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The opening words of the Acts of the 
Apostles link it with the Gospel of Luke. 
In his first volume, Luke reminds Theo
philus, he has considered the whole 
gamut of Jesus' public ministry from 
the baptism to the ascension (Acts 1 :1£., 
21£.). In his second volume Luke re
sumes the story, dealing with the exalted 
Lord's continuing ministry through his 
Spirit-filled instruments, the "apostles 
whom he had chosen" (1 :2). 

After his passion the risen Lord pre
sented himself alive to his disciples, "ap
pearing to them during forty days, and 
speaking of the kingdom of God" (1:3). 
To prepare them for their mission, Christ 
charged them to remain in Jerusalem 
until they had received "the promise of 
the Father" (1:4; cf. Lk. 24:49), namely, 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit which 
John the Baptizer had predicted (Mk. 
1:8; Mt. 3:11; Lk. 3:16). When the apos
tles met together, they were naturally 
curious. Since Christ had been promis
ed "the throne of his father David" (Lk. 
1 :32), they ventured to ask: "Lord, will 
you at this time restore the kingdom to 
Israel?" (Acts 1:6). His answer reminded 
them that the chronoi and the kairoi 
were in God's hands; in other words, 
both "the time that must elapse before 
the final establishment of the Kingdom" 
and "the critical events accompanying 
its establishment"! lay in the Father's 
authority (1:7; cf. Deut. 29:29; Mk. 
13 :32). In effect, he told them "not only 
that this was not the time, but that the 
question was irrelevant to their present 
business and future work."2 

Then Christ directed them to their 
task, and pointed to the spiritual means 
whereby it might be accomplished: "But 
you shall receive power when the Holy 
Spirit has come upon you; and you shall 
be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all 
Judea and Samaria and to the end of the 
earth." In this epoch-making statement 
Luke-besides pointing to the Holy Spir-
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it's power as the sine qua non of effective 
testimony-has directed our attention to 
two other themes which are of the 
greatest importance to his conception of 
witness. These are: (1) the eye-witness 
character of the apostolic testimony, and 
(2) the scope of the apostolic testimony. 
Each of these motifs is worthy of detail
ed study. 

I. THE EYE-WITNESS CHARACTER OF 
THE APOSTOLIC TESTIMONY 

In the preface to Luke's Gospel great 
prominence is given to "the eye-witnesses 
and ministers of the word" (Lk. 1 :1-4). 
The eye-witnesses are plainly the apos
tles who have been with Jesus "from 
the beginning" (Lk. 1:2; cf. J n. 15 :27). 
They know the facts of his public minis
try, and serve as witnesses when these 
facts are called into question (cf. Acts 
5:32; 10:39-43). The use of autoptai (eye
witnesses) in Lk. 1:2 highlights the im
portance of the apostles as those who 
can guarantee the major historic events 
in the life of Jesus of Nazareth.a 

The same stress on the role of the 
apostles as eye-witnesses of the public 
ministry of Jesus appears in Acts. The 
apostles are qualified to bear witness to 
"all that Jesus began to do and teach" 
(1 :1). They are also competent to bear 
witness to his resurrection, for they" ate 
and drank with him after he rose from 
the dead" (10:41). The apostles are 
divinely commissioned for their task as 
Christ's "witnesses to the people" (13: 
31). This is underscored in 10:41, where 
the apostles are explicitly described as 
"witnesses chosen before by God." 

