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1 Acts 1-2  

1:1-5. Overview. St Luke is the only New Testament author to begin his book with a 
prologue, in the style of secular historians. The main aim of this preface is to convey 
to the reader the profoundly religious character of the book which he is holding in his 
hands. It is a work which will give an account of events marking the fulfilment of the 
promises made by the God of Israel, the Creator and Saviour of the world. Under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit, into his book St Luke weaves quotations from the 
Psalms, Isaiah, Amos and Joel; it both reflects the Old Testament and interprets it in 
the light of its fulfilment in Jesus Christ. 

The prologue refers to St Luke’s Gospel as a “first book”. It mentions the last 
events of our Lord’s life on earth—the appearances of the risen Christ and his 
ascension into heaven—and links them up with the account which is now beginning. 

St Luke’s aim is to describe the origins and the early growth of Christianity, of 
which the main protagonist of this book, the Holy Spirit, has been the cause. Yet this 
is not simply an historical record: the Acts of the Apostles, St Jerome explains, “seems 
to be a straightforward historical account of the early years of the nascent Church. But 
if we bear in mind it is written by Luke the physician, who is praised in the Gospel (cf. 
2 Cor 8:18), we will realize that everything he says is medicine for the ailing soul” 
(Epistle 53, 9). 

The spiritual dimension of this book, which is one of a piece with the Third Gospel, 
nourished the soul of the first generations of Christians, providing them with a 
chronicle of God’s faithful and loving support of the new Israel. 

“This book”, St John Chrysostom writes at the start of his great commentary, “will 
profit us no less than the Gospels, so replete is it with Christian wisdom and sound 
doctrine. It offers an account of the numerous miracles worked by the Holy Spirit. It 
contains the fulfilment of the prophecies of Jesus Christ recorded in the Gospel...Here 
you will see the apostles speeding their way over land and sea as if on wings. These 
Galileans, once so timorous and obtuse, we find suddenly changed into new men, 
despising wealth and honor, raised above passion and concupiscence” (Hom. on Acts, 1). 

St Luke dedicates this book to Theophilus—as he did his Gospel. The dedication 
suggests that Theophilus was an educated Christian, of an upper-class background, but 
he may be a fictitious person symbolizing “the beloved of God”, which is what the 
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name means. It also may imply that Acts was written quite soon after the Third 
Gospel. 
1:3. This verse recalls the account in Luke 24:13–43 of the appearances of the risen 
Jesus to the disciples of Emmaus and to the apostles in the Cenacle. It stresses the 
figure of forty days. This number may have a literal meaning and also a deeper 
meaning. In Holy Scripture periods of forty days or forty years have a clearly salvific 
meaning: they are periods during which God prepares or effects important stages in his 
plans. The great flood lasted forty days (Gen 7:17); the Israelites journeyed in the 
wilderness for forty years on their way to the promised land (Ps 95:10); Moses spent 
forty days on Mount Sinai to receive God’s revelation of the Covenant (Ex 24:18); on 
the strength of the bread sent by God Elijah walked forty days and forty nights to 
reach his destination (1 Kings 19:8); and our Lord fasted in the wilderness for forty 
days in preparation for his public life (Mt 4:2). 1 

1:5. you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit: This carefully balanced statement 
picks up the contrast which is found in the gospels as a prophecy of John the Baptist. 
Both Luke 3:16 and Matt 3:11 add “and in fire” to John’s statement in Mark 1:8, “he 
will baptize you with the Holy Spirit.” Luke will immediately combine these symbols 
in his Pentecost account (2:1–4). He also has Peter cite this saying as a “word of the 
Lord” in Acts 11:16.2 

1:6–8. The apostles’ question shows that they are still thinking in terms of earthly 
restoration of the Davidic dynasty. It would seem that for them—as for many Jews of 
their time—eschatological hope in the Kingdom extended no further than expectation 
of world-embracing Jewish hegemony. 

“It seems to me”, St John Chrysostom comments, “that they had not any clear 
notion of the nature of the Kingdom, for the Spirit had not yet instructed them. Notice 
that they do not ask when it shall come but ‘Will you at this time restore the Kingdom 
to Israel?’, as if the Kingdom were something that lay in the past. This question shows 

 
1 The Acts of the Apostles. (2005). (pp. 1–40). Dublin; New York: Four Courts Press; Scepter Publishers. 

2 Johnson, L. T. (1992). The Acts of the Apostles (D. J. Harrington, Ed.; Vol. 5, pp. 25–26). The Liturgical 
Press. 
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that they were still attracted by earthly things, though less than they had been” (Hom. 
on Acts, 2). 

