 

of possessions will become another —though lesser— identity marker for the Christ 

group.62 The emerging Christ community spends time in the temple and homes daily 

(2:46), providing the context in which the audience may understand Peter’s entry into 

the temple in the following section. 
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62 There have been a number of studies on the so-called “utopian society” presented here. Most 
recently, Pervo, Acts, 90 notes that utopian societies function of either to critique or enhance the culture 
within which the text reporting the utopian society was written. Pervo correctly notes that, for Luke, 
“the question of the proper use of possessions was not . . . A matter of minor concern. . . . money was 
both s fundamental symbol and a pressing reality for this author, a very concrete means of 
communicating his ethical message” (91-2). 



3:1-4:32 — Peter and the Developing Intra-Group Conflict

  The kernel of the first narrative block (2:1-4) is elaborated upon as the Spirit-

filled disciples continue to proclaim the gospel in Jerusalem. Having just been told 

that the nascent Christ group participated daily in temple activities (2:46), the 

audience now learns of one such occasion when Peter, accompanied by John,63 attend 

the afternoon Tamid sacrifice at the temple (3:1).64 As Peter enters the temple,65 he 

encounters a man who was “crippled from birth” (cwlo\ß ėk koili÷aß mhtro\ß 

aujtouv), whom the audience recognizes as one who was socially ostracized66 begging 

for alms.67 While the audience may expect Peter to respond by giving the man alms 

from the money gathered from the community (2:44-5),68 what they hear are the same 

189

63 John appears here for the first time and will continue to accompany Peter in the narrative. 
CroweTipton, “Ad Theophilum,” 141-2, correctly notes that John does not, however, speak or play an 
active role in the story. Instead, he serves as a second apostolic witness to validate Peter’s message and 
actions. John is, in literary terms, a flat character and as such, will not be mentioned in the present 
study when he appears with Peter unless the narrative warrants it. John’s silence in his appearances 
with Peter in Acts has led Bauernfeind and later Haenchen to conclude that John must have originally 
been absent from the narrative. See Bauernfeind, Die Apostelgeschichte (Theologischer 
Handkommentar zum Neuen Testament, 5; Leipzig: A. Deichertsche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1939), 59 
and Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles; a Commentary (trans. Bernard Noble and Gerald Shinn; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1971; trans. of Die Apostolgeschichte; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1959), 198-9. Also, Conzelmann, 25-6.

64 Josephus, Ant. 14.64; Ex. 29:39; Num. 28:4. 
65 For a concise discussion about the identification of this gate, see Witherington, 174. The 

Nicanor Gate seems to be the most likely candidate, although we cannot be certain. See, Josephus, J.W. 
2.411; 5.201, 204; 6.293. Nevertheless, it is not likely that Luke expects his audience to know to which 
gate he is referring. 

66 Though probably not because of the stipulations in Lev. 21:16-18 since these refer to the priests 
fitness to offer sacrifices, but because he would be viewed as unclean becaue of his disability. See 
Gaventa, Acts, 84. Contra. Witherington, Acts, 173-73.

67 See Lev 21:17-20; 2 Sam 5:8; m. Shab 6:5.
68 Pervo (Acts, 100) suggests that this “assures the readers that the apostles do not have 

community funds at their disposal, dissociating them from the stereotype of greedy, exploitative 
religious quacks.” Dunn (Acts, 41) thinks this may “reflect the rather parlous state of the first believers 
in Jerusalem, dependent on selling off possessions in order to live.”



words that Jesus used in the healing of the paralytic in Luke 5:17-26, “Get up and 

walk” (e¶geire kai« peripa¿tei [5:23-4]). With this command, Peter heals the 

crippled man “in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth” (ėn twˆ # ojno/mati $Ihsouv 

Cristouv touv Nazwrai÷ou). This healing serves to link Peter with Jesus by 

invoking Jesus’ name and by the intratextual echo of Jesus’ healing of a paralytic in 

Luke 5:17-26. CroweTipton notes the use of synkrisis here to make Peter the 

protagonist in Jesus’ absence and, therefore, the use of Jesus’ name by Peter 

“reinforces the characterization of Peter—and later Paul—as metonymic images of 

Jesus himself.”69 As a metonymic image of Jesus, Peter represents Jesus’ salient 

features to the authorial audience and thus takes on the role as the prototype of the 

Christ group identity.70 

In response to the healing of the paralyzed man, a large crowd gathers in 

Solomon’s portico (3:11), a roofed colonnade likely on the south side of the Herodian 

Temple complex that remained from Solomon’s Temple.71 Peter explains what has 

happened (3:12), providing another important parallel between Jesus and Peter, 
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69 CroweTipton, “Ad Theophilum,” 143. Also see his discussion of synkrisis an p. 78. Perhaps the 
clearest expression of synkrisis is found in Plutarch, Parallel Lives. I agree with CroweTipton that the 
audience “will see in Peter and Paul’s actions a reflection of Jesus’ ministry” (129).

70 Klaus-Uwe Panther and Gunter Radden, eds. Metonymy in Language and Thought. 
Philadelphia: J. Benjamins, 1999) provides significant analysis of the connection between metonymy 
and prototype. See, for example, pages 18, 66, 150-9.

71 It is unlikely that Luke expects the audience to know the location or history of Solomon’s 
portico but they would be familiar with this architectural structure since it was widely used in the 
ancient Mediterranean. 



teaching in the temple (cf. Luke 21:37).72 Here, as in his previous speech, Peter 

appeals to their common identity by addressing the crowd as “Israelites”

($Israhli "tai) and by attributing the healing of the man to “The God of Abraham, 

Isaac, and Jacob, the God of our ancestors” (oJ qeo\ß $Abraa»m kai« [oJ qeo\ß] $Isaa»k 

kai« [oJ qeo\ß] $Iakw¿b, oJ qeo\ß tw #n pate÷rwn hJmw #n [3:12-3]). This attribution is 

significant because it links the healing “in the name of Jesus” with “the God of our 

ancestors,” thus emphasizing commonality with Judaism and the significance of Jesus 

within Judaism. Further, Peter appeals to Israel’s identity by reminding the crowd of 

the promise of a prophet like Moses (3:22),73 all the prophets (3:24), and of God’s 

covenant with Abraham, a covenant that supports the superordinate identity being 

established by asserting, “in your descendants all the families of the earth shall be 

blessed” (ėn twˆ# spe÷rmati÷ sou [ėn]euloghqh/sontai pa#sai ai˚ patriai« thvß 

ghvß [3:25; cf. 3:12-3]). 

 Even while appealing to this common identity, however, Peter sharpens the 

distinctions between the Christ group and the crowd. Parsons notes a chiastic 

structure to the inner frame (3:13–15) of Peter’s speech:

A The God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of 
  our ancestors has glorified his servant Jesus
 B whom you handed over and rejected in the presence of Pilate, though he 
  had decided to release him
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72 Although Luke’s Gospel does not indicate that Jesus taught in Solomon’s Portico, there was at 
least one tradition reflected in John 10:23 that he did. 

73 First century expectation of a “prophet like Moses” is evident in some texts from Qumran (1QS 
9.11; 4QTestim. 1.5-8) and Josephus (Ant. 20.5.1). 



 B / But you rejected the Holy and Righteous One and asked to have a 
  murderer given to you, and you killed the Author of life
A / whom God raised from the dead. To this we are witnesses.

A oJ qeo\ß $Abraa»m kai« [oJ qeo\ß] $Isaa»k kai« [oJ qeo\ß] $Iakw¿b, oJ qeo\ß 
  tw #n pate÷rwn hJmw #n, ėdo/xasen to\n pai "da aujtouv $Ihsouvn
 B o§n uJmei "ß me«n paredw¿kate kai« hjrnh/sasqe kata» pro/swpon 
  Pila¿tou, kri÷nantoß ėkei÷nou aÓpolu/ein:
 B / uJmei "ß de« to\n a‚gion kai« di÷kaion hjrnh/sasqe kai« hØjth/sasqe 
  a‡ndra fone÷a carisqhvnai uJmi "n, to\n de« aÓrchgo\n thvß zwhvß 
  aÓpektei÷nate
A / o§n oJ qeo\ß h¡geiren ėk nekrw #n, ou! hJmei "ß ma¿rture÷ß ėsmen.74

This pattern, says Parsons, “underscores the fundamental difference between the 

actions of Peter’s audience . . . and the mighty deed of God.”75 Thus, the “God of 

Abraham” has subverted the actions of the Judean authorities and affirmed the words 

of Peter and the Christ followers. 

 Although the crowd rejected Pilate’s attempts to release Jesus (Luke 23:4, 16, 

22) and therefore participated in Jesus’ death, Peter acknowledges that his hearers and 

their rulers acted in ignorance (kata» a‡gnoian ėpra¿xate [3:17]), even though God 

had clearly “foretold [this] through all the prophets” (prokath/ggeilen dia» 

sto/matoß pa¿ntwn tw #n profhtw #n [3:18]) . Ignorance is not, however, excuse for 

their rejection of Jesus, thus they must now “repent and turn to God so that your sins 

may be wiped out” (metanoh/sate ou™n kai« ėpistre÷yate ei˙ß to\ ėxaleifqhvnai 

uJmw #n ta»ß aJmarti÷aß [3:19]). By distinguishing the Christ group from the crowd in 

the temple, Peter draws a distinct boundary between the Christ group and those 
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74 Parsons, Acts, 60.
75 Ibid.



outside the Christ group. Though they share a common ethnic identity, the two groups 

are radically different in their response to Jesus. Members of the ingroup are those 

who believe that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah, having demonstrated that belief in 

the boundary crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Holy 

Spirit. Members of the outgroup, however, reject Jesus, had him killed, and now must 

be reconciled through repentance and return to God so that they may be forgiven of 

their rejection of the Messiah.76 The core contrast between ingroup and outgroup here 

is that ingroup members belief in Jesus while outgroup members reject Jesus. Belief 

is contrasted with violence here to distinguish between the ingroup and outgroup, thus 

serving to point toward another less prominent identity marker in the narrative, 

violence.

Because of the success of the previous speech by Peter, the audience 

anticipates similar results. Fulfillment is postponed, however, by the entry of “the 

priests and the captain of the temple and the Sadducees” (oi˚ i˚erei "ß kai« oJ 

strathgo\ß touv i˚erouv kai« oi˚ Saddoukai "oi [4:1]). Exactly how much Luke or 

his audience knows about the Sadducees is unclear. While Josephus offers a detailed 
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76 Haenchen (Acts, 211) wonders why Luke would repeat so much of the information here from 
the speech in chapter 2. Pervo (Acts, 110) rightly notes that the purpose of the speech is not to convey 
theology but to help advance the plot of the narrative. This speech builds upon Peter’s first speech, 
sharpening identity distinctions, and bringing the Christ group into direct conflict with the leaders. 



description of them,77 Luke, in his Gospel, has made two primary points: 1) they 

oppose Jesus (Luke 20:27) and 2) they do not accept the resurrection of the death 

(Acts 23:8).

 Accompanying the Sadducees in this scene are priests and the “captain of the 

temple,” who appears to be the leader of the temple security detail.78 The leaders are 

“very upset” (diapone÷omai) because Peter was teaching in the temple precincts 

proclaiming the resurrection of the dead (4:2). In her excellent study of resurrection in 

early Judaism and early Christianity, Claudia Setzer traces belief in the resurrection of 

the body from the Hebrew Scriptures, where she argues that only hints of a belief in 

afterlife are articulated,79 through the use of resurrection as a symbolic boundary 

marker serving to distinguish legitimate groups from illegitimate ones from the 

Maccabean period onward. Belief in the resurrection of Jesus forms the core of the 

superordinate Christ group identity and, therefore, is a symbolic identity marker 

employed by Peter to further distinguish the Christ group (the ingroup) from the 
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77 “The Sadducees, the second of the orders, do away with Fate altogether, and remove God 
beyond, not merely the commission, but the very sight, of evil. They maintain that man has the free 
choice of good or evil, and that it rests with each man’s will whether he follows the one or the other. As 
for the persistence of the soul after death, penalties in the underworld, and rewards, they will have 
none of them. . . . [they are] even among themselves, rather boorish in their behavior, and in their 
intercourse with their peers are as rude as aliens” (Saddoukai"oi de÷ to\ deu/teron ta¿gma th\n me«n 
ei˚marme÷nhn panta¿pasin aÓnairouvsin kai« to\n qeo\n e¶xw touv dra#n ti kako\n h£ ėfora#n 
ti÷qentai fasi«n d$ ėp$ aÓnqrw¿pwn ėkloghØv to/ te kalo\n kai« to\ kako\n prokei "sqai kai« kata» 
gnw¿mhn e̊ka¿stou tou/twn e̊kate÷rwˆ prosie÷nai yuchvß te th\n diamonh\n kai« ta»ß kaq$ â‚dou 
timwri÷aß kai« tima»ß aÓnairouvsin. . . pro\ß aÓllh/louß to\ h™qoß aÓgriw¿teron aiº te  ėpimixi÷ai 
pro\ß tou\ß oJmoi÷ouß aÓphnei "ß wJß pro\ß aÓllotri÷ouß [JW 2.164-66]).

78 Johnson, Acts, 76. Also see Josephus, J. W. 6.294. Since oJ strathgo\ß touv i˚erouv occurs in 
the plural in Luke 22:4, 52, perhaps there were several officers who provided oversight. We must 
remember, however, that Luke is not overly precise in details, especially regarding Palestine. 

79 For example, in Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Daniel. Claudia Setzer, Resurrection of the Body in Early 
Judaism and Early Christianity: Doctrine, Community, and Self-Definition (Boston: Brill, 2004).



Sadducees (one portion of the outgroup) in Acts. Thus, Setzer notes that in the present 

scene, “it sounds as if preaching resurrection is the offense and Jesus is incidental.”80 

Interestingly, while the belief in the resurrection is used here to distinguish the Christ 

group from the Sadducees, it also serves as a common identity marker between Christ  

followers and the Pharisees, many of whom the audience will later discover become 

members of the Christ group, though their membership raises additional boundary 

issues (15:1, 5).

 The Sadducees are upset because a new Judean group is teaching resurrection 

in the temple. Since it was already evening, however, they arrest Peter and detain him 

until the next day (4:3).81 In an almost parenthetical statement, Luke informs the 

authorial audience of the result of Peter’s speech was that “many . . . believed”

(polloi« . . . ėpi÷steusan [4:4]), that is, believed Peter’s message that Jesus is the 

resurrected Messiah. Important here is the fact that the boundary crossing rituals of 

baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Holy Spirit are not explicitly 

mentioned. Recognizing their central role in the entry of outgroup members into the 

Christ group, the authorial audience is expected to infer that these rituals were 

observed, as Dunn has correctly noted.82 This is important to recognize at this stage 

since these boundary crossing rituals will not be explicitly mentioned in every scene 
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80 Ibid., 30.
81 Haenchen (Acts, 215) notes that the expression “they arrested them” (ėpe÷balon aujtoi "ß ta»ß 

cei "raß) becomes, at a later time, a technical phrase used in the Chronicles of Christian martyrs. See 
BDAG 367.

82 Dunn, Acts, 50



where outsiders join the Christ group. Indeed, at times, the boundary crossing rituals 

will be mentioned though no explicit reference to belief in Jesus as resurrected 

Messiah is present. In such cases, I posit that the missing elements are to be filled in 

by the audience. 

 The leaders83 gather the next morning and question Peter, “By what power or 

name did you84 do this?” (ėn poi÷â duna¿mei h£ ėn poi÷wˆ ojno/mati ėpoih/sate 

touvto uJmei "ß; [4:7]). Pervo suggests that implicit in this question is an accusation of 

magic.85 As we shall see as the narrative continues, Luke makes a sharp distinctions 

between magic and the miracles preformed by Christ followers. This may parallel the 

accusation of Jesus in Luke 11:14 where he is said to be casting out demons by 

Beelzebub, the prince of demons. On the contrary, the audience learns that Peter is 

“filled with the Holy Spirit” (plhsqei«ß pneu/matoß aJgi÷ou [4:8]). Moreover, if, as 

Neyrey suggests,86 this question represents an honor challenge, Peter’s response turns 

the challenge against the authorities. As a prologue to his answer, Peter notes that he 

has been detained and is now being questioned for an act of benefaction (eujergesi÷a 

[4:9]). Parsons notes that, “in the Third Gospel, Luke used the rhetoric of 
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83 A common assumption has been that the list of leaders here refers to the Sanhedrin, though 
Dunn (52), following E.P. Sanders, wonders if we should speak of a formal High Court before the 
destruction of the second temple in 70 C.E. Pervo notes that this list is similar to the list in Luke 22:66 
that brings Jesus before the council. Also see Steve Mason, "Chief Priests, Sadducees, Pharisees and 
Sanhedrin in Acts" in The Book of Acts in Its Palestinian Setting (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 
115-77.

84 The use of the plural pronoun here indicates the authorities were questioning both Peter and 
John, though, as I mentioned previously, I am not mentioning John since the focus of the present study 
is on Peter and Paul.

85 Pervo, Acts, 115. 
86 Neyrey, The Social World of Luke-Acts, 61.



‘benefactor’ language to make his message palpable to a Hellenized audience” (that 

is, the authorial, not the narrative audience) and that later in Acts “Peter will 

characterize the healing ministry of the earthly Jesus as ‘doing good’ or 

‘benefaction’ (10:38).”87 Thus, again, the audience sees Peter taking over Jesus’ role 

as benefactor, continuing his metonymic connection with Jesus and supporting his 

continued characterization as prototypical of Christ group identity. 

If, indeed, he is questioned for a good deed, Peter wants everyone who can 

hear him know that the crippled man was healed “by the name of Jesus Christ of 

Nazareth, whom you crucified, but God raised from the dead” (ėn twˆ# ojno/mati 

$Ihsouv Cristouv touv Nazwrai÷ou o§n uJmei "ß ėstaurw¿sate, o§n oJ qeo\ß h¡geiren 

ėk nekrw #n [4:10]). As in his Pentecost speech, Peter contrasts the actions of the 

narrative audience and the actions of God, who has acted to subvert the actions of the 

leaders. Moreover, Peter continues emphasizing the distinctions between the narrative 

audience and the Christ followers by citing Psalm 118:22: “This one is the stone 

despised by you people, the builders, which has become the cornerstone”(ou!to/ß 

ėstin oJ li÷qoß, oJ ėxouqenhqei«ß uJf$ uJmw #n tw #n oi˙kodo/mwn, oJ geno/menoß ei˙ß 

kefalh\n gwni÷aß [Acts 4:11]). This brings Peter to the most exclusionary88 

statement thus far in Acts: “Now salvation exists in no one else, for there is no other 

name under heaven given among humans by which we must be saved” (kai« oujk 
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87 Parsons, Acts, 63.
88 Dunn (Acts, 53) suggests that this is yet another case of “enthusiastic hyperbole.” 



e¶stin ėn a‡llwˆ oujdeni« hJ swthri÷a, oujde« ga»r o¡noma¿ ėstin eºteron uJpo\ to\n 

oujrano\n to\ dedome÷non ėn aÓnqrw¿poiß ėn wˆ— dei " swqhvnai hJma#ß [Acts 4:12]). 

Though this statement is often used by theologians and preachers to claim the 

superiority of Christianity over other religions, its function in the narrative is to 

sharpen the distinctions between the Christ group and other Judean groups. Each of 

these statements, therefore, build upon the previous one and elaborate upon the 

division created by the belief that Jesus as the Christ. Talbert suggests that this 

reference was aimed at the Judean groups who were “struggling with the question of 

who was heir to the scriptures of Israel and the promises made by God to ancient 

Israel.”89 Peter, therefore, as the prototypical Christ group member further establishes 

Christ group identity as the legitimate heir of Israel’s heritage.

The authorities recognize Peter’s boldness (parrhsi÷an) in spite of his being 

uneducated and untrained (aÓgra¿mmatoi÷ . . . kai« i˙diw #tai), recognizing that they 

were companions of Jesus (4:13). They also saw the man who had been healed 

standing beside Peter, forcing them to acknowledge that a legitimate miracle had been 

performed (4:16) and that the crowd seemed to favor the apostles (4:21). Pervo aptly 

notes, “[s]ensing the need to regroup, they [the Sadducees] go into executive 

session.”90 During their deliberation, they acknowledge the legitimacy of the healing 

and decide they need to stop the Christ group from spreading further and release Peter 
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89 Talbert, Reading Acts, 58.
90 Pervo, Acts, 117. Pervo also notes here the changes made in the D text, which, he suggests, 

“Luke might well wish that he had thought of.”



with a warning not to speak in the name of Jesus anymore (4:18).91 Since the baptism 

in the name of Jesus has been established as one of the primary Christ group identity 

markers in Acts, this attempt to prevent teaching in the name of Jesus may be seen as 

an attempt to reject the Christ group’s emerging identity and to establish the Judean 

authorities’ role as an outgroup opposed to the Christ-following ingroup (4:19). By 

rejecting their warning (4:20), Peter stands against the Christ group’s new outgroup 

opponent thus continuing to solidify his role as ingroup leader and prototypical of 

Christ group identity. Moreover, this scene indicates that there is significant 

opposition to the Christ group, opposition that will continue throughout the narrative 

and will serve, like the proper use of possessions, as another intermittent identity 

marker.

4:32-5:42 — Peter in the Face of Internal and External Tension

The kernel of the first narrative block (2:1-4) has been elaborated thus far by 

scenes that illustrate the witness of the Apostles in Jerusalem, particularly the role of 

Peter as leader of the Christ group and prototypical Christ group member. Peter’s role 

has been established by his defining Christ group boundaries (2:38), distinguishing 

between the new ingroup and opposing outgroups (2:23, 36; 3:13-26; 4:8-12), and by 

being presented as the metonymic representation of Jesus (1:16-22; 2:14-36; 3:6, 

12-26; 4:8-12). In the present scene, the kernel is expanded by demonstrating how 
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91 Haenchen (Acts, 218) notes that the “High Council has reached the point where it must decide 
its position towards the movement centered on Jesus.”



Peter, as leader and prototype of the Christ group, deals with both inter- and intra-

group conflict. As we shall see, Peter continues to define Christ group membership 

and to distinguish between the Christ group and other outgroups in the present scene.

The scene begins with a second summary (4:32-37) highlighting the 

communal characteristic of the Jerusalem Christ community. Those who belong to the 

Christ group are referred to as “those who believe” (Touv de« plh/qouß tw #n 

pisteusa¿ntwn [4:32]), thus highlighting again the function of belief in Jesus’ 

messiahship and resurrection as the central identity maker. Moreover, as in the first 

summary statement (2:43-47), the proper use of possessions is highlighted as an 

identity marker; no one claimed exclusive ownership of property and those who 

owned property sold them and contributed the proceeds to the community, which then 

distributed funds to needy members. This summary of the communal aspect of the 

Jerusalem Christ community depicts Barnabas as an ideal, even prototypical, disciple, 

one who sells his property and brings the proceeds to the apostles, thus displaying his 

commitment to the ingroup. Barnabas, who will return later in an important role for 

the recategorization process, is introduced here to provide the audience with 

assurance that he is a prototypical ingroup member from the very early days of the 

movement. The audience recalls that Barnabas was compliant with the apostles’ 

leadership, symbolized by his laying money at the apostles’ feet and by the apostles 
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giving him a new name.92 Thus, the use of possessions, in this case property, for the 

good of the community continues to function as another intermittent indicator of 

Christ group identity. Contrary to the actions of Barnabas and other Christ group 

members, a certain couple in the community, Ananias and Sapphira, acts to deceive 

the apostles by selling their land and appearing to give the proceeds to the group. Yet, 

instead of following the example of Barnabas and giving the full sell price, Ananias 

and Sapphira keep some of the profit for themselves (5:1-2). 

Given Peter’s established role as leader and prototype of Christ group identity, 

the audience is not surprised to find him interrogating and rebuking Ananias and 

Sapphira (5:3-4, 8-9). While the audience knows about the deception, they are not 

told how Peter acquired this knowledge. They must fill in this gap by remembering 

that Jesus was able to know the inner thoughts of others93 and conclude that Peter had 

also been granted this prophetic ability, again emphasizing that Peter is the 

metonymic representation of Jesus and prototypical of Christ group identity.94 As 

such, Peter is contrasted with Ananias, whom Peter asks, “why has Satan filled your 

heart” (ti÷ ėplh/rwsen oJ satana#ß th\n kardi÷an sou [5:3]) and “you have not 

lied to people but to God” (oujk ėyeu/sw aÓnqrw¿poiß aÓlla» twˆ # qewˆ #. [5:4), and 
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92 Johnson, Acts, 87; Parsons, Acts, 74. For a dissenting opinion, see W. S. Campbell, The "We" 
Passages in the Acts of the Apostles: The Narrator as Narrative Character (Atlanta: SBL, 2007), 60-1.

93 In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus knows the thoughts of the Scribes and Pharisees (5:22), Simon the 
Pharisee (7:39-50), and his disciples (9:47; 24:37-8)

94 Johnson (Acts, 91-2) notes that the scene’s emphasis on hiding material possessions may 
remind the audience of Joshua’s confronting Achan when the latter kept back some of the goods of 
Jericho and was subsequently stoned to death by the community (Joshua 7). Likewise, Pervo (Acts, 
130) notes similarities with the story of Susanna (Daniel 13 LXX).



with Sapphira, whom Peter asserts has “agreed together [with Ananias] to tempt the 

spirit of the Lord” (sunefwnh/qh uJmi "n peira¿sai to\ pneuvma kuri÷ou [5:9]). 

Peter’s words to the couple stand in stark contrast with the Christ group identity 

markers established earlier in the narrative. Rather than being filled with the spirit, 

Ananias and Sapphira have lied to the spirit. Rather than using their property for the 

community good, they keep it to themselves. The audience will recall that Satan 

entered Judas’ heart and caused his betrayal of Jesus (Luke 22:3). The authorial 

audience is also likely to remember that Jesus told Peter that Satan was going to test 

him (Luke 22:31) but, because of Jesus’ prayer, Peter recovered and “strengthened his 

brothers and sisters.” In the present scene, therefore, Peter continues to function as a 

prototypical Christ group member as he confronts the antithesis of Christ group 

identity and thus prototypical outgroup members. 

The authorial audience’s attention is now shifted away from this intragroup 

conflict by another summary, which, unlike previous ones that focuses on the ingroup 

dynamics of the Jerusalem Christ group, focuses on the relationship to the community 

and “the people,” that is, outgroup Judeans who have not yet become Christ followers 

(5:12-16).95 Yet, “more believers were added to the Lord” (ma#llon de« 
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95 5:13 is especially problematic. Who are the “rest” (tw #n loipw #n)? Haenchen (245) suggests 
this simply refers to non-believers who dare not physically approach members of the Jesus group. Yet, 
kolla#sqai has the sense of “to glue” and thus implies joining together with the group. Witherington 
(225) demonstrates, however, that kolla#sqai can mean approaching in the sense of hospitality. He 
goes on to suggest that this may refer to the rest of the Jesus group who dared not to join the apostles in 
the temple for fear of the temple authorities. This interpretation, Witherington asserts, indicates the 
beginning of tensions among the Jesus group (226). Pervo (136) thinks this view unlikely, though it is 
the only satisfactory answer to the problem



proseti÷qento pisteu/onteß twˆ# kuri÷wˆ [5:14]), again indicating that the central 

factor in joining the Christ group was belief that Jesus was the Messiah and that God 

had raised him from the dead. In this case, Luke only mentions the core identity 

marker but not the boundary crossing rituals. As I mentioned above, the audience is 

expected to fill in this gap by assuming that those who believe also undergo the 

boundary crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ name and are filled with the Holy 

Spirit. 

Luke also tells the audience that the apostles were continually (h™san) in 

Solomon’s Portico, performing “signs and wonders” and presumably teaching the 

people. Great numbers of people were joining the Christ movement and many 

gathered hoping that Peter’s shadow might fall upon them (5:15). Peter Van der Horst 

has convincingly demonstrated that it was common in the ancient Mediterranean to 

believe that a person’s shadow was an extension of the person and even a 

manifestation of the person’s soul.96 Thus, Peter’s shadow may have been viewed as 

an extension of Peter himself and contact with his shadow as contact with Peter. For 

Luke’s audience, the importance of this notation is that Peter, like Jesus, can perform 

healing without physical contact.97 
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96 Peter Van Dor Horst, "Peter's Shadow, the Religio-Historical Background of Acts V.15" New 
Testament Studies 23 (1977): 204-12.

97 For example, see Luke 4:39; 5:24; 6:10; 7:7, 10, 14; 9:42; 9:1713-16; 18:41-42. 



In response, the high priest98 and Sadducees,99 filled with envy,100 arrest the 

apostles101 and place them in public prison (5:17-8). For the second time in the 

narrative thus far, the Christ group encounters significant opposition by the 

authorities (cf. 4:3). The apostles, however, are freed by an angel during the night and 

resume their teaching in the temple at dawn (5:19-20). When the temple authorities 

discover their absence (5:22-3), they locate them and bring them before the council, 

though “with no violence” (ouj meta» bi÷aß [Acts 5:26]) because the authorities were 

afraid that the people might stone them.102 The high priest reminded them, “we 

strongly commanded you not to teach in this name, but look, you have filled 

Jerusalem with your teaching and want to bring upon us the blood of this 

man” (paraggeli÷â parhggei÷lamen uJmi "n mh\ dida¿skein ėpi« twˆ # ojno/mati 

tou/twˆ, kai« i˙dou\ peplhrw¿kate th\n $Ierousalh\m thvß didachvß uJmw #n kai« 

bou/lesqe ėpagagei "n ėf$ hJma#ß to\ ai–ma touv aÓnqrw¿pou tou/tou [5:28]). The 

high priest’s response indicates his desire to distance himself and the council from 
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98 This first reference to the high priest may cause the audience to recall Luke’s passion narrative.
99 Literally, “The party/school of the Sadducees” (hJ aiºresiß tw #n Saddoukai÷wn [5:17]). The 

noun aiºresiß is used for philosophical schools as well as the various parties in Judaism (See Diogenes 
laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 1.18, 20; Josephus, J. W., 2.118-9). Luke uses it in the 
narrative for the Pharisees (Acts 15:5; 26:5) and even for the Jesus group (24:5, 14; 28:22). 

100 John H. Elliott defines envy as “the grief or pain of a person or group at the sight of valued 
goods possessed and enjoyed by a perceived rival, accompanied by the wish that the rival be 
dispossessed of the goods causing happiness. . . . Envy is always opposed to change in the status 
quo. . . involving a twosome with one begrudging another. And the ‘self’ involved is always a 
collective self, that is, a person embedded in some large ingroup, never a stand-alone self.” From a 
paper presented at the international meeting of the Context Group, Salamanca, Spain, 2006; quoted in 
Malina and Pilch, Social-Science Commentary on the Book of Acts (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 51.

101 In light of the high priest’s reminder of the council’s earlier command (5:28), it seems that 
“apostles” here must refer to Peter (and John) alone. 

102 This brief statement indicates the amount of support the Jesus group had among the people. 
The temple authorities were concerned that the crowd might stone them if they treated the apostles 
harshly.



any blame associated with Jesus’ death while also emphasizing the conflict that is 

emerging between ingroup and outgroup.

Peter offers a brief response indicating that their disobedience to the council’s 

order was an act of obedience to God (5:29-32) thus subverting the council’s 

authority by appealing to a higher authority and claiming God’s affirmation of their 

message. This response continues to highlight the distinctions between the Christ-

following ingroup and the unbelieving outgroup, which, following Peter’s response, 

now wants to kill the apostles (5:33). At this point, the apostles are linked with Jesus 

because of the Judean authorities’ desire to kill them, making violent action another, 

though irregular, distinguishing feature of both the ingroup and the outgroup; the 

ingroup is the victim of violence and the outgroup is the perpetrator of the violence in 

the Acts narrative.103 

One outgroup member, Gamaliel, suggests that the men be left alone, noting 

that other movements like the Christ group have come and gone, and if this 

movement is not from God (ei˙ de« ėk qeouv ėstin), it will eventually disappear just 

as its predecessors had (5:34-9). If, however, this movement is from God, Gamaliel 

warns that “you will not be able to overthrow them—in that case you may even be 

found fighting against God” (ouj dunh/sesqe kataluvsai aujtou/ß, mh/pote kai« 
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 103  Shelly Matthews notes that Luke “constructs a [Christ group] origin and essence that is 
innocent and violated over and against a [Judean] essence that is violent and culpable” (125) See 
Matthews, “The Need for the Stoning of Stephen” Violence in the New Testament (ed. Shelly Matthews 
and Leigh Gibson; New York: T&T Clark 2005), 124-39.



qeoma¿coi euJreqhvte [5:39]), which is precisely what Luke’s narrative seeks to 

portray. After having the disciples flogged, another act of violence against the 

ingroup, the authorities warn them again not to teach in the name of Jesus and let 

them go (5:40). 

After his release, Peter disappears from the rest of the first narrative block. 

Despite his absence, however, the recategorization process continues in the final 

scenes of the first narrative block. Along with serving as transitional scenes from 

Jerusalem to Samaria, these final two scenes expand the recategorization process by 

acknowledging the presence of subgroups within the Christ movement, the tension 

that emerges between them, and the continuing conflict with the unbelieving 

outgroup.

6:1-8:1a — Escalating Intra-Group Conflict

Thus far in the first narrative block, Peter has been established as the leader of 

the Christ group and as prototypical of Christ group membership. As the chief 

ingroup prototype, Peter begins the process of recategorization by defining Christ 

group membership and distinguishing between the Christ ingroup and unbelieving 

outgroups. To this point, the Christ group has been depicted as a single unified 

group.104 In Acts 6:1, the audience learns that there are two subgroups within the 

Jerusalem Christ community, the “Hellenists” (ÔEllhnisthç) and the 
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104 With the exception, of course, of Ananias and Sapphira.



“Hebrews” (Ebrai "oß). Most scholars now agree that the former refers to persons 

who primarily speak Greek while the latter, in contrast, refer to Hebrew/Aramaic 

speaking Israelites.105 Since non-Judeans have not yet been introduced into the Christ 

group in the narrative, the audience would likely understand this to indicate a conflict 

between Judean Christ followers who differ in their primary language. Yet, despite 

this clear emphasis on language, linguistic differences cannot be entirely separated 

from cultural ones.106 In his study of the use of the term “Hebrew” in Judean 

literature, Harvey infers the likely meaning of “Hellenists” in the present scene:

It is probably that the languages referred to in the designations do indicate, as 
 is generally accepted, a difference of culture. The “Hellenists” speak Greek as 
 an expression of their acceptance or participation in the then predominant 
 culture. The “Hebrews” are associated with “traditional,” more parochial 
 values.107 

Moreover, one could cite 2 Maccabees 4:10, 13 for the use of ÔEllhnistwhç to 

imply cultural differences in addition to linguistic ones. 