Luke's first great witness in the Book 
of Acts is Peter. Hence it is not surprising 
to observe Peter's repeated insistence upon 
the fact that he is a witness of Christ; 
in particular, he stresses his role as a 
witness to the resurrection (1 :22; 2 :32; 
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3:15; 10:39-41). In this connection the 
speech in Acts 1 prior to the election of 
Matthias is of special importance. 4 Here 
emphasis is placed upon the apostle-wit
ness in words which clarify the reference 
to eye-witness in Lk. 1:2: "So one of 
the men who accompanied us during all 
the time that the Lord Jesus went in and 
out among us, beginning from the bapt
ism of John until the day when he was 
taken up from us-one of these men 
must become with us a witness of his 
resurrection" (1 :21£.). In this speech two 
points become clear: (1) There were 
others besides the original band of twelve 
disciples who could serve as witnesses 
of the events of Christ's ministry since 
the baptism of John.5 (2) Nevertheless, 
the apostolic witness was of special 
importance and significance. Matthias 
was chosen in Judas' place to "become" 
a witness to Christ's resurrection (1 :22; 
cf. 1:26). Here emphasis is placed on 
having seen Christ as a necessary con
dition for the apostolic office. This is 
not to suggest that the apostolic witness 
is limited to the Twelve, however, be
cause Luke also calls Barnabas and Paul 
"apostles" (14:4, 14), and several times 
Paul is referred to as a "witness" (22:15; 
26:16).fi 

The eye-witness character of apostolic 
testimony is important in appreciating 
the nature and authority of what is said 
and done in the rest of the Book of Acts. 
Thus it is no coincidence that this motif 
is constantly mentioned in the speeches 
of Acts, particularly those attributed to 
Peter. In his famous sermon on the day 
of Pentecost Peter speaks of the resur
rection of Jesus and solemnly adds: "and 
of that we all are witnesses" (2 :32). 
Similarly in addressing the temple crowd 
in Solomon's portico Peter speaks of 
Jesus "whom God raised from the dead" 
and boldly affirms: "To this we are wit
nesses" (3: 15). In the speeches before the 
Sanhedrin this eye-witness theme ap-



pears again: "we cannot but speak of 
what we have seen and heard" (4:20) 
and "we are witnesses to these things" 
(5 :32). In like manner Peter declares in 
his speech before Cornelius that he and 
his apostolic colleagues "are witnesses 
to all that he (Jesus) did both in the 
country of the Jews and in Jerusalem" 
(10:39). 

What is one to conclude from this 
emphasis on the eye-witness character 
of apostolic preaching? With H.N. Rid
derbos two salient features may be not
ed.7 In the first place, the greatest pos
sible stress is placed on the factual con
tent of the apostolic preaching. The testi
mony rests upon the great acts of God in 
Jesus Christ, and the resurrection con
stitutes the very heart of this (2 :24; 3 :26; 
4:2, 10, 33; 5:30; 13:30, 33, 37; 17:3, 18, 
31). In Luke's view the apostles were 
really saying, "We did not follow clever
ly devised myths when we made known 
unto you the power and coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, but were eye-witnes
ses" of his life, death, resurrection and 
ascension (cf. II Pet. 1 :16). To put it an
other way, the Christian faith rests upon 
historical facts, and Luke in both his 
Gospel preface and Acts stresses the im
portance of the apostolic witness for this 
reason. 

In the second place, the apostles oc
cupy a special place in the history of 
salvation because of their witness.s All 
that Jesus "began to do and teach" (1 :1) 
is confirmed by their witness. Since they 
alone have been "chosen" by God and 
Christ as eye-witnesses (cf. 10:41; 1 :2). 
they alone are authorized to guarantee 
both the facts of the Christian faith and 
the authoritative form of its proclama
tion. Their witness is thus unique and 
normative, and apostolic succession in 
the personal sense of the term is both 
impossible and a contradiction in terms. 

This testimony, the apostolic witness, is found 
in the New Testament-and nowhere else. The 

New Testament documents are the only first
hand historical attestations concerning those 
events which provide the key to the Christian 
understanding of God and his dealings with our 
world. All later re-writings of the Gospel-story, 
and all subsequent re-interpretation of it, are 
dependent for their historicity and validity upon 
the witness of the New Testament.!J 

In other words, "it is this apostolicity 
-the guarantee of the factual content of 
salvation and of the authoritative form 
of its proclamation-which comes very 
emphatically and intentionally to the 
fore" in the speeches which Luke assigns 
to Peter in ActS.lO 