Our Lord gives an excellent and encouraging reply, patiently telling them that the 
Kingdom is mysterious in character, that it comes when one least expects, and that 
they need the help of the Holy Spirit to be able to grasp the teaching they have 
received. Jesus does not complain about their obtuseness; he simply corrects their 
ideas and instructs them. 

 

1:9. Our Lord’s ascension is one of the actions by which Jesus redeems us from sin 
and gives us the new life of grace. It is a redemptive mystery. “What we have already 
taught of the mystery of his death and resurrection the faithful should deem not less 
true of his ascension. For although we owe our redemption and salvation to the 
passion of Christ, whose merits opened heaven to the just, yet his ascension is not only 
proposed to us as a model, which teaches us to look on high and ascend in spirit into 
heaven, but it also imparts to us a divine virtue which enables us to accomplish what it 
teaches” (St Pius V, Catechism, 1, 7, 9). 

Our Lord’s going up into heaven is not simply something which stirs us to lift up 
our hearts—as we are invited to do at the preface of the Mass, to seek and love the 
“things that are above” (cf. Col 3:1–2); along with the other mysteries of his life, death 
and resurrection, Christ’s ascension saves us. “Today we are not only made possessors 
of paradise”, St Leo says, “but we have ascended with Christ, mystically but really, 
into the highest heaven, and through Christ we have obtained a more ineffable grace 
than that which we lost through the devil’s envy” (First homily on the Ascension). 
(See Handout – The Ascension) 
 
1:11. Two men in white robes. The angels are referring to the Parousia—our Lord’s 
second coming, when he will judge the living and the dead. 

1:13–14.  And they went up to the upper room. This is the first passage which tells 
of the spiritual life and devout practices of the disciples. Significantly it places the 
emphasis on prayer, in keeping with our Lord’s own practice and with his constant 
recommendation to his followers (cf. Mt 6:5; 14:23; etc.). 

Here we see Mary as the spiritual center round which Jesus’ intimate friends gather: 
tradition has meditated on this “tableau”, and found it to depict our Lady’s 
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motherhood over the whole Church, both at its beginning and over the course of the 
centuries. 

On 21 November 1964, at the closing of the third session of Vatican II, Paul VI 
solemnly proclaimed Mary Mother of the Church: “Our vision of the Church must 
include loving contemplation of the marvels which God worked in his holy Mother. 
And knowledge of the true Catholic doctrine about Mary will always be the key to 
correct understanding of the mystery of Christ and of the Church. 

The text makes reference to Jesus’ “brethren”, an expression which also appears in 
the Gospels. Given that the Christian faith teaches us that the Virgin Mary had no 
children other than Jesus, whom she conceived by the action of the Holy Spirit and 
without intervention of man, this expression cannot mean that Jesus had blood 
brothers or sisters. 

The explanation lies in the peculiarities of Semitic languages. The word used in the 
New Testament translates a Hebrew term which applied to all the members of a family 
group and was used for even distant cousins (cf. Lev 10:4) and for nephews (Gen 
13:8). See the note on Mt 12:46–47. In the New Testament then, the word “brethren” 
has a very wide meaning—as happens, also, for example, with the word “apostle”. 

At one point Jesus describes those who hear and keep his word as his “brethren” 
(Lk 8:21), which seems to imply that, in addition to meaning belonging to the same 
family group, the word “brother” in the New Testament may be a designation for 
certain disciples who were particularly loyal to our Lord. St Paul, for his part, uses this 
term for all Christians (cf., e.g., 1 Cor 1:10; etc.), as does St Peter, according to Acts 
12:17. (See Handout – Brothers of Jesus) 

 

1:15–23. This account of Peter with the other apostles and disciples all brought 
together is described by St John Chrysostom in these words: “Observe the admirable 
prudence of St Peter. He begins by quoting the authority of a prophet and does not say, 
‘My own word suffices,’ so far is he from any thought of pride. But he seeks nothing 
less than the election of a twelfth apostle and he presses for this. His entire behavior 
shows the degree of his authority and that he understood the apostolic office of 
government not as a position of honor but as a commitment to watch over the spiritual 
health of those under him. 
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1:24–26. Verses 24–25 record the first prayer of the Church, which is linked with what 
we were told in v. 14—“all these with one accord devoted themselves to prayer”—and 
shows the disciples’ firm belief that God rules over all things and all events and looks 
after the Church in a very special way. 