When the king assented and Jason came to office, he at once shifted his 
compatriots over to the Greek way of life. He set aside the existing royal 
concessions to the Jews, secured through John the father of Eupolemus, who 
went on the mission to establish friendship and alliance with the Romans; and he 
destroyed the lawful ways of living and introduced new customs contrary to the 
law. He took delight in establishing a gymnasium right under the citadel, and he 
induced the noblest of the young men to wear the Greek hat. There was such an 
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105 BDAG, 319, 269-70. On the textual and translational issues surrounding the word 
ÔEllhnistwhç, see Metzger, Textual Commentary on the New Testament, 340 and Witherington, Acts, 
240-47. Because this word occurs only in Acts, translating the word here, as in 9:29 and 11:20, must 
take into account the context of the passage. Here, there is clearly a contrast being made between 
Greek and Hebrew speaking Judeans.

106 TDNT, 2.511; Louw and Nida, 11.93. 
107 Graham Harvey, The True Israel: Uses of the Names Jew, Hebrew, and Israel in Ancient 

Jewish and Early Christian Literature (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 135. 



extreme of Hellenization and increase in the adoption of foreign ways because of 
the surpassing wickedness of Jason, who was ungodly and no true high priest.

ėpineu/santoß de« touv basile÷wß kai« thvß aÓrchvß krath/saß eujqe÷wß pro\ß 
to\n ÔEllhniko\n carakthvra tou\ß oJmofu/louß mete÷sthse. kai« ta» 
kei÷mena toi "ß Ioudai÷oiß fila¿nqrwpa basilika» dia» Iwa¿nnou touv 
patro\ß Eujpole÷mou touv poihsame÷nou th\n presbei÷an uJpe«r fili÷aß kai« 
summaci÷aß pro\ß tou\ß ÔRwmai÷ouß parw¿saß kai« ta»ß me«n nomi÷mouß 
katalu/wn politei÷aß parano/mouß ėqismou\ß ėkai÷nizen. aÓsme÷nwß ga»r 
uJp$ aujth\n th\n aÓkro/polin gumna¿sion kaqi÷drusen kai« tou\ß 
krati÷stouß tw #n ėfh/bwn uJpota¿sswn uJpo\ pe÷tason h¡gagen. h™n d$ 
ou¢twß aÓkmh/ tiß ÔEllhnismouv kai« pro/sbasiß aÓllofulismouv dia» th\n 
touv aÓsebouvß kai« oujk aÓrciere÷wß $Ia¿swnoß uJperba¿llousan aÓnagnei÷an. 

Penner maintains, however, that since this is not made explicit in Acts 6:1, scholars 

should not assume that the Maccabean usage is in mind by Luke or his audience.108 

Yet, as we noted in chapter four of the present study, the knowledge assumed of the 

audience by Luke is not always explicitly stated in the narrative. 

Tessa Rajak correctly notes that by the mid-first century C.E., 

[a]round the Roman empire lived [Judeans] who knew no Hebrew, spoke no 
 Aramaic, and lived their lives, heard their Bible and did their reading (if they 
 did it) in Greek - and who, we should not forget, contributed significantly to 
 the evolving hellenism of their environments as well as taking from it.109

If these Greek-speaking Judeans were, as Marcel Simon suggests, diaspora Judeans 

who had relocated to Jerusalem, the influence of Hellenism is likely to have been 
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108 Todd Penner, In Praise of Christian Origins: Stephen and the Hellenists in Lukan Apologetic 
Historiography (New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), 71, nt. 29.

109 "The Location of Cultures in Second Temple Palestine: The Evidence of Josephus" in The 
Book of Acts in Its First Century Setting (ed. Richard Bauckham; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), 4-5.



greater on them than on Palestinian Judeans.110 It is also possible, as Esler argues, 

following Hengel, that the linguistic and cultural differences suggest two liturgical 

groups within the Christ movement in Jerusalem.111 While Luke does not indicate this 

explicitly, it is reasonable to assert that the audience may have inferred it. 

Thus, the audience probably understood ÔEllhnisthç in this context to refer 

to Greek-speaking, diaspora Judeans who had moved to Jerusalem from their native 

country, like those mentioned in the Pentecost narrative (2:9-11). These Hellenists 

“were complaining” (ėge÷neto goggusmo\ß)112 because their widows113 were being 

“neglected” (pareqewrouvnto) “in the daily service” (ėn thØv diakoni÷â thØv 
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110 Simon, St. Stephen and the Hellenists in the Primitive Church (London: Longmans, 1958). 
Simon’s argument that diaspora Judeans were less rigid regarding Torah observance has been criticized 
as too broad a generalization (see Esler, Community and Gospel, 138) but it stands to reason that 
Judeans who were far removed from the temple and temple authorities, and who would have likely 
adapted some measure of Hellenistic culture in their surroundings, would be less rigid. Being less rigid 
toward Torah and Temple, however, does not equal hostility toward them, as Simon infers. This is 
indicate in the narrative when apparently Hellenistic Judeans are enraged at Stephen’s alleged 
blasphemy against the Torah and temple in 6:13-14.

111 Esler, Community and Gospel in Luke-Acts: The Social and Political Motivations of Lucan 
Theology (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 136-39; Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul: 
Studies in the Earliest History of Christianity Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983). Also see Hengel, The 
"Hellenization" Of Judaea in the First Century after Christ (London: SCM Press, 1989), 7-18; Judaism 
and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine During the Early Hellenistic Period (2 vols. 
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974).

112  Goggu/zw is used by Luke to describe the actions of religious leaders who “grumble” against 
Jesus and for the Israelites “grumbling” against God, implying more that a slight disagreement. See 
Luke 5:30, 15:2, 19:7; Exodus 16:7-12; Numbers 11:1, 17:5.

113 Parsons (Acts, 83) notes that, while Matthew and Mark mention widows only four times (three 
times in Mark 12 and once in Matthew 23), the audience of Luke-Acts has encountered widows several 
times in this narrative (nine occurrences in Luke and three in Acts), and suggests that taking care of the 
widows in this scene demonstrates Luke’s concern to preserve the collective honor of the Christ group.



kaqhmerinhØv).114 The imperfect tense here indicates an ongoing neglect, rather than 

an isolated event; the complaint is that Hellenist widows were regularly, continually, 

neglected. The audience knows that the early Christ community in Jerusalem had met 

regularly for a common meal (2:46) and this may, therefore, infer that this common 

meal became the source of tension between these groups as the Christ movement 

grew larger and more diverse. It is important to note, however, that the disagreement 

is over a practice not a belief; the practice is the identity-defining issue among the 

subgroups. Indeed, while belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah will be a point of 

conflict between the Christ group and the unbeliving outgroups, intragroup practices 

will provide the source of conflict within the Christ group through the remainder of 

the narrative.

and joined the Christ following group, there remains much opposition to their claim 

among the Judean ingroup. The conflict escalates between these groups until Stephen 

is killed by a crowd with the approval of Saul.

 

 Further, the audience has been alerted to a potential cultural conflict within the 

early Christ movement. The first indication comes at 5:1-2, where group ... The 

second, and more pertinent, indication comes in 6:1, where two distinct sub-groups of 

Christ followers are named; the “Hebrews” and “Hellenists” dispute about the daily 

distribution of food. Although Luke quickly dispenses with the disagreement and 

notes that the agreement pleased everyone, the audience is left with uncertainty about 

the cultural differences between the sub-groups and how they will continue to relate 

as the narrative continues. 

Judeans

Figure 10: Judean Ingroup and Christ-following subgroup
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114 Tyson notes in "Acts 6:1-7 and Dietary Regulations in Early Christianity," Perspectives in 
Religious Studies 10 (1983): 145-61, that, while thØv diakoni÷a could have a range of meanings, the 
context suggests that the service was meal related. Alternatively, Parsons (Acts, 83) suggests the 
reference to “table” could refer to a “banker’s bench” and thus point to the distribution of funds 
mentioned earlier in the narrative. 



Just as quickly as the tension surfaces, however, it is resolved by the apostles, 

including the unnamed Peter, who suggest the community select seven men to assist 

in the distribution of food. Parsons, following Talbert and Hengel, suggests that, 

based on their Greek names, the seven leaders chosen are “from the part of the church 

that had complained about mistreament of some of its constituency and are therefore 

all Hellenists.”115 Following his suggestion that the language groups formed two 

liturgical groups, Hengel asserts that these seven men were selected as leaders to form 

the Greek-speaking community (subgroup) within the larger Jerusalem Christ 

community.116 While this scenario is not explicitly stated in the narrative, it is 

certainly plausible that Luke’s audience may have inferred it, especially as the 

narrative progresses.117 For the purposes of the present study, we may identify these 

seven men as prototypical of a Hellenist-Judean Christ group member. Two of the 

prototyical characters will serve as transitional figures as the Christ movement 

expands beyond Jerusalem and ethnic Judaism. 

One of the seven chosen (6:5) is the primary subject of the intensification of 

the group conflict in 6:8-7:60. The audience is told that Stephen is “a man full of faith 

and of the Holy Spirit” (a‡ndra plh/rhß pi÷stewß kai« pneu/matoß aJgi÷ou [6:5]) 
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115 Parsons, Acts, 84; Talbert, Reading Acts, 60-1; Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 14.
116 Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 14.
117 Pervo (Acts, 158) notes that “The ‘Hebrews’ of Acts 6:1 may be a foreshadowing of later 

opposition to the [non-Judean] mission, but they do not establish an early conflict among followers of 
Jesus.” While it is certainly true that this scene does not create historical certainty about early conflict 
within the Christ movement, it does seem that Luke is asserting that such a conflict may have had its 
origins with this event in Jerusalem. 



and “full of grace and power” ( plh/rhß ca¿ritoß kai« duna¿mewß [6:8]). Chosen to 

serve as a leader for Greek-speaking Christ followers, Stephen quickly finds himself 

in a heated debate with a group from the synagogue of the Freed-persons (thvß 

sunagwghvß thvß legome÷nhß Liberti÷nwn) accusing him of speaking against the 

temple and the law of Moses (6:13-14).118 These accusations are notably similar to 

Jesus traditions omitted by Luke in his Gospel (Mark 14:58, 64), but were, 

nevertheless, possibily known by the audience.119 The audience is thus encouraged to 

perceive this connection as confirmation that this Hellenistic-Judean Christ follower 

is an authentic witness for the gospel and his message is in continuity with Jesus’. 

The connection of Stephen’s death with that of Jesus, therefore, lends credibility to 

the ideas he advocates in his speech (7:2-53), the longest and most critical thus far of 

Judeans in Acts.

Like Peter, Stephen emphasizes the common ethnic identity that he shares 

with his hearers. He opens the speech with “Brothers and fathers” (⁄Andreß 

aÓdelfoi« kai« pate÷reß [7:2]), he uses some form of the phrase “our ancestors”

(tou\ß pate÷raß hJmw #n) nine times (7:2, 12, 15, 19, 38-9, 44-5), and refers once to 

the Israelites as “our race” (to\ ge÷noß hJmw #n [7:19]). At the end of his presentation of 
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118 Witherington, 253-4, gives a helpful summary of the debate concerning how many synagogues 
are in view here. I agree that the text seems to indicate one synagogue with participants from a variety 
of Diaspora locations. Witherington also notes, interestingly, that if the synagogue mentioned here is 
the same one referred to in the Theodotus inscription (CIJ 2, 1404), it is possible that this was the 
synagogue that Saul of Tarsus attended, thus explaining his sudden mention in 7:58. Also see Barrent, 
Acts, 1.324. 

119 Witherington, 253, makes the case the Luke edited out these Markan details in his account of 
Jesus’ passion and uses them instead here to highlight the parallels between Jesus’ death and Stephen’s.



Israelite history, however, Stephen suddenly begins to distinguish between the Christ 

group and his hearers saying, 

Stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever 
opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do. Which of the 
prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the 
coming of the Righteous One, and now you have become his betrayers and 
murderers. You are the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and 
yet you have not kept it.

Sklhrotra¿chloi kai« aÓperi÷tmhtoi kardi÷aiß kai« toi "ß wÓsi÷n, uJmei "ß aÓei« 
twˆ# pneu/mati twˆ# aJgi÷wˆ aÓntipi÷ptete wJß oi˚ pate÷reß uJmw #n kai« uJmei "ß. 
ti÷na tw #n profhtw #n oujk ėdi÷wxan oi˚ pate÷reß uJmw #n; kai« aÓpe÷kteinan 
tou\ß prokataggei÷lantaß peri« thvß ėleu/sewß touv dikai÷ou, ou! nuvn 
uJmei "ß prodo/tai kai« fonei "ß ėge÷nesqe, oiºtineß ėla¿bete to\n no/mon ei˙ß 
diataga»ß aÓgge÷lwn kai« oujk ėfula¿xate. (7:51-53)

By making such sharp distinctions between Christ followers and the Judean 

authorities, Stephen intensifies the recategorization work begun by Peter in his 

opening speech.120

Stephen’s speech spurs an intense anger from the leaders and crowd (7:54) 

which climaxes in Stephen’s death. This climax of the hostility against the Christ 

group reaffirms the distinctions made between the believing ingroup and the 

unbelieving outgroup; the ingroup is the subject of hostile opposition from the 

outgroup. In the midst of Stephen’s stoning, the authorial audience is introduced to 

Saul (7:58-8:1), though they are given very little information about him, only that 

those who kill Stephen lay their garments at his feet during the execution (7:58), a 
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120 For an excellent analysis of Stephen’s speech from an audience-oriented perspective, see 
Kathy Maxwell, "The Audience as Fellow-Workers in the Rhetoric of Stephen's Speech" a paper given 
at the Society of Biblical Literature, Boston, 2008; online: http://www.stscs.org/documents/general/
K.Maxwell_The-Audience-as-Fellow-Workers.pdf; accessed 24 July 2009.



clear indication that he approves of the action (8:1). The perceptive audience would 

recall Luke’s use of para» tou\ß po/daß (“at the feet of”) in 4:35, 37 and 5:1 as 

indication of submission to leadership and thus infer that Saul was a leader in the 

group who killed Stephen.121   

Though Peter, the major prototypical figure of the Christ group thus far in the 

narrative, has been absent in these last two scenes of the first narrative block, the 

recategorization process continues and is extended as subgroups within the Christ 

movement are identified and as sharper distinctions are made between the Christ 

group and the unbelieving Judeans and their leaders. 

Summary

 The first narrative block of Acts (1:1-8:1a) focuses the coming of the Holy 

Spirit, the proclamation of the gospel in Jerusalem, and the emerging conflict on two 

fronts: (1) between the Christ community and the Judean leaders and (2) within the 

Christ community itself, especially along linguistic/cultural lines. Within this 

framework, Luke continues to develop the character of Peter from the first volume, 

where the audience was prepared for Peter to take a leading role after Jesus’ death, 

resurrection, and ascension. 
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121 There remains some debate about Saul’s involvement here. In support of the position of the 
present study, that Saul was a leader of the group that executed Stephen are L.T. Johnson, Acts, 141 
and Witherington, Acts, 278. In contrast, Conybeare, "The Stoning of Stephen" Expositor 8 (1913): 
466-70, suggests Saul acts as a herald who proclaimed that the convicted person was about to be 
executed. Likewise, Bruce (Acts, 214) does not think that this implies that Saul was the group’s leader 
and Pervo (200), agreeing with Haenchen (296), refers to Saul as a “hat-check boy.” 



 Early in the narrative block, Peter begins to emerge as the new leader of the 

Christ group and is linked with Jesus by his interpretation of scripture and the healing 

of the paralyzed man. These echoes of Jesus’ activity in the Third Gospel establish 

Peter as the metonymic representation of Jesus and, in his absence, the prototypical 

ingroup member. As such, Peter begins the process of recategorizing Judean and non-

Judean Christ followers into a common superordinate group as well as the 

recategorization of those in the authorial audience who differ on the inclusion of non-

Judeans into the Christ group without circumcision and Torah observance. 

 The recategorization process begins in Peter’s Pentecost speech when he 

establishes a distinct Christ group identity: the core identity marker is belief that Jesus 

is the resurrected Messiah and this belief is demonstrated by undergoing the boundary 

crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Holy Spirit. Each 

of these important elements are not present in each scene depicting entry into the 

Christ group. When certain elements are missing, however, the authorial audience is 

expected to fill in these gaps by assuming their presence. Furthermore, the use of 

possessions has been used to identify legitimate Christ group members, as in the case 

of the Jerusalem community (2:43-47; 4:32-37) and Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11) 

Additionally, Peter begins making distinctions between the Christ group and the 

Judean outgroup (2:1-41). The process continues throughout the rest of the first 

narrative block as the distinctions between the Christ group and other outgroups are 

intensified though conflict with outgroup authorities (3:1-4:21; 5:17-42; 6:9-8:1a) and 
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as conflict begins to emerge within the Christ group itself (5:1-11; 6:1). Thus, the first 

narrative block presents the authorial audience with the core of the superordinate 

identity, two boundary crossing rituals, and two additional intermittent Christ group 

identity markers. The recategorization process will continue in the second narrative 

block as the gospel moves out of Jerusalem and to the margins of Judaism.
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CHAPTER SIX:
THE SECOND NARRATIVE BLOCK (8:1B-12:25)

 The second narrative block (8:1b-12:25) continues the recategorization 

process begun in the first block as it narrates the movement of the gospel out of 

Jerusalem and toward the boundaries of ethnic Judaism. This geographic and ethnic 

move is first indicated in the kernel by noting that, in the wake of the persecution 

spawned by Stephen’s death, many Christ followers left Jerusalem and began to 

preach the gospel (81b-4). In doing so, the kernel signals a shift in narrative attention 

away from Jerusalem to the regions of Judea, Samaria, and Syria. 

The Second Narrative Block: 8:1B-12:25

8:1b-25 — Moving Toward the Margins1 

 8:1b serves as a narrative hinge or branching point in which the authorial 

audience learns of a great persecution against the Christ group in Jerusalem and a 

mass movement of Christ followers out of the holy city: “all were scattered . . . except 

the apostles” (pa¿nteß de« diespa¿rhsan . . . plh\n tw #n aÓposto/lwn). Most 
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1 By using “margins,” I am not referring here to location but ethnicity. By saying that the Christ 
group moves toward the margins of Judaism, I am simply noting that the Christ group is moving 
toward including those who would viewed as marginal Judeans ethnically such as the Samaritans and 
god-fearers.



scholars take Luke’s “all” here as hyperbole2 and many argue that the Hellenists were 

the focus of the persecution and were, therefore, those who left Jerusalem.3 Though 

not explicit in the narrative, the authorial audience may infer this since the 

persecution originated in opposition to a Hellenist-Judean Christ follower’s invective 

and is followed by another Hellenist-Judean Christ follower evangelizing in the 

region of Samaria. The kernel of the second narrative block, therefore, causes both a 

geographic and cultural shift in the narrative as the story begins to focus on the 

Hellenists’ proclamation of the gospel north of Jerusalem, which will be elaborated in 

the following satellites.4 

 Luke elaborates upon the second kernel by telling the audience that Philip, 

another one chosen from among the Hellenist-Judean Christ group in Jerusalem

(6:1-6), went to the chief city in Samaria5 to proclaim the gospel (8:5).The audience 
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2 Yet, Pervo, Acts, 199-200 rightly questions how such a large group, approximately 20,000 
Christ followers, would have found sanctuary in Judea and Samaria. His figures appear to be based on 
the number of converts reported in Acts with the additional of women and children. While the 
historical certainty of this assertion is questionable, it is implied by the narrative.

3 Bruce, Acts, 215; Dunn, Acts, 104-5; Esler, Community and Gospel, 139-40; Haenchen, Acts, 
297-8; Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 25; Johnson Acts, 141; Witherington, Acts, 278. For a 
contrasting view see Craig C. Hill, Hellenists and Hebrews: Reappraising Division within the Earliest 
Church (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), 32-40; 152-6.

4 The identity of the “devout men” in 8:2 has caused several commentators difficulty, especially if 
the thesis that the dispersion in 8:1 was primarily of the Hellenists, for, if all the Hellenists left the city, 
who would bury Stephen. Pervo notes that eujlabei "ß refers elsewhere in Luke-Acts to ethnic Judeans 
(Luke2:25; 2:5; 22:12). C. K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the 
Apostles (Edinburgh: Clark, 1994), 1.392, thinks that these are good Judeans who, if not members of 
the Jesus group, are at least amenable to it. Bruce, Acts, 215, thinks they must be Judean members of 
the Jesus group. 

5 Textual evidence (!74 å A B) supports the inclusion of the article here although Witherington 
(282) suggests that the reference to “that city” in verse 8 supports its exclusion. While Samaria did 
refer to a region during the first century, it was also the former name of Sebaste, which would be 
viewed as the chief city of Samaria (see, Josephus, Ant. 15.246). Also see, V. J. Samkutty, The 
Samaritan Mission in Acts (LNTS 328; New York: T & T Clark, 2006), 86-97. Luke does not appear, 
however, to be overly concerned to identify a Sebaste as the location but simply that the Christ group 
was moving into an important urban center in Samaria. 



recalls that Samaritans have been presented as one who (1) would seem least likely to 

care for a needy Judean traveler (Luke 10:33), (2) rightly thanks Jesus for healing 

(Luke 17:12-19), and (3) who did not receive Jesus on his way to Jerusalem (Luke 

9:52-3), without the need of explanation of who the Samaritans were or why there 

was tension between Judeans and Samaritans.6 Thus, Luke assumes that his audience 

knows not only who the Samaritans are but also of the tension and distrust that have 

existed between Judeans and Samaritans since the post-exilic period. Despite this 

tension, the audience is told that the Samaritan crowds paid “close 

attention” (prosei "con) to Philip’s message and to “the signs” (ta» shmei "a) “he was 

performing” (a± ėpoi÷ei [8:6]).7 The inhabitants, both women and men, 

“believed” (ėpi÷steusan) Philip’s message about the kingdom of God and the name 

of Jesus Christ (thvß basilei÷aß touv qeouv kai« touv ojno/matoß $Ihsouv Cristouv) 

and, consistent with the previously-identified boundaries crossing ritual of baptism, 
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6 The audience may have been familiar with Judean and Samaritan relations from a range of 
second-temple literature, such as 1-2 Macabees and Josephus,. For an overview of Judean-Samaritan 
relations during the first century C.E. and the Samaritan mission in Acts, see Samkutty, The Samaritan 
Mission in Acts. Also see John Bowman, The Samaritan Problem: Studies in the Relationships of 
Samaritanism, Judaism, and Early Christianity (Pittsburgh: Pickwick Press, 1975); W.D. Davies and 
Louis Finkelstein. The Cambridge History of Judaism (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984); 
Ingrid Hjelm, The Samaritans and Early Judaism: A Literary Analysis (JSOTSup. Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic, 2000); David Ravens, Luke and the Restoration of Israel (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1995), 73-6. Among ancient texts that allude to the tensions between Samaritans and Judeans, 
see Josephus, Ant. 11.8-6; 13.10.2-3; 18.2.2; Life 52; J. W. 2.12.3. Also, m. Shebitth 8.10. Pervo (Acts, 
203), however, doubts like Luke wants to portray Samaritans as deviant, suggesting that Samaria is 
“simply a place.” This assessment, however, does not take into account the characterization of the 
Samaritans in Luke’s Gospel, which I assume the audience recalls. 

7 The present study could be expanded to include the presentation of Philip’s character as 
prototypical. Because our focus here is Peter and Paul as prototypes, we shall set Philip’s 
characterization aside for future study. For an examination of Philip’s character in Acts, see F. Scott 
Spencer, The Portrait of Philip in Acts: A Study of Roles and Relations (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 2004).



“were baptized” (ėpi÷steusan [8:12]).8 Not mentioned, however, is the second 

boundary crossing ritual established by Peter in the Pentecost scene of being filled of 

the Holy Spirit. This gap will soon be filled in, however, as the authorial audience 

learns of an apostolic visit that results in the Holy Spirit coming upon the baptized 

Samaritans (8:14-15). 

 After the brief narration of Simon the magician’s popularity (8:9-11), as well 

as his belief and his baptism (8:13), the audience learns that the apostles in Jerusalem 

heard ($akou/santeß)9 that the Samaritans had received the gospel and sent Peter and 

John to them.10 The purpose of their visit is to lay hands on the new believers so they 

might receive the Holy Spirit, since they had only undergone one of the Christ group 

boundary crossing rituals, baptism in the name of Jesus (8:14-16). Peter arrives, 

therefore, lays hands on the new Samaritans believers and they receive the Holy Spirit  

(8:15-17), completing their entry into the Christ group. Continuing his role from the 

first narrative block, Peter resumes his narrative role as leader of the Christ group and 

its prototypical ingroup member. His verification of Philip’s mission to the 

Samaritans continues the recategorization process by further defining the ingroup, a 
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8 Treatment of this portion of the scene is truncated since the present study does not focus on 
Philip. For a detailed treatment of this passage see Parsons, Acts, 113-16. Also see Spencer, The 
Portrait of Philip in Acts: A Study of Roles and Relations (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 2004); Jarl E. 
Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord: Samaritan and Jewish Concepts of 
Intermediation and the Origin of Gnosticism (Tübingen: Mohr, 1985) 112-28, 162-91.

9 Pervo (Acts, 213) notes that the use of de÷dektai (Recieved) here depicts the apostles 
“receiving” the report as a “political body.” This assertion, however, is unfounded since the verb 
de÷dektai relates to “the Samaritans” and not “the apostles in Jerusalem, who “after hearing” ($akou/
santeß) this news, send Peter and John.

10 On John’s function here and my decision to not treat his character in the present study see p. 
188, nt. 63 above. 



significant step since these new ingroup members are viewed by many Judeans as 

either outgroup members or, at best, marginal Judeans. Peter’s approval of the 

Samaritans’ entrance into the Christ group “prepares the way for much larger and 

more dangerous expansions of the people and with it the vision of what God is doing 

in history.”11

 Further, Peter’s work of verification provides another link to the role of Jesus 

in the Gospel.12 Spencer’s view that Philip serves as the “forerunner” to Peter who is 

the “culminator,”13 leads CroweTipton to highlight the parallel between this scene and 

the relationship between John the Baptist and Jesus in Luke’s Gospel which, he 

argues, enhances the characterization of Peter as the metonymic representation of 

Jesus.14 This parallel between Jesus and Peter as “culminators” of preceding 

“forerunners” confirms Peter’s status, reminding the audience that he is, in the 

absence of Jesus, prototypical of Christ group identity. Through this act of 

verification, Peter confirms the legitimacy of Philip’s mission to these marginal 

Judeans, thus inviting audience members either to expand their own view of Christ 

group identity to include these marginal members or confirming the identity of those 

audience members who have already embraced them and excluding those who do not. 

This expanded view of Christ group identity is crucial for recategorizing the authorial 
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11 Johnson, Acts, 150.
12 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.102. So Parsons, Acts, 116.
13 Spencer, The Portrait of Philip in Acts, 231-2, 241.
14 CroweTipton, "Ad Theophilum,” 197. 



audience into a common superordinate Christ group identity that is based upon belief 

that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah, a belief that is demonstrated in baptism Jesus’ 

name and being filled with the Holy Spirit.15 Having further defined the ingroup to 

include marginal Judeans, Peter turns again to distinguish ingroup Christ followers 

from outgroup members. 

 One of Philip’s converts, Simon the magician, was amazed at Peter’s ability to 

bestow the Holy Spirit by the imposition of hands and offers to purchase the power so 

that he too could bestow the Spirit (8:18). The authorial audience already knows that 

the people of Samaria regarded Simon as “the power of God, called Great” (hJ

du/namiß touv qeouv hJ kaloume÷nh mega¿lh [8:10]).16 Despite attempts to uncover 

the “historical” Simon,17 Johnson correctly notes that, like Judas (Luke 22:3) and 

Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:2), “Simon is one of a series of characters within the 

narrative who represent the powers opposed to the kingdom of God.”18 Moreover, the 

audience may have understood this as a refutation of charges that “signs and wonders 

preformed by early Christian missionaries were indistinguishable from the magical 
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15 Dunn (Acts, 111) asserts that baptism in the name of Jesus “was in itself not enough” and that 
for Luke, it is the reception of the Spirit that matters most. It seems to me, however, that both of these 
are important as identity markers of those who legitimately part of the Christ movement and thus, one 
without the other is not enough to fully integrate one into the Christ community. For example, in Acts 
10, the Spirit is given to Cornelius and his household before they are baptized, but baptism remained 
required of them to be fully integrated into the Christ community

16 Fossum, The Name of God and the Angel of the Lord, 171-2, asserts that “the Great Power” 
was the Samaritan name for Israel’s God YHWH.

17 The second century apologist Justin Martyr (1 Apology 1.26.3) records that Simon’s home was 
Gitta and that the Samarian people venerated him as the supreme god and others identify him as the 
founder of a gnostic movement, for example, see Lüdemann, Early Christianity According to the 
Traditions in Acts: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989), 98-102 and Barrett, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles. (Edinburgh: Clark, 1994), 405-7.

18 Johnson, Acts, 152.



practices of antiquity.”19 Indeed, Luke distinguishes between popular magic and the 

miracles preformed by Christ followers, so that miracles preformed in the name of 

Jesus as not viewed as magic but as identity markers for genuine Christ followers. 

Both of these statements reflect that part of the recategorization process in which the 

prototypical ingroup member distinguishes between ingroup and outgroup. Peter’s 

response is harsh and direct: “to hell with you and your money,20 because you thought 

you could obtain God’s gift with money! You have no part or share in this, for your 

heart is not right before God” (to\ aÓrgu/rio/n sou su\n soi« ei¶h ei˙ß aÓpw¿leian o¢ti 

th\n dwrea»n touv qeouv ėno/misaß dia» crhma¿twn kta#sqai: oujk e¶stin soi 

meri«ß oujde« klhvroß ėn twˆ# lo/gwˆ tou/twˆ, hJ ga»r kardi÷a sou oujk e¶stin eujqei "a 

e¶nanti touv qeouv[8:20-1). Further, he commands Simon to repent so that, if 

possible, he may be forgiven (8:22). In the first narrative block, Peter defined Christ 

group identity by establishing the superordinate ingroup based upon belief in Jesus as 

the resurrected Messiah along with boundary crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ 

name and being filled with Holy Spirit and by distinguishing between ingroup and 

outgroup. Now in the second narrative block, he builds upon this identity by 

including marginal Judeans and differentiating between ingroup and outgroup. Those 

believing Samaritans, despite their marginal status among Judeans, are legitimate 

Christ group members because they have been baptized in the name of Jesus and 
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19 Parsons, Acts, 114. This type of scene will happen twice more in the narrative with Paul as the 
missionary (13:4-12; 19:11-20).

20 Haenchen, Acts, 304; Dunn, Acts, 112; Pervo, Acts, 212.



filled with the Holy Spirit. Though Simon expressed belief in Jesus and was baptized, 

the narrator does not say that he received the Holy Spirit, implying that he has not 

been fully initiated into the Christ group.21

 In his first appearance in the second block, therefore, Peter again acts as a 

prophet who knows the inner thoughts of the person (8:20-23) and as the leader and 

prototype of the Christ group who bestows the Holy Spirit by the imposition of hands 

(8:17), thus confirming the legitimacy of the Samaritan mission and completing their 

narrative categorization as members of the Christ group. He also distinguishes 

between these legitimate ingroup members and those who like Simon remain in the 

outgroup. Having completed his work in Samaria, Peter returns to Jerusalem, 

preaching in many Samaritan villages along the way. The next time the audience will 

encounter Peter is in 9:32, where he continues traveling and verifying the expansion 

of the gospel. The scene now shifts, however, to the one who will take over 

prominence in the third narrative block, preparing the audience for his role of 

prototypical ingroup member. 
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21 Dunn (Acts, 111) notes that the implication is that Simon has not received the Spirit. Based on 
the two identity marking rituals established by Peter in Acts 2, therefore, Simon is not viewed, at least 
in the narrative, as having become part of the Christ group, though hope remains that he will repent.



9:1-31 — The Transformation22 of Saul

 The first section of the second block extends the kernel by depicting the 

geographical movement of the Christ group to the north of Jerusalem and toward the 

margins of ethnic Judaism. The present scene (9:1-31) elaborates the kernel by 

showing the opposition that follows the gospel to the north. The audience learns that 

Saul continues his assault on the Christ followers, “still breathing threats and 

slaughter against the disciples of the Lord” (e¶ti ėmpne÷wn aÓpeilhvß kai« fo/nou ei˙ß 

tou\ß maqhta»ß touv kuri÷ou [9:1]). The temporal conjunction “still” (e¶ti) connects 

this description of Saul’s persecuting activity here with the kernel and, as Parsons 

notes, “continues the character development begun there”,23 where the audience was 

told that “Saul was ravaging the church by entering house after house; dragging off 

both men and women, he committed them to prison” (Sauvloß . . . ėlumai÷neto th\n 

ėkklhsi÷an kata» tou\ß oi¶kouß ei˙sporeuo/menoß, su/rwn te a‡ndraß kai« 

gunai "kaß paredi÷dou ei˙ß fulakh/n [8:3]). This reminds the audience of Saul’s 

role in the death of Stephen and his initial persecution of Christ followers in 
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22 There has been a good deal of debate about using word “conversion” withe reference to this 
passage. Alan Segal, Paul the Convert: The Apostolate and Apostasy of Saul the Pharisee (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990) and Talbert, Reading Acts, argue that the term “conversion” is 
appropriate in this context because of the wide variety of conversions in the ancient world. Dunn, Acts, 
119-20, offers a thoughtful distinction noting that Saul does not renounce his Judean identity and 
heritage and thus, if we must use the word “conversion,” we should be careful to refer to a “conversion 
from one sect of first-century Judaism to another.” The present study uses the term “transformation” in 
this sense, a transformation from one sub-group of first century Judaism to another sub-group. For an 
excellent study of the nature of conversion in the ancient world, see Zeba A. Crook, Reconceptualising 
Conversion: Patronage, Loyalty, and Conversion in the Religions of the Ancient Mediterranean (New 
York: de Gruyter, 2004).

23 Parsons, Acts, 126. 



Jerusalem. Now, the audience is told that his persecution is extending beyond 

Jerusalem; he has secured letters from the high priest to the synagogues in Damascus 

to arrest and extradite any followers of “the Way”24 to Jerusalem.25 Thus far, 

therefore, Saul has been identified as a member of the unbelieving Judean outgroup 

and as the Christ-following ingroup’s most dangerous opponent.26 

 As Saul nears Damascus, he is suddenly (ėxai÷fnhß) blinded by a flash of 

light from heaven, falls to the ground, and hears a voice saying “Saul, Saul,27 why are 

you persecuting me” (Saou\l Saou/l, ti÷ me diw¿keiß;). After inquiring to whom the 

voice belonged and learning it was Jesus (9:5), he is told, “get up and enter the city, 

and you will be told what you must do” (aÓna¿sthqi kai« ei¶selqe ei˙ß th\n po/lin 

kai« lalhqh/setai÷ soi o¢ ti÷ se dei " poiei "n [Acts 9:6]). Saul is led into the city by 

his traveling companions28 and spends three days without food, drink, or sight 

(9:8-9). 

226

24 For the first time in Acts, the Jesus group is recognized as a specific sect within Judaism. Pervo 
(Acts, 241) notes that “oJdo/ß occurs six times in Acts, always in connection with Paul.”