The apostles' function in interpreting 
the message and convincing men of its 
truthfulness is emphasized in the pre
face to Luke's Gospel by the use of the 
word huperetes. The apostles were the 
"servants," divinely commissioned to 
communicate this "revelation" (note the 
use of logos in this sense in Lk. 1 :2). To 
put it in legal terminology, they were to 
plead Christ's case before men in order 
to convince them of his Messiahship and 
divine Sonship. They were to be Christ's 
advocates, serving in much the same 
way that the witnesses for the defendant 
served in the Old Testament legal as
sembly.ll 

This interpretation of huperetes re
ceives confirmation from the parallel 
passage in Acts 26 :6, where the words 
huperetes and martus are linked to
gether as describing Paul's task. Paul is 
as much concerned with interpreting the 
message as he is in bearing witness to 
the resurrection. He is a "witness" in both 
senses in which the word is used in 
secular Greek literature12 and in the Old 
Testament: he attests the fact that he has 
seen the risen one, and he also pleads 
Christ's case, trying to convince men of 
its truth and power. In other words, the 
use of autoptai and huperetai in Lk. 1: 1-4 
corresponds to the two basic elements 
in the idea of martus, and sheds light 
both on the eye-witness character of 
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apostolic testimony and on the juridical 
manner of its communication. 

H. THE SCOPE OF THE APOSTOLIC 
TESTIMONY 

Early in the first chapter, we have 
noted, Luke outlines what he is going to 
describe in the rest of his book: "You 
shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and 
in all Judea and Samaria and to the end 
of the earth" (1 :8). Later, when he in
troduces the preaching of the gospel 
beyond Palestine, he presents a more 
detailed sketch of the further contents 
of the book as they focus on the Apostle 
Paul. Ananias is told that the former 
arch-enemy of the church is now to 
function as "a chosen instrument of 
mine to carry my name before the Gen
tiles and kings and the sons of Israel" 
(9:15). The contents of the Book of Acts 
accord with these two statements. The 
book outlines the development of the 
witness to Jesus Christ. This witness be
gins at "Jerusalem" (chapters 2-7), con
tinues into "Judea and Samaria" (chap
ters 8-11) and finally goes on its way to 
the "end of the earth" (chapters 13ff.). 
In this latter stage Paul appears as a 
witness first among the "Gentiles" 
(chapters 13-20), then before "kings" 
(chapters 24-26) and finally to "the sons 
of Israel" (chapters 22, 28), precisely ac
cording to the pattern suggested in 1:8 
and 9:15Yl 

Further, it is striking that the position 
of the great speeches in Acts entirely ac
cords with this scheme. They are held 
at exactly those places in the progress of 
the witness to Christ which are indicated 
in 1:8 and 9: 15. The first three speeches 
are given at Jerusalem where the Gospel 
begins its course, two by Peter (2:14-40; 
3:12-26) and one by Stephen (7:2-53), 
then one at Caesarea, by Peter (10:34-43), 
is recorded as evidence of the preach-
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ing of the gospel in "J udea and Samaria." 
Of Paul's speeches three are given among 
the "Gentiles" (in Antioch of Pisidia, 13: 
16-41; in Athens, 17:22-31; in Miletus, 
20:18-35), two before "kings" (Felix, 24: 
10-21; Agrippa, 26:2-23) and two before 
the "sons of Israel" (in Jerusalem, 22: 
1-21; in Rome, 28:25-28). On the basis 
of this analysis of the function of the 
speeches in Acts one may conclude that 
they are typical, carefully chosen illus
trations of the geographical outreach of 
the apostolic witness. They are also indi
cative of the diversity of persons to 
whom that witness is addressed. H 

Both of these considerations are im
portant in evaluating the lengthy ac
count of Paul's trials in Jerusalem, Caes
area and Rome (chapters 21-28). While 
these chapters pay scant attention they 
do magnify Paul's activity as a witness. 
His task is to "testify both to the Jews, 
and also to the Greeks, repentance to
ward God and faith toward our Lord 
Jesus Christ" (20:21). This he has been 
commissioned to do, according to the 
first conversion story (9: 15), where he is 
described as a "chosen vessel," divinely 
fitted for his task as a witness for him 
to all men of what you have seen and 
heard" (22:15); the third account notes 
the words of Jesus to Paul: "I have ap
peared to you for this purpose, to appoint 
you to serve and bear witness to the 
things in which you have seen me and 
to those in which 1 will appear to you" 
(26:16). 