The Christian community leaves in God’s hands the choice as to who will fill the 
empty place in the Twelve. It does this by using the traditional Hebrew method of 
casting lots, the outcome of which will reveal God’s will. This method of divining 
God’s will is to be found quite a number of times in the Old Testament (cf. 1 Sam 
14:41f); its use was restricted to Levites, to prevent it degenerating into a superstitious 
practice. (See Handout – Casting Lots) 

Now that Matthias has been appointed, the Twelve is complete again. The apostolic 
college is now ready to receive the Holy Spirit whom Jesus promised to send, and to 
go on to bear universal witness to the Good News. 

 

 

2:1. The time for Pentecost was fulfilled. (See Handout – Pentecost) 
 

2:2–3. And suddenly a sound came. Wind and fire were elements which typically 
accompanied manifestations of God in the Old Testament (cf. Ex 3:2; 13:21–22; 2 
Kings 5:24; Ps 104:3).  The loud sound recalls the noise of the Sinai theophany (Exod 
19:16–19), and a strong wind is associated with the theophany to Elijah (1 Kgs 19:11–
12) as well as with Elijah’s ascension (2 Kgs 2:11). In this case, the sound is compared 
to that of a blowing wind; it is the sound that fills the house, not a wind. (Ibid. 
Johnson P. 42) 
 

2:4. Yet Luke most emphasizes the sign that they were all filled with the holy Spirit 
so that they began to speak in different tongues. In this context the Greek word 
glossai, literally, “tongues,” is better translated as “other languages” (NRSV), since it 
was the ordinary word used for languages.3 

2:5–11. Now there dwelling in Jerusalem. In his account of the events of Pentecost 
St Luke distinguishes “devout men” (v. 5), Jews and proselytes (v. 11). The first-
mentioned were people who were residing in Jerusalem for reasons of study or piety, 
to be near the only temple the Jews had. They were Jews—not to be confused with 

 
3 Kurz, W. S. (2013). Acts of the Apostles. (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.) (p. 45). Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic. 
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“God-fearing men”, that is, pagans sympathetic to Judaism, who worshipped the God 
of the Bible and who, if they became converts and members of the Jewish religion by 
being circumcised and by observing the Mosaic Law, were what were called 
“proselytes”, whom Luke distinguishes from the “Jews”, that is, those of Jewish race. 

People of different races and tongues understand Peter, each in his or her own 
language. They can do so thanks to a special grace from the Holy Spirit given them for 
the occasion; this is not the same as the gift of “speaking with tongues” which some of 
the early Christians had (cf. 1 Cor 14), which allowed them to praise God and speak to 
him in a language which they themselves did not understand. 
 

Going Deeper 

Dreams and visions 

The ancient world believed that dreams were full of meaning. There were 
experts who specialized in dream interpretation, such as those who failed to 
interpret Pharaoh’s dream (Gen 41:8) and Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (Dan 
2:2). 

The Old Testament warns against treating dreams as a form of divination, 
as they are often misleading (Deut 13:1–5; Sir 34:7). The Psalmist saw them 
as fleeting (Ps 73:20; 90:5). Jeremiah considered them untrustworthy, even 
though he did acknowledge that they could be a source of revelation (Jer 
23:27, 32; 29:8). God’s people must beware of false prophets, whose dreams 
come from their own minds, and who give Israel a false sense of security in 
spite of the sins of the nation (Jer 23:16). 

Still, God did use dreams to communicate with his prophets—in contrast to 
Moses, with whom God spoke “mouth to mouth, clearly” (Num 12:6–8). 
Dreams played a positive role in the account of three figures in particular: 
Jacob (Gen 31:10–13, 24), Joseph (Gen 37–41), and Daniel. Solomon asked 
for wisdom in a dream (1 Kgs 3:5–15), and God sometimes sent dreams to 
foreigners (Gen 20, 31; Judg 7:13–14). 