25 There is doubt whether the High Priest had the authority to carry out such an extradition during 
this period although Josephus  indicates that Julius Caesar had given such rights (Ant. 14.192-95) and 
that Herod the Great had power of extradition (J. W. 1.474). Witherington (316) suggests that the high 
priest may not have been exercising a legal right as much as he was requesting permission to bring 
members of the Jesus group back to Jerusalem. 

26 Pervo, Acts, 232. Pervo (241, note 58) also cites Pseudo-Clementine who stated in 
Recognitions 1.65.67 “the enemy [Paul] received a commission from Caiaphas to go to Damascus in 
pursuit of believers because he believed that Peter had fled there.”

27 The double name recalls other biblical theophanies, with which the audience would have 
known (Jacob in Genesis 46:2; Moses in Exodus 3:4; 19:16; Samuel in 1 Samuel 3:4, 10).

28 Dunn (Acts, 122) asserts that these were no more than fellow travelers. Zahn, Die 
Apostelgeschichte Des Lucas (Leipzig,: Deichert, 1922), 321 thinks this is Paul’s police escort.. There 
are no details give about these traveling companions but there is nothing in the text to suggest that 
these were anything other than Saul’s associates. See Pervo, Acts, 241.



 The audience’s attention is now directed toward Ananias, who is identified as 

“a disciple” (tiß maqhth\ß)29 and is told in a vision,

Get up and go to the street called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a 
man of Tarsus named Saul. At this moment he is praying, and he has seen in a 
vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him so that he 
might regain his sight.

aÓnasta»ß poreu/qhti ėpi« th\n rJu/mhn th\n kaloume÷nhn Eujqei "an kai« zh/
thson ėn oi˙ki÷â $Iou/da Sauvlon ojno/mati Tarse÷a: i˙dou\ ga»r proseu/
cetai kai« ei•den a‡ndra [ėn oJra¿mati] ÔAnani÷an ojno/mati ei˙selqo/nta 
kai« ėpiqe÷nta aujtwˆ# [ta»ß] cei "raß o¢pwß aÓnable÷yhØ. (Acts 9:11-12)

Understandably hesitant, Ananias responds, 

Lord, I have heard from many about this man, how much evil he has done to 
your saints in Jerusalem; and here he has authority from the chief priests to 
bind all who call on your name.

ku/rie, h¡kousa aÓpo\ pollw #n peri« touv aÓndro\ß tou/tou o¢sa kaka» toi "ß 
aJgi÷oiß sou ėpoi÷hsen ėn $Ierousalh/m: kai« w—de e¶cei ėxousi÷an para» 
tw #n aÓrciere÷wn dhvsai pa¿ntaß tou\ß ėpikaloume÷nouß to\ o¡noma¿ sou. 
(Acts 9:13–14)

The Lord’s reply, though, to Ananias announces to the audience that Saul is to be the 

Lord’s “chosen instrument” (skeuvoß ėkloghvß) “to proclaim the gospel to non-
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29 Although Lake and Cadbury, The Acts of the Apostles (TBOC; London: Macmillan, 1920), 102, 
noted long ago that maqhth\ß does not necessarily mean Ananias was a Christ follower, it seems 
inconceivable that Luke would use the term without that connotation. Pervo (Acts, 243), rightly I think, 
assumes Ananias is a Christ follower. 



Judeans, kings, and peoples of Israel” (ėqnw #n te kai« basile÷wn ui˚w #n te $Israh/l 

[9:15]). Thus, the audience learns of Saul’s future ministry before he does.30 

 Ananias locates Saul and explains why he is there: 

Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on your way here, has sent 
me so that you may regain your sight and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And 
immediately something like scales fell from his eyes, and his sight was 
restored. Then he got up and was baptized, and after taking some food, he 
regained his strength.

oJ ku/rioß aÓpe÷stalke÷n me, $Ihsouvß oJ ojfqei÷ß soi ėn thØv oJdwˆ # hØ ! h¡rcou,
o¢pwß aÓnable÷yhØß kai« plhsqhØvß pneu/matoß aJgi÷ou. kai« eujqe÷wß 
aÓpe÷pesan aujtouv aÓpo\ tw #n ojfqalmw #n wJß lepi÷deß, aÓne÷bleye÷n te kai« 
aÓnasta»ß ėbapti÷sqh kai« labw»n trofh\n ėni÷scusen. (9:17-19a)

The description of Saul’s being baptized and the reference to his being filled with the 

Holy Spirit indicate that Saul has crossed the identity marking boundaries into the 

Christ group, implying his belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. This former 

outgroup member who violently opposed the Christ group (9:1, 4-5, 17) has now 

received baptism in the name of the one whose followers he persecuted. 

 For several days, Saul remains in Damascus, not to arrest and extradite Christ-

followers, but to proclaim in the synagogues — the very synagogues in which he was 

previously seeking Christ followers (9:2) — that Jesus is the “Son of God” (9:20), 

that is the royal Messiah already mentioned by Luke in his Gospel (1:32, 35; 3:22; 
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30 At this point, I do not assume that the audience is aware that Saul is the same person as Paul. 
Pervo (Acts, 198) suggests that the first reader, that is, the authorial audience, may not have known that 
Saul was Paul since Acts is the only source we are aware of for the name Saul. More will be said on 
this below when Saul is identified as Paul. 



4:3, 9, 41; 22:70).31 Although the Judeans of Damascus were initially amazed at this 

transformation, the audience soon learns that they begin plotting to kill Saul (9:23). 

The plot to kill Saul serves as further proof that Saul has moved from the unbelieving 

outgroup to the Christ believing ingroup, since in the narrative violence has been 

perpetrated exclusively against Christ group members (3:13-15; 5:33, 40; 7:54, 58). 

Since they were guarding the city gates night and day (9:24), some disciples lowered 

Saul in a basket through an opening in the city wall. Leaving Damascus, Saul returns 

to Jerusalem and attempts to meet with the other Christ followers there. 

Understandably, the Christ followers in Jerusalem were afraid of him because of his 

previous violent activity against the Christ group and were not convinced that he was 

truly now an ingroup member of the Christ community (9:26). One wonders if a 

similar attitude of suspicion was present in the authorial audience. This question 

assumes that the authorial audience recognized Saul the persecutor turned preacher 

was the same person as Paul the missionary and letter writer. We shall return to this 

question later in this study but at this point we simply note that, while some in the 

audience would have certainly made this connection, we cannot rule out the 

possibility that other audience members did not.

 Regardless of whether audience members made the connection between Saul 

and Paul at this point in their first hearing of the narrative, they certainly would have 
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31 Johnson, Acts, 171.



noticed several similarities between the account of Saul’s transformation and the 

accounts of Peter’s call and commission in Luke’s Gospel (5:1-11; 22:32). Both men 

experience the power of Jesus and as a result, fall to the ground (Luke 5:6-8; Acts 

9:4). Ananias, like Peter, is reluctant to obey Jesus’ command (Luke 5:5; Acts 9:13-4). 

Jesus indicates that both Peter and Saul will undergo a difficult situation (Luke 22:31; 

Acts 9:16). Both Peter and Saul are indicated to have an important role in the future 

mission of the Jesus movement (Luke 22:32; Acts 9:15). Through these allusions, the 

audience is led to view Saul’s transformation as a call and commission like that of 

Peter in the Gospel. This important connection recategorizes Saul from an outgroup 

persecutor to an ingroup member who is linked with its prototypical figures, thus 

establishing a foundation upon which he will begin to parallel Peter and Jesus as 

prototypical of Christ group identity. 

 Yet, these allusions are not enough. In order to establish a common Christ 

group identity that transcends Judean/non-Judean identities and support/opposition to 

the non-Judean mission, Luke needs to link Saul with the Jerusalem Christ group and 

the apostles clearly and explicitly.32 He accomplishes this by having Barnabas, who 

was introduced earlier as an outstanding ingroup member of the Jerusalem Christ 

group (4:36-7), bring Saul to the apostles and describe his transformation and 

preaching in Damascus “in the name of Jesus” (9:27), which serves as an indication 
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that Saul’s message was the authentic message about Jesus (ėparrhsia¿sato ėn twˆ # 

ojno/mati touv $Ihsouv [9:27]). The audience is not told how the apostles respond to 

Saul’s transformation but his “going in and out with them in Jerusalem, preaching 

boldly in the name of the Lord” (h™n met$ aujtw #n ei˙sporeuo/menoß kai« 

ėkporeuo/menoß ei˙ß $Ierousalh/m, parrhsiazo/menoß ėn twˆ # ojno/mati touv 

kuri÷ou [Acts 9:28]) indicates apostolic affirmation. Some who did not accept Saul, 

however, are the Hellenists, the Greek-speaking Judeans from 6:9 whom Saul led in 

the killing of Stephen in 7:54, 57-58 and not the Greek-speaking Judean Christ 

followers of 6:1.33 Like the Judeans in Damascus, these Hellenist-Judeans attempt to 

kill Saul as well, resulting in his brief departure from the narrative (9:30). The 

violence directed toward Saul from the both of these Judean outgroups further 

validates Saul’s ingroup status. Having been established as a legitimate ingroup 

member, Saul departs from the narrative and the scene shifts to another significant 

reformation, that of the prototypical Christ group member, Peter.

9:32-10:48 — The Reformation of Peter

Following the account of Saul’s transformation and the advance of the gospel 

that accompanied it, elaboration upon the second kernel continues as the audience is 

prepared for the reformation of Peter in Acts 10 by a brief explanation in 9:32-43 of 

how he came to be in the region of Caesarea. Following his confirmation of Philip’s 
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mission in Samaria (8:14-24), the audience learned that Peter returned to Jerusalem, 

proclaiming the gospel in the Samaritan villages along the way (8:25). Now the 

audience learns that Peter “is passing through all places” (dierco/menon dia» 

pa¿ntwn), eventually coming to Lydda, approximately twenty-five miles northwest of 

Jerusalem, where apparently there is already a Christ group established (9:32). 

Though not stated explicitly, the audience may infer that Peter is visiting communities 

founded by Philip in his mission in Samaria.34 Once in Lydda, Peter visits the “saints” 

who live there and meets a man who had been paralyzed for eight years named 

Aeneas. Like previous healing scenes involving Peter, the healing is done in the name 

of Jesus (“Jesus Christ heals you” [9:34]). In response, “all the residents of Lydda and 

Sharon saw him, they turned to the Lord” (ei•dan aujto\n pa¿nteß oi˚ katoikouvnteß 

Lu/dda kai« to\n Sarw #na, oiºtineß ėpe÷streyan ėpi« to\n ku/rion [9:35]), 

implying that they expressed belief in Jesus as Messiah. Though the audience is not 

told that these new believers participated in the boundary crossing rituals of being 

baptized in the name of Jesus and being filled with Holy Spirit, the audience likely 

fills in this gap assuming that they did since by this point in the narrative, belief in 

Jesus likely includes these boundary crossing rituals so that they need not be 

mentioned each time. Further, Peter has been absent from the narrative for some time, 

the audience is reminded here of previous healing scenes which paralleled healing 

scenes of Jesus. Recalling these connections with Jesus helps embed this image of 
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Peter as the metonymic representation of Jesus and prototype of Christ group identity 

in the collective memory of the authorial audience.

 The scene quickly shifts as the narrator describes a scene in the nearby port 

city of Joppa, a city that had been predominately Judean since Maccabean times and 

one of the centers of the Judean revolt.35 A female disciple36 named Tabitha, whom 

the audience is told is very charitable, and thus depicted as a matron,37 falls ill and 

dies (9:36-7). Some, identified as “disciples,” send for Peter since Joppa was not far 

from Lydda saying, “do not hesitate to come to us” (mh\ ojknh/shØß dielqei "n eºwß 

hJmw #n. [9:38]).38 While Luke does not explicitly say how the disciples thought Peter 

might help them, the authorial audience knows and thus expects that Peter will 

perform another miracle in reviving Tabitha. Such a miracle would not only resemble  

the previous one in Lydda but may also recall the scene in the Gospel where Jesus 

was beckoned to heal Jairus’ daughter, yet, by the time Jesus arrived at the house, she 

had died (Luke 8:40-2, 49-56).39 Once Peter arrives “the widows” display40 the 
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35 1 Macc 12.33, 13.11; Josephus J. W. 2.508-9. Parsons, Acts, 137.
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construction, “a certain female disciple” rather than “the female disciple,” suggests that Tabitha was 
not the only one. It appears in other early Christian literature only in reference to Mary Magdalene 
(Gospel of Peter 12.50) and possibly Eubula, a follower of Paul (from fragments of the Acts of Paul). 

37 That is, a female benefactor. See my discussion of patronage on pp. 114-17 above. 
38 Describing the proximity of these towns is another indication that Luke does not expect his 

audience to know much about Palestinian geography. 
39 A closer parallel may be seen, however, in Mark’s story of the healing of “Talitha” in Mark 

5:37-40. Eduard Zeller, The Contents and Origin of the Acts of the Apostles, Critically Investigated (2 
vols.; trans. Joseph Dare; London: Williams & Norgate, 1875), 1.271; 2.310-11, argues that Mark 
5:35-43 was Luke’s source for this story. Also see Alfons Weiser, Die Apostelgeschichte (ÖTK; 2 vols.; 
Göttingen: Gütersloher, 1981, 1985), 1.238.

40 ėpideiknu/menai is in the middle voice which may suggest that the widows were wearing the 
garments that Tabitha had made for them. So, Parsons, Acts, 139.



products of Tabitha’s benefaction: the “tunics and other clothing that Dorcas had 

made while she was with them” (pare÷sthsan aujtwˆ # pa#sai ai˚ chvrai 

klai÷ousai kai« ėpideiknu/menai citw #naß kai« i˚ma¿tia o¢sa ėpoi÷ei met$ aujtw #n 

ou™sa hJ Dorka¿ß [9:39]). For these widows, to lose Tabitha was to lose their 

matron.41 Parsons connects these widows with those of 6:1 noting that “[t]he problem 

of helpless Greek-speaking [Judean] Christian widows resurfaces.”42 Tabitha’s 

importance for the widows as well as the whole Christ community in Joppa is 

illustrated by their sending for Peter. After emptying the room (cf. Luke 8:51), Peter 

kneels in prayer (qei«ß ta» go/nata proshu/xato) and instructs the dead Tabitha to 

arise (Tabiqa¿, aÓna¿sthqi [9:40]). Her resuscitation became known throughout 

Joppa with the result that “many believed in the Lord” (ėpi÷steusan polloi« ėpi«

to\n ku/rion. [9:42]), a phrase that combines the reference to “the Lord” from the 

previous scene in Lydda and the core identity marker of the Christ group, “belief” in 

Jesus as the resurrected Messiah. Again, though not explicitly mentioned here, the 

boundary crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Holy 

Spirit are likely presumed by the authorial audience given the reference to believing 

in the Lord. Perhaps the most interesting note for the present study is that Peter 

performs this act of healing without invoking the name of Jesus. While some scholars 

maintain that the risen Jesus, because of the invocation of his name, is the one who is 
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responsible for Peter’s acts of healing in Acts,43 in this scene, however, Jesus is not 

mentioned, thus “Peter’s command was sufficient.”44 The absence of Jesus’ name here 

intensifies Peter’s role of leader and prototype of the Christ movement. The scene 

closes noting that Peter stayed in Joppa many days and lived with Simon, whose 

occupation as a tanner probably indicates his marginal cultural status.45

The scene now shifts from Joppa to Caesarea, a city already familiar to the 

authorial audience in the narrative (8:40; 9:30). Josephus described it as “a coastal 

town that had been built on the site of Staton’s Tower, rebuilt by Herod the Great, and 

used as a Roman military headquarters under Vespasian during the [Judean] War.”46 

The audience is told of “a centurion from the Italian cohort” (e̊katonta¿rchß ėk 

spei÷rhß thvß kaloume÷nhß $Italikhvß,) named Cornelius,47 who is described by the 

narrator as a “pious and God-fearing person with his entire household, giving many 

alms to the people and praying often to God” (eujsebh\ß kai« fobou/menoß to\n qeo\n 

su\n panti« twˆ# oi¶kwˆ aujtouv, poiw #n ėlehmosu/naß polla»ß twˆ # lawˆ# kai« 
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43 For example, Witherington, Acts, 332.
44 Pervo, Acts, 256. Although Parsons (Acts, 140) rightly notes that Peter does pray.
45 Witherington (Acts, 333) notes several Mishnah and Talmud passages that suggest that tanners 

“were despised because of their ongoing uncleanness caused by their trade, not to mention the bad 
smell associated with the tanning process.”  See m. Ketub. 7:10; b. Pesah 65a; Qidd. 82b. These are, of 
course, much later than the time of Luke-Acts. Pervo (Acts, 257, nt. 63), following Weiser 
(Apostelgeschichte 1.245) notes that “were Peter lodging with someone the reader considered ritually 
impure, the vision of chap. 10 would lose its force.” Nevertheless, the occupation was despised. 

46 Parsons, Acts, 142.
47 On the historical problem of the Italian Cohort being in Caesarea during this time, see 

Broughton, “The Roman Army” in The Beginnings of Christianity (5 vols. London: Macmillan, 1933), 
5.427-45. Dunn (Acts, 135) recognizes the historical problem but suggests that “the possibility cannot 
be excluded that Cornelius had retired from the army and settled in Caesarea.” For a more recent study 
on the presence of the Roman Military in Palestine during this time, see Laurie A. Brink, "The Role of 
the Roman Military in the Spread of Early Christianity" (PhD diss., Catholic Theological Union, 
2004).



deo/menoß touv qeouv dia» panto/ß [10:1-2]). The authorial audience understands 

Cornelius as a patron for both Judeans and non-Judeans and a practitioner of Judean 

piety, though not a full convert; Cornelius has not underone the traditional Judean 

boundary crossing ritual of circumcision nor does he follow the traditional Judean 

customs pertaining to clean and unclean food.48 

During afternoon prayer, Cornelius has a vision in which he sees an angel of 

God who says to him,

Your prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God. Now 
 send men to Joppa for a certain Simon who is called Peter; he is lodging with 
 Simon, a tanner, whose house is by the seaside.
 
ai˚ proseucai÷ sou kai« ai˚ ėlehmosu/nai sou aÓne÷bhsan ei˙ß mnhmo/
 sunon e¶mprosqen touv qeouv. kai« nuvn pe÷myon a‡ndraß ei˙ß $Io/pphn kai« 
 meta¿pemyai Si÷mwna¿ tina o§ß ėpikalei "tai Pe÷troß: ou!toß xeni÷zetai 
 para¿ tini Si÷mwni bursei ", wˆ— ėstin oi˙ki÷a para» qa¿lassan (10:4–6).

Though he is not told why, Cornelius sends two of his slaves and a faithful solider for 

Peter in Joppa. 

  The scene shifts again to Joppa, where the audience finds Peter, like Jesus 

(Luke 9:28), praying on the roof of the tanner’s house where he falls into a trace.

He saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being 
lowered to the ground by its four corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed 
creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. Then he heard a voice saying, "Get 
up, Peter; kill and eat." But Peter said, "By no means, Lord; for I have never 
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eaten anything that is profane or unclean." The voice said to him again, a second 
time, "You must not make unclean that which God has cleansed." This happened 
three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to heaven.

 qewrei " to\n oujrano\n aÓnewˆgme÷non kai« katabai "non skeuvo/ß ti wJß 
 ojqonhn mega¿lhn te÷ssarsin aÓrcai "ß kaqie÷menon ėpi« thvß ghvß, ėn wˆ— 
 uJphvrcen pa¿nta ta» tetra¿poda kai« e̊rpeta» thvß ghvß kai« peteina» touv 
 oujranouv. kai« ėge÷neto fwnh\ pro\ß aujto/n: aÓnasta¿ß, Pe÷tre, quvson kai« 
 fa¿ge. oJ de« Pe÷troß ei•pen: mhdamw #ß, ku/rie, o¢ti oujde÷pote e¶fagon pa#n 
 koino\n kai« aÓka¿qarton. kai« fwnh\ pa¿lin ėk deute÷rou pro\ß aujto/n: a± oJ 
 qeo\ß ėkaqa¿risen, su\ mh\ koi÷nou. touvto de« ėge÷neto ėpi« tri«ß kai« eujqu\ß 
 aÓnelh/mfqh to\ skeuvoß ei˙ß to\n oujrano/n (10:11-16).49

Peter’s three-fold refusal to eat from the contents of the sheet tells the audience that 

he remains fully committed to Judean dietary customs. Pervo suggests that this 

repeats Peter’s three-fold denial of Jesus in Luke 22.50 If the audience members make 

this connection between this scene and the denials in the Gospel, they would be 

reminded of Jesus’ commission of Peter, which came in conjunction with the denial 

prediction, to be the leader of the Christ group. This echo serves to reinforce the 

legitimacy of Peter’s leadership and his prototypical status, especially concerning the 

expansion into Samaria and the soon-to-happen expansion outside of ethnic 

Judaism.51 His continued participation in temple activities was indicated earlier and 

now the audience learns explicitly that Peter remains committed to traditional Judean 
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customs.52 This would have resonated with those in the authorial audience who also 

remained committed to traditional Judean customs and, presumably, opposed to the 

movement to fully accept non-Judeans who were not Torah observant into the Christ 

community. 

 Any resonance audience members may have experienced with Peter’s 

statement fades quickly as they learn from the vision that God has cleansed all food.53 

The audience is not told how or when this cleansing occurred but the use of the aorist 

form of the verb (kaqari÷zw) indicates that the action was already completed. Pervo 

notes that this could be an affirmation of the initial goodness of creation expressed in 

Gen 1-2 or the result of an act of redemption.54 Further, the imperative su\ mh\ 

koi÷nou is forceful and indicates that Peter (and the authorial audience) is to “stop 

considering unclean” that which God has already cleansed. 

 Peter, and presumably the traditional Judean Christ followers in the authorial 

audience, were “greatly perplexed” (dihpo/rei) concerning the interpretation of the 

vision. While Peter puzzles over its meaning, unexpected visitors offer additional 

information that will clarify the message of the vision for Peter, and the audience, by 

instructing him to go with the strangers because they had been sent by God, “Now get 
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up, go down, and go with them without hesitation/distinction for I have sent 

them” (aÓlla» aÓnasta»ß kata¿bhqi kai« poreu/ou su\n aujtoi "ß mhde«n 

diakrino/menoß o¢ti ėgw» aÓpe÷stalka aujtou/ß [10:20]). The phrase mhde«n 

diakrino/menoß is pregnant with meaning yet many modern translations miss this 

verse’s important nuance. The indefinite pronoun mhde«n, meaning “nothing,” “in no 

way,” or “not at all,” negates diakrino/menoß, a present middle participle from 

diakri/nw which, in the present tense, means “to make a distinction” between two 

alternatives bu which in the middle voice can also have the meaning “without 

hesitation.”55  For the authorial audience, the command for Peter to accompany the 

non-Judeans “without hesitation” underlines the repeated imperatives to “go down” 

and “go with them,” thus adding urgency and rejecting any possibility of distinctions. 

Parsons notes that “[t]he primary connotation is for Peter to go ‘without hesitation,’ 

but the sense of ‘without discrimination’ cannot be far from the surface.”56 

While still searching for the meaning of the vision, Peter comes down from 

the roof to meet the visitors. “I am the one whom you seek; what are you doing 

here?” (ėgw¿ ei˙mi o§n zhtei "te: ti÷ß hJ ai˙ti÷a di$ h§n pa¿reste; [10:21]). The visitors 

respond by recounting for the audience the vision of Cornelius. The repetition of this 

scene serves to remind the authorial audience of the divine sanction supporting this 
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meeting that sets aside conventional boundaries. They add, however, one detail; the 

angel instructed Cornelius to send for Peter so that his household might “hear what 

you have to say” (aÓkouvsai rJh/mata para» souv [10:22]). Thus, Peter and the 

audience learn from these visitors that Peter is to address Cornelius’ household, 

preparing for and justifying the speech that will begin in 10:34. Having learned that 

he is to proclaim the gospel to a Roman Centurion and his household, Peter invites 

the visitors to spend the night before their journey to Caesarea. Pervo notes that 

extending hospitality “is a silent demonstration of [Peter’s] acceptance of the Spirit’s 

direction.”57 Accordingly, Parsons adds:

Though table fellowship was less of a problem when [Judeans] entertained 
 [non-Judeans], this act of hospitality to [non-Judeans] by Peter already begins 
 to blur the distinctions between ‘insider’ and ‘outsider,’ which many observant 
 [Judeans] would wish to maintain.58

This blurring of distinctions between ingroup and outgroup is an important step in the 

recategorization process since it enables subgroup members to look beyond their 

particular subgroup identity markers and see the superordinate identity that transcends 

subgroup particularities. Furthermore, as the narrative continues, inclusive table 

fellowship will take a central role in the recategorization process as questions 

concerning boundary crossing entry rituals becomes the focus of debate. 
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 Peter’s opening remark at Cornelius’ house highlights the problematic nature 

of their meeting in the latter’s home: “You all understand that it is socially 

unacceptable59 for a Judean to be associated with or to visit a foreigner” (uJmei "ß 

ėpi÷stasqe wJß aÓqe÷mito/n ėstin aÓndri« $Ioudai÷wˆ kolla#sqai h£ prose÷rcesqai 

aÓllofu/lwˆ: [10:28a]).60 By this time in the narrative, though, Peter has begun to 

understand that his vision of unclean food has much wider implications. “God has 

revealed to me that I should call no one impure or unclean” (oJ qeo\ß e¶deixen 

mhde÷na koino\n h£ aÓka¿qarton le÷gein a‡nqrwpon: [10:28b]). With this statement, 

which again reminds the authorial audience of the divine validation of this meeting, 

the recategorization process has taken its full shape. The distinctions between Christ-

following subgroups have been superceded with belief in Jesus as the resurrected 

Messiah established as the core of the common superordinate Christ group identity, 

with baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Holy Spirit serving as boundary  

crossing rituals. Parsons notes that, whereas in 10:14 Peter equated “common and 

unclean” (koino\n kai« aÓka¿qarton), in 10:28 he distinguishes between “common or 

unclean” (koino\n h£ aÓka¿qarton). Parsons suggests this is due to two categories of 

defilement, one in which a Judean is considered “common” by association with a 

non-Judean and another where the non-Judean is considered “unclean” because of 
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diet and lifestyle. Peter’s comment in 10:28, according to Parsons, argues that no 

Judean is “common” because of association with non-Judeans and non-Judeans are 

not “unclean” because of their diet or lifestyle.61

 Before Peter begins his speech, Cornelius reminds the authorial audience of 

the events that led to this meeting, again emphasizing the divine legitimation of 

Peter’s appearance at a non-Judean’s house (10:30-33). Then Peter begins by stating, 

“I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears 

God and does what is right is acceptable to God” (ėp$ aÓlhqei÷aß katalamba¿nomai 

o¢ti oujk e¶stin proswpolh/mpthß oJ qeo/ß, aÓll$ ėn panti« e¶qnei oJ fobou/menoß 

aujto\n kai« ėrgazo/menoß dikaiosu/nhn dekto\ß aujtwˆ # ėstin [10:34-35]). Here 

Peter notes that all people who “fear God” and “do what is right” are acceptable to 

God, thereby transcending traditional Judean boundaries. Peter continues by 

recounting the ministry of Jesus (10:36-41) which ends in a Christological confession 

(10:42). The superordinate Christ group identity is emphasized in 10:43 when Peter 

states that “everyone who believes in him [Jesus] receives forgiveness of sins through 

his name” (a‡fesin aJmartiw #n labei "n dia» touv ojno/matoß aujtouv pa¿nta to\n 

pisteu/onta ei˙ß aujto/n). Before Peter finishes his speech, however, “the Holy 

Spirit fell on all who heard the word” (⁄Eti lalouvntoß touv Pe÷trou ta» rJh/mata 

tauvta ėpe÷pesen to\ pneuvma to\ a‚gion ėpi« pa¿ntaß tou\ß aÓkou/ontaß to\n
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lo/gon [Acts 10:44]). The authorial audience is told that “[t]he circumcised believers 

who had come with Peter were astounded that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been 

poured out even on the non-Judeans” (kai« ėxe÷sthsan oi˚ ėk peritomhvß pistoi«

o¢soi sunhvlqan twˆ# Pe÷trwˆ, o¢ti kai« ėpi« ta» e¶qnh hJ dwrea» touv aJgi÷ou pneu/

matoß ėkke÷cutai: [10:45]), which serves to validate non-Judean entrance into the 

Christ group even by those who are from “the circumcision group.” That this 

household’s entrance into the Christ group was initiated by the boundary crossing 

ritual of being filled with the Holy Spirit is important for it again shows that their 

inclusion was initiated by God. Cornelius’ household’s belief in Jesus as Messiah is 

demonstrated in their being filled with the Holy Spirit, thus Peter “commanded them 

to be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ” (prose÷taxen de« aujtou\ß ėn twˆ #

ojno/mati $Ihsouv Cristouv baptisqhvnai [Acts 10:48]), thus completing their 

inclusion into the superordinate Christ group. Distinctions between clean/unclean, 

Judean/non-Judean are superseded now by these common superordinate identity 

markers, which indicate that this non-Judean, god-fearing household has been fully 

incorporated into the Christ community. 

The inclusion of this non-Judean yet god-fearing household into the Christ 

movement without requiring circumcision and Torah observance catches the attention 

of more traditional Judean Christ followers in Jerusalem, to whom Peter now reports.
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11:1-18  — Peter’s Defense of Non-Judean Inclusion

Immediately following the scene in which Cornelius’ household responded to 

the gospel and was initiated into the Christ group, the audience is told that

Now the apostles and the brothers and sisters who were in Judea heard that the 
non-Judeans had received the word of God. So when Peter went up to 
Jerusalem, some from the circumcision group took issue with him, saying, 
"You went to uncircumcised men and ate with them!” 

⁄Hkousan de« oi˚ aÓpo/stoloi kai« oi˚ aÓdelfoi« oi˚ o¡nteß kata» th\n 
$Ioudai÷an o¢ti kai« ta» e¶qnh ėde÷xanto to\n lo/gon touv qeouv. ›Ote de« 
aÓne÷bh Pe÷troß ei˙ß $Ierousalh/m, diekri÷nonto pro\ß aujto\n oi˚ ėk 
peritomhvß le÷gonteß o¢ti ei˙shvlqeß pro\ß a‡ndraß aÓkrobusti÷an 
e¶contaß kai« sune÷fageß aujtoi "ß. (Acts 11:1–3)

This reference to those “from the circumcision group” (ėk peritomhvß), a reference 

normally taken to mean a particular party within the Jerusalem Christ group who 

insisted on maintaining traditional Judean customs,62 matches the reference in 10:45 

to those who accompanied Peter on his journey to Caesarea from Joppa, and thus may 

be taken at this point in the narrative as designating a specific subgroup of Judean 

Christ-followers.63 Interestingly, the criticism from the circumcision group does not 

center upon Peter’s baptizing of those who were uncircumcised but rather, upon the 

matter of ritual purity concerning table fellowship. That is, Peter had eaten with an 

uncircumcised man.
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63 The audience’s perception may change at 15:1, 5 where they may identify the “Pharisaic 

believers” (tw #n aÓpo\ thvß ai˚re÷sewß tw #n Farisai÷wn) with these ėk peritomhvß.



 The verb translated “took issue” in 11:2 to refer to the circumcised beleivers’ 

criticism of Peter is diakri/nw, the same verb used in 10:20, where it is translated 

“hesitate.” We noted there that the basic meaning of the word is “to distinguish 

between two alternatives.” The attentive audience members may recognize this usage 

and note that, in the present scene, those from the “circumcision group” do the very 

thing to Peter that Peter had been commanded not to do in the previous scene (10:20). 

That is, they make distinstions between themselves and Peter. Peter recounts his 

visionary experience of the clean and unclean animals, including his refusal to eat 

anything unclean (11:4-8). This retelling serves to highlight Peter’s perspective of the 

event, since he was previously committed to traditional Judean identity markers, 

thereby reminding the authorial audience of the divine initiation of non-Judean 

inclusion. Peter continues stating, “[t]he Spirit told me to go with them and without 

hesitation/making distinction” (ei•pen de« to\ pneuvma¿ moi sunelqei "n aujtoi "ß 

mhde«n diakri÷nanta [Acts 11:12a]), again reinforcing the role of divine initiative 

and sanction in the Cornelius narrative. Peter concludes his summary of his 

experience at Cornelius’ house by noting that  “the Holy Spirit fell upon them just as 

it had upon us at the beginning” (ėpe÷pesen to\ pneuvma to\ a‚gion ėp$ aujtou\ß 

w‚sper kai« ėf$ hJma#ß ėn aÓrchØv [11:15]) thus demonstrating that the Holy Spirit does 

not act differently depending upon one’s ethnicity. Peter concludes with a question 

that invites the authorial audience to share his conclusion: “If then God gave them the 
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same gift that he gave us when we believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, who was I that I 

could hinder God?” (ei˙ ou™n th\n i¶shn dwrea»n e¶dwken aujtoi "ß oJ qeo\ß wJß kai« 

hJmi "n pisteu/sasin ėpi« to\n ku/rion $Ihsouvn Cristo/n, ėgw» ti÷ß h¡mhn dunato\ß 

kwluvsai to\n qeo/n; [11:17]). Peter’s hearers “were silenced and praised God, 

saying, ‘Then God has given even to the non-Judenas the repentance that leads to 

life’” (hJsu/casan kai« ėdo/xasan to\n qeo\n le÷gonteß: a‡ra kai« toi "ß e¶qnesin oJ 

qeo\ß th\n meta¿noian ei˙ß zwh\n e¶dwken. [11:18]). The excitement surrounding the 

inclusion of non-Judeans and the response of the circumcision party may overshadow 

the fact that the issue of circumcision has not been resolved. The circumcision group 

is pleased that non-Judeans have expressed belief in Jesus as Messiah and been 

ritually accepted into the Christ group by being baptized and filled with the Holy 

Spirit, but the question of the place of circumcision and Torah observance has yet to 

be addressed. This gap will be filled later in the narrative when the issue arises again 

in 15:1.

 As the prototypical Christ group member, Peter argues for the full inclusion of 

non-Judeans without requirements of circumcision and Torah observance based upon 

their belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah and demonstrated in the boundary 

crossing rituals of baptism in the name of Jesus and being filled with the Holy Spirit. 

Thus the recategorization process continues as those formerly viewed as marginal or 

outgroup members are welcomed into the Christ group without the traditional Judean 
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boundary markers of circumcision and Torah observance but rather based upon the 

gift of the Holy Spirit and their baptism in the name of Jesus. 

11:19-30 — The Inclusion of “Greeks”

 The audience’s attention is drawn back to the kernel (8:1b) when they are told 

“Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that took place over 

Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch” (oi˚ me«n ou™n 

diaspare÷nteß aÓpo\ thvß qli÷yewß thvß genome÷nhß ėpi« Stefa¿nwˆ dihvlqon eºwß 

Foini÷khß kai« Ku/prou kai« $Antiocei÷aß [11:19]).64 By drawing the audience’s 

attention back to the kernel, and thus the persecution that resulted in the dispersion of 

Christ followers from Jerusalem, Luke creates a vital connection between the Christ 

group in Antioch and the Christ group in Jerusalem.65 Despite this geographical 

expansion, however, the audience learns that “they spoke the word to no one except 

Judeans”66 (mhdeni« lalouvnteß to\n lo/gon ei˙ mh\ mo/non $Ioudai÷oiß [11:19]). This 

reference indicates that, while the circumcision group in 11:18 seems to have rejoiced 

at the inclusion of non-Judeans, there were some who continued to presenting the 

gospel exclusively to the Judeans. There were some, however, from the island of 

Cyprus and the North African region of Cyrene who arrived in Antioch and “spoke 
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64 This reference back to 8:1 may be an indication of Luke’s return to the “Hellenist” source. See 
Dunn, Acts, 152-3; Pervo, Acts, 290. 

65 Dunn, Acts, 153.
66 Pervo (Acts, 291, nt 15) asserts that the translation Judeans “is not possible here” though he 

does not explain why. Presumably, his argument would be that since Luke is referring to “Jews” from 
Antioch, and thus not Judea, they cannot be called Judeans. Though, see my note on the translation of 
Ioudai/oj as “Judeans” on 1, nt. 1 above.



also to the Greeks67 proclaiming the good news about the Lord Jesus” (ėla¿loun kai« 

pro\ß tou\ß ÔEllhnista»ß eujaggelizo/menoi to\n ku/rion $Ihsouvn [11:20]).68 This 

proclamation of the gospel to the Greeks sets up two distinct groups in order to 

prepare the authorial audience for the conflict to come in the third narrative block. 

 Tannehill notes the importance of the creation of the Christ community in 

Antioch, 

The summary of the establishment of the church in Antioch presents an 
important new development, both geographically and ethnically. The gospel 
reaches a major city of the empire and finds a ready response from people of 
Greek culture, including [non-Judeans].”69

Dunn thinks that we should assume that these “Greeks” are god-fearing non-Judean 

synagogue adherents who, like Cornelius, have not fully proselytized into Judaism, 

and that it is surprising the Luke does not mention circumcision at this point.70 If that 

were the case, however, one is inclined to think that Luke would have used a 

description similar to that of Cornelius, “god-fearing” and “pious,” which he does 

not. While these “Greeks” could certainly have included “god-fearers,” it seems more 
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67 On the textual variant, Metzger (340-42) is correct that Ellhnaß is likely a later substitution 
for the harder reading ÔEllhnistwhç, which is likely the correct reading. So Pervo (291). Dunn 
(154), however, suggests that ÔEllhnistwhç was “inserted by early copyists attempting, consciously 
or unconsciously, to maintain consistency with the earlier references.” Johnson (203) agrees noting that 
the contrast between Judeans and non-Judeans indicates the proper reading. Others who argue for 
reading Ellhnaß here include Haenchen, 365 nt. 5; Conzelmann, 87; Fitzmyer, 476; Bruce, 272; and 
Hengel, Between Jesus and Paul, 8. Here, the ÔEllhnistwhç are being contrasted with Judeans and 
thus must be taken as a reference to non-Judeans/Greeks. Pervo (291) suggests that Luke uses 
Ellhnistwhç here to “introduce the [non-Judean] mission in Antioch with a minimum of fanfare, 
trusting that readers . . . would get the point.”

68 Parsons, Acts, 166, notes that these missionaries did not speak of “Jesus as the [Judean] 
Messiah, but rather proclaimed ‘the Lord Jesus,’ a title those [non-Judeans] would find more 
comprehendible.” 

69 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.146.
70 Dunn, Acts, 154.



likely that Luke is taking another step toward full inclusion of non-Judeans by having 

the gospel now presented to those with no inclination toward Judaism. Nevertheless, 

whether or not these Greeks are god-fearers, the authorial audience learns that “a 

great number of those believing turned to the Lord” (polu/ß te aÓriqmo\ß oJ

pisteu/saß ėpe÷streyen ėpi« to\n ku/rion [11:21]).71 The process of 

recategorization is made explicit here; the audience learns that a great number of both 

Judeans and Greeks have joined the Christ group. 

 News of this development reaches the Christ group in Jerusalem ($Hkou/sqh 

de« oJ lo/goß ei˙ß ta» w°ta thvß ėkklhsi÷aß thvß ou¡shß ėn $Ierousalh\m peri« 

aujtw #n [11:22]) and they send Barnabas to Antioch on a mission of verification.

The authorial audience likely anticipates this development, though some may have 

expected Peter to verify the mission in Antioch since he had done so previously in 

Philip’s mission into Samaria and reported to them on his own mission in Caesarea.72 

The audience, therefore, may be surprised to learn that the Jerusalem community 

sends Barnabas instead.73 

 The audience first encountered Barnabas in Jerusalem when he sold some of 

his land and gave all the proceeds to the apostles for the community fund (Acts 
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71 Witherington (Acts, 369) suggests a “two-stage process” may be alluded to here: “belief 
followed by adherence to the one in whom they have believed and to his teaching.”

72 Dunn, Acts, 155; Parsons, Acts, 167; Pervo, Acts, 293.
73 So, Pervo (Acts, 293), who states, “Peter would be the logical candidate, since he performed 

this role in Samaria and has had experience with [non-Judean] believers. Strangely enough, the 
representative chosen is Barnabas, who has hitherto played no administrative or missionary role.”



4:36-7). The other appearance of Barnabas is in the account of Saul’s transformation 

where Barnabas believed that Saul’s transformation was genuine and brought him to 

the apostles and testified for his experience on the road to Damascus (11:24). The 

authorial audience, therefore, is encouraged to view Barnabas as a generous person 

whom the apostles and Christ group in Jerusalem trust enough to send him to Antioch 

to validate the expanding non-Judean mission. By taking over a function previously 

performed by Peter, Barnabas is now identified with the primary prototypical ingroup 

member and as such will provide a vital connection between Peter (and the Jerusalem 

community) and Saul/Paul (and the Antioch community).74 After many more join the 

Christ group (11:24), the audience learns that Barnabas goes to Tarsus to find Saul, 

whom, once located, returns with Barnabas to Antioch, where they teach a great 

number of people over the course of a year.75  

 Luke tells the audience that it is at Antioch that Christ followers were first 

called “Christians” (Cristianoi [11:26]), that is, a group that is becoming distinct 

250

74 Dunn, Acts, 156.
75 The audience is not told why Barnabas went to Tarsus to have Paul come to Antioch. The 

Western text is not much more illuminating: aÓkou/saß de« o¢ti Sauvlo/ß ėstin ei˙ß Qarso\n ėxhvlqen 
aÓnazhtw #n aujto/n, kai« wJß suntucw»n pareka¿lesen ėlqei "n ei˙ß $Antio/ceian. oiºtineß 
parageno/menoi ėniauto\n o¢lon sunecu/qhsan o¡clon i˚kano/n, kai« to/te prw #ton ėcrhma
¿tisan ėn $Antiocei÷â oi˚ maqhtai« Creistianoi÷, “And having heard that Saul was at Tarsus, he 
went out to seek him; and when he had met him, he entreated him to come to Antioch. When they had 
come, for a whole year a large company of people were stirred up, and then for the first time the 
disciples in Antioch were called Christians.” This version does indicates greater independence on the 
part of Paul and notes his controversial nature. Witherington’s assessment seems correct that, “in view 
of Luke’s tendency to smooth over, or at least not highlight, the controversial side of things in the early 
church, the Alexandrian text is likely more original” (370). 



from the Judeans ($Ioudai÷oi).76 That Luke mentions this name with no further 

explanation suggests that his audience was already familiar with the term. Luke does 

not explain, however, why the name was given, though scholarly consensus is that the 

reference originated with outsiders, probably the Roman authorities,77 to distinguish 

the Judean sect of Christ followers from other Judean sects. Accordingly, Dunn 

suggests that 

The Antiochene authorities presumably observed, through their agents, that 
there was a coherent and substantial grouping emerging within the penumbra 
of the Antioch synagogues, involving both [Judeans] and Greeks. Evidently 
their sources were sufficiently good for them to recognize that this [Judean] 
sect was characterized by its belief in Jesus the Christ and by living out lives 
in the name of this Christ.78

The only other uses of Cristianoi in the New Testament are in Acts 26:28 and 1 

Peter 4:16, both of which place the name in the mouths of outsiders.79 Further, a 

contemporary of Luke, Tacitus notes that followers of Christ were invisos vulgus 

Christianos “called Christians by the common people.”80 Witherington suggests,
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76 Pervo, Acts, 294, Excursus: The Name “Christian.” Pervo suggests that, while the term had its 
origin in popular usage by outsiders, it became the legal designation sometime before 110 C.E. and 
possible a decade earlier, noting that the term “erupted in the 90s and later in writings linked . . . To 
Rome, Antioch, and Asia Minor” (295). Early uses of  Cristianoi/Christianoi do appear to have been 
negative and Luke may have indicated Antioch as the first place this name was used to note the 
distinctions that were made on the part of outsiders.

77 Since Cristianoi is a Greek transliteration of the Latin word Christianoi. 
78 Dunn, Acts, 156.
79 The term first occurs as a self-designation in Ignatius Eph. 11:2; Rom 3.2; Magn 10.3; Pol 7.3 

and Did. 12:4 from the late first to the early second century C.E.
80 Annals 15:44. Although the Annals is dated around 117 C.E. and despite the fact that Tacitus’ 

remarks refer to Rome, the notion of outsiders using the name Cristianoi or Christianos would have 
clearly been present before this time, as illustrated by the two additional New Testament references 
above, and thus during the time of Luke-Acts assumed in the present study.



Luke wants his audience to be able to distinguish Christians (both [Judeans] 
and [non-Judeans]) from [Judeans] who are not followers of Christ. The 
means of distinction, however, is not ethnic, but as the ianoi ending suggests, 
on the basis of adherence or religious loyalties. Christians make up a social 
but not an ethnic group.81 

Thus, the use of Christianoi, that is, “members of the Christ group,” marks an 

important distinction between the Christ ingroup and the Judean outgroups, namely 

that membership in the group is not based upon ethnicity or, as in the case of 

proselytes, adherence to ethnic customs. Rather, as in the case of the Christ group, 

membership is based upon belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah and is 

demonstrated by the two boundary crossing rituals set forth by Peter in his Pentecost 

speech: baptism in the name of Jesus and being filled with the Holy Spirit. The 

introduction of this name for the Christ group into the narrative solidifies the 

recategorization process by naming the superordinate group that consists of both 

Judean and non-Judean subgroups. 

 This scene closes by noting that prophets came from Jerusalem, among them 

Agabus, who prophesied a severe famine, which Luke notes to the audience took 

place during the reign of Claudius (41-54 C.E.).82 The Christ community in Antioch 
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81 Witherington, Acts, 317.
82 Parsons, Acts, 169, notes that oi˙koume÷nhn is better translated “empire” than “world.” Talbert, 

Reading Acts, 117, cites several Greek and Latin sources that indicate a food shortage at various places 
in the empire during the 40s C.E., i.e. the time of Claudius. Thus, while the famine that affected Judea 
was not “empire-wide,” there does seem to have been various food shortages throughout the empire 
that some in Luke’s audience may have recalled. On food shortages during the reign of Claudius, see 
Seneca, Brevity of Life 18.5; Suetonius, Claudius 18.2; Tacitus, Annuals 12.43; Dio Cassius 60.11; 
Josephus, Ant. 3.15.3, 3.320-21, 20.2.5, 20.51-53, 20.101. The Josephus references note that a famine 
struck Judea between 46-48 C.E. and thus during the reign of Claudius. 



decides to send relief to the Jerusalem Christ group through Barnabas and Saul.83 

They deliver the collection to the “elders” (presbute÷rouß [Acts 11:30]) rather than 

to the apostles, which the audience would anticipate given their role in receiving 

funds for the community earlier in the narrative (4:34-7). Bruce was the first to 

suggest that this group may have taken over the role originally give to the seven in 

6:1-4, suggesting that the served as a “Nazarene sanhedrin.”84 If, as we have 

suggested in the previous chapter however, those selected in 6:1-4 were chosen to 

lead the Hellenist sub-group within the Jerusalem community, it is unlikely that these 

“elders” represent that group. The author of 1 Clement indicates that these “elders” 

were the successors of the apostles (42; 44:1-4) and Pervo suggests that Luke stresses 

continuity between the apostles and the “elders” by having their presence as leaders 

in the Jerusalem community overlap.85 

 
12:1-25 — Peter’s Departure

The kernel of the second narrative block initiated a shift away from Jerusalem. 

Now, as the second block begins to draw to a close, the audience’s attention is 

brought back to Jerusalem where Herod has executed James the brother of John. No 
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83 Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity, 112, thinks that Barnabas may have taken 
this trip alone and Luke added Saul much like he added John to Peter’s scene earlier in the narrative. 
Bruce, Acts, 277, suggests this trip may be the one referred to in Galatians 2:1.

84 Bruce, Acts, 277. Following Bruce are Dunn, Acts, 158 and Witherington, Acts, 374.
85 Pervo, Acts, 298; Bruce, Acts, 277, notes that the “elders” appear again with the apostles in 

15:2, 4, 6, 22, 23; 16:4 and alone without the apostles in 21:18. This appears to support Pervo’s 
proposal. 



reason is given for Herod’s action against James but it has been suggested that the 

conflict between Judeans and Christ followers in Jerusalem may have caused Herod 

to side with the Judeans, which would ultimately bring him into conflict with the 

Christ group.86 Since the execution of James pleased the Judeans, Herod arrests Peter 

as well. To Peter’s benefit, however, the feast of Passover87 was near so Peter would 

wait in prison until the festival was over. Violence is perpetrated against ingroup 

members by outgroup members, continuing the link between violence against the 

Christ group and violence against Christ. Again, violence perpetrated against Christ-

following ingroup members by members of the unbelieving outgroup distinguishes 

between the two and further solidifies the Christ group identity.

Witherington suggests that this seemingly disconnected narrative could have 

been left out without disrupting the plot.88 While, there has been much discussion 

about the purpose of this scene,89 Robert Wall points the discussion in the right 

direction when he argues that the scene in Acts 12 is meant to show continuity of 

leadership in the Jerusalem Christ group.90 Following him, Richard Bauckham argues 
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86 Pervo, Acts, 303; Dunn, Acts, 161-2.
87 Dunn (Acts, 162) notes, against Tannehill (The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.152), that the 

parallel between Jesus and Peter is minimal since Luke does not emphasize Passover in his account of 
Jesus trial and death. Tannehill (The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.155) also notes the connection 
between Peter’s arrest with reference to Passover and the Exodus story, which interestingly, the story 
of Peter’s escape from prison parallels at several points. The most prominent of which is found in 
12:11 (ėxei÷lato/ me ėk ceiro\ß ÔHrwˆ¿dou) which seems to be an illusion to Exodus 18:4 (ėxei÷lato/ 
me ėk ceiro\ß Faraw, LXX). Likewise, Tannehill notes that the angel’s command that Peter “rise 
quickly, gird himself, and put on his sandals . . . correspond to the regulations for Passover.”

88 Witherington, Acts, 382. While Witherington thinks there may be something to the suggestion 
that this indicates a shift in power in Jerusalem from Peter to James, he seems to favor reading this 
scene as a “continuation of the persecution-in-Jerusalem theme” (383).

89 See, for example, Haenchen, 374; Barrett, 1.569-75; Marshall, 206. 
90 Robert Wall, "Successor to 'the Twelve' According to Acts 12:1-17" CBQ 53 (1991): 628-43



that this scene is aimed at informing the authorial audience of the events surrounding 

the change in leadership in the Jerusalem community.91 Dunn notes, “it was important 

for the integrity of Luke’s narrative . . . that he should round off the first half, in 

which the beginnings in Jerusalem and Peter’s expanding mission were central.”92 

The approach taken in the present study takes this a step further, following other 

important literary studies, in  noting the parallel between Peter’s imprisonment, 

release, and departure and Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension.

Richard Pervo, for example, was the first to suggest that the image used to 

describe Peter’s imprisonment and release here creates a symbolic death-resurrection 

for the main character of the first half of the book.93 Likewise, Tannehill notes the 

death-resurrection parallel between the present scene and the passion narrative in the 

Third Gospel94 and Parsons summarizes his main points:

[t]his setting parallels the passion of Jesus, which also occurred during the 
festival of Unleavened Bread (Luke 22:1, 7). The word for Peter’s “arrest” 
occurs also in reference to Jesus (Luke 22:54; also Acts 1:16). Likewise, 
Herod’s intention to present him to the people (for execution) (12:4) echoes 
Pilate’s presenting Jesus to the people (Luke 23:13). . . . Herod “delivers” 
Peter to the soldiers, just as Jesus is “delivered” to those who will kill him 
(Luke 9:44; 18:32; 23:25; 24:7, 20).95
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91 Bauckham, "James and the Jerusalem Church" in The Book of Acts in Its First Century Setting 
(Grand Rapids: Eermands, 1995), 432-39. 

92 Dunn, Acts, 159.
93 Pervo, Luke's Story of Paul (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1990), 44. Pervo notes the same 

phenomena with the story of Paul’s shipwreck in Acts 27.
94 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.152-54.
95 Parsons, Acts, 173.



Moreover, the reference to the feast of Unleavened Bread and the Passover, along 

with Peter’s proclamation that God had “rescued me from the hand of 

Herod” (ėxei÷lato/ me ėk ceiro\ß ÔHrwˆ¿dou [12:11]) and his explanation to those at 

Mary’s house “how the Lord brought him out of the prison” (aujto\n ėxh/gagen ėk 

[12:17]) are reminiscent of the Exodus story, where God declares, “I have come down 

to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians (ėxele÷sqai aujtou\ß ėk ceiro\ß 

Ai˙gupti÷wn), and to bring them out (ėxagagei "n aujtou\ß ėk) of that land, and to 

bring them into a good and wide land (Exod 3:8 LXX).” This association is 

reinforced by the angel’s commands to Peter to rise quickly, gird himself, and put on 

his sandals (Acts 12:7-8; cf. Exodus 12:11). Comparing Peter’s release from prison to 

the Exodus corresponds to the parallel between Peter and Jesus mentioned above 

since the audience is already familiar with the association of the Exodus to Jesus’ 

death and resurrection (Luke 9:31).96

Following his miraculous release from prison, Peter rushes to the house of 

Mary, the mother of John Mark. Here, the parallels between Peter’s release and 

Jesus’ resurrection continue. Parsons summarizes five major connections between the 

two:

1. A woman reports having seen Peter (12:14); women report seeing Jesus 
(Luke 24:10).
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2. The recipients of this good news refuse to believe it (Acts 12:15/Luke 
24:11).

3. Peter is mistaken for an angel (Acts 12:1); Jesus is mistaken for a ghost 
(Luke 24:37).

4. Both Peter and Jesus explain to the disciples what has happened (Acts 
12:17/Luke 24:46) and issue a commission (Acts 12:17/Luke 24:27-49).

5. Both Peter and Jesus make a mysterious departure (Acts 12:17/Luke 
24:51).97

This comparison of Peter’s circumstances to Jesus’ death-resurrection brings to 

conclusion the narrative focus on Peter and his leadership in the Jerusalem Christ 

community, though his role as prototypical Christ group member will continue in the 

social memory of the authorial audience. 

Summary

 The second narrative block of Acts (8:1b-12:25) focuses on the movement of 

the gospel in two spheres, geographically and ethnically. Geographically, the gospel 

moves out of Jerusalem to the north due to the severe persecution related to the death 

of Stephen. This kernel is expanded in the mission of Philip in the region of Samaria 

(8:5-24, 26-40), the preaching of Peter to the Samaritans (8:25), the transformation of 

Saul and his subsequent preaching between Damascus and Jerusalem (9:1-30), Peter’s 

mission in Lydda and his transformation and mission to Joppa and Caesarea 

(9:32-10:48), and the introduction of the Christ community in Antioch (11:19-26). 
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97 Parsons, Acts, 171. Also see Dennis J. Horton, Death & Resurrection: The Shape and Function 
of a Literary Motif in the Book of Acts. Eugene, Or.: Pickwick, 2009; Johnson, Acts, 218-19.



 In the first block, Peter started the process of recategorizing Judean and non-

Judean Christ followers into a common superordinate group, as well as the 

recategorization of those in the authorial audience who differ on the inclusion of non-

Judeans into the Christ group without circumcision and Torah observance, by 

defining ingroup identity, establishing boundary crossing rituals, and differentiating 

between the Christ group and other unbelieving outgroups. In the second block, Peter 

continues to define the Christ-following ingroup by giving approval for the inclusion 

two important groups; the Samaritans (8:14-25) and uncircumcised non-Judean god-

fearers (10:1-11:18). After defining the superordinate Christ group as those who 

believe that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah, who have been baptized in his name and 

filled with the Holy Spirit, and extending Christ group identity to include those 

previously excluded from full participation in Judaism, Peter departs the narrative in a 

scene symbolic of his death, resurrection, and ascension. Those who build upon 

Peter’s work, however, extend the boundaries of the Christ group to include those 

Greeks with seemingly no Judean commitments (11:20). 

 The recategorization process receives validation in the transformation of one 

the Christ group’s fiercest opponents into one of its strongest advocates. Saul, who 

was introduced in the first narrative block as one who participated in, perhaps even 

led, the execution of Stephen, becomes a member of the Christ-following ingroup 

after his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, where he receives baptism in 

the name of Jesus and the filling of the Holy Spirit through the ministry of Ananias 
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(9:1-31). His transformation is vividly symbolized in his change from one who 

perpetrates violence against the Christ group (7:58; 9: 1-2) to one who is the object of 

violence after his commitment to Christ (9:23). Here, violent opposition is used as an 

identity marker to differentiate between ingroup and outgroup members. Though he 

disappears after being validated by the leadership of the Jerusalem Christ group 

(9:26-31), Saul will return in the third narrative block in an important role for the 

recategorization process. 

 Thus far in Acts, a prototypical ingroup member named Peter defined the core 

of the superordinate Christ group identity as belief that Jesus is the resurrected 

Messiah and established the boundary crossing rituals of baptism in the name of Jesus 

and being filled with the Holy Spirit, along with other intermittent identity markers, 

the proper use of possessions, violent opposition, miracles and inclusive table 

fellowship, the latter of which will play a major role in the third narrative block. Peter 

has also distinguished between ingroup and outgroup members by noting that ingroup 

members believe in Jesus as the Messiah and have undergone the boundary crossing 

rituals while outgroup members do not believe that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah 

and have acted in ways that are contrary to the actions of one filled with the Holy 

Spirit. Finally, Peter has stood up to the ingroup’s opponents by marking sharp 

distinctions between the ingroup and other outgroups that exemplify the superiority of 

the Christ group. In the third narrative block, the gospel expands into new regions and 

an important decision is made concerning non-Judean inclusion.
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
THE THIRD NARRATIVE BLOCK (13:1-19:20)

 The third narrative block continues the process of recategorization as the 

gospel spreads further into the Roman world and away from Jerusalem. This move is 

anticipated in the kernel of the third block (13:1-3) where the authorial audience 

learns that Barnabas and Saul have been called by the Holy Spirit, through the 

Antioch Christ community, to a certain “work” (13:3). This kernel builds upon the 

kernel in the second narrative block that emphasized the gospel’s movement out of 

Jerusalem into Judea, Samaria, and Syria. The satellites of the third block elaborate 

the “work” by depicting the movement of the gospel into Asia Minor (13:4-14:28; 

15:36-16:10), Macedonia (16:11-17:15), Achaea (17:16-18:18), and Ephesus 

(18:19-19:20).

To begin the discussion of the third narrative block, it will be helpful to recall 

the recategorization process that has taken place thus far. In chapter three above, I 

noted that recategorization refers to the process in which boundaries are redrawn to 

bring the two subgroups into one superordinate group so that ingroupers and 

outgroupers recognize their commonality and view one another as members of the 

same group while maintaining some elements of their subgroup identity. Moreover, 

three elements were noted that are crucial for the recategorization process: 1) 
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establish superordinate identity boundaries that define “us,” 2) emphasize 

superordinate commonality while contrasting the new ingroup with a new outgroup, 

and 3) represent the superordinate group in social competition with new outgroups. 

Thus far in Acts, we have seen Peter and Paul define the core of the superordinate 

identity, establish boundary crossing rituals, distinguish between the Christ group and 

other outgroups, and represent the superordinate group in the face of opposition from 

outgroups.

 At the close of the last chapter, we noted that Saul would reemerge in the third 

narrative block in an important role for the recategorization process. In the first two 

narrative blocks, Peter has served as the main character and as prototypical of Christ 

group identity, having defined the group’s superordinate boundaries, distinguished 

between the believing ingroup and various unbelieving outgroups, and expanded the 

understanding of Christian ingroup identity to include those on the fringes and those 

beyond the fringes of Judaism. The end of the second narrative block narrated the 

departure of Peter thus creating a gap in leadership and prototypicality for the Christ 

movement in the Acts narrative. To fill this gap, the audience begins to look for one 

who will take over Peter’s function and continue the expansion of the gospel.
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The Third Narrative Block: 13:1-19:20

13:1-14:28 — Paul Emerges as Leader and Prototype

The first section of the third narrative block focuses on establishing Paul as 

the new leader and prototype of the Christ group. This kernel of the third narrative 

block (13:1-3) accordingly prepares the authorial audience for Paul to emerge as 

leader of the Christ group and prototypical of its ingroup identity. This is 

accomplished by linking Paul with Jesus and Peter as the gospel expands into Asia 

Minor and beyond. 

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set 
apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” 
Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.

Leitourgou/ntwn de« aujtw #n twˆ# kuri÷wˆ kai« nhsteuo/ntwn ei•pen to\ 
pneuvma to\ a‚gion: aÓfori÷sate dh/ moi to\n Barnaba#n kai« Sauvlon ei˙ß 
to\ e¶rgon o§ proske÷klhmai aujtou/ß. to/te nhsteu/santeß kai« 
proseuxa¿menoi kai« ėpiqe÷nteß ta»ß cei "raß aujtoi "ß aÓpe÷lusan. 
(Acts 13:2–3)

Tannehill notes echoes in this scene from the beginning of both Jesus’ and the 

apostles’ missions: both are preceded by prayer (13:2a; cf. Luke 3:21; Acts 1:14), 

both are directed by the Holy Spirit (13:2b; cf. Luke 3:22; Acts 2:1-4), and, while not 

present in the account of the apostles, fasting was an important element in Jesus’ 

preparation for his mission (Luke 4:1-2).1 Likewise, just as Jesus was sent out by the 

Spirit after his commission (Luke 4:1) so are Barnabas and Saul.2 Not only is the 
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audience reminded of the beginnings of Jesus’ and Peter’s ministry, they are reminded 

of the risen Christ’s words to Ananias that Saul would be the Lord’s “chosen 

instrument” (skeuvoß ėkloghvß) “to proclaim the gospel to non-Judeans, kings, and 

peoples of Israel” (ėqnw #n te kai« basile÷wn ui˚w #n te $Israh/l [9:15]). The 

authorial audience, therefore, is to understand the “work” to which Barnabas and Saul 

are called by the Holy Spirit as the fulfillment of these words. In the kernel of the 

third narrative block, therefore, the authorial audience is presented with these links 

between the missions of Jesus, Peter, and Saul/Paul and reminded of Christ’s words 

that Saul would take the gospel to both Judeans and non-Judeans. These links provide 

an important foundation upon which Saul/Paul emerges as prototypical of Christ 

group identity as the recategorization process continues. 

The kernel is elaborated as their journey, traditionally referred to as Paul’s 

first missionary journey,3 starts in the city of Seleucia, the port city of Antioch, 

sixteen miles to the south of Syrian Antioch. From there they set sail to Barnabas’ 

home island of Cyprus (4:36), where their activity focuses on two major cities — 

Salamis and Paphos. Beginning in the synagogues of Salamis, Barnabas and Saul, 

with the assistance of John Mark, present the gospel, though, the audience is not told 

the results of this effort and may, therefore, wonder about the reception of their 

message. They learn that the preachers “travel through” (dielqo/nteß) the island, 
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coming to the western coastal city of Paphos, where Barnabas and Saul meet a Judean 

false prophet and magician named Bar-Jesus (Barihsouvß), also referred to as 

Elymas ($Elu/maß). 

The audience learns that Elymas, who is associated with the Roman proconsul  

opposes Barnabas and Saul by “seeking to turn the proconsul from the faith” (zhtw #n 

diastre÷yai to\n aÓnqu/paton aÓpo\ thvß pi÷stewß. [13:8]). That is, Elymas 

perceives that the proconsul may be interested in joining the Christ group and seeks to 

prevent it. In response, Saul, whom the audience now learns is also known as Paul, 

“looked intently” (aÓteni÷saß), recalling Peter’s command to the beggar at the temple 

(3:4), at Elymas and said

You son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, full of all deceit and 
villainy, will you not stop making crooked the straight paths of the Lord? And 
now listen—the hand of the Lord is against you, and you will be blind for a 
while, unable to see the sun.

w° plh/rhß panto\ß do/lou kai« pa¿shß rJâdiourgi÷aß, ui˚e« diabo/lou, 
ėcqre« pa¿shß dikaiosu/nhß, ouj pau/shØ diastre÷fwn ta»ß oJdou\ß [touv] 
kuri÷ou ta»ß eujqei÷aß; kai« nuvn i˙dou\ cei«r kuri÷ou ėpi« se« kai« e¶shØ 
tuflo\ß mh\ ble÷pwn to\n h¢lion a‡cri kairouv. (13:10-11a)

This stinging rebuke contains several words and phrases that distinguish the Christ 

group from the unbelieving outgroup, of which Elymas is a representative. Elymas is 

referred to as “son of the devil,” an “enemy of all righteousness,” one “full of deceit 

and villainy” and one who opposes and is opposed by the Lord. Of importance here is 

the cosmic dualism which distinguishes between evil/God and righteousness/deceit. 

Like Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11), Elymas is linked with the devil and is said to be 

264



deceitful. Moreover, just as Peter had been (2:4), Paul is now filled with the Holy 

Spirit (13:9), knows the inner thoughts of his opponent (13:10; cf. 5:3-4), and is able 

to declare a curse in the name of the Lord (13:11 cf. 5:9). This encounter also serves 

to reaffirm miracles as an identity marker of the Christ group and not a magical 

performance. Also like Peter, Paul’s first non-Judean convert, Sergius Paulus,4 is a 

Roman of high social status (13:12; cf. Acts 10). Sergius Paulus, whom the audience 

has already been told “wanted to hear the word of God” (ėpezh/thsen aÓkouvsai to\n 

lo/gon touv qeouv [13:7]), “believed” (ėpi÷steusen [13:12]) Paul’s message about Jesus 

and was presumably baptized in Jesus’ name and filled with the Holy Spirit. Not only 

is Paul’s first non-Judean convert a Roman official, he also shares the same name, 

Pauvloß, a factor that may help the audience’s reception of Paul by connecting him 

with a person of high social status.

 In contrast to Peter, however, whose first major act in the narrative was to 

establish ingroup identity markers, Paul’s first act is to condemn the actions of an 

outgroup member, thus distinguishing between the Christ group and the outgroup 

represented by Elymas. Although his initial speech must wait until they are on the 

mainland of Asia Minor, Paul is already being linked with Peter through this echo of 

Peter’s encounter with Simon Magnus (8:18-24). This connection is the beginning of 
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other parallels between Paul, Peter, and Jesus and therefore initiates the process by 

which Paul is viewed by the authorial audience as prototypical of Christ group 

identity. 

 After being linked with Jesus and Peter, the true identity of Saul is unveiled; 

Saul, the persecutor turned preacher, is also known as Paul, the missionary to the non-

Judeans (13:9). While most commentators assume that this announcement was little 

more than an acknowledgment of a switch from Paul’s Hebrew to his Greek name,5 

one possibility that has been consistently overlooked is that Luke is intentionally 

concealing Saul/Paul’s identity from the authorial audience until the appropriate time 

in the narrative.6 If, as the present study maintains, there were opponents of Paul in 

the authorial audience, masking his true identity allows time for these opponents to 

develop empathy for Saul and to get acquainted with him without the preconceived 

thoughts that they would have carried about Paul.7 It is also possible that linking Paul 

with a Roman official of high social status, Sergius Paulus, may have helped the 

audience overcome any negative feelings about Paul. Now Luke may unveil Saul’s 

real identity with the hope that Pauline opponents will have developed enough 
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empathy for Saul that they are willing to consider his message of non-Judean 

inclusion and the defense of his ministry.

Another important factor in presenting Paul to Pauline opponents in the 

authorial audience is the presence of Barnabas, who provides a link between Paul and 

the Jerusalem Christ group. While from this point forward Paul is the central 

character of the narrative, Barnabas continues in a prominent supporting role as 

Paul’s constant vital connection to Peter and the apostolic community in Jerusalem.8 

This connection between Paul and Peter provided by Barnabas is a necessary link for 

the recategorization of Judean/non-Judean Christ followers and supporters/opponents 

of non-Judean inclusion in the authorial audience into a superordinate inclusive 

identity because it communicates to the audience that a trustworthy, prominent person 

from the Jerusalem community supports Paul and his mission to the non-Judeans. 

The kernel of the third narrative block continues to be worked out as the scene 

shifts from Cyprus to the mainland of Asia Minor. 

Map 1: Paul’s Mission into Asia Minor
From http://net.bible.org/map.php, accessed 23 January 2010 
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Paul and his companions (oi˚ peri« Pauvlon), a phrase confirms that Paul is now the 

leader of the group, arrive in Perga and move quickly to Pisidian Antioch. Previously, 

when Paul was named in the narrative, he was named after Barnabas (11:30; 12:24; 

13:1-2). The audience would notice the sudden shift of Paul to first place and the 

designation of others, including Barnabas, as “those with him.” With Peter virtually 

out of the story and Barnabas gradually fading into the background, Paul begins to 

function as the primary character in the narrative and will soon begin to function, 

along with Peter, as prototypical of Christ group identity. Moreover, the audience 

learns that “John left them and returned to Jerusalem” ($Iwa¿nnhß de« aÓpocwrh/saß 

aÓp$ aujtw #n uJpe÷streyen ei˙ß ÔIeroso/luma. [13:13b]), a notice which creates a gap 

that the audience must fill. While this gap is not explicitly filled later in the narrative, 

Luke does provide some clues that may help the audience understand John Mark’s 

departure.

 Paul and his companions enter the synagogue on the Sabbath and are invited 

to offer a “word of exhortation” (lo/goß paraklh/sewß) to those gathered (13:15). 

Like Jesus at the Nazareth synagogue (Luke 4) and Peter on the day of Pentecost 

(Acts 2), Paul stands to deliver his first major speech.9 Tannehill shows that Paul’s 

speech resembles Jesus’ speech (Luke 4:16-30) in setting and response by taking 
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place in a synagogue followed by considerable resistance. Moreover, Tannehill notes 

that Paul’s speech echoes Peter’s Pentecost speech (2:14-36, 38-40) by proclaiming 

that Jesus is the promised future Davidic king.10 This blending of setting and content 

in Paul’s speech bolsters the link between Paul and his two predecessors and provides 

the authorial audience with more support for viewing Paul as leader and prototype of 

the Christ group. Moreover, all three speeches contain citations of the Judean 

Scriptures [13:22, 33-35, 41; cf. Luke 4:18-19; Acts 2:16-21, 25-28, 34-35] and are 

followed by the healing of a crippled person (14:8-10; cf. Luke 5:17-26; Acts 

3:1-10).11 These echos of Jesus and Peter indicate to the authorial audience that, like 

Peter in the first half of the narrative, Paul is now acting as the metonymic 

representation of Jesus and thus as prototypical of Christian identity as he expands the 

mission established by Jesus and carried forward by Peter. 