Visions and dreams are not utopian fantasies, but specifically prophetic 
modes. For the vision (horasis) as the vehicle of prophecy, see the 
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following: Num 24:4, 16; 1 Sam 3:1; 2 Sam 7:17; Ps 88:20; Hos 12:10; Mic 
3:6; Obad 1:1; Nah 1:1; Hab 2:2–3; Zech 10:2; Isa 1:1; 13:1; 19:1; Jer 
14:14; Lam 2:9; Ezek 1:1; 8:3; 40:2; Dan 4:20; 8:1. And for the “dream” 
(enupnion) as a regular if ambiguous mode of prophecy, see Gen 37:5; 41:8; 
Deut 13:1–5; 1 Sam 28:15; Zech 10:2; Jer 51:25, 36; Dan 1:17; 2:1; 4:2. 
Whether or not he uses the term horama (“vision”), Luke has visions play an 
important role for his prophetic characters in the narrative (Acts 7:31, 55–
56; 9:3–10, 12; 10:3, 17, 19; 11:5; 16:9–10; 18:9; 27:23). (Ibid. Johnson p. 
49) 

In the New Testament, dreams are found only in Matthew and Acts. Joseph 
is told in a dream that Mary’s child is divine (Matt 1:20), is warned in a 
dream to flee to Egypt (Matt 2:13), and is later told in a dream when to 
return (Matt 2:19–20). The wise men are also warned in a dream to avoid 
Herod the Great (Matt 2:12). Later, Pilate’s wife has a dream and warns 
Pilate against pursuing the trial against Jesus (Matt 27:19). In Acts, the word 
“dream” is not directly used; instead divine revelations that come by night 
are called “visions” (Acts 16:9, 18:9–10; cf. Acts 23:11, 27:23–24).4 

 

2:19–20. Show wonders. Joel prophesied that cosmic signs would accompany the 
Spirit’s outpouring in the end times. Again the quotation in Acts adds words to Joel’s 
prophecy. Peter emphasizes that the signs will be both cosmic signs in the heavens and 
earthly signs here below by adding above and below to Joel 3:3: “And I will work 
wonders in the heavens above / and signs on the earth below.” Earthly “wonders” and 
“signs” recall the miracles that God worked through Moses to free the Israelites from 
slavery in Egypt (Exodus 7:3; Deut 4:34) and the miracles worked by Jesus in his 
public ministry (v. 22). Wonders in the heavens are typical in biblical prophecies of 
the last day, the day when God would intervene in history to destroy evil and restore 
the fortunes of his people (Isa 13:10; Ezek 32:7; Rev 6:12). (Ibid. Kurz pp. 51–52). 

2:22–36. To demonstrate that Jesus of Nazareth is the Messiah foretold by the 
prophets, St Peter reminds his listeners of our Lord’s miracles (v. 22), as well as of his 

 
4 Hahn, S., ed. (2009). In Catholic Bible Dictionary (pp. 223–224). Doubleday. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/catholicbbldict?ref=Page.p+223&off=2861
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death (v. 23), resurrection (v. 24–32) and glorious ascension (vv. 33–35). His address 
ends with a brief summing-up (v. 36). 

2:38. Be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. This does not necessarily mean that 
this was the form of words the apostles normally used in the liturgy, rather than the 
Trinitarian formula prescribed by Jesus. In the Didache (written around the year 100) 
it is stated that Baptism should be given in the name of the Father and of the Son and 
of the Holy Spirit, but this does not prevent it, in other passages, from referring to 
“those baptized in the name of the Lord.” The expression “baptized in the name of 
Christ” means, therefore, becoming a member of Christ, becoming a Christian (cf. 
Didaché, 7, 1; 9, 5). (See Handout – The Didache) 

2:41. There were added. St Luke often makes reference to the numerical growth of 
the Church (2:47; 4:4; 5:14; 6:1, 7; 9:31; 11:21, 24; 16:5). Interesting in itself, this 
growth clearly shows the effectiveness of the Gospel message boldly proclaimed by 
the apostles. It proves that if the Gospel is preached with constancy and clarity it can 
take root in any setting and will always find men and women ready to receive it and 
put it into practice. 

2:42–47. This is the first of the three summaries contained in the early chapters of 
Acts (cf. 4:32–35 and 5:12–16). In simple words it describes the key elements in the 
ascetical and liturgical-sacramental life of the first Christians. It gives a vivid spiritual 
profile of the community which now—after Pentecost extends beyond the Cenacle, a 
contemplative community, more and more involved in the world around it. 

2:42. And they devoted themselves. “The sacred writer”, St John Chrysostom 
observes, “draws attention to two virtues in particular—perseverance and fellowship 
and tells us that the apostles spent a long period instructing the disciples” (Hom. on 
Acts, 7). 