 That Paul’s address opens with words already used by Peter (a‡ndreß 

$Israhli "tai [13:16; 2:22, 3:12]) would not be missed by the authorial audience. In 

contrast, whereas Peter addressed only Judeans in his Pentecost speech, Paul also 

addresses “those who fear God” (oi˚ fobou/menoi to\n qeo/n [13:16]).12 Pervo 

suggests, correctly I think, that the authorial audience is likely meant to recall 
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Cornelius (10:1-2), who serves as a prototype “god-fearer” in Acts.13 Moreover, 

Pervo notes that Paul’s speech here is clearly intended for the authorial audience and 

not the narrative crowd since the references to John and Jesus would make little sense 

to those who were not already familiar with the story.14 Like Peter’s inaugural speech, 

Paul addresses those in the narrative from the perspective of their common Judean 

identity (13:16-17, 26, 32-3, 38) while also making distinctions between those in 

Jerusalem who rejected and killed Jesus (13:27-29) and those who witnessed and now 

testify to his resurrection (13:30-32). Though he emphasizes the common Judean 

identity by addressing his hearers as “Israelites” (a‡ndreß $Israhli "tai [13:16), 

“Brothers” twice (⁄andreß aÓdelfoi÷ [13:26, 38), and refers to “our ancestors” (tou\ß 

pate÷raß hJmw #n [13:17) he also makes sharp distinctions between the two groups by 

using second and third person pronouns and verbal forms throughout the speech. For 

example, 

Because the residents of Jerusalem and their leaders did not recognize him or 
understand the words of the prophets that are read every sabbath, they fulfilled 
those words by condemning him. Though they found no cause for a sentence 
of death, they asked Pilate to have him killed.

oi˚ ga»r katoikouvnteß ėn $Ierousalh\m kai« oi˚ a‡rconteß aujtw #n touvton 
aÓgnoh/santeß kai« ta»ß fwna»ß tw #n profhtw #n ta»ß kata» pa#n 
sa¿bbaton aÓnaginwskome÷naß kri÷nanteß ėplh/rwsan,kai« mhdemi÷an 
ai˙ti÷an qana¿tou euJro/nteß hØjth/santo Pila#ton aÓnaireqhvnai aujto/n. 
(13:27-28)
 

And
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Let it be known to you therefore, my brothers, that through this man 
forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you; by this Jesus everyone who believes 
is set free from all those sins from which you could not be freed by the law of 
Moses. Beware, therefore, that what the prophets said does not happen to you: 
‘Look, you scoffers! Be amazed and perish, for in your days I am doing a 
work, a work that you will never believe, even if someone tells you.’”

 gnwsto\n ou™n e¶stw uJmi "n, a‡ndreß aÓdelfoi÷, o¢ti dia» tou/tou uJmi "n 
a‡fesiß aJmartiw #n katagge÷lletai, [kai«] aÓpo\ pa¿ntwn w—n oujk hjdunh/
qhte ėn no/mwˆ Mwüse÷wß dikaiwqhvnai, ėn tou/twˆ pa#ß oJ pisteu/wn 
dikaiouvtai. ble÷pete ou™n mh\ ėpe÷lqhØ to\ ei˙rhme÷non ėn toi "ß profh/taiß: 
i¶dete, oi˚ katafronhtai÷, kai« qauma¿sate kai« aÓfani÷sqhte, o¢ti e¶rgon 
ėrga¿zomai ėgw» ėn tai "ß hJme÷raiß uJmw #n, e¶rgon o§ ouj mh\ pisteu/shte
ėa¿n tiß ėkdihghvtai uJmi "n. (Acts 13:38–41)

Thus Paul continues distinguishing between the Christ believing ingroup and the 

unbelieving outgroup. 

 After contrasting these groups, Paul supports his message about Jesus by 

reiterating the argument stated by Peter in 2:27-31.15 Just as Peter argues that David 

referred not to himself when speaking of remaining uncorrupted but to God’s 

resurrected Messiah so Paul argues the same. In Paul’s inaugural speech, therefore, 

the audience learns that his message about Jesus and the universality of his gospel is 

essentially the same as Peter’s. For those in the authorial audience who oppose Paul’s 

message and mission to the non-Judeans, this continuity with the message of Peter 

and the apostles in Jerusalem establishes a foundation upon which a common 

superordinate identity may be constructed. 
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 Moreover, the audience learns that, along with “many Judeans (polloi« tw #n 

$Ioudai÷wn),” many “devout converts” (sebome÷nwn proshlu/twn)16 follow Paul 

and Barnabas (13:43). The great interest in Paul and Barnabas’ message continues on 

the following Sabbath when “almost the entire city” (scedo\n pa#sa hJ po/liß) 

gathered to hear their teaching (13:44). While the Judeans had shown great interest in 

Paul’s message the previous week, the interest of the large non-Judean population of 

the city sparks jealousy (zhvloß) among the Judeans (13:45), the same response Peter 

received in 5:17.17 The response of the Judeans, jealousy and contradicting Paul, 

causes Paul and Barnabas boldly to proclaim that, since the Judeans were rejecting 

their message, they would now turn exclusively to the non-Judeans (13:46), a move 

that is justified by quoting Isaiah 49:6b, a portion of which is used by the risen Jesus 

in Acts 1:8b (“to the ends of the earth”). Like Peter’s early speeches, which caused 

differing reactions from the people on the one hand and the Judean leaders on the 

other, Paul’s first major speech divides the crowd into two groups whose response is 

similar; the non-Judeans rejoice and believe while the Judeans are jealous, contradict 

Paul, and began stirring persecution against Paul and Barnabas. This echo of the 

reaction to Peter’s preaching (4:1-4; 5:16-18) maintains the emphasis on Paul as 

prototypical of Christ group identity as well as the distinctions between those who 
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welcome the gospel and those who do not. Those who do not welcome Paul’s 

message, namely the Judeans, “incited the devout women of high standing and the 

leading men of the city, and stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and 

drove them out of their region” (parw¿trunan ta»ß sebome÷naß gunai "kaß ta»ß 

eujsch/monaß kai« tou\ß prw¿touß thvß po/lewß kai« ėph/geiran diwgmo\n ėpi« 

to\n Pauvlon kai« Barnaba#n kai« ėxe÷balon aujtou\ß aÓpo\ tw #n oJri÷wn aujtw #n 

[Acts 13:50]). The threat of violence, which has become expected of the outgroup, 

causes Paul and Barnabas to leave Pisidian Antioch for Iconium. Though they were 

forced to leave, the new “disciples were filled with joy and with the Holy Spirit (oiº 

te maqhtai« ėplhrouvnto cara#ß kai« pneu/matoß aJgi÷ou. [Acts 13:52]). Thus 

some believed, demonstrating their embracing of the core identity of the Christ group, 

and were filled with the Holy Spirit, one of the boundary crossing markers established 

by Peter. Though baptism in Jesus’ name is not explicitly mentioned, it is, again, 

likely inferred by the authorial audience.

 The same thing (kata» to\ aujto\) happens in Iconium; Paul and Barnabas 

enter “the Judean synagogue” (th\n sunagwgh\n tw #n $Ioudai÷wn) where “a great 

number of Judeans and Greeks became believers” (pisteuvsai $Ioudai÷wn te kai« 

273



ÔEllh/nwn polu\ plhvqoß [14:1]).18 There are, however, some Judeans 

“unconvinced”19 by the message who “stir up and poison the souls of the non-Judeans 

against them” (ėph/geiran kai« ėka¿kwsan ta»ß yuca»ß tw #n ėqnw #n kata» tw #n 

aÓdelfw #n [14:2]). The tension builds as the apostles20 remain there, preaching the 

gospel and performing “signs and wonders” (14:3). As is predictable by this point in 

the narrative, when Paul preaches, the city becomes divided, not between ethnic 

groups but between those who support the apostles and those who support the 

unbelieving Judean outgroup (14:2, 4). This tension escalates until a group consisting 

of Judeans and non-Judeans, along with the authorities, try to stone Paul and 

Barnabas, recalling the violence perpetrated against Christ followers by unbelieving 

outgroup members (7:58; 9:23; 12:1-2). Paul and Barnabas, however, learn about the 

plot and flee to Lystra and Derbe.21 
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(Acts, 1.668) suggests that this term had become a common term for not believing. It seems that 
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of the area. He states, “Geography is elusive, at best. In 14:6 the missionaries fled from Iconium to 
‘Lystra and Derbe.’ Derbe is almost twice the distance from Lystra that Lystra is to Iconium. The route 
taken by Barnabas and Paul is difficult to comprehend.”



 In Lystra, Luke narrates the healing of a crippled man, reminiscent of Peter’s 

healing in Acts 3, which in turn parallels Jesus’ healing in Luke 5 (14:6-20). This 

intratextual echo links Paul with Jesus and Peter and bolsters Paul’s prototypical 

status.22 Luke describes the man’s condition using the exact phrase used in the healing 

of the cripoled man by Peter in 3:2 (cwlo\ß ėk koili÷aß mhtro\ß aujtouv) as well as 

the same participle (aÓteni÷saß) just before the healing.23 In both instances, the healed 

man immediately “leaps” (a‚llomai) and “walks” (peripate÷w [14:10]). The major 

difference between these two accounts, however, is the setting; in the first scene, 

Peter heals the man in the precincts of the Jerusalem temple while in this scene, Paul 

and Barnabas are presumably in the street near the temple of Zeus. This change of 

setting is important for it reminds the audience that the gospel has moved beyond the 

bounds of Jerusalem and traditional Judean identity, reinforcing the recategorization 

process at work in the narrative. Accordingly, Pervo notes that when the audience 

compares these two accounts, the distinction of Peter as missionary to the Judeans 

and Paul as missionary to the non-Judeans begins to emerge (cf. Gal. 2:9).24 

Moreover, in the discussion of Peter’s healing of the paralyzed man in the Jerusalem 

temple (Acts 3) I noted that this explicit echo of Jesus’ healing of the paralytic in 

Luke 5:17-26 solidifies Peter’s role as the metonymic image of Jesus and therefore as 

275

22 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.177-78; Pervo, Acts, 352. 
23 Pervo (Acts, 352, nt. 32) notes that the phrase cwlo\ß ėk koili÷aß mhtro\ß aujtou occurs only 

twice in the Greek Bible  and that these are the only two times the phrase is found in all of Greek 
literature between the third century B.C.E and the third century C.E.

24 Pervo, Acts, 352.



prototypical of Christ group identity. Likewise, in the present scene Paul’s healing of 

this paralytic solidifies his role as the metonymic image of Jesus and a prototypical 

Christ follower. 

 The crowd that witnessed the healing is astonished and begins shouting to one 

another in the local dialect that “the gods have come down to us in human form” (oi˚ 

qeoi« oJmoiwqe÷nteß aÓnqrw¿poiß kate÷bhsan pro\ß hJma#ß, [14:11]). Luke explains 

to the audience that they called Barnabas Zeus and Paul Hermes, indicating that the 

narrative crowd viewed Paul as the orator who interprets Barnabas’ (Zeus’) 

message.25 The priest of Zeus and the crowd’s desire to offer a sacrifice to Barnabas 

and Paul26 is met with a quick rejection by the two missionaries who quickly tore 

their clothes and rush into the crowd exclaiming that they are mere humans, not 

divine, echoing Peter’s words to Cornelius in 10:26 that Peter is not divine and 

reinforcing Paul’s image as prototypical of Christ group identity. 

 The lack of Judeans or non-Judean synagogue adherents, perhaps due to a 

small Judean population in Lystra, means that, unlike previous speeches, Paul is not 
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Realities: A Greco-Roman Context for Acts 14,” in Penner and Stichele, eds. Contextualizing Acts: 
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able to appeal to a common ethnic identity. Instead, Paul refers to the common 

experience of receiving good gifts from the divine. Paul proclaims that all these good 

gifts, namely rain, fruitful seasons, food, and joy, come from the “living God, who 

made the heaven and the earth and the sea and all that is in them” (qeo\n zw #nta, o§ß 

ėpoi÷hsen to\n oujrano\n kai« th\n ghvn kai« th\n qa¿lassan kai« pa¿nta ta» ėn 

aujtoi "ß: [14:15]). In doing this, Paul creates a superordinate identity that 

encompasses Judean monotheists and non-Judean polytheists in a common category 

of those who receive good gifts from the divine. 

 The mission in Lystra is interrupted when Judeans from Antioch and Iconium 

arrive and “win over the crowds” (pei÷santeß tou\ß o¡clouß [14:19]). Once the 

crowd had been turned against Paul, they stoned him and dragged him out of the city, 

thinking he was dead (liqa¿santeß to\n Pauvlon e¶suron e¶xw thvß po/lewß 

nomi÷zonteß aujto\n teqnhke÷nai [14:19]).27 This brings the tension and anticipation 

of violence against Paul that has been building since his transformation in chapter 

nine to a dramatic climax. Like Jesus, Paul now suffers the consequences for his 

powerful orations that offended traditional Judeans.28 Though most commentators 

give little attention to the thought that Paul was dead here,29 Rick Strelan has 

suggested that the authorial audience is expected to think that those in the narrative 
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thought he was dead.30 Strelan maintains that Luke implies Paul’s death here by 

echoing the death of Jesus in the Third Gospel and the symbolic death of Peter earlier 

in the narrative (12:6-17). The mention of “the disciples” surrounding him probably 

refers to those who had traveled with Paul31 coming to mourn and prepare his body 

for burial.32 Instead, however, when they surrounded him, Paul “arose and entered the 

city” (aÓnasta»ß ei˙shvlqen ei˙ß th\n po/lin) and leaves the next day for the nearby 

town of Derbe (14:20). Just as in the last chapter I noted that Peter’s imprisonment, 

release, and departure parallel Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, so in the 

present scene, the notion that Paul is “thought to be dead” (nomi÷zonteß aujto\n 

teqnhke÷nai) yet arises suddenly, returns to town, and leaves the following day 

(14:20) echos Jesus’ death, resurrection, and departure. In each of these accounts, the 

verb aÓni÷sthmi occurs with refer to Jesus (Luke 24:7, 46), Peter (12:7), and Paul 

(14:20). Not only does this serve to link Paul with Jesus and his death and 

resurrection, it bolsters Paul’s connection with Peter as leader and prototype of the 

Christ group.

 Luke’s description of the work in Derbe is brief: Paul and Barnabas 

“proclaimed the good news” (eujaggelisa¿menoi÷) and “made many disciples”
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(maqhteu/santeß i˚kanou\ß) there (14:21). In this first section of the third narrative 

block, Paul has emerged as both leader and prototype of the Christ group by being 

linked with Jesus and Peter through various echos and allusions of speeches and 

miracles. As leader and prototype, Paul expands the mission to non-Judeans begun by 

Peter in his journey into Asia Minor. For only the second time in Acts, non-Judeans 

with no allegiance or connection with Judaism through the synagogue hear and 

respond to the gospel (14:1; cf. 11:20). The recategorization process, therefore, 

continues in the third narrative block as Paul takes over the role of prototype of the 

Christ group and as he continues to define, following Peter, the superordinate ingroup 

identity of Christ followers, an identity which is about to be challenged, debated, and 

solidified. 

15:1-35 — The Climax of Recategorization

The kernel of the third narrative block shifted the focus of the narrative 

toward the expansion of the gospel into non-Judean regions. As the Christ movement 

expands, including more non-Judeans with no previous synagogue relation, the kernel 

is elaborated as conflict over the inclusion of non-Judeans reemerges. After Paul and 

Barnabas return from Asia Minor, the audience learns that “[c]ertain individuals came 

down from Judea and were teaching the brothers and sisters, ‘Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved’” (tineß 

katelqo/nteß aÓpo\ thvß $Ioudai÷aß ėdi÷daskon tou\ß aÓdelfou\ß o¢ti, ėa»n mh\ 
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peritmhqhvte twˆ# e¶qei twˆ# Mwüse÷wß, ouj du/nasqe swqhvnai [15:1]). While the 

circumcision group is not identified specifically, the authorial audience is led to 

connect it with the Pharisaic Christ followers mentioned subsequently in 15:5.33 This 

demand becomes a point of heated debate as Luke shows by noting there was “no 

small argument and debate” (sta¿sewß kai« zhth/sewß oujk ojli÷ghß [15:2]). 

Because of the dissension caused by this group, Paul and Barnabas were appointed by  

the community as representatives to the Jerusalem council to discuss the matter.

In his Anchor Bible Dictionary article on circumcision, Hall suggests at least three 

different attitudes about circumcision held by Judeans in the Hellenistic period. First, 

some consolidated the traditional emphasis in light of their new surroundings so that 

circumcision becomes more important than before. Second, some who had been 

educated in the Greek tradition retained circumcision while attempting to explain it to 

non-Judeans. Third, some abandoned circumcision altogether while maintaining their 

connection with ethnic Judaism.34  These three very different attitudes toward 

circumcision reflect a traditional Judean custom in tension with its surrounding 

milieu. L.T. Johnson notes that circumcision “was variously understood, and it may 

fairly be stated that for many first-century [Judeans], circumcision understood as a 

symbol…was more important than the literal procedure itself.”35
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The last time the matter of circumcision was raised in the Cornelius episode 

the audience was given the impression that the disagreement had been overcome 

(11:17-18), but the issue there was Peter following God’s lead to accept non-Judeans 

into the Christ movement and table fellowship not the specific boundary crossing 

rituals necessary for their entrance. As I noted in the discussion of the Cornelius scene 

above, the circumcision group celebrated God granting non-Judeans “repentance unto 

life” (11:18) but the matter of entry rituals was not addressed. Indeed, the key issue in 

the Cornelius scene is table fellowship.36 While the presence of non-Judeans in the 

Christ group does not appear to have been an issue, the conditions of their entrance 

and social interaction between them and Judean Christ followers were an issue, thus 

leaving the mission to the non-Judeans initiated by Peter and expanded by Paul “still 

open to question.”37 

The question here concerns what boundary crossing rituals were necessary to 

join the Christ group. In 2:38 Peter established the essential boundary crossing rituals 

of baptism in the name of Jesus and being filled with the Holy Spirit. The question of 

circumcision is raised now because the presence of uncircumcised Christ followers in 

the ingroup presents a problem for table fellowship for those Judean Christ followers 

who retain these traditional Judean customs. Because of this, some Christ followers 

from the circumcision party want to add circumcision and Torah observance to the 
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boundary crossing rituals of the Christ group. The recategorization of these two 

groups requires emphasizing the core superordinate identity they all share, that is 

belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah, while negotiating the boundary crossing 

rituals for Judeans and non-Judeans. The “council” in Jerusalem convenes for just this 

purpose. 

On the way to Jerusalem, Paul and Barnabas “passed through both Phoenicia 

and Samaria” and “reported the conversion of the non-Judeans, causing great joy to 

all the brothers and sisters” (dih/rconto th/n te Foini÷khn kai« Sama¿reian 

ėkdihgou/menoi th\n ėpistrofh\n tw #n ėqnw #n kai« ėpoi÷oun cara»n mega¿lhn 

pa#sin toi"ß aÓdelfoi "ß (Acts 15:3]). The excitement created in Phoenicia and 

Samaria by the news of non-Judean entry into the Christ group offers further 

confirmation of the legitimacy of non-Judean inclusion into the ingroup. Once the 

subgroups gather in Jerusalem, however, the mood changes from excitement as they 

begin to debate the necessary requirements for entrance into the Christ group. After 

the Pharisaic Christians repeat the demand for circumcision and Torah observance 

(15:5), the apostles and elders meet (15:6; privately?) and a lengthy debate follows 

(15:7). The authorial audience is not allowed hear the debate but only the arguments 

for inclusion, three speeches in favor of full inclusion of non-Judeans without 

requiring circumcision and Torah observance.38 Parsons notes that the three speeches 
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present the argument for inclusion from differing perspectives; Peter (15:7-11) offers 

his argument for inclusion from his experience with Cornelius’ household, Paul and 

Barnabas (15:12) base their argument on the experience of the “signs and wonders” 

done among the non-Judeans, and James (15:13-21) offers scriptural support for 

inclusion.39  

Peter reminds the delegates of the event Luke recounted earlier. He notes, “in 

the early days” (aÓf$ hJmerw #n aÓrcai÷wn) he was the one chosen by God from among 

the apostles to take the gospel to the non-Judeans so that they might “believe”

(pisteuvsai [15:7]). Their belief was confirmed by God who “gave them the Holy 

Spirit just as [God did] to us” (dou\ß to\ pneuvma to\ a‚gion kaqw»ß kai« hJmi "n 

[15:8]). Thus God demonstrated that there should be no distinction (oujqe«n 

die÷krinen) between those who believe in Jesus as Messiah (15:9), whether Judean or 

non-Judean. Following Peter’s report of the Cornelius scene, Paul and Barnabas 

report on their journey into Asia Minor. They are, however, given only one sentence 

and even then their testimony is narrated rather than given as direct discourse. They 

“told of all the signs and wonders that God had done through them among the non-

Judeans” (ėxhgoume÷nwn o¢sa ėpoi÷hsen oJ qeo\ß shmei "a kai« te÷rata ėn toi "ß 

e¶qnesin di$ aujtw #n [15:12]). Their speech simply adds support for what Peter had 

already explained.40 
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The third argument and the decisive support for inclusion, however, comes 

from James.

After they finished speaking, James replied, “My brothers, listen to me. 
Simeon has related how God first looked favorably on the Gentiles, to take 
from among them a people for his name. 

Meta» de« to\ sighvsai aujtou\ß aÓpekri÷qh $Ia¿kwboß le÷gwn: a‡ndreß 
aÓdelfoi÷, aÓkou/sate÷ mou. Sumew»n ėxhgh/sato kaqw»ß prw #ton oJ qeo\ß 
ėpeske÷yato labei "n ėx ėqnw #n lao\n twˆ # ojno/mati aujtouv. (15:13-14)

Parsons also points out that James replaces the usual word for non-Judeans (e¡qnoß) 

with usual word for the people of Israel (lao/ß). The implication is that God has taken 

a people (lao/ß) out of the non-Judean group (e¡qnoß). This is a significant statement 

for it indicates that God has expanded God’s “people” to include non-Judeans. “This 

agrees,” says James, “with the words of the prophets” (kai« tou/twˆ sumfwnouvsin 

oi˚ lo/goi tw #n profhtw #n [15:15]), particularly Amos, Jeremiah, and Isaiah. 

‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the dwelling of David, which has 
fallen; from its ruins I will rebuild it, and I will set it up, so that all other 
peoples may seek the Lord— even all the non-Judeans over whom my name 
has been called. Thus says the Lord, who has been making these things known 
from long ago.’ 

meta» tauvta aÓnastre÷yw kai« aÓnoikodomh/sw th\n skhnh\n Daui«d th\n 
peptwkui "an kai« ta» kateskamme÷na aujthvß aÓnoikodomh/sw kai« 
aÓnorqw¿sw aujth/n, o¢pwß a·n ėkzhth/swsin oi˚ kata¿loipoi tw #n
aÓnqrw¿pwn to\n ku/rion kai« pa¿nta ta» e¶qnh ėf$ ou§ß ėpike÷klhtai to\
o¡noma¿ mou ėp$ aujtou/ß, le÷gei ku/rioß poiw #n tauvta gnwsta» aÓp$ 
ai˙w #noß. (Acts 15:16–18)

Thus James grants his approval of non-Judean inclusion without the requirement of 

male circumcision and Torah observance based upon the promise of the prophets that, 
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“all other peoples may seek the Lord— even all the non-Judeans over whom my name has 

been called.” This means that non-Judeans may become members of the Christ 

movement without having to cross traditional Judean boundaries. This decision does 

not, however, remove these Judean boundaries for Judeans. 

 Though James rejects the necessity of circumcision and Torah observance as 

requisite for non-Judean membership in the Christ group, he recognizes that some 

measures must be put into place to enable table fellowship between non-Judean Christ  

followers and those Judean Christ followers who maintain these traditional Judean 

boundaries. 

Therefore I have reached the decision that we should not trouble those 
Gentiles who are turning to God, but we should write to them to abstain only 
from things polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever has 
been strangled and from blood. 

dio\ ėgw» kri÷nw mh\ parenoclei "n toi "ß aÓpo\ tw #n ėqnw #n ėpistre÷fousin 
ėpi« to\n qeo/n, aÓlla» ėpistei "lai aujtoi "ß touv aÓpe÷cesqai tw #n 
aÓlisghma¿twn tw #n ei˙dw¿lwn kai« thvß pornei÷aß kai« touv pniktouv kai« 
touv aiºmatoß (15:19-20)

These four stipulations for non-Judean Christ followers “provide a minimal platform” 

for table fellowship in Christ communities where some Judean believers maintained 

traditional dietary regulations.41 Thus, non-Judean Christ followers “are to behave in 
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this way not because the law says so but because it is the minimum that will allow 

[Judeans] who observe the law to associate with [non-Judeans] who do not.”42 This, 

of course, does not require Judeans to abandon circumcision or Torah observance.

Thus in this section of the third narrative block, the recategorization process 

reaches its climax as the superordinate identity is confirmed, boundary crossing 

rituals are firmly established, and subgroup identities affirmed that allow for social 

interaction between Judean and non-Judean Christ followers. The common 

superordinate Christian identity developed in Acts is illustrated below.

Tables and Figures

Judean Christ 
followers

Non-Judean 
Christ followers

Judean Christ 
followers

Non-Judean 
Christ followers

Figure 10: Recategorization of Christ-following subgroups
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Solidifying the common ingroup identity is not, however, the final act of the 

narrative; there remains the task of recategorizing the subgroups in the authorial 

audience into this superordinate Christ group identity. While those previously 

opposed to non-Judean inclusion in the Christ group may accept the superordinate 

identity that allows non-Judeans to join the Christ group without circumcision or 

Torah observance but does not require Judean Christ followers to abandon their ethnic 

customs, some may continue to object that Paul does not proclaim such a 

superordinate identity. Indeed, some in the authorial audience may identify with the 

group of Judean Christ followers in the fourth narrative block who object that Paul 

has abandoned Judean customs and encourages Judean Christ followers to do the 

same. The remaining task in the process of recategorizing the authorial audience into 

a superordinate Christ identity is to address these concerns about Paul and his 

supporters by demonstrating that Paul has not abandoned Judean customs nor does he 

teach other Judeans to do so and therefore is a prototypical. This will be accomplished 

by highlighting for the authorial audience Paul’s Judean-ness and his commitment to 

Judean customs while also maintaining his status as prototypical of Christ group 

identity and reaffirming the superordinate identity established in the first half of the 

narrative. This demonstration begins as soon as the council has adjourned as Paul 

suggests returning to Asia Minor.
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15:36-16:10 — Return to Asia Minor

 Following the decision at Jerusalem concerning non-Judean inclusion, the 

kernel continues being expanded as Paul suggests that he and Barnabas return to the 

communities they had established in Asia Minor to communicate the decision of the 

Jerusalem meeting and “to see how they were doing” (pw #ß e¶cousin [15:36]). 

Barnabas, however, complicates matters when he suggests that they take John Mark 

along with them (15:37-8). The authorial audience will remember that John Mark had 

accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their initial trip but decided not to continue after 

their time on Cyprus and sailed back to Jerusalem (13:13). While the reason for John 

Mark’s departure was previously unclear, the authorial audience may now begin to 

put the pieces together. Parsons suggests that John Mark rejected the validity of the 

non-Judean mission based on his alliance with the more traditional Judean Christ 

followers (12:12, 25; 13:13b). Though this is not explicitly stated in the narrative, it is 

reasonable that the authorial audience may have inferred this since John Mark left as 

Paul and Barnabas were preparing to sail for Asia Minor (13:13). If this is the case, 

the audience may also infer that it was John Mark who informed the Jerusalem 

community of Paul and Barnabas’ mission and spurred the visit of the Pharisaic 

Christians to Antioch narrated in 15:1. John Mark’s departure in chapter thirteen is 

viewed by Luke as a desertion of the mission, a desertion which now results in a tense 
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disagreement and separation between Paul and Barnabas.43 Paul choses Silas and 

continues with his planned visit to Asia Minor (15:40) while Barnabas takes John 

Mark with him to Cyprus (15:39). 

 The reason for Barnabas’ departure with John Mark remains somewhat 

clouded for the authorial audience. From a literary perspective, however, the reason 

resides in the fact that his character has fulfilled its role as an important bridge 

between Peter and Paul and is, therefore, no longer needed in the narrative.44 With 

Peter now absent from the narrative and Paul functioning as leader and prototype of 

Christian identity, a new connection between the current (in the narrative) Jerusalem 

leadership, the Jerusalem decision concerning non-Judean inclusion, and Paul’s 

mission is needed. To fulfill this new role, Barnabas is replaced with Silas who, the 

audience will remember, was said to have been a leader in the Jerusalem community 

(15:22) as well as a prophet. Silas also, along with Judas, encouraged the Christ 

followers in Antioch when he joins Paul in delivering the letter confirming the 

decision of the council on the inclusion of non-Judeans without circumcision and 

Torah observance (15:32). The audience, then, is led to view Silas as one who 

embodies the Jerusalem Christ community and its openness to the non-Judean 

mission. Thus, Silas, like Barnabas before him, serves as a prototype of the Jerusalem 
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Christ group and, as such, serves to maintain the crucial connection between Paul and 

the mission to the non-Judeans and the apostles and the Christ group in Jerusalem. 

Apart from securing this connection, Silas  contributes little else to Paul’s 

characterization.

 Having replaced Barnabas with Silas, Paul now sets out on his mission to 

encourage the Christ communities established on his previous journey into Southern 

Asia Minor (13:13-26). When Paul arrives in Lystra and Derbe, the audience is 

introduced to a disciple named Timothy, whom it presumes became a Christ follower 

during Paul’s previous mission there (16:1). Luke tells the audience that Timothy has 

a faithful Judean mother and a Greek father, and that Timothy, who was not 

circumcised previously, was circumcised by Paul “because of the Judeans” (dia» tou\ß 

$Ioudai÷ouß [16:3]). This serves to demonstrate Paul’s continued commitment to the 

traditional Judean custom of circumcision and thus locates Paul within the Judean 

subgroup within the Christ group. 

Nevertheless, some in the authorial audience may wonder why Timothy had 

not been circumcised previously. L.T. Johnson offers three plausible explanations. 

Either (1) Timothy’s mother was more committed to the Christ group than she was to 

her ethnic Judean customs, (2) Timothy would not have been considered an ethnic 

Judean because of his Greek father and therefore was not obliged to be circumcised or 

(3) Timothy’s Greek father prevented him from being circumcised because of the 
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social stigma it created for Judeans among Greeks and Romans. Johnson argues that 

option three is supported by the statement at the end of 16:3.45  The issue of 

circumcision for non-Judean converts was a wider problem that Luke portrays in 

Acts; indeed, it appears to have been a major question within the diaspora Judean 

community as a whole. It is possible, then, that Timothy and his mother represented 

the group that retained Judaism while abandoning circumcision.

Why then, after the important decision made in Jerusalem about circumcision 

and non-Judean Christ followers, would Luke present Paul as having Timothy 

circumcised? Luke’s response, “because they (the Judeans) all knew his father was a 

Greek” (tou\ß $Ioudai÷ouß . . . hØ¡deisan ga»r a‚panteß o¢ti ›Ellhn oJ path\r 

aujtouv uJphvrcen [16:3]), gives the audience some help in answering this question. If 

the Judeans knew Timothy’s father was Greek, they likely expected that he would 

have prevented Timothy’s circumcision, even if his mother wanted to have it done. 

By the second century, there was a tradition that enabled those engaged in mixed 

marriages to trace children’s lineage through the mother, if she was married to a non-

Judean.46 While there is no indication that this was codified during Luke’s time, there 
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is some evidence that this idea was in place by the latter decades of the the first 

century C.E.47 

Hall mentions five attitudes of the early Christ followers toward the issue of 

circumcision: circumcision is necessary, circumcision is irrelevant, Judeans should 

circumcise but non-Judeans should not, literal circumcision should be abolished, 

circumcision can be used positively. He concludes that, according to Luke, Paul 

belongs in the third category, thus agreeing with Witherington that “[t]here is no 

evidence that Paul in Acts objected to [Judean] Christians practicing their ancestral 

religion.”48 L.T. Johnson states that, “if Timothy was regarded as [Judean], then the 

act of circumcision signifies loyalty to the ancestral traditions.”49 Parsons notes, “his 

circumcision is an attempt on Paul’s part to accommodate [Judean] sensitivity and to 

ensure Timothy’s acceptability among the [Judeans] with whom he would work.”50 

This approach to circumcision and the question of ethnicity is important for the 

establishment of a common superordinate ingroup identity among Christ followers. 

We have noted throughout this study that recategorization into a superordinate 

identity transcends particular subgroup identities and thus does not require subgroups 

to abandon particular identity markers. The agreement reached at the Jerusalem 

“council” stated that non-Judeans were not required to be circumcised or observe 
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48 Hall, “Circumcision” in ABD, 1.1029-31; Witherington, Acts, 474. 
49 Johnson, Acts, 284.
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Torah. This decision did not, however, remove the Judean identity markers of 

circumcision or Torah observance. Timothy needs to be circumcised because of his 

Judean ethnicity to confirm the legitimacy of the subgroup boundaries and the new 

superordinate Christ group identity. 

Paul, Silas, and Timothy traveled throughout the region and tell the Christ 

communities there of the decision reached in Jerusalem (16:4). Their visits result in 

the strengthening of the Christ communities and a daily increase in their numbers 

(16:5), which may be seen as affirmation of the decision reaching in chapter 15. 

Having visited the communities previously established, Paul and his companions are 

forbidden “by the Holy Spirit” (uJpo\ touv aJgi÷ou pneu/matoßv) to go into Asia and by 

“the spirit of Jesus” (to\ pneuvma $Ihsouv) to enter Bithynia, so they go down to Troas 

(16:6-8). During the night, Paul has a vision of a man from Macedonia who pleads 

with Paul to “come over to Macedonia and help us” (diaba»ß ei˙ß Makedoni÷an boh/

qhson hJmi "n [16:9]).

Map 2: Paul’s Return to Asia Minor and Mission to Macedonia and Achaia
From http://net.bible.org/map.php, accessed 23 January 2010
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The plea for Paul and his companions to come to Macedonia is significant because it, 

along with the intervention of the Spirit, illustrates the further divinely guided 

advance of the gospel into previously, at least in the narrative, unchartered territories.

 At this point, the audience first encounters the use of the first person plural 

pronoun, the so-called “we passages”: “When he had seen the vision, we immediately 

tried to cross over to Macedonia” (wJß de« to\ o¢rama ei•den, eujqe÷wß ėzhth/samen 

ėxelqei "n ei˙ß Makedoni÷an [16:10]). The “we” passages (16:10-17; 20:5-16; 

21:1-18; 27:1-28:16) have been the source of much discussion of the authorship and 

sources of Acts, such that a thorough treatment of scholarship is not possible here.51 

While most earlier studies attempted to locate an “historical we,” either as a 

companion of Paul or as a source document the author used, more recent literary 

studies have sought to provide an answer concerning the inclusion of the “we” in the 

narrative. Haenchen seems to have been the first to argue that the first person plural in 

these sections serves to bring the readers into the story,52 an approach that was 

followed by Tannehill and Kurz.53 More recent narrative critical studies have argued 

that the “we” acts as a character-narrator to bolster Paul’s credibility in the absence of 

Barnabas,54 as well as serving to mark the end of the apostolic era.55 I noted above 
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that the replacement of Barnabas by Silas marked an important transition in which 

Silas was now the connection between Paul and the Jerusalem Christ community. 

While he serves as this important connection, however, Silas is not able to bolster 

Paul’s credibility with the authorial audience since he has only recently entered the 

narrative. Thus, by placing himself in the narrative, the narrator is able to provide 

trustworthy support for Paul and his mission, support that is important in the ongoing 

recategorization of the authorial audience.

16:11-19:20 — Paul in Macedonia and Achaia 

As the kernel of the fourth block continues to be expanded, the audience 

learns that Paul and his companions, including the narrator, sail from Troas directly 

across the Aegean Sea to Neapolis, the sea port of Philippi. Luke describes Philippi as 

“a leading city of that region of Macedonia and a Roman colony” (h¢tiß ėsti«n

prw¿th[ß] meri÷doß thvß Makedoni÷aß po/liß, kolwni÷a. [16:12]).56 On the Sabbath, 

they were seeking a “place of prayer” (proseuch\ [16:13]) just outside the city gate 

near the river.57 As Paul and his companions met with the women who had gathered at  

the “place of prayer,” one woman in particular receives focused attention. Lydia is 
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56 Cf. Pseudo-Lucian, Onos 46 where Thessalonica is called “the greatest city in Macedonia.” On 
the textual problems with this phrase see, Metzger, Textual Commentary, 393-95. Witherington, Acts, 
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57 While it is possible that by using the term proseuch\ Luke means “synagogue,” Parsons (Acts, 
229) notes that Luke usually uses the term sunagwgoß when referring to “synagogue.” Johnson (Acts,  
292-3) maintains that the location of the conversation with the women is not the “place of prayer” 
since they continue to the “place of prayer” in 16:16. Yet, the Greek of 16:16 does not seem to favor 
this interpretation ($Ege÷neto de« poreuome÷nwn).



said to have been a “worshipper of God” “from Thyatira58 and a “dealer in purple 

cloth”59 (Ludi÷a, porfuro/pwliß po/lewß Quatei÷rwn sebome÷nh to\n qeo/n 

[16:14]). Luke says that the Lord opened this woman’s heart and she paid close 

attention to Paul’s message and was baptized along with her household (16:15). Her 

baptism implies to the authorial audience that she believed Paul’s message that Jesus 

is the resurrected Messiah. Following her baptism, presumably in the name of Jesus, 

she urges Paul and his companions to stay at her house (16:15). Though Luke does 

not indicate that she was filled with the Holy Spirit, her actions in extending 

hospitality to Paul and his companions echo the proper use of possessions displayed 

earlier in the narrative by spirit-filled believers (2:44-45; 4:32, 34-35; contra 5:3-4).

 The authorial audience is not told how long they stayed there, only that on one 

day during their stay, they were on their way again to the “place of prayer” and met a 

“slave-girl” (paidi÷skhn) who brought her owners much revenue by fortune-telling 
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58 Thyatira is a city in the province of Lydia, hence Parsons note that she is “Lydia of 
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category (see Witherington, Acts, 492). Yet, Parsons notes Plutarch’s statement that “we take pleasure 
in a thing, but we despise the one who made it.” (translated by Parsons, Acts, 230). Thus, Lydia could 
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Women, Public Religion, and Christian Propaganda in Acts 16,” 126 suggests the Lydia be understood 
as a person of “low status but (relatively) high income.” 



through her “Pythian spirit” (pneuvma pu/qwna [16:16]).60 For many days, she 

followed Paul and his companions crying out, “These men are slaves of the Most 

High God who proclaim to you a way of salvation” (ou!toi oi˚ a‡nqrwpoi douvloi 

touv qeouv touv uJyi÷stou ei˙si÷n, oiºtineß katagge÷llousin uJmi "n oJdo\n swthri÷aß 

[16:17]). Finally, Paul has enough (diaponhqei«ß) and invokes the name of Jesus, as 

Peter had done previously (3:6; 9:34), and casts the spirit out of her. His action, 

however, angers the girl’s owners because, like the spirit, their money had “gone 

away” (ėxelqei "n in 16:18 and ėxhvlqen in 16:19). The owners bring Paul and Silas to 

the agora before the authorities, though they do not disclose their reason for doing so 

(16:19). Rather, they claim that Paul and his companions “are Judeans” ($Ioudai "oi 

uJpa¿rconteß) who are “disturbing our city” (ėktara¿ssousin hJmw #n th\n po/lin) 

and “advocat[ing] customs that are unlawful for us Romans to adopt or observe” (kai« 

katagge÷llousin e¶qh a± oujk e¶xestin hJmi "n parade÷cesqai oujde« poiei "n 

ÔRwmai÷oiß ou™sin [16:20-1]). Parsons notes that this is a “stock charge against 

migratory religions movement”61 that “could be invoked at any time, regardless of the 

basis for the charges.”62 The authorial audience would understand the charge of 

introducing un-Roman customs as an attempt to ignite cultural distinctions between 
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‘us’ and ‘them,’ thus expanding the outgroup beyond unbelieving Judeans to include 

unbelieving non-Judeans as well.63  By highlighting these distinctions, the outgroup 

in this scene supports the process of recategorization by differentiating between, from 

the perspective of the narrative, their outgroup and the Christ-following ingroup, of 

which Paul is a prototypical member.

 Convinced that Paul and Silas were a threat, the authorities had them stripped 

of their clothing and “beaten with rods” (rJabdi÷zein [16:22]), yet another reference to 

an act of violent opposition against Christ group members by members of the 

unbelieving outgroup. After being beaten, Paul and Silas were put into the “innermost 

cell” (ėswte÷ran) of the prison with their feet in stocks (16:23-4). 

About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and 
the prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was an earthquake, so 
violent that the foundations of the prison were shaken; and immediately all the 
doors were opened and everyone’s chains were unfastened. When the jailer 
woke up and saw the prison doors wide open, he drew his sword and was 
about to kill himself, since he supposed that the prisoners had escaped.

Kata» de« to\ mesonu/ktion Pauvloß kai« Sila#ß proseuco/menoi u¢mnoun 
to\n qeo/n, ėphkrow #nto de« aujtw #n oi˚ de÷smioi. a‡fnw de« seismo\ß 
ėge÷neto me÷gaß w‚ste saleuqhvnai ta» qeme÷lia touv desmwthri÷ou: 
hjnewˆ¿cqhsan de« paracrhvma ai˚ qu/rai pa#sai kai« pa¿ntwn ta» desma» 
aÓne÷qh. e¶xupnoß de« geno/menoß oJ desmofu/lax kai« i˙dw»n aÓnewˆgme÷naß 
ta»ß qu/raß thvß fulakhvß, spasa¿menoß [th\n] ma¿cairan h¡mellen 
e̊auto\n aÓnairei "n nomi÷zwn ėkpefeuge÷nai tou\ß desmi÷ouß. (16:25-27)

Paul intervenes, however, telling the guard that all the prisoners were still there, after 

which the guard falls down trembling before Paul and Silas and asking what he must 
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do to be saved (16:27-30), likely due to his and the prisoners hearing Paul and Silas 

praying and singing hymns to God before the earthquake (16:25). Paul shares his 

gospel message with the jailer and he and his entire household believe and are 

baptized (16:30-34). 

Then he brought them outside and said, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 
They answered, “Believe on the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and 
your household.” They spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were 
in his house. At the same hour of the night he took them and washed their 
wounds; then he and his entire family were baptized without delay. He 
brought them up into the house and set food before them; and he and his entire 
household rejoiced that he had become a believer in God.

kai« proagagw»n aujtou\ß e¶xw e¶fh: ku/rioi, ti÷ me dei " poiei "n iºna swqw #; 
oi˚ de« ei•pan: pi÷steuson ėpi« to\n ku/rion $Ihsouvn kai« swqh/shØ su\ kai« 
oJ oi•ko/ß sou. kai« ėla¿lhsan aujtwˆ # to\n lo/gon touv kuri÷ou su\n pa#sin 
toi "ß ėn thØv oi˙ki÷â aujtouv. kai« paralabw»n aujtou\ß ėn ėkei÷nhØ thØv w‚râ 
thvß nukto\ß e¶lousen aÓpo\ tw #n plhgw #n, kai« ėbapti÷sqh aujto\ß kai« oi˚ 
aujtouv pa¿nteß paracrhvma, aÓnagagw¿n te aujtou\ß ei˙ß to\n oi•kon 
pare÷qhken tra¿pezan kai« hjgallia¿sato panoikei« pepisteukw»ß twˆ # 
qewˆ #. (Acts 16:30–34)

Though the jailer and his household follow Paul’s command and “believe” in Jesus 

and are baptized, like Lydia and her household, they are not said to have been filled 

with the Holy Spirit. They do, nevertheless, extend hospitality to Paul and Silas, 

demonstrating spirit-filled behavior. Again, the proper use of possessions serves as an 

identity marker. 

 The next morning, the authorities send word to release Paul and Silas though 

the audience is not told why (16:35). They may suppose that the authorities viewed 

the violent earthquake as a sign from the gods that their imprisonment of Paul and 
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Silas was disliked. Paul, however, rejects their offer, noting that authorities have 

publicly beaten and imprisoned innocent Roman citizens and demands the authorities 

come and release him and Silas themselves (16:37).64 Understandably, the authorities 

were afraid of Paul’s claim to Roman citizenship and immediately apologize to Paul 

and Silas and release them (16:38-39). Before they leave Philippi, however, Paul and 

Silas return to Lydia’s house and encourage the Christ followers who were there 

(16:40). 

 When Paul and his companions left Philippi, they continued traveling along 

the Via Egnatia, the major East-West road through Macedonia running from 

Dyrrachium to Byzantium, passing through Amphipolis and Apollonia on his way to 

Thessalonica (17:1). Once there, Paul entered the synagogue on three Sabbath days 

teaching from the scriptures that Jesus was the Messiah,65 emphasizing for the 

authorial audience that, despite the agreement reached in the Jerusalem Council and 

Paul’s increasing focus on the mission to the non-Judeans, he has not abandoned the 

mission to ethnic Judeans and god-fearers. In the synagogue, Paul “argues”

(diele÷xato),“explains” (dianoi÷gwn) and “proves” (paratiqe÷menoß) from the 

scriptures that Jesus is Israel’s Messiah (17:2-3).66 Witherington notes that the type of 
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rhetoric used here is enthymeme, a type of syllogism formed in three parts, one of 

which may be only implied, leaving the audience to fill in the gap.67 The enthymeme, 

in this case (17:3), is as follows:

(1) The Christ must suffer and rise again, as Paul’s interpretation of the 
Scriptures proves,

(2) Jesus died on the cross and rose again,
(3) Therefore, this Jesus Paul is proclaiming must be the Christ.68

The second proof is omitted here, leaving the audience to fill in the gap. Parsons 

notes that, while the form is Hellenistic, the content is thoroughly Judean and thus 

reminiscent of earlier statements by Jesus and Peter (Luke 24:26, 46; Acts 3:18).69 

Thus, while much of this narrative block is focused on Paul’s expansion of the non-

Judean mission, the authorial audience is not allowed to forget the continuity between 

Paul, Peter, and Jesus, being continually reminded of Paul’s prototypical status in the 

Christ group.

 The audience now learns that “some of them were persuaded and were 

identified with Paul and Silas, along with a great many of the devout Greeks and 

several of the leading women” (tineß ėx aujtw #n ėpei÷sqhsan kai«

proseklhrw¿qhsan twˆ# Pau/lwˆ kai« twˆ # Silâ#, tw #n te sebome÷nwn ÔEllh/nwn 

plhvqoß polu/, gunaikw #n te tw #n prw¿twn oujk ojli÷gai [Acts 17:4]). While no 

reference is made to their belief in Jesus as resurrected Messiah or baptism and being 
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filled with Holy Spirit, the use of proseklhrw¿qhsan, an aorist form of 

prosklhro/omai meaning to “identify with,” seems to indicate that they were the 

subjects of divine action.70 While the core of the superordinate identity and boundary 

crossing rituals are not mentioned their being identified with the key figures of Paul 

and Silas implies both their believe and participation in the boundary crossing rituals 

that constitute the superordinate identity.

 The Judeans who did not believe, however, become “envious”

(zhlw¿santeß), form a mob, and “set the city in an uproar” (ėqoru/boun th\n po/lin 

[17:5]). In this scene, though, since the opposition could not find Paul and Silas in 

public, they went to Jason’s house in search of them. Unable to locate Paul and Silas, 

the mob brought Jason before the city authorities with their allegation: 

These people who have been turning the world upside down have come here 
also, and Jason has entertained them as guests. They are all acting contrary to 
the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king named Jesus.
 
oi˚ th\n oi˙koume÷nhn aÓnastatw¿santeß ou!toi kai« ėnqa¿de pa¿reisin, 
ou§ß uJpode÷dektai $Ia¿swn: kai« ou!toi pa¿nteß aÓpe÷nanti tw #n dogma¿twn 
Kai÷saroß pra¿ssousin basile÷a eºteron le÷gonteß ei•nai $Ihsouvn. 
(17:6b-7)

Again, hostile opposition characterizes the unbelieving outgroup and serves to further 

define the Christ-following ingroup as those whom the authorities oppose. 

 The precise “decrees of Caesar” referred to by the crowd are not explicitly 

cited, though the crowd explains that the Christ group’s insubordination resides in 
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their proclamation that there is another king, namely Jesus. E. A. Judge has suggested 

that this is a reference to a ban on predictions concerning the change of rulers or that 

suggest the demise of the current ruler.71 This understanding of Paul’s proclamation 

of “another king named Jesus” agrees with Johnson’s translation of the phrase th\n 

oi˙koume÷nhn aÓnastatw¿santeß as “subverting the empire.”72 Such an accusation 

would be troublesome to civic officials, especially in the wake of the possible 

expulsion of the Judeans from Rome in 49 C.E. because of such a disturbance. In an 

attempt to calm the uproar, the authorities secure a guarantee from Jason that his 

friends will leave and not return and thus that night, Paul and Silas left Thessalonica 

for Beroea (17:10).

 The account of Paul’s activity in Beroea centers on the character of the 

Judeans there and the social status of those who embraced the gospel (17:11). First, 

Luke tells the audience that the Judeans in Beroea were “more noble than those in 

Thessalonica” (eujgene÷steroi tw #n ėn Qessaloni÷khØ), by which Luke seems to 

mean “receptive,” because they welcomed Paul’s message and examined the 

scriptures everyday, not just on the Sabbath, to investigate Paul’s claims. Second, 

those who receive Paul’s message include many of the Judeans as well as “many 
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Greek women and men of high standing” (tw #n ÔEllhni÷dwn gunaikw #n tw #n 

eujschmo/nwn kai« aÓndrw #n oujk ojli÷goi [17:12]). As before, however, the 

unbelieving Judeans from a nearby town chase Paul and force him to leave, leaving 

Silas and Timothy behind (17:13-14), another indication that opposition characterizes 

both the believing ingroup and the unbelieving outgroup. 

 In Athens, as he waits for Silas and Timothy, Paul takes note of the statuary 

and monuments for which the city was famous (17:16). While he was there, Paul 

“argued in the synagogue with the Judeans and devout persons . . . (diele÷geto me«n 

ou™n ėn thØv sunagwghØv toi "ß $Ioudai÷oiß kai« toi "ß sebome÷noiß . . . [17:17]). In 

Athens, therefore, Paul first seeks out a synagogue so that he may continue preaching 

the gospel to the Judeans, another indication that he remains committed to Judean 

customs. He also argued “in the marketplace every day with those who were 

there” (ėn thØv aÓgorâ# kata» pa#san hJme÷ran pro\ß tou\ß paratugca¿nontaß 

[17:17]). Among those with whom Paul argued, presumably in the agora, were 

Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, whom Pervo observes “could be counted on to take 

opposing positions on most issues.”73 They took him to the Areopagus asking, “can 

we know what this new teaching is that you are presenting? (duna¿meqa gnw #nai ti÷ß 

hJ kainh\ au¢th hJ uJpo\ souv laloume÷nh didach/; [17:19]). 
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 The Areopagus was both the name of an Athenian high court and a hill near 

the acropolis, but the name could refer to both, that is, a council that met on that 

hill.74 There has been considerable debate over whether Paul is simply preaching at 

the location called Aeropagus75 or if he was brought before the council to explain his 

introduction of a “foreign god” to the Athenians.76 As both Pervo and Witherington 

have demonstrated, the context seems to favor a judicial setting, thus “having been 

stood in midst of the Areopagus” (Staqei«ß de« [oJ] Pauvloß ėn me÷swˆ touv $Arei÷ou 

pa¿gou) Paul offers his explanation (17:22). He begins by attempting to establish a 

sense of commonality between himself and the Athenian crowd by linking his 

message with their altar “to an unknown god” ($Agnw¿stwˆ qewˆ # [17:23]) and the 

connection that exists between all humanity through this one god (17:24-26). This 

god, Paul asserts, 

[c]ommands all people everywhere to repent, because God has fixed a day on 
which God will have the world judged in righteousness by a man whom God 
has appointed, and of this God has given assurance to all by raising him from 
the dead.

paragge÷llei toi "ß aÓnqrw¿poiß pa¿ntaß pantacouv metanoei "n, kaqo/ti 
e¶sthsen hJme÷ran ėn hØ! me÷llei kri÷nein th\n oi˙koume÷nhn ėn dikaiosu/nhØ, 
ėn aÓndri« wˆ— w‚risen, pi÷stin parascw»n pa#sin aÓnasth/saß aujto\n ėk 
nekrw #n. (17:30-31)

The response to Paul’s proclamation is mixed at best. Mention of the resurrection 

caused some of the listeners to scoff while others appear interested and want to hear 
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more from Paul at a later time (17:32). There are some, however, who are persuaded 

by Paul’s message and become believers; particularly, Luke mentions Dionysius the 

Areopagite, a member of the council, and a woman named Damaris (17:34). While 

Paul’s ministry in Athens may not have appeared significantly successful, it serves 

two important narrative functions; first, it demonstrates Paul’s continued interest in 

preaching the gospel to Judeans, even in Athens and second, it illustrates the ability of 

Paul to proclaim a message to these non-Judeans that would not have been offensive 

to Judean Christ followers. Thus, the scene in Athens serves to bolster the claim that 

Paul remains committed to Judean customs even while proclaiming the superordinate 

Christ group identity. 

 Next, the audience learns that Paul travels to Corinth (18:1), where he 

encounters Judeans who have recently arrived from Rome due to the expulsion of the 

Judeans by Claudius (18:2). Peter Lampe proposes that Judean Christ followers in 

Rome were in conflict with one or more synagogues, which led to the expulsion of 

the key figures in the conflict.77 Pricilla and Aquila, therefore, represent these leading 

Judean Christ followers who have emigrated to Corinth from Rome. Here the 

audience also learns that Paul has a secondary occupation, tentmaking, which 

persumably provides him with a source of income while traveling. Since Pricilla and 
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Aquila share this trade, they invite Paul to stay and work with them (18:3). The 

audience is told that every Sabbath Paul attended the synagogue and “argued”

(diele÷geto) with the Judeans and non-Judeans (18:4). Once Silas and Timothy 

arrive, Paul dedicates himself solely to convincing the Judeans that Jesus was the 

Messiah (18:5). Again, the audience is reminded that Paul is committed to proclaming 

the gospel to the Judeans and gives no indication of anti-Judaism. The Judeans, 

however, reject Paul’s message which leads him to gesture symbolically that he 

would have no more to do with them (18:6). As in Iconium (14:1-7), Judean rejection 

causes Paul to turn exclusively to the non-Judeans in this location. Paul, therefore, 

leaves the synagogue and enters the house of Titius Justus, which was next door 

(18:7). The audience learns that the mission in Corinth was successful, with many 

people hearing the gospel and becoming believers including the leader of the 

synagogue, Crispus, and his household (18:8). Although the language describing the 

superordinate identity becomes increasingly sparse in the latter part of the Acts 

narrative, key words — such as “believed” and “baptized” in 18:8 — continue to 

remind the authorial audience of the superordinate identity established and solidified 

earlier in the narrative. Due to the success of his mission in Corinth, Paul remains 

there for a year and six months (18:11).
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 During the time when Gallio was the proconsul of Achaia,78 “the Judeans 

attacked Paul with one accord and brought him before the judgment seat”

(katepe÷sthsan oJmoqumado\n oi˚ $Ioudai "oi twˆ # Pau/lwˆ kai« h¡gagon aujto\n 

ėpi« to\ bhvma [18:12]). The Judeans charge Paul with “persuading people to worship 

God in ways that are contrary to the law” (o¢ti para» to\n no/mon aÓnapei÷qei ou!toß 

tou\ß aÓnqrw¿pouß se÷besqai to\n qeo/n. [18:12-13]). Gallio responds, however, 

noting that, 

If it were a matter of crime or serious wrongdoing, I would be justified in 
accepting the complaint of you Judeans; but since it is a matter of questions 
about words and names and your own law, see to it yourselves; I do not wish 
to be a judge of these matters.

ei˙ me«n h™n aÓdi÷khma¿ ti h£ rJâdiou/rghma ponhro/n, w° $Ioudai "oi, kata» lo/
gon a·n aÓnesco/mhn uJmw #n, ei˙ de« zhth/mata¿ ėstin peri« lo/gou kai« 
ojnoma¿twn kai« no/mou touv kaq$ uJma#ß, o¡yesqe aujtoi÷: krith\ß ėgw» tou/
twn ouj bou/lomai ei•nai. (Acts 18:14–15)

To the Roman proconsul, therefore, the charges against Paul represented an intra-

group conflict within Judaism that should be settled among Judeans. As such, this 

may be an indication of the charge to be brought once Paul reaches Jerusalem that he 

has abandoned Judean customs and teaches other Judeans to do likewise. Persumably 

angry because their charge against Paul was dismissed, the Judeans assaulted the 

leader of the synagogue, Sosthenes, who had previously left the synagogue with Paul 

(18:17). Again, the unbelieving outgroup acts with violence against ingroup Christ 
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followers. The scene ends by noting that Paul left Corinth, accompanied by Priscilla 

and Aquila, for Syria (18:18). 

 The transition to the next major scene includes reference to Paul’s cutting his 

hair in Cenchreae, the eastern seaport of Corinth, because he was under a vow 

(18:18). Though it is not specificed what vow Paul had undertaken, it may be that 

Paul cut his hair here as he began the Nazarite vow.79 After his haircut, Paul sails with 

Pricsilla and Aquila to Ephesus, where he meets briefly with Judeans in the 

synagogue and, despite their urging him to remain, sails for Caesarea, promising to 

return “if God wills” (qeouv qe÷lontoß [18:19-21]).80

 Luke’s record of Paul’s continued mission is interrupted briefly by the 

introduction of Apollos, a Judean from Alexandria who is now in Ephesus (18:24). He 

is described as “ an eloquent man, powerful in the scriptures” (aÓnh\r lo/gioß, . . . 

dunato\ß w·n ėn tai "ß grafai "ß. [18:24]), as one who “had been instructed in the 

Way of the Lord” (ou!toß h™n kathchme÷noß th\n oJdo\n touv kuri÷ou [18:25]) and 

who “spoke with burning enthusiasm and taught accurately the things concerning 

Jesus” (kai« ze÷wn twˆ# pneu/mati ėla¿lei kai« ėdi÷dasken aÓkribw #ß ta» peri« touv 

$Ihsouv [18:25]). His only shortcoming, according to Luke, is the he “knew only the 

baptism of John” (ėpista¿menoß mo/non to\ ba¿ptisma $Iwa¿nnou: [18:25]). The 
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implication of Apollos’ description, therefore, is that he believes that Jesus is the 

resurrected Messiah but he has not undergone the boundary crossing rituals of 

baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled with the Spirit. Once when Apollos was 

speaking in the synagogue, Pricilla and Aquila heard him and “took him aside and 

explained the Way [of God] more accurately to him” (prosela¿bonto aujto\n kai« 

aÓkribe÷steron aujtwˆ# ėxe÷qento th\n oJdo\n [touv qeouv] [18:26]). This reference 

implies that they had explained the boundary crossing rituals to Apollos and that he 

underwent the rituals to join the Christ group. Apollos’ ingroup status is confirmed 

when the audience learns that he went to Achaia and “vigorously refuted the Judeans 

in public, showing by the scriptures that the Messiah is Jesus” (eujto/nwß ga»r toi "ß 

$Ioudai÷oiß diakathle÷gceto dhmosi÷â ėpideiknu\ß dia» tw #n grafw #n ei•nai to\n 

cristo\n $Ihsouvn. [18:28]). Thus, Apollos, now a legitimate member of the Christ-

following ingroup, proclaims the core identity marker to the Judeans in Corinth. 

 While Apollos was in Corinth, the audience learns that Paul returns to 

Ephesus, having “passed through the inland regions” (dielqo/nta ta» aÓnwterika» 

me÷rh [kat]elqei "n ei˙ß ⁄Efeson [19:1]). Once there, Paul finds “some 

disciples” (tinaß maqhta»ß) but whose disciples is not explicitly described until Paul 

asks what baptism they had received (19:2). Their reply makes clear that these were 

John the Baptist’s disciples (19:3). The question that needs to be considered is 

whether these disciples of John are also to be understood as Christ followers. Paul’s 

question to them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” (ei˙ pneuvma 
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a‚gion ėla¿bete pisteu/santeß; [19:2]) indicates by the use of the key term 

“believe” that they have expressed belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah but have 

not yet been baptized in his name nor have they been filled with the Holy Spirit. All 

of this suggests that Luke’s audience would have understood these to be disciples of 

John who had believed in Jesus but had not been properly initiated into the Christ 

movement. 

 Paul responds to this news by explaining to them that “John baptized with the 

baptism of repentance, saying to the people to believe in the one who was to come 

after him, that is, in Jesus” ($Iwa¿nnhß ėba¿ptisen ba¿ptisma metanoi÷aß twˆ # lawˆ# 

le÷gwn ei˙ß to\n ėrco/menon met$ aujto\n iºna pisteu/swsin, touvt$ e¶stin ei˙ß to\n 

$Ihsouvn [19:4]). When these disciples heard this, “they were baptized in the name of 

the Lord Jesus” (ėbapti÷sqhsan ei˙ß to\ o¡noma touv kuri÷ou $Ihsouv [19:5]) and 

“the Holy Spirit came upon them” (h™lqe to\ pneuvma to\ a‚gion ėp$ aujtou/ß [19:6]). 

Thus, for the first time since 8:12-15, belief in Jesus (19:4), baptism in his name 

(19:5), and being filled with the Holy Spirit (19:6) are mentioned together in the same 

scene. The restatement of the core of the superordinate identity and of the boundary-

crossing ritual makes explicit again for the audience what the previous chapters have 

assumed. This restatement enables the audience to confirm its understanding of and 

commitment to this superordinate identity. 

 The scene moves to the synagogue, where for three months Paul argues 

persuasively about the kingdom of God (19:8). The audience recalls Paul’s previous 
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meeting with this synagogue (18:19-20) and that they asked him to stay longer. It may  

be surprising, therefore, that now some “stubbornly refuse to believe and spoke evil 

of the Way” (tineß ėsklhru/nonto kai« hjpei÷qoun [19:9]). Apparently some did 

believe, however, and Paul leaves with “the disciples” and begins teaching in the 

“lecture hall of Tyrannus” (19:9). Paul spends two years teaching here so that “all” 

the residents of Asia, both Judean and Greeks heard his message (19:10). Paul’s time 

in Ephesus, therefore, reinforces the superordinate Christ group identity and many 

Judeans and Greeks are welcomed into the Christ group. 

 Luke introduces the final scene in this narrative block with a general statement 

of the miraculous things God was doing through Paul. So miraculous, in fact, were 

these deeds, when the handkerchiefs and aprons that had touched him were brought to 

the sick and demon possessed, they were healed (19:11-12). This is clearly a parallel 

to the healing effect of Peter’s shadow (5:15), showing that both Peter and Paul are, 

like Jesus,81 able to heal even though they have no physical contact with the person 

being healed. Paul’s powerful miracles lead other Judean exorcists to imitate him by 

attempting to cast out demons by the name of Jesus (19:13). Luke tells a brief, and 

humorous, story of one such group of exorcists, the seven sons of the Judean high 

priest Sceva. When they try to cast out a demon by imitation of Paul, the demon 

recognizes Jesus and Paul, but questions, “who are you?” (uJmei "ß de« ti÷neß ėste÷; 

[19:15]). The possessed person leaps onto the sons and forces them to flee, naked and 
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wounded (19:16). This event, Luke notes, becomes widely known in Ephesus, among 

both Judeans and Greeks, and causes many to become Christ followers, among them, 

some magicians who burned their magic books publicly (19:17-19). Again, former 

outgroup members who practice magic express belief in Jesus and the Christ and join 

the Christ group. The narrative block ends with a brief summary statement noting, 

“the word of the Lord grew powerful and strong” (Ou¢twß kata» kra¿toß touv 

kuri÷ou oJ lo/goß hu¡xanen kai« i¶scuen [19:20]). 

Summary

 The third narrative block focuses on the expansion of the gospel into Asia 

Minor (13:4-14:28; 15:36-16:10), Macedonia (16:11-17:15), Achaea (17:16-18:18). 

The kernel (13:1-4) informs the authorial audience that the Christian community in 

Antioch was commanded by the Holy Spirit to “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul 

for the work to which I have called them” (aÓfori÷sate dh/ moi to\n Barnaba#n kai« 

Sauvlon ei˙ß to\ e¶rgon o§ proske÷klhmai aujtou/ß [Acts 13:2]). The “work” to 

which Barnabas and Saul/Paul are called continues the process of recategorization 

begun in the first narrative block by making links between Peter and Paul so that the 

authorial audience begins to view the latter as prototypical of Christian identity and 

by bringing to a climax the narrative recategorization of Judean and non-Judean 

Christ followers at the “council” in Jerusalem (15:1-29)
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 At the Jerusalem “council,” the boundary-crossing rituals established earlier in 

the narrative are affirmed by the rejection of a proposal that would add circumcision 

and Torah observance. While these Judean boundary-crossing rituals were rejected for 

non-Judean Christ followers, four additional regulations were put in place to govern 

table fellowship between Judean and non-Judean Christ followers. The resulting 

boundary-crossing rituals hold that the baptism in the name of Jesus and being filled 

with the Holy Spirit are the boundaries separating ingroup from outgroup. Within the 

Christ group, however, the narrative of Acts presents two subgroups that have their 

own unique, though not mandatory, identity markers. While both subgroups exist 

within a superordinate group, each maintains certain distinct identity markers. Judean 

Christ followers are expected to continue to observe their traditional customs of 

circumcision and Torah observance while non-Judeans are expected to avoid “things 

polluted by idols and from fornication and from whatever has been strangled and 

from blood” (touv aÓpe÷cesqai tw #n aÓlisghma¿twn tw #n ei˙dw¿lwn kai« thvß 

pornei÷aß kai« touv pniktouv kai« touv aiºmatoß [15:20]).

 The creation of this superordinate group identity in the narrative has 

implications for the identity formation of those who read/hear Acts. Thus, just as 

those in the narrative have accepted the common ingroup identity set forth primarily 

by Peter and Paul, the authorial audience is expected to accept it as well. There 

remains, however, the question of Paul’s commitment to Judean customs for Judean 
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Christ followers. The recategorization process, therefore, will continue in the fourth 

and final narrative block as Paul defends his mission to the non-Judeans against 

accusations from Romans, Judeans, and Judean Christ followers. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
THE FOURTH NARRATIVE BLOCK (19:21-28:31)

 Following the completion of the narrative recategorization of Judean and non-

Judean Christ followers in the third narrative block, the fourth and final narrative 

block focuses on completing the recategorization of the authorial audience by 

addressing the reputation and legacy of Paul, namely by defending Paul against 

charges that he advocates abandoning traditional Judean customs such as 

circumcision and Torah observance. This is an important step in the recategorization 

process since it addresses a major concern that one subgroup, namely those who have 

previously opposed Paul and his mission, may have about Paul and this superordinate 

identity. Since Paul is a Judean, he clearly belongs to the Judean subgroup of Christ 

followers and therefore, according to his opponents view, he should continue to 

advocate circumcision and Torah observance for Judean Christ followers. Though 

unspoken until this final narrative block (21:20-21), the concern about Paul’s 

commitment and adherence to Judean customs has been underlying the narrative 

since the Jerusalem “council.” Thus, having established Paul as leader of the Christ 

movement and prototypical of its group identity, which has been created through the 

first three narrative blocks, the process of recategorizing those on both sides of the 

debate over non-Judean inclusion nears its completion in the fourth narrative block as 
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Paul, who continues to be linked with Jesus as prototype, defends himself against 

charges of anti-Judaism. This final narrative block, then, represents an appeal directly 

to Pauline opponents, that is, Judean Christ followers who are concerned that Paul 

may be “decategorizing” all Christ followers into one superordinate group rather than 

maintaining distinct subgroup identities. The kernel for the fourth block (19:21-22) 

provides a narrative framework for this defense, a framework that is elaborated in 

satellites that trace Paul’s movement from Ephesus (19:21-41), through Macedonia 

and Achaia (20:1-12), to Jerusalem (21:15-23:32), Caesarea (23:33-26:32), and 

finally to Rome (27:1-28:31), where the narrative ends.