“The apostles’ teaching”: the instruction normally given new converts. This is not 
the proclamation of the Gospel to non-Christians but a type of catechesis (which 
became more structured and systematic as time went on) aimed at explaining to the 
disciples the Christian meaning of Sacred Scripture and the basic truths of faith (out of 
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this grew the credal statements of the Church) which they had to believe and practice 
in order to attain salvation. 

Catechesis—an ongoing preaching and explanation of the Gospel within the 
Church—is a phenomenon to be found even in the very early days of Christianity. “An 
evangelizer, the Church begins by evangelizing itself. A community of believers, a 
community of hope practiced and transmitted, a community of fraternal love, it has a 
need to listen unceasingly to what it must believe, to the reasons for its hope, to the 
new commandment of love” (Paul VI, Evangelii nuntiandi, 15). 

The “fellowship” referred to in this verse is that union of hearts brought about by 
the Holy Spirit. This profound solidarity among the disciples resulted from their 
practice of the faith and their appreciation of it as a peerless treasure which they all 
shared, a gift to them from God the Father through Jesus Christ. Their mutual affection 
enabled them to be detached from material things and to give up their possessions to 
help those in need. 

The “breaking of bread” refers to the Blessed Eucharist and not just to an ordinary 
meal. This was a special way the early Christians had of referring to the making and 
distribution of the sacrament containing the Lord’s body. This expression, connected 
with the idea of a banquet, was soon replaced by that of “Eucharist”, which 
emphasizes the idea of thanksgiving (cf. Didaché, 9, 1). From Pentecost onwards the 
Mass and eucharistic communion form the center of Christian worship. “From that 
time onwards the Church has never failed to come together to celebrate the paschal 
mystery, reading those things ‘which were in all the scriptures concerning him’ (Lk 
24:27), celebrating the Eucharist in which ‘the victory and triumph of his death are 
again made present’ (Council of Trent, De SS. Eucharistia, chap. 5), and at the same 
time giving thanks to God” (Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 6). 

2:44–45. All who believed were together, which indicates that they gathered often in 
settings such as their homes and the temple (2:46). That they had all things in 
common indicates that their intense spiritual unity led to a sharing of material 
possessions. This sharing, in direct contrast to the human tendency toward 
possessiveness, is a powerful testimony to the presence of the kingdom inaugurated by 
Jesus. 
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Luke’s portrayal of the early Christian community later became an inspiration for 
communal ownership of goods in monastic communities, in which monks literally 
surrender all worldly goods to the common account. Luke, however, does not indicate 
that all Christians practiced such strict sharing of goods. When Peter rebukes 
Ananias’s dishonest claim about his land sale, he says, “While it remained unsold, did 
it not remain yours? And when it was sold, was it not still under your control?” (see 
Acts 5:4). Luke’s words echo a well-known Hellenistic proverb about friendship: 
“Friends hold all things in common.” The proverb declares that friends are willing to 
share all things when there is need, although usually they do not literally do so. What 
did happen in the early Christian community was that some wealthy members would 
sell their property and possessions, as Barnabas did in Acts 4:36–37, to divide them 
among all according to each one’s need. That is, those who had extra goods sold 
them to provide for the needs of the poor, especially widows and orphans (Acts 6:1). 
Among all the members was a bond of “friendship,” mutual care, that was astounding 
and powerfully attractive to those who observed it. (Ibid. Kurz pp. 63–64) 

2:46. And day by day. The believers, who continued to consider themselves devout 
Jews, gathered to pray in the temple area, and they also broke bread in their homes. 
The breaking of bread refers to shared meals with fellow Christians, probably 
including the Eucharist, which were characterized by exultation and sincerity of 
heart. Before churches were built, Christians celebrated the Eucharist in homes, 
usually in connection with a common meal (see Paul’s discussion of the Lord’s Supper 
in 1 Cor 11:17–34). 
 

2:47. The Christian community enjoyed favor with all the people, in this case the 
Jewish people. This emphasis on the positive impression Christians made on outsiders 
(see also Acts 4:33) brings to mind the boy Jesus, who advanced in “wisdom and age 
and favor before God and man” (Luke 2:52). This good reputation contributed to the 
growth of the Church as every day the Lord added to their number those who were 
being saved (see Acts 2:21; 4:12; 16:30–31). Acts depicts the community life of the 
first Christians as having a powerful evangelizing impact. (Ibid. Kurz pp. 64–65) 