The Fourth Narrative Block: 19:21-28:31

19:21-22 — Turning Toward Jerusalem and Rome

 In the kernel of the fourth narrative block, the authorial audience learns that 

Paul “decided in the Spirit to pass through Macedonia and Achaia” (e¶qeto oJ 

Pauvloß ėn twˆ# pneu/mati dielqw»n th\n Makedoni÷an kai« $AcaiŒan) on his way 

to Jerusalem and after that to Rome (poreu/esqai ei˙ß ÔIeroso/luma ei˙pw»n o¢ti 

meta» to\ gene÷sqai me ėkei " dei " me kai« ÔRw¿mhn i˙dei "n [19:21]).1 In addition to 

providing an outline of the last narrative block, this announcement also functions to 
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remind the authorial audience of Jesus “setting his face to go to Jerusalem” (aujto\ß 

to\ pro/swpon ėsth/risen touv poreu/esqai ei˙ß $Ierousalh/m [Luke 9:51]) and 

the divine necessity (dei ") for his suffering there.2 The final narrative shift in Acts, 

therefore, echos Jesus’ final turn toward Jerusalem and indicates to the audience the 

suffering that is to come for Paul in the narrative. By echoing Jesus’ journey toward 

Jerusalem, Paul’s journey to Jerusalem and Rome serves in part to reaffirm Paul’s 

prototypical status. Having established both Peter and Paul as the metonymic image 

of Jesus and prototypical of Christ group identity, and, having defined the 

superordinate ingroup identity of Christ followers, the final block of the narrative 

begins by reaffirming Paul’s role as prototype of the superordinate Christ group 

identity. Furthermore, by echoing Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem, Luke links the charges 

against Jesus to the charges against Paul, thus implying that, just as Jesus was not 

guilty of the charges against him, so Paul is not guilty of abandoning, and teaching 

others to abandon, traditional Judean customs. The kernel of the last narrative block, 

therefore, recalls Paul’s connection with Jesus, reaffirming his prototypical role, and 

implicitly denies the charges against him. The charges against Paul, therefore, though 

they remain unspoken until he reaches Jerusalem, are alluded to as the last narrative 

block begins. Before Paul begins his journey to Jerusalem, however, the audience 
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learns of an encounter between the Christ group and a group of local artisans in 

Ephesus.

19:23-40 — Paul in Ephesus

 Before Paul begins the journey that will take him to Jerusalem and Rome, the 

audience learns of a conflict in Ephesus between the Christ group and a trade guild of 

silversmiths3 who made considerable money making silver shrines4 of the goddess 

Artemis (19:23-24).5 A “silversmith” (aÓrguroko/poß) named Demetrius gathers the 

artisan guild to discuss what they should do about the problem. 

 Men, you know that we get our wealth from this business. You also see and hear 
 that not only in Ephesus but in almost the whole of Asia this Paul has persuaded 
 and drawn away a considerable number of people by saying that gods made 
 with hands are not gods. And there is danger not only that this trade of ours may 
 come into disrepute but also that the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be 
 scorned, and she will be deprived of her majesty that brought all Asia and the 
 world to worship her.
 
 a‡ndreß, ėpi÷stasqe o¢ti ėk tau/thß thvß ėrgasi÷aß hJ eujpori÷a hJmi "n ėstin 
 kai« qewrei "te kai« aÓkou/ete o¢ti ouj mo/non $Efe÷sou aÓlla» scedo\n pa¿shß 
 thvß $Asi÷aß oJ Pauvloß ou!toß pei÷saß mete÷sthsen i˚kano\n o¡clon le÷gwn 
 o¢ti oujk ei˙si«n qeoi« oi˚ dia» ceirw #n gino/menoi. ouj mo/non de« touvto 
 kinduneu/ei hJmi "n to\ me÷roß ei˙ß aÓpelegmo\n ėlqei "n aÓlla» kai« to\ thvß 
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 mega¿lhß qea#ß $Arte÷midoß i˚ero\n ei˙ß oujqe«n logisqhvnai, me÷llein te kai« 
 kaqairei "sqai thvß megaleio/thtoß aujthvß h§n o¢lh hJ $Asi÷a kai« hJ 
 oi˙koume÷nh se÷betai. (19:25-27)

They are threatened primarily because of the impact Paul’s message has on their 

income thus, though Paul is not a major actor in this scene, “the whole episode 

indirectly demonstrates the powerful effect of Paul’s work in Asia through the 

emotional reaction of people who feel threatened by it.”6 This demonstrates the 

popularity of Paul’s message among non-Judeans in the province of Asia and 

reaffirms ingroup and outgroup distinctions by emphasizing the outgroup’s opposition 

to the Christ-following ingroup. 

 The Temple of Artemis in Ephesus, which is introduced here without 

introduction,7 was an important financial center of the ancient world.8 Demetrius’ 

concern creates great anxiety (19:28) and confusion (19:29) as a large crowd rushes 

the theater for an impromptu civic assembly. Since the Christ group was the cause of 

the commotion, unnamed people seize two of Paul’s traveling companions, though 

the audience is not told the reason or what happens to them. The authorial audience is 

expected here to wonder about Paul’s situation, thus the narrator notes that Paul 

wanted to go to the assembly but the disciples would not let him and some of the 
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Asiarchs (tw #n $Asiarcw #n),9 who were his “friends” (fi÷loi)10 urged him not to go to 

the theater (19:30-31). Paul remains in hiding until the commotion ceases (20:1).

 Even as a prototypical Christ group member, Paul does not play a major role 

in this scene. This scene addresses the relationship between Judaism and the Christ 

group through the introduction of Alexander the Judean (19:33-34). Klauck suggests 

that Luke’s audience would have known this Alexander, which accounts for his entry 

into the narrative without a proper introduction.11 The traditional interpretation of this 

scene suggests that Alexander wanted to distance the Judeans from Paul and his 

message.12 Yet, several recent interpreters have suggested that the Judeans and Christ 

followers were allied against idolatry and that Alexander’s speech-that-never-

happened was intended to defend Paul’s rejection of idols.13 Tannehill suggests, “[i]n 

other scenes [Judeans] and [Christ followers] are in conflict. Here they stand for the 

same thing and face the same angry protest of their neighbors.”14 The significance of 

this scene for the recategorization process is that to outsiders, non-messianic Judeans 
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14 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.243.



and Christ followers are not always easily differentiated, which implies that Paul and 

his companions appear to the Ephesians to be Judeans. As Paul’s journey toward 

Jerusalem begins, therefore, audience members who have been opposed to Paul, 

thinking that he had abandoned his Judean ancestry, are provided more evidence that 

Paul appears to outsiders as a Judean, implying that he has not abandoned Judean 

customs. 

20:1-21:16 — Journey Toward Jerusalem

 The second scene of the fourth narrative block expands upon the kernel as the 

journey mentioned there begins (20:1).

Map 3: Paul’s Third Journey in Acts
From http://net.bible.org/map.php, accessed 23 January 2010

Paul travels through Macedonia and Achaia, where he stays for three months before 

preparing to sail for Syria. Having learned of a plot by the Judeans, however, Paul 

decides to return through Macedonia (20:2-3). Though the audience is not told the 

nature of the plot, its mention recalls earlier plots against Paul (9:24; 13:50; 14:5) and 

other Christ followers (5:33) and reminds the authorial audience that opposition and 
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violence serves as an identity marker for both ingroup and outgroup (3:13-15; 5:33, 

40; 7:54, 58). At this point, the audience learns that Paul’s traveling companions, who 

were representatives of the places where Paul had founded Christ communities,15 go 

ahead to Troas while Paul and the narrator remain in Philippi for the celebration of 

the Feast of Unleavened Bread (20:5-6).16 This serves to provide more evidence to the 

authorial audience that Paul remains committed to Judean customs. 

 Several scholars have noted the absence of a purpose for Paul’s journey to 

Jerusalem, which, as we may infer from his authentic letters and a brief reference in 

24:17, was to deliver the offering taken from the non-Judean Christ communities in 

Asia Minor, Macedonia, and Achaia for the Jerusalem community.17 Johnson, noting 

that interpreters can only speculate about Luke’s reason for leaving the purpose of 

this trip out, suggests that the failure of the Jerusalem community to defend Paul after 

his arrest may be an embarrassing sign that the offering was not received and that 

reconciliation had failed.18 While this may be inferred by those in the authorial 

audience who know of the offering, the lack of a clear indication of the purpose of 

Paul’s journey to Jerusalem, according to Johnson, serves to heighten the resemblance 

of Jesus’ own journey by gathering disciples in pairs and sending them ahead (20:4-5; 
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15 Dunn, Acts, 267 notes that these men probably travel with Paul to Jerusalem in order to 
emphasize the diaspora Christ communities sense of fellowship and debt owned to the “mother 
church.”

16 Pervo, Acts, 509, suggests this also “evokes death, specifically the ‘passions’ of Jesus (Luke 
22:1) and Peter (Acts 12:3). Pervo also notes, (509, nt. 47) that the text does not say that they 
celebrated the Passover and Haenchen, Acts, 583 thinks this unlikely given the ethnic make-up of the 
community at Philippi. 

17 Dunn, Acts, 265-66; Pervo, Acts, 506; Witherington, Acts, 588.
18 Johnson, Acts, 357.



cf. Luke 9:1-6, 10:1-12).19 Thus Luke continually keeps Paul’s link with Jesus in view 

of the authorial audience, reminding them, even as he defends himself against charges 

of abandoning Judean customs, of Paul’s prototypical role. Moreover, the authorial 

audience is invited to compare these two journeys to Jerusalem, indeed, to become 

active participants in the journey and thus, as they recall Jesus’ passion, to empathize 

with Paul.20 This empathy also serves to help reaffirm Paul’s prototypical status as his 

commitment to Judean customs is defended on his journey to Jerusalem and Rome. 

 The scene shifts to the first day of the week and a gathering of Christ 

followers with whom Paul breaks bread and holds a lengthy discussion (20:7). 

References to the “first day of the week” ($En de« thØv miâ# tw #n sabba¿twn), the 

“breaking bread” (kla¿sai a‡rton), and the “upstairs room” (uJperw #ˆon) are clear 

echoes of the end of the Third Gospel (Luke 22:12; 24:1; 24:30-35) and the beginning 

of Acts (Acts 1:13; 2:46), bolstering the link between Paul, Jesus, and the early Christ 

group in Jerusalem. As Paul’s talk lingered on, a young man named Eutychus falls 

asleep while sitting “in a window” (ėpi« thvß quri÷doß [20:9]).21 His three-story22 fall 
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was fatal23 but Paul rushes down and picks him up stating that “he is still alive” (hJ 

ga»r yuch\ aujtouv ėn aujtwˆ# ėstin [20:10]). Paul then returns upstairs where he eats 

and converses until dawn when he departs (20:11). Parsons notes that, in this brief 

story of Eutychus death and Paul’s resuscitation of him, “sleep” may be symbolic of 

moral laxity, spiritual dullness, or death.24 Arterbury suggests that the authorial 

audience would hear echoes of the spiritual dullness of Jesus’ followers in the garden 

of Gethsemane (Luke 22:39-46).25 Perhaps for the authorial audience, clearer 

parallels may be found in Peter’s raising of Tabitha (9:36-42) and Jesus’ raising of 

Jairus’ daughter (Luke 8:40-42; 49-56).26 Again, Paul is linked with Peter and Jesus 

thus enhancing his prototypical status in the Christ group. 

 Paul’s journey takes him from Troas to Miletus, bypassing Ephesus since he 

wished to be in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost (20:13-16), another indication that 

Paul remains committed to Judean customs.27 Once they reach Miletus, Paul 
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23 There has been some debate about whether the boy died or not. See Tannehill, The Narrative 
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25 Andrew E. Arterbury, "The Downfall of Eutychus: How Ancient Understandings of Sleep 
Illuminate Acts 20:7-12" in Contemporary Studies in Acts (ed. Thomas E. Phillips; Macon: Mercer 
University Press, 2009), 201-21.
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did not want to stop in Ephesus including the silting of the harbor, the time that would be lost 
unloading and reloading the ship (Marshal, Acts, 328), and the continued hostility against Paul in the 
city and region (Dunn, Acts, 269). 



summons the elders of the Ephesian Christ group and delivers his farewell address.28 

Parsons has shown that the speech is divided into two main sections (20:17-24; 

20:25-31), each of which contains a recollection of the past and a projection 

concerning the future.29 In the first section, Paul recalls his way of life among the 

Ephesians (20:18-21) and discusses his journey to Jerusalem (20:22-24). In the 

second section, Paul recalls his ministry with the Ephesians (20:25-27) and warns of 

future conflict among the Christ community there (20:28-31). For the present study, 

the last section is of primary importance because it there that Paul addresses the 

conflict within the Christ group: 

Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit 
has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained with 
the blood of his own Son. I know that after I have gone, savage wolves will 
come in among you, not sparing the flock. Some even from your own group 
will come distorting the truth in order to entice the disciples to follow them. 
Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or 
day to warn everyone with tears.

prose÷cete e̊autoi "ß kai« panti« twˆ # poimni÷wˆ, ėn wˆ— uJma#ß to\ pneuvma to\ 
a‚gion e¶qeto ėpisko/pouß poimai÷nein th\n ėkklhsi÷an touv qeouv, h§n 
periepoih/sato dia» touv aiºmatoß touv i˙di÷ou. ėgw» oi•da o¢ti ei˙seleu/
sontai meta» th\n a‡fixi÷n mou lu/koi barei "ß ei˙ß uJma#ß mh\ feido/menoi 
touv poimni÷ou, kai« ėx uJmw #n aujtw #n aÓnasth/sontai a‡ndreß lalouvnteß 
diestramme÷na touv aÓpospa#n tou\ß maqhta»ß ojpi÷sw aujtw #n. dio\ 
grhgorei "te mnhmoneu/onteß o¢ti trieti÷an nu/kta kai« hJme÷ran oujk 
ėpausa¿mhn meta» dakru/wn nouqetw #n eºna eºkaston. (20:28-31)

This address to the Christ group leaders in Ephesus warns of both future inter- and 

intra-group conflict. First, Paul warns that “savage wolves” will come in, clearly an 

326

28 Dunn, Acts, 269 notes that Paul’s speech here, while not formally such, reflects the style of the 
genre of a testament.

29 Parsons, Acts, 291.



expression denoting conflict with outsiders. Second, he notes that some “from your 

own group” will “speak distortions to draw disciples after them.” As other’s have 

noted, Paul’s farewell address here takes the form of the “testament” genre, especially  

common in Judean literature during the post-exilic and second-temple periods.30 

Typical for this genre is the gathering of the hero’s family or group and warnings 

about future problems.31 As I have argued throughout this study, the authorial 

audience in Western Asia Minor at the end of the first or beginning of the second 

century C.E. would be experiencing such conflict over Paul’s mission to the non-

Judeans and concerning non-Judean inclusion. Moreover, use of the testament genre 

may serve as a link between Paul and other Judean testament literature, thus 

bolstering the claim that Paul remains loyal to Judaism. 

 Here, Paul speaks directly to the authorial audience, warning them of those 

who have already attempted to misrepresent Paul and his message, that is those who 

are “distorting the truth” (20:30). It is precisely this misrepresentation that the 

narrative of Acts attempts to correct by recategorizing Christ followers into a 

superordinate group identity, the core of which is belief in Jesus as the resurrected 

Messiah. If, as the present study argues, this farewell address is spoken directly to the 

authorial audience, Paul rejects the charges against him saying that those who oppose 
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him and non-Judean inclusion have misunderstood both. That is, Paul asserts that he 

is not anti-Judean, he has not abandoned Judean customs, nor does he teach Judean 

Christ followers to do so. 

 At the conclusion of Paul’s speech, the authorial audience is given a glimpse 

of the strong relationship that existed between Paul and the early Ephesian Christ 

group leaders (20:36-38). Paul’s journey now takes him from Miletus to Tyre by way 

of Cos, Rhodes, Patara, and Syria (21:1-3). While staying in Tyre, some unnamed 

Christ followers there urge Paul “through the Spirit” (dia» touv pneu/matoß) not to go 

to Jerusalem, (21:4) though their advice is unheeded as Paul and his companions 

board a ship for Ptolemais, where they spend a day before going to Caesarea (21:5-8). 

While staying with Philip the evangelist in Caesarea, the Judean prophet Agabus 

arrives urging Paul not to go to Jerusalem. His words echo what happened to Jesus in 

the first volume, they “will hand him over to the non-Judeans” (paradw¿sousin ei˙ß 

cei "raß ėqnw #n [21:11; cf. Luke 18:32]). Moreover, Paul’s words that he is ready to 

“die in Jerusalem” (aÓpoqanei "n ei˙ß $Ierousalh\m [21:13; cf. Luke 11:49-51, 

13:33-34]) and his companion’s declaration that “the Lord’s will be done” (touv 

kuri÷ou to\ qe÷lhma gine÷sqw [21:14; Luke 22:42]) echo Jesus words on the Mount 

of Olives (Luke 22:42). These echoes function to link Paul’s journey and innocence to 

that of Jesus and, therefore, to bolster Paul’s link with Jesus and to reaffirm him as 

prototypical of Christ group identity.
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21:17-23:35 — Paul in Jerusalem

 Once Paul arrives in Jerusalem, the narrative pace slows considerably; less 

than twelve days are covered in 21:17-23:35.32 This slow pace allows for an 

expansive coverage of the events in Jerusalem that Luke deems very important for the 

authorial audience. The importance of these events lies in the governing theme for the 

remainder of the narrative, namely, Paul’s argument that he has remained a loyal 

Judean, having maintained Judean customs, and rejecting the assertion that he teaches 

other Judeans to abandon their traditional ethnic customs.33 

 The audience learns that Paul is warmly welcomed by the Christ community 

in Jerusalem (21:17), signaling that the Jerusalem community had not rejected Paul. 

On the following day, Paul meets with James and the elders, relating to them all that 

had taken place during their mission (21:18-19). While James and the elders seem to 

welcome the news, they tell Paul that there are “many thousands of believers among 

the Judeans who are zealous for the law” (po/sai muria¿deß ei˙si«n ėn toi "ß 

$Ioudai÷oiß tw #n pepisteuko/twn kai« pa¿nteß zhlwtai« touv no/mou 

uJpa¿rcousin: [21:20]). These zealous Judean Christ followers have heard that “you 

(Paul) teach all the Judeans living among the nations to forsake Moses, and that you 

tell them not to circumcise their children or observe the customs” (aÓpostasi÷an 

dida¿skeiß aÓpo\ Mwüse÷wß tou\ß kata» ta» e¶qnh pa¿ntaß $Ioudai÷ouß le÷gwn mh\ 
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perite÷mnein aujtou\ß ta» te÷kna mhde« toi "ß e¶qesin peripatei "n [21:21]).34 This 

brings into the open the charge that has been lurking under the surface since the 

Jerusalem council.

 The charges against Paul do not concern the admittance of non-Judeans into 

the Christ group; that issue had been settled in the Jerusalem “council” in Acts 15. 

James makes this clear by reminding Paul, and the authorial audience, of the council’s 

decision (21:25). The accusation that troubles these Judean Christ followers, 

including perhaps James and the Jerusalem elders,35 is that Paul is teaching Diaspora 

Judean Christ followers to abandon Judean customs, including circumcision and 

Torah observance. It is possible, as both Witherington and Tannehill note, that some 

of Paul’s letters and even portions of the present narrative could indeed give that 

impression.36 As I have suggested throughout this study, its seems evident that 

opponents of non-Judean inclusion and Paul’s message were part of the authorial 

audience. It is possible, if not likely, then, that the accusations of the Judean Christ 

followers against Paul in the narrative (21:21) echo beliefs about Paul and his 

message represented in the authorial audience. It is precisely these accusations that 

Luke has been addressing since the climax of the narrative recategorization of Judean 
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34 Philo, Special Laws 2.253. Also see Mishnah, Sanhedrin 9.6.
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Witherington, Acts, 649-50.

36 Witherington, Acts, 648; Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.272.



and non-Judean Christ followers in Acts 15 and for the remainder of the narrative will 

be the main focus. 

 In my discussion of the development of a common ingroup identity in chapter 

three above, I noted a slightly different approach, called decategorization, which 

suggests that intragroup conflict can be reduced by prolonged contact between two 

opposing groups with some form of cooperative activity and that during the time of 

contact, boundaries between the two groups become less rigid and eventually dissolve 

altogether.37 The Judean Christ followers are concerned that Paul has abandoned 

traditional Judean customs thereby decategorizing Judeans and non-Judeans into a 

new group with no distinct subgroup/ethnic identity remaining. 

Judean

Non-Judean

Christ 
followers 
with no 

subgroup 
identities

Christ followers

Judean

Non-Judean

 
Figure 11:  Decategorized Judeans and non-Judeans into the Christ group

In her book Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas asserts that 
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The body is a model which can stand for any bounded system. Its boundaries 
can represent any boundaries which are threatened or precarious. . . . Margins 
are dangerous. If they are pulled this way or that the shape of fundamental 
experience is altered. Any structure of ideas is vulnerable at its margins. We 
should expect the orifices of the body to symbolise its specially vulnerable 
points. . . . [thus] when rituals express anxiety about the body’s orifices the 
sociological counterpart of this anxiety is a care to protect the political and 
cultural unity of the minority group.38 

The emphasis on bodily boundaries, then, represents a perceived danger to the 

community’s boundaries and helps make sense of traditional Judeans’ insistence on 

maintaining circumcision and food regulations; the Judean Christ group is “trying to 

maintain itself against a perceived threat to its identity.”39 The process of 

recategorization, however, does not require the dissolving of subgroup identity 

markers but rather retains them as important for subgroup identity while also seeking 

unity through a core superordinate identity marker, belief in Jesus as the resurrected 

Messiah, two regular boundary crossing rituals, and a cluster of other identity markers 

that are repeated throughout the narrative such as the proper use of property, 

opposition/violence, miracles, and inclusive table fellowship.

 Given the de-emphasis on circumcision and food laws for non-Judean Christ 

followers, these Judean Christ followers in Jerusalem are concerned about reports that 

Paul may not be advocating traditional Judean customs for Judean Christ followers. 

To demonstrate that Paul has not abandoned Judean customs nor teaches others to do 
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so, James and the elders propose that Paul join four others who are prepared to 

undergo rites of purification to complete the Nazarite vow and that Paul pay the 

associated fee for each of them (21:24). By participating in the ritual purification, 

Paul will demonstrate to the Judean Christ followers that he has not abandoned their 

traditional ethnic customs and, by extension, that he does not teach other Judeans to 

do so.40 Paul, apparently seeing the validity of the proposal, takes the men into the 

temple the following day, purifying himself and publicly indicating when the seven 

days required for the process of purification would be completed (21:26-27). 

Tannehill notes, however, that the issue does not disappear. “In reality, the charge is 

absorbed into a larger accusation of continuing importance throughout the rest of 

Acts. . . . that is, that Paul and his mission are anti-[Judean].”41 Thus, as my reading 

of Acts has already indicated, “[a]gain and again in the following chapters Paul will 

seek to convince his hearers [that is, the authorial audience] that he is a loyal [Judean] 

and that his mission is not an anti-[Judean] movement.”42 Demonstrating this to the 

authorial audience will aid in the recategorization of those on both sides of the debate 

over non-Judean inclusion. 
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 Having agreed to the leaders’ suggestion,

Paul took the men on the next day, after purifying with them, he entered the 
temple to announce the completion of the days of purification when the 
sacrifice would be made for each of them. 

To/te oJ Pauvloß paralabw»n tou\ß a‡ndraß thØv ėcome÷nhØ hJme÷râ su\n 
aujtoi "ß aJgnisqei÷ß, ei˙shØ/ei ei˙ß to\ i˚ero\n diagge÷llwn th\n ėkplh/rwsin 
tw #n hJmerw #n touv aJgnismouv eºwß ou! proshne÷cqh uJpe«r e̊no\ß e̊ka¿stou 
aujtw #n hJ prosfora¿. (21:26)

Both Tannehill and Pervo note that this public announcement, perhaps on the basis of 

Num 6:4 and 1 Macc 3:49, provides Paul’s narrative opponents with the opportunity 

to develop a plot against him.43 When the days of purification were nearing their end, 

some Judeans from the province of Asia44 recognize Paul and seize him shouting, 

Fellow Israelites, help! This is the man who is teaching everyone everywhere 
against our people, our law, and this place; more than that, he has brought 
Greeks into the temple and has defiled this holy place.

a‡ndreß $Israhli "tai, bohqei "te: ou!to/ß ėstin oJ a‡nqrwpoß oJ kata» touv 
laouv kai« touv no/mou kai« touv to/pou tou/tou pa¿ntaß pantachØv 
dida¿skwn, e¶ti te kai« ›Ellhnaß ei˙sh/gagen ei˙ß to\ i˚ero\n kai« 
kekoi÷nwken to\n a‚gion to/pon touvton. (21:28)

The first charge echoes that of the Judean Christ followers (21:20-21) while the 

second is, according to Johnson, “a far more serious charge since it involves action 

rather than simply ‘teaching.’”45 The authorial audience, however, learns immediately 

from the narrator that this second charge is, in fact, false. The narrator provides an 

explanation — the second charge was based upon the assumption that Paul had taken 
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Trophimus the Ephesian, whom the Asian Judeans had seen with Paul in the city, into 

the temple (21:29). The refutation of this assertion functions to show that the Asian 

Judeans are unreliable.

 Because of the city-wide uproar these Asian Judeans46 caused, the tribune of 

the Roman Cohort in Jerusalem,47 Claudius Lysias (23:2), intervenes by taking Paul 

into custody and has him carried away as the crowd shouts “Away with him” (ai•re 

aujto/n [21:30-36]) This cry is reminiscent of the crowd’s cry against Jesus in Luke 

23:18. Again, continued echoes of Jesus’ passion reaffirm Paul’s prototypical status. 

While the tribune was most concerned to restore order to the temple, the effect of his 

action was to save Paul from the mob.48 Tannehill notes the significance of Paul’s 

being taking into custody, “Paul enters this bondage because he is willing to put 

himself at risk in order to support [Judean Christ followers] who treasure their 

[Judean] heritage,” making his “imprisonment an act of loyalty to Israel.”49 

 Paul’s first defense speech reflects an attempt to connect with Judeans and 

Judean Christ followers (both in the dramatic crowd and the authorial audience) by 
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48 Richard J. Cassidy, Society and Politics in the Acts of the Apostles (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis 

Books, 1987), 97; Pervo, Acts, 569.
49 Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.271.



emphasizing their common Judean identity. Speaking in Hebrew, Paul offers his 

“defense” (aÓpologi÷aß50 [22:1]) beginning with his Judean ancestry:

I am a Judean, born in Tarsus in Cilicia, but brought up in this city at the feet 
of Gamaliel, educated strictly according to our ancestral law, being zealous for 
God, just as all of you are today.

ėgw¿ ei˙mi aÓnh\r $Ioudai "oß, gegennhme÷noß ėn Tarswˆ # thvß Kiliki÷aß, 
aÓnateqramme÷noß de« ėn thØv po/lei tau/thØ, para» tou\ß po/daß Gamalih\l 
pepaideume÷noß kata» aÓkri÷beian touv patrwˆ¿ou no/mou, zhlwth\ß 
uJpa¿rcwn touv qeouv kaqw»ß pa¿nteß uJmei "ß ėste sh/meron: (22:3)

Here, Paul recounts his activity as a persecutor of Christ followers (22:4-5) and his 

experience of the risen Christ on the road to Damascus, emphasizing the divine 

initiative behind Paul’s move into the Christ group and the boundary-crossing ritual 

of baptism (22:6-16). Now, Paul introduces a new element to his transformative 

experience; in a vision of the risen Christ in the Jerusalem temple, Jesus tells Paul to 

leave the city because “they,” that is the Judeans, will not accept Paul’s testimony and 

that he, Jesus, will send Paul “far away” (makra»n) to the “nations” (e¶qnh 

[22:17-21]). The mention of going to non-Judeans51 enrages the crowd, which 

demands Paul’s death (22:22-23) so the Roman tribune has Paul flogged in an effort 

to discover why the Judeans were upset with Paul (22:24).52 Yet again, the audience 

sees Paul, prototypical Christ group member, experiencing violence at the hands of 

outsiders. Just as his flogging is about to begin, however, Paul reveals that he is a 
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Roman citizen (22:25-29).53 This disclosure causes the tribune to release Paul on the 

following day and order a meeting between the chief priests with the entire council 

and Paul. Like Jesus, Paul must face the Sanhedrin after his arrest (Luke 22:66-71).

 Paul’s opening remarks, in which he asserts that he has “lived before God in 

all good conscience up to this day (ėgw» pa¿shØ suneidh/sei aÓgaqhØv pepoli÷teumai 

twˆ# qewˆ # a‡cri tau/thß thvß hJme÷raß [23:1]) is met with a “strike on the mouth” 

(tu/ptein aujtouv to\ sto/ma [23:2]) at the command of the high priest. Again, Paul, 

the prototypical ingroup member, endures violence at the hand of the outgroup. Paul 

is rebuked for his terse response to the high priest (23:3-4), after which Paul explains 

that he did not realize the person was the high priest and apologizes by citing Exodus 

22:28 (23:5), thus demonstrating his knowledge of and commitment to Judean 

scriptures. Recognizing that both Sadducees and Pharisees were present, Paul senses 

an opportunity to raise the controversial matter of resurrection and divide the council 

against itself.54 Paul announces, “Brothers and sisters, I am a Pharisee, a son of 

Pharisees. I am on trial concerning the hope of the resurrection of the dead” (a‡ndreß 

aÓdelfoi÷, ėgw» Farisai "o/ß ei˙mi, ui˚o\ß Farisai÷wn, peri« ėlpi÷doß kai« 

aÓnasta¿sewß nekrw #n [ėgw»] kri÷nomai. [23:6]). This claim, along with 

emphasizing Paul’s Judean and Pharisaic identity, asserts that the real identity issue 

that divides Paul from his accusers is not circumcision or Torah observance but the 
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53 On the question of holding dual citizenship, see Pervo, Acts, 554-57.
54 On the various beliefs in resurrection among Judeans, see pp. 193-94 above. On Paul’s 

statement here as a tactical move, see Pervo, Acts, 574.



symbolic boundary of belief in the resurrection, which is a central element in the 

superordinate identity, belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah.55 Thus, even while 

defending himself against charges of abandoning Judean customs, Paul reaffirms a 

central element of the Christ group’s superordinate identity. 

 As Paul anticipated, a dispute (sta¿siß) erupted between the Pharisees and 

Sadducees over the resurrection, angels, and spirits (23:7-8) and, in the midst of the 

commotion, some “scribes of the Pharisees” (tw #n grammate÷wn touv me÷rouß tw #n 

Farisai÷wn) argue that they find nothing wrong with Paul (23:9). As the debate 

intensifies, the tribune, fearing for Paul’s safety, places Paul in “protective 

custody” (23:10). Thus, even some of the outgroup recognized that Paul is innocent 

of the charges against him. That night, Jesus appears to Paul a vision that recalls the  

kernel of this narrative block: “Be courageous! For just as you have testified for me in 

Jerusalem, so you must bear witness also in Rome” (qa¿rsei: wJß ga»r diemartu/rw 

ta» peri« ėmouv ei˙ß $Ierousalh/m, ou¢tw se dei " kai« ei˙ß ÔRw¿mhn marturhvsai. 

[23:11]). Johnson notes that the effect of this vision is to demonstrate for the authorial 

audience that Paul’s witness has the risen Jesus’ approval and that his witness in 

Rome will also take place in custody.56 
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 The following day, some Judeans approach the chief priests and elders 

concerning a plot they had developed to kill Paul, reminding the authorial audience of 

acts of violence perpetrated by the outgroup throughout the narrative.

[Y]ou and the council must notify the tribune to bring him down to you, on 
the pretext that you want to make a more thorough examination of his case. 
And we are ready to do away with him before he arrives.

uJmei "ß ėmfani÷sate twˆ# cilia¿rcwˆ su\n twˆ # sunedri÷wˆ o¢pwß kataga¿ghØ 
aujto\n ei˙ß uJma#ß wJß me÷llontaß diaginw¿skein aÓkribe÷steron ta» peri« 
aujtouv: hJmei "ß de« pro\ touv ėggi÷sai aujto\n eºtoimoi÷ ėsmen touv aÓnelei "n 
aujto/n. (23:15)57

This plot to kill Paul is averted, however, when Paul’s nephew discovers the plot and 

goes to the barracks to inform Paul (23:16). Following Paul’s instructions (23:17), his 

nephew reports the plot to the tribune (23:20-22), who prepares Paul for immediate 

extradition to the Roman governor Felix in Caesarea (23:23-30). In his letter to Felix, 

Lysias notes that Paul is accused “concerning a dispute of their law” (peri«

zhthma¿twn touv no/mou aujtw #n [23:29]), emphasizing again that this is an intra-

Judean conflict over Judean customs. Once in Caesarea, Paul is informed that Felix 

will hear his case when his accusers arrive from Jerusalem (23:35). 

 Paul’s appearance in Jerusalem and his defense against the charges of the 

Judeans begins the last section of the narrative which will focus on affirming Paul as 

a Judean Christ follower who has not abandoned Judean customs. Further, by 

continuing to be linked with Jesus, especially concerning his journey to Jerusalem, 
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Paul is reaffirmed as prototypical of Christ group identity. These links will continue 

as Paul continues to defend himself against the charges and as he draws closer to 

Rome. 

24:1-26:32 — Paul in Caesarea

 This section develops the kernel of the fourth narrative block by bridging 

Paul’s time in Jerusalem and his journey to Rome. The audience learns that five days 

after Paul had arrived in Caesarea, Ananias the high priest comes with some elders 

and a “lawyer” (rJh/toroß)58 named Tertullus to present their case against Paul to 

Felix (24:1).59 After an introduction designed to flatter Felix (24:2b-4),60 Tertullus 

presents the charges. First, he claims that Paul is a “troublemaker” (to\n a‡ndra 

touvton loimo\n) who “incites rebellion among Judeans all over the empire”

(kinouvnta sta¿seiß pa#sin toi"ß $Ioudai÷oiß toi "ß kata» th\n oi˙koume÷nhn) and, 

second, that he is the “leader of the sect of the Nazarenes” (prwtosta¿thn te thvß 

tw #n Nazwrai÷wn ai˚re÷sewß [24:5]). Unnamed Judeans, presumably from 

Jerusalem, affirm Tertullus’ testimony, though he falls short of presenting formal 
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here suggests lawyer.

59 Witherington, Acts, 703, following Winter, "Official Proceedings and the Forensic Speeches in 
Acts 24-26" in The Book of Acts in Its Ancient Literary Setting (ed. Winter and Clarke; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1993), 307-9, suggests that Luke had access to the records of the proceedings of the trial, 
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reports an historical event.

60 Witherington, Acts, 706-7 argues that Tertullus’ appeal to Felix’s “graciousness” indicates that 
“it would be hard to prove Paul guilty within the strict bounds of the law, and therefore they were 
relying on Felix’s ‘willingness’ to bend a few rules to accomplish certain desired ends in the service of 
‘peace and order.’” The authorial audience may have inferred such, especially if it was familiar with 
Josephus’ account of Felix’s governorship in J. W. 2.253-370.



evidence and is likely an echo of Luke 23:10.61 Not only do outgroup members  

acknowledge Christ followers as a legitimate subgroup, they recognize Paul as its 

leader who is involved in a dispute with other Judeans.

 Rather than question Paul, Felix motions for Paul to respond to the charges.62 

As he begins his second defense speech, Paul attempts to flatter Felix by 

acknowledging that the latter has been a judge for “many years for this nation” (ėk 

pollw #n ėtw #n [24:10]). Paul’s response opens with a narrative account of the events 

that took place after his arrival in Jerusalem twelve days prior (24:11-12).63 He denies 

the charges stating that

they did not find me disputing with anyone in the temple or stirring up a 
crowd either in the synagogues or throughout the city. Neither can they prove 
to you the charge that they now bring against me. 

ou¡te ėn twˆ# i˚erwˆ# eu!ro/n me pro/ß tina dialego/menon h£ ėpi÷stasin 
poiouvnta o¡clou ou¡te ėn tai "ß sunagwgai "ß ou¡te kata» th\n po/lin, 
oujde« parasthvsai du/nantai÷ soi peri« w—n nuni« kathgorouvsi÷n mou.
(24:12-13)

He does confess (oJmologe/w),64 however, to he is a member of the “the Way, which 

they call a sect” (th\n oJdo\n h§n le÷gousin aiºresin) but notes that his membership in 
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61 Parsons (Acts, 325-26) notes that missing from the speech is supporting evidence (probatio), 
which Quintilian states that this is the only part of a forensic speech that cannot be omitted (Inst. 50). 
In contrast, Witherington (Acts, 703) maintains that the absence of supporting evidence was perfectly 
normal in such a trial though he concedes on the following page that formal proofs are missing. 

62 Haenchen (Acts, 654) identifies this speech as aplogia. 
63 Pervo (Acts, 598, nt. 48) suggests that the “twelve days” is rhetorical like the “many days” of 

Felix’s reign. Though Johnson (Acts, 412) notes that the, when taken together, 21:27; 22:30; 23:11, 12, 
31 add up to twelve days. Yet, 24:1 adds an additional five days. Johnson thinks that the point may 
have been that there was insufficient time to to carry out the things of which he was accused.

64 Johnson (Acts, 412) notes that “In forensic terms, this is a breathtaking turn: after a series of 
emphatic denials, the accused is about to make a confession!” This is emphatic and points toward 
Paul’s “turning the argument away from political charges to personal confession of his faith,” 
Witherington, Acts, 711.



this group is not contrary to the laws and customs and that he continues “believing 

everything according to the law and written in the prophets” (pisteu/wn pa#si toi "ß 

kata» to\n no/mon kai« toi "ß ėn toi "ß profh/taiß gegramme÷noiß [24:14]). This 

confession continues the emphasis that Paul is a faithful Judean and has not 

abandoned traditional Judean customs. Accordingly, these accusers found Paul “in the 

temple completing the rite of purification without any crowd or disturbance” (ėn ai–ß 

eu!ro/n me hJgnisme÷non ėn twˆ# i˚erwˆ# ouj meta» o¡clou oujde« meta» qoru/bou 

[24:18]). Since their charges are baseless, Paul says, he is being tried for “one 

sentence that I called out while standing before them, ‘It is about the resurrection of 

the dead that I am on trial before you today’” (h£ peri« mia#ß tau/thß fwnhvß h !ß 

ėke÷kraxa ėn aujtoi "ß e̊stw»ß o¢ti peri« aÓnasta¿sewß nekrw #n ėgw» kri÷nomai sh/

meron ėf$ uJmw #n. [24:21]). Once again, as in his appearance before the Sanhedrin, 

Paul asserts that the main dispute is over the central Christian belief in the 

resurrection rather than circumcision and Torah observance. 

 Felix does not allow Paul to elaborate, however, saying, “when Lysias the 

tribune comes, I will decide your case (o¢tan Lusi÷aß oJ cili÷arcoß katabhØv, 

diagnw¿somai ta» kaq$ uJma#ß [24:22]).65 For more than two years, Paul remains in 

custody, called often by Felix, who apparently hopes, according to the narrator, that 
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were necessary.



Paul would offer him a bribe (24:25-26) to secure his release. Before Lysias comes to 

offer testimony, however, Felix was succeeded by Festus as Governor.66 After only 

three days in office, Festus goes to Jerusalem where the chief priests and leaders 

presented their charges against Paul. Though it had been two years, the Jerusalem 

authorities “evidently have no issue of greater concern that the case of Paul.”67 They 

asked Festus to allow Paul to be brought to Jerusalem for trial, though they were 

planning an ambush on the way in order to kill him (25:2-3). Festus invites some 

influential members of their group to go down with him to Caesarea to accuse him 

(25:5). After eight to ten days in Jerusalem, Festus goes to Caesarea and, the day after 

arriving there, ordered Paul to be brought before him (25:6). As in the trial before 

Felix,68 the Judeans brought many charges against Paul but were unable to provide 

supporting evidence (25:7). Paul’s response that he has done nothing wrong against 

Judean law or the temple echo the earlier charges and maintain the presentation of 

Paul as a faithful Judean. The denial of wrongdoing against Caesar (Nero) is new and 

may, as Johnson suggests, prepare the authorial audience for Paul’s forthcoming 

appeal to Caesar (25:8).69  In response, Festus asks Paul if he would like to go to 

Jerusalem to stand trial (25:9). Although earlier he was hesitant to “do the Judeans a 
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66 Josephus, Ant. 20.182 reports that the Judeans in Caesarea charged him with maladministration 
and pursued him to Rome, where he was spared by Nero. 

67 Pervo, Acts, 608. Later he notes, “Readers of Josephus would expect the [Judean] leaders to 
seek help against the guerillas and terrorists.”

68 Indeed, Pervo, Acts, 608 notes that this scene “looks like a replay of chap. 24.” 
69 Johnson, Acts, 421. Parsons (Acts, 331) suggests that “perhaps prompted by Paul’s appearance 

at the Roman judgment seat.”



favor” (toi "ß $Ioudai÷oiß ca¿rin kataqe÷sqai), he is now looking to gain favor with 

them. Paul, however, maintains that the “judgment seat of Caesar” (bh/ma Kai÷sar) 

is precisely where his case should be tried (25:10).70 Paul’s only means of refusing to 

be tried in Jerusalem is to appeal for transfer to Rome. Asserting his innocence again 

(25:10), Paul appeals to Caesar (25:11), and Festus agrees.71

 The audience now learns that, “several days after” (hmerw #n de« 

diagenome÷nwn tinw #n) Paul had appealed to Caesar, Agrippa (II) and Bernice come 

to Caesarea to welcome Festus, who reports to his guests the events concerning the 

Judeans’ “case” against Paul.72 Most notably for our study, the mention that the chief 

priests and leaders from Jerusalem did not charge Paul with a crime but rather “they 

had certain points of disagreement with him about their own religion and about a 

certain Jesus, who had died, but whom Paul claimed to be alive.” (zhth/mata de÷ 

tina peri« thvß i˙di÷aß deisidaimoni÷aß ei•con pro\ß aujto\n kai« peri÷ tinoß 

$Ihsouv teqnhko/toß o§n e¶fasken oJ Pauvloß zhvn. [25:19]). While this final 

section of the narrative is most concerned to demonstrate Paul’s innocence of 

abandoning Judean customs, Luke continues to remind the audience of the core of 
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70 Pervo (Acts, 611) thinks Paul’s response here is rude.
71 On the historical question of appeals to the Emperor, see Polhill, Acts (Nashville: Broadman, 

1992, 491; Witherington, Acts, 726 succinctly notes that the difficultly this presents for Festus: “He 
would have to write an official report specifying the charges that stood against Paul, and the reason for 
the appeal. On the one hand, if the charges were insubstantial or not sufficient under Roman law, the 
emperor would surely wonder about Festus’ competence. . . . On the other hand, if Paul, a Roman 
citizen, had appealed to Rome, there must have been something about the situation that was grave 
enough to warrant this action.” 

72 Agrippa’s visit presents Festus with opportunity to collaborate on the charges against Paul. So 
Johnson, Acts, 426.



their new superordinate identity, even with the somewhat distorted report — “whom 

Paul asserted to be alive (25:19). After hearing this report, Agrippa requests to hear 

Paul’s testimony himself (25:22). So the next day, “with great pomp” (meta» pollhvß 

fantasi÷aß) Agrippa and his wife enter the hall where Paul is brought in for 

questioning. Festus announces that he has brought Paul in so that they might 

determine what charges to tell the emperor he is charged with, since Festus has found 

him guilty of no crime deserving death. 

 Agrippa invites Paul to speak for himself and Paul begins his third defense, 

and his last major discourse in Acts, by giving thanks that he is able to offer his 

defense before Agrippa because Agrippa is especially familiar with “the customs and 

controversies of the Judeans” ($Ioudai÷ouß ėqw #n te kai« zhthma¿twn, [26:3]). Paul 

first appeals to common Judean identity by referring to “our religion” (thvß 

hJmete÷raß qrhskei÷aß [26:5]), “our ancestors” (tou\ß pate÷raß hJmw #n [26:6]), and 

“our twelve tribes” (to\ dwdeka¿fulon hJmw #n [26:7]), as well as to bolster this 

commonality by recounting his days of opposition to the Christ group (26:9-11) and 

his transformation experience on the road to Damascus (26:12-18). In the most 

significant addition to Paul’s transformation narrative, the risen Jesus tells Paul that 

the reason for his appearance is for Paul to be his “witness” to non-Judeans so that 

“they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, so that 

they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by 
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faith in me’” (touv ėpistre÷yai aÓpo\ sko/touß ei˙ß fw #ß kai« thvß ėxousi÷aß touv 

satana# ėpi« to\n qeo/n, touv labei "n aujtou\ß a‡fesin aJmartiw #n kai« klhvron ėn 

toi "ß hJgiasme÷noiß pi÷stei thØv ei˙ß ėme÷. [26:15b-18]). This description of non-Judean 

Christ follower identity offers very little to which traditional Judeans might object. 

The idea of non-Judeans turning away from their sin and darkness and toward the 

God of Israel and light could be seen as a positive development even to the most 

traditional Judeans. Thus, Paul emphasizes his Judean Christ follower identity while 

also defending his mission to non-Judeans. 

 Following an interruption by Festus in which he inquires about Paul’s sanity 

(26:24) and a brief exchange between Paul and Agrippa in which the latter asks if 

Paul is trying to convert him (26:27-29), the leaders depart to discuss Paul’s fate 

(26:30-32). Their conclusion that, “[t]his man is doing nothing to deserve death or 

imprisonment” (oujde«n qana¿tou h£ desmw #n a‡xio/n [ti] pra¿ssei oJ a‡nqrwpoß 

ou!toß. [26:31]) confirms for the authorial audience that the initial charges of 21:21, 

which are reiterated in 24:5-9, are false. Paul has defended himself against the 

accusations of the traditional non-Judeans and has been vindicated by a Roman 

governor and a Judean king. The authorial audience is invited to share this conclusion 

and in doing so to accept the superordinate Christ group identity advocated by both 

Peter and Paul as the legitimate identity for Christ followers regardless of their 

ethnicity.
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 Paul’s journey is not over, however. This section comes to a close with 

Agrippa’s acknowledgment to Festus that Paul has done nothing worthy of death or 

imprisonment and that if he had not appealed to Caesar, he would have been able to 

be released. The final phase of Paul’s journey to Rome and of the narrative now 

begins. 

27:1-28:31 — Paul’s Journey to Rome

 The final two chapters of Acts narrate Paul’s journey from Caesarea until their 

shipwreck on the island of Malta (27) and from Malta to Rome (28), as shown on the 

map below.73 

Map 4: Paul’s Journey to Jerusalem and Rome
From http://net.bible.org/map.php, accessed 23 January 2010

The most important aspect of this voyage for the present study is Parsons’ assertion 

that Luke depicts for the authorial audience the “symbolic death and resurrection of 
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excellent summary of the place of sea voyages in Greco-Roman literature, see Johnson, Acts, 450-52. 
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Paul, as much as he narrates the imprisonment and release of Peter in Acts 12.”74 

Parsons continues,

Both prison and shipwreck are common metaphors for death in antiquity. 
Night, the disappearance of heavenly luminaries (27:20; cf. Luke 23:44-45), 
and the loss of hope (27:20; cf. Luke 24:21) all echo the passion of Jesus and 
allude to Paul’s symbolic death. References to daylight, the third day (21:19 
[sic]),75 a shared meal (27:33-35; cf. Luke 24:30-31), and Paul’s deliverance 
from the tomb of the sea (27:44) all point to a kind of symbolic resurrection.76

Similarly, Dunn, noting the parallels between the affirmation of Paul’s innocence by 

Festus and Agrippa and Pilate and Herod’s assessment of Jesus (Luke 23:13-16), sees 

chapter 27 as performing the same function as the burial of Jesus and the despair of 

“holy Saturday” (Luke 23:52-56).77 Even more clearly than the account of Peter’s 

symbolic death, resurrection, and departure in Acts 12, the parallel between Jesus and 

Paul is striking as it depicts Paul’s participation in the suffering, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus, thus reaffirming Paul’s prototypical status.

 Once Paul and the others on the ship reached land on an island called Malta 

(28:1), “the natives” (oiº ba¿rbaroi) show them unusual hospitality. Since it had 

started to rain and was growing cold (dia» to\n uJeto\n to\n ėfestw #ta kai« dia» to\ 

yuvcoß [28:2]), they built a fire, for which Paul was gathering wood when he was 

bitten by a snake. “Paul had gathered a bundle of brushwood and was putting it on the 

fire, when a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand”
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75 The reference should be to 27:19.
76 Parsons, Acts, 360. Also see Tannehill, The Narrative Unity of Luke-Acts, 2.334-35.
77 Dunn, Acts, 323, also 277-79.



(Sustre÷yantoß de« touv Pau/lou fruga¿nwn ti plhvqoß kai« ėpiqe÷ntoß ėpi« 

th\n pura¿n, e¶cidna aÓpo\ thvß qe÷rmhß ėxelqouvsa kaqhvyen thvß ceiro\ß aujtouv. 

[28:3]). Animals were also viewed by both Judean and non-Judeans as a source of 

divine punishment.78 Inhabitants think Paul must be a murderer since he, like the 

mariner from the Statyllus Flaccus Epigram, escaped the sea but cannot escape justice 

(28:4).79 Unlike the mariner, however, the viper does not kill Paul, recalling Jesus 

statement in Luke 10:18-19, causing the natives to declare that Paul is a god. This 

assertion, though not explicitly denied by Paul, is subtly rejected by the narrator when 

Paul prays and imposes hands on Publius’ father to heal him of “fever and 

dysentery” (puretoi "ß kai« dusenteri÷wˆ [28:8]). This healing causes many others on 

the island who were ill to come to Paul for healing (28:9) and when they prepared to 

leave for Rome, the natives offer many gifts for their journey (28:10). Paul’s 

overcoming not only disaster at sea but also the snake bite serves to provide divine 

confirmation that Paul was innocent of crimes worthy of death. 

 The account of Paul’s journey from Malta to Rome (28:11-16) is reminiscent 

of his journey to Jerusalem (21:1-16) in that that audience receives a port-by-port 

description of the journey. When they reach Puteoli, a port city approximately 170 

miles south of Rome, they find some “believers” (28:14). The implication of this, of 

course, is that Paul was not the first to bring the gospel to Italy, though the one 
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responsible for founding the Christ community before Paul’s arrival is not stated. 

After staying in Puteoli for seven days, they went to Rome, where “Paul was allowed 

to live alone with a soldier who guarded him” (ėpetra¿ph twˆ # Pau/lwˆ me÷nein kaq$ 

e̊auto\n su\n twˆ# fula¿ssonti aujto\n stratiw¿thØ. [28:16]).

 Three days after arriving, Paul calls for the Judean leaders in Rome. He 

appeals to their common Judean identity in the hope that they would hear his 

presentation of the gospel. Beginning by addressing them as “Brothers” (a‡ndreß 

aÓdelfoi÷), Paul asserts his Judean identity. He maintains that he “had done nothing 

against our people or the customs of our ancestors” (oujde«n ėnanti÷on poih/saß twˆ # 

lawˆ# h£ toi "ß e¶qesi toi "ß patrwˆ¿oiß) even though was arrested in Jerusalem (28:17). 

Though the Romans wanted to release him, the Judeans objected, leaving Paul with 

no choice but to appeal to the Emperor (28:18-19). Paul notes that he wanted to speak 

with the Judeans there to explain his situation adding, “it is for the sake of the hope of 

Israel that I am in chains”  (eºneken ga»r thvß ėlpi÷doß touv $Israh\l th\n a‚lusin 

tau/thn peri÷keimai. [28:20]). Thus, Paul maintains that he is not in custody because 

of the accusations of the Judeans in Asia or Jerusalem that he has abandoned Judean 

customs, but rather because of his belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. The 

Judeans in Rome have heard nothing about these events in Judea but are aware of the 

widespread opposition against the Christ movement, which they associate with Paul 
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(28:21-22). These Roman Judeans, therefore, although they know of the Christ group, 

are willing to listen to Paul’s thoughts on the matter.

 Many Judeans come to Paul’s “guest room” (xeni÷an) where “from morning to 

evening he explained the matter to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying 

to convince them about Jesus both from the law of Moses and from the prophets”

(ėxeti÷qeto diamarturo/menoß th\n basilei÷an touv qeouv, pei÷qwn te aujtou\ß 

peri« touv $Ihsouv aÓpo/ te touv no/mou Mwüse÷wß kai« tw #n profhtw #n, aÓpo\ 

prwi % eºwß e̊spe÷raß [28:23]). Even as the narrative draws to a close, Paul tries to 

convince the Judeans that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. The Judeans’ response 

again distinguishes between ingroup and outgroup, “some were persuaded by what he 

said but others refused to believe” (oi˚ me«n ėpei÷qonto toi "ß legome÷noiß, oi˚ de« 

hjpi÷stoun: [28:24]). That is, some of the Judeans accepted Paul’s message that Jesus 

is the resurrected Messiah while others rejected it. The mixed response to Paul’s 

message becomes even more evident when “they [the Judeans] disagree with one 

another” (oi˚ me«n ėpei÷qonto toi "ß legome÷noiß, oi˚ de« hjpi÷stoun: [28:25]), 

prompting Paul to cite the harsh words of Isaiah 6:9-10, which has led many 

commentators to conclude that the possibility of Judeans entering the Christ 

movement is now over.80 As with his two previous announcements of turning to the 

non-Judeans (13:46; 18:6), however, Paul’s declaration here should be understood as 
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meant for the Judeans in Rome, not Judeans everywhere.81 Even here, some Judeans 

were being persuaded by Paul’s message; thus the door of opportunity remains open. 

The final glimpse of Paul that the authorial audience receives is of Paul living under 

house arrest for two years at his own expense while welcoming everyone (Judean and 

non-Judean?) and boldly proclaiming the gospel without hinderance (28:30-31). 

 The final narrative block, and the narrative itself, closes having maintained an 

emphasis on Paul’s prototypical status in the Christ group and refuting the charges 

that Paul has abandoned Judean customs. The hope is that by the time the narrative 

ends, those who had previously opposed the inclusion of non-Judeans by Paul and his 

supporters will have developed significant empathy with Paul and will embrace the 

portrait of Paul presented by Luke. This portrait, regardless of its historical accuracy, 

is aimed at the recategorization of those on both sides of the debate over non-Judean 

inclusion into the Christ group without requiring circumcision and Torah observance 

into a superordinate Christ group identity. Though the narrative ends, however, the 

story into which the authorial audience has been invited to participate continues; it 

continues as the authorial audience embraces the superordinate Christ group identity 

that is centered on belief that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah. 
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CONCLUSION

This study began with the assertion that the narrative of Acts attempts the 

recategorization of those on either side of the debate over non-Judean inclusion in the 

Christ movement into a common ingroup by presenting Peter and Paul as prototypical 

of a common superordinate identity. Since those opening remarks, I reviewed 

scholarly approaches to both the study of Peter and Paul in Acts (chapter 1) and early 

Christian identity formation (chapter 2), and developed a method that employs the 

insights of social identity, social memory, and narrative theories that I believe helps 

better understand how texts shape the identity of their audience (chapter 2). Having 

reviewed the historical and cultural context of both the authorial audience and the 

narrative world of Luke-Acts, I argued that Acts was written in the 90s or early 100s 

C.E. in an urban setting in Western Asia Minor by a Hellenist Judean Christ follower 

who expected his audience to be familiar with the socio-cultural scripts within which 

they were embedded, the scriptures and traditions of ancient Israel and of the 

emerging Christ movement, as well as conflict concerning non-Judean inclusion 

(chapter 4). 

The second half of this study (chapters 5-8) focused on the narrative of Acts 

from an audience-oriented perspective and followed the framework of four narrative 

blocks described early in Chapter Five. In the first narrative block (chapter 5), Peter 
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serves as the main character as he emerges as the leader of the Christ group and as the 

prototypical figure of Christ group identity. In this first block, Peter establishes the 

core of the superordinate Christ group identity, belief that Jesus is the resurrected 

Messiah, and two boundary crossing rituals, baptism in Jesus’ name and being filled 

with the Holy Spirit, that serve to transition outsiders into the Christ group. In 

addition, Luke presents other intermittent identity markers in the first narrative block 

such as the proper use of property, opposition/violence against the Christ group, and 

miracles in the name of Jesus.

The second narrative block continues the focus on Peter as the gospel moves 

outside of Jerusalem and as the Christ group begins to accept Samaritans and non-

Judean god-fearers as legitimate members (chapter 6). After he defines the 

superordinate Christ group as those who believe that Jesus is the resurrected Messiah, 

who have been baptized in his name and filled with the Holy Spirit, and now extends 

Christ group identity to include those previously excluded from full participation in 

Judaism, Peter departs the narrative in a scene reminiscent of Jesus’ death, 

resurrection, and ascension. In spite of Peter’s absence, the Christ group continues to 

expand by including Greeks with seemingly no Judean commitments 

(11:20). Moreover, in the second narrative block, intermittent identity markers 

continue to appear, such as miracles and opposition/violence. One additional identity 

marker, inclusive table fellowship, appears in this block. It will serve an important 

role as the recategorization process continues in the third narrative block.
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In the third narrative block (chapter 7), Paul begins to emerge as the leader of 

the Christ group and as prototypical of the Christ group identity. Most importantly for 

this recategorization process is the “council” in Jerusalem that determines the proper 

entry rituals for non-Judean Christ followers. Though some wanted to add 

circumcision to the list of required entry rituals and give Torah observance a central 

place in Christ group identity, the decision was made to allow non-Judeans to join the 

Christ group without requiring circumcision or Torah observance. This decision did 

not, however, affect the traditional Judean boundaries for Judean Christ followers; 

they were still free, indeed were expected, to practice their traditional Judean 

customs. Despite this decision, a central problem remains for the superordinate Christ 

group identity, namely the practice of table fellowship between Judean and non-

Judean Christ followers. In order to allow inclusive table fellowship between these 

two Christ-following subgroups, the “council” decides to instruct non-Judean Christ 

followers to avoid food that has been sacrificed to idols, blood, meat that has been 

strangled, and from immorality.

With Paul now serving as the leader and prototype of Christ group identity, 

maintaining his connection with Judean customs is essential for the recategorization 

process since to validate the superordinate identity, Paul, as a Judean, must abide by 

his traditional Judean customs. Defending Paul against charges that he has abandoned 

these Judeans customs such as circumcision and Torah observance is the major 

concern of the rest of the third narrative block and all of the fourth narrative block 
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(chapter 8). The narrative ends in Rome with Paul reaffirmed as prototypical of the 

superordinate Christ group identity and continuing to proclaim the gospel to all who 

come to him.

 The superordinate identity offered by Luke in the narrative of Acts is centered 

upon the belief that Jesus of Nazareth is the resurrected Messiah. This belief is 

expressed in the two boundary crossing rituals of baptism in Jesus’ name and being 

filled with the Holy Spirit. Ethnic Judeans who embraced this belief remain free to 

maintain their traditional customs such as circumcision and Torah observance but 

non-Judeans who embraced this belief are not required to adhere to ethnic Judean 

customs. Non-Judean Christ followers are, however, expected to follow minimal 

guidelines that would allow social interaction between Judean and non-Judean Christ 

followers. As the opening sentences of this study asserted, the superordinate Christ 

group identity offered through the narrative of Acts in the characterization of Peter 

and Paul focuses on common beliefs and practices that transcend ethnic customs, 

though distinct cultural customs are not abolished, and that are offered to all humanity  

without cultural distinction. Acts seeks to develop this common superordinate identity 

among Christ followers divided over the inclusion of non-Judeans through its 

characterization of Peter and Paul as prototypical Christ group members. That is, 

rather than portraying them as apostles at odds with one another, as Paul does in 

Galatians 2, Luke presents them as co-workers who both follow God’s direction to 

incorporate non-Judeans into the Christ movement. 
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 In addition, several more general conclusions may be drawn. First, the use of 

Social Memory studies in collaboration with narrative studies, particularly those that 

focus on character, has proven helpful in understanding how the group’s memory of 

important figures from the past are reinterpreted in light of new situations. This 

approach could particularly prove beneficial on studies of the transmission and 

reinterpretation of memories of apostolic figures during the second and third centuries 

in new contexts. I am particularly interested in exploring the way in which memories 

of Paul were reinterpreted by various writers in different contexts during this time. 

Second, this study’s focus on the emphasis of social distinctions in the identity 

formation process may contribute to the debate over Luke’s alleged “anti-Semitism.” 

As many other scholars have noted, Luke is particularly harsh on unbelieving Judeans 

in his writings, causing some to lament Luke’s anti-Semitic tendencies. As I 

mentioned in chapter three, groups define themselves over against other groups and 

while the ingroup tends to characterize itself it positive terms, it also tends to 

characterize outgroups in negative terms. Since Luke is attempting to develop a 

common superordinate identity for the Christ group, it is necessary for him to 

distinguish the Christ group from unbelieving outgroups, including unbelieving 

Judeans, in a negative manner. Though it is understandable why this would be 

understood as “anti-Semitic,” its role in group identity formation suggests that the 

author “Luke” might have harbored no ill feelings toward Judeans in general.
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Third, since this study has suggested that Luke and his audience were at least 

aware of the conflict over non-Judean inclusion and that the provenance was Western 

Asia Minor, this may suggest some familiarity with some of Paul’s letters by the 

author and authorial audience. This may be especially true of Galatians since Paul 

narrates there a tense disagreement between Peter and himself. Since the two major 

characters in Acts, Peter and Paul, are also the two major characters in Paul’s 

narrative in Galatians 2, and since Luke takes great care to demonstrate that both 

Peter and Paul agree on the issue of non-Judean inclusion, the claim that the authorial 

audience of Acts is expected to know of the conflict between the two even if they did 

not have access to the letter itself is supported.

This study has also opened new possibilities for further inquiry. First, as with 

any methodology, the narrative-identity model needs to be tested and refined by 

incorporating newer scholarly work on social memory and narrative theories as they 

become available. By continually working to improve this model, it can be of use to 

scholars who wish to continue examining how texts, particularly early Christian texts, 

shape the identity of their authorial audience. Finally, while modern Christ followers 

in the West continue to struggle with the full inclusion of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgendered persons into the Christ group, this study may provide a basis for a 

theological reconsideration of the superordinate Christian identity that is centered on 

belief in Jesus as the resurrected Messiah and that makes no social distinctions on the 

basis of traditional cultural boundaries. 
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APPENDIX: 
THE DATE OF COMPOSITION OF LUKE-ACTS

Suggestions for the date of Luke-Acts range from the 60s to the mid-second 

century of the Common Era (C.E.). While some assume that the date of composition is 

of little consequence,1 narrowing this wide range of plausible dates will enable us to 

focus our attention on a more specific context. By working our way in from the 

extremes, we may be able to offer a smaller temporal window. 

Granting the scholarly consensus that Luke’s gospel was written before Acts, 

the date of the Acts depends, in part, on one’s dating of that Gospel. Some have 

argued that because of the ending of Acts, Paul could not have been executed yet, and 

thus date Acts around 61-62.2  An early date has also been advocated by those who 

argue that there is nothing in Luke-Acts that indicates that the Jewish revolt and 

subsequent destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E. had already taken place.3  These 

scholars conclude that Luke’s silence indicates that he4 must have written before the 

devastating events of 70 C.E.

 

359

1 Dunn (Acts, xi) has commented, “[n]ot much hangs on the date of the composition” of Acts.
2 For example, see Rackham, "The Acts of the Apostles. 2. A Plea for an Early Date." JTS 1 

(1900): 76-87.
3 For example, John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (London: S.C.M. Press, 1976), 
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There is a strong case to be made, however, for a post-70 C.E. composition of 

Luke-Acts. On the basis of two passages from the Gospel, many scholars maintain 

that Luke’s Gospel must have been written some time after 70 C.E. These scholars 

assert that Luke inserted details of Jerusalem’s destruction from Mark’s account in 

19:43-44, 

Indeed, the days will come upon you, when your enemies will set up ramparts 
around you and surround you, and hem you in on every side. They will crush 
you to the ground, you and your children within you, and they will not leave 
within you one stone upon another; because you did not recognize the time of 
your visitation from God.

o[ti h[xousin h`me,rai evpi. se. kai. parembalou/sin oi` evcqroi, sou ca,raka, 
soi kai. perikuklw,sousi,n se kai. sune,xousi,n se pa,ntoqen(kai. 
evdafiou/si,n se kai. ta. te,kna sou evn soi,( kai. ouvk avfh,sousin li,qon 
evpi. li,qon evn soi,( avnqV w-n ouvk e;gnwj to.n kairo.n th/j evpiskoph/j 
souÅ

Luke also seems to have added to Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem in 

Mark 13 by adding,

When you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation 
has come near. Then those in Judea must flee to the mountains, and those 
inside the city must leave it, and those out in the country must not enter it; for 
these are days of vengeance, as a fulfillment of all that is written. Woe to those 
who are pregnant and to those who are nursing infants in those days! For there 
will be great distress on the earth and wrath against this people; they will fall 
by the edge of the sword and be taken away as captives among all nations; and 
Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles 
are fulfilled.

{Otan de. i;dhte kukloume,nhn u`po. stratope,dwn VIerousalh,m( to,te 
gnw/te o[ti h;ggiken h` evrh,mwsij auvth/jÅ  to,te oi` evn th/| VIoudai,a| 
feuge,twsan eivj ta. o;rh kai. oi` evn me,sw| auvth/j evkcwrei,twsan kai. oi` 
evn tai/j cw,raij mh. eivserce,sqwsan eivj auvth,n(o[ti h`me,rai evkdikh,sewj 
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au-tai, eivsin tou/ plhsqh/nai pa,nta ta. gegramme,naÅ ouvai. tai/j evn 
gastri. evcou,saij kai. tai/j qhlazou,saij evn evkei,naij tai/j h`me,raij\ 
e;stai ga.r avna,gkh mega,lh evpi. th/j gh/j kai. ovrgh. tw/| law/| tou,tw|( kai. 
pesou/ntai sto,mati macai,rhj kai. aivcmalwtisqh,sontai eivj ta. e;qnh 
pa,nta( kai. VIerousalh.m e;stai patoume,nh u`po. evqnw/n( a;cri ou- 
plhrwqw/sin kairoi. evqnw/nÅ (Luke 21:20-24)

These two modifications to Mark’s Gospel are evidence enough for many to assert 

that Luke wrote his Gospel after the fall of Jerusalem to Titus in 70 C.E.,5 which will 

serve as the terminus a quo for Luke’s Gospel. 

If the Gospel was written after 70 C.E., what might be the terminus ad quem of 

Luke-Acts?  Some assume that the lack of any clear references to Paul’s letters in 

Acts is an indication that the book must have been written before the end of the first 

century, since around this time Clement of Rome writes to the Corinthian church 

quoting often from Romans and 1 Corinthians as well as making other possible 

allusions to Pauline letters.6  Likewise, early in the second century, Ignatius could 

refer to what Paul says “in every letter.”7  If we assume that Luke did not have access 

to Paul’s letters8 a terminus ad quem for the composition of Acts around 100 C.E. is 

quite possible. This discussion thus far leads to the conclusion that Luke-Acts was 

likely written between 70 and 100 C.E. 
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"Acts and the Pauline Letter Corpus" in Studies in Luke-Acts; Essays Presented in Honor of Paul 
Schubert (ed. Leander E. Keck and J. Louis Martyn; Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 279-97.



On the other end of the spectrum, however, there are scholars who advocate a 

date in the early- to mid-second century for Acts. The chief proponent of this view is 

Joseph Tyson, who argues that Luke-Acts was written in the early to mid-second 

century to combat the increasingly threatening Marcionite influence.9  Tyson 

acknowledges his indebtedness to John Knox’s 1942 work on the development of the 

canon in early Christianity, in which Knox argues that Acts was a post-Marcionite and 

anti-Marcionite text written to disassociate Paul from Marcion.10  After reviewing 

evidence for “early” (60–70 C.E.) and “intermediate” (80–90 C.E.) date for Acts, 

Tyson summarizes the arguments for “late date” (100–150 C.E.), concluding that these 

arguments “recognize more of the relevant factors affecting its composition and 

present us with fewer problems than do the other nodal dates.”11 In order to date 

Luke-Acts around 120-125 C.E., Tyson, following the argument of R. Joseph 

Hoffmann,12 argues that Marcion’s views were known, at least in part and in some 

locations, by 115-120 C.E.13 Dating Marcionite influence this early, however, is 

problematic, since most ancient witnesses place Marcion’s influence in the middle of 

the second century C.E.14 It seems doubtful that a teaching that became influential in 
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11 Tyson, 22–23.
12 Hoffmann, Marcion, on the Restitution of Christianity: An Essay on the Development of 

Radical Paulinist Theology in the Second Century (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1984).
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(Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress, 2008), 5.
14 For example, see Tertullian, Adversus Marcionem 1.19.



the mid-second century would have been widespread enough in 115-120 C.E. to have 

garnered such as reaction as a two volume narrative. 

 Also bearing on the date of Luke-Acts is its relationship to the work of 

Josephus. Steve Mason has recently argued that Luke-Acts shares common aim, 

themes, and vocabulary with Josephus and therefore, may suggest that Luke-Acts is 

based upon Josephus' defense of Judaism.15  Furthermore, there are several general 

parallels and historical reports shared by Luke-Acts and the work of Josephus, 

including the census under Quirinius (Luke 3:1; J.W. 2.117-8, Ant. 18.1-8); three rebel 

leaders: Judas the Galilean (Acts 5:37;  J.W. 2.117-8, Ant. 18.1-8), Theudas (Acts 

5:36; Ant. 20.97), and "The Egyptian" (Acts 21:38; J.W. 2.261-3, Ant. 20.171); the 

death of Agrippa I as God's vengeance for his accepting praise as a god (Acts 

12:21-23; Ant. 19.343-52); similarities in the description of the siege of Jerusalem 

(Luke 19:43-4; J.W. 6); and mention of a famine during the reign of Claudius (Acts 

11:28-9; Ant. 3.320, 20:51-3, 20.101). While a thorough treatment of this issue is 

beyond the scope of this appendix, the similarities listed above, along with the vast 

amount of data set forth by Mason, make plausible the view that the author of Luke-

Acts had access to, or at the very least knew of, Antiquities when compiling the 
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Gospel and Acts. Since Josephus himself dates Antiquities in 93-4 C.E.,16 we may 

push our terminus a quo for Luke-Acts to this last decade of the first century.17  Since 

the prologue of Acts indicates that it was the second volume in the set, it seems likely 

that Acts would have been written in the mid-to-latter half of the 90s C.E. This places 

the composition of Luke-Acts in the Roman Imperial reign of the Flavian dynasty, 

which includes the reigns of Vespasian (69–79), and his two sons Titus (79–81) and 

Domitian (81–96). 
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16 Josephus dates Antiquities in the triskaideka,tou me.n e;touj th/j Dometianou/ Kai,saroj 
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