Paul's testimony is given at Jerusalem 
in the (22:18) before the Jews (18:5), in 
the presence of the Roman governors and 
King Agrippa (Acts 24-26), and before 
all the people (26:16f.). He is perpetrat
ing no crime, but simply working at the 
accomplishment of his God-given task: 
"as I stand here testifying both to small 
and great, saying nothing but what the 
prophets and Moses said would come to 
pass" (26:22). He is divinely summoned 



to bring this testimony even before the 
highest court in Rome: "Take courage," 
the Lord says to Paul, "for as you have 
testified (diemarturo) about me at Jeru
salem so you must bear witness (mar
turesai) also at Rome" (23:11). The dei 
here indicates that Paul's witnessing is 
part of a divinely-ordered plan; indeed, 
this witnessing is the decisive factor, the 
theme of the whole story.15 

In view of Luke's tremendous em
phasis upon Paul's testimony it seems 
incredible that any scholar would chal
lenge Paul's credentials as a bona fide 
witness. Yet this is precisely what Lucien 
Cerfaux has done. 1fi Overworking vo
cabulary distinctions (e.g., the difference 
between martus and huperetes in Acts 
26:16), Cerfaux tries to make them the 
basis for theological distinctions which 
are not justified by a study of the in
ternal evidence of Luke-Acts. 

Now it is true that there is a slight 
difference between Paul and the Twelve; 
they had been earthly companions of 
Jesus throughout his public ministry 
while Paul had not (cf. Acts 1:21-22; 
10:39-41); perhaps this is why Paul re
fers to himself as "one untimely born" 
(I Cor. 15:8). Nevertheless, the important 

point to note here surely is that Luke 
presents Paul as a witness to fact as well 
as a witness to convictions. Paul, like the 
Twelve, was pre-eminently a witness to 
the fact of the resurrection (cf. I Cor. 
9 :1); this point is emphasized by the 
three-fold telling of Paul's conversion 
story and encounter with the risen Christ. 
Paul was to bear witness to all men of 
the things which he had actually seen 
and heard (Acts 22:15). With such im
portance attached to the idea of witness 
it is fitting that the last words of Acts 
are words of witness; Paul, whose career 
is introduced by his presence at the 
martyrdom of a Christian witness (7: 
58ff.), is left at the point where he too is 
witnessing (28:23). 

It would be quite wrong, however, to 
conclude this essay without saying a 
word about the witness of other Chris
tians in the Book of Acts. 

In Acts, Luke mentions the beginnings of 
Christian work in such places as Damascus, 
Phoenicia, Cyprus, Antioch and Rome (Acts 9:2, 
10; 11:19; 28:13-14), and does not even refer to 
the human agencies who did it. Apparently, he 
was unmoved by any thought of novelty in the 
way it was done. Similarly even in our day, 
there are many cases of churches being started 
by people whose announced purpose for being in 
that place had no direct relation with religious 
activity. There are even more cases where Chris
tians travelling or residing in a strange locality 
have made significant contributions with their 
witness. 17 

Certainly ordinary men and women 
were important in Luke's view, for he 
mentions many of them as Paul's part
ners in mission (12:12; 16:14-15; 19:29; 
20:4). While undoubtedly some of these 
people were officially commissioned to 
preach the gospel (e.g., Barnabas and 
Timothy had hands laid on them ac
cording to Acts 13:3 and I Tim. 4:14), it 
is highly unlikely that all of them held 
some official capacity in the church: 
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We gain the impression that an intense role 
was played in the missionary activity of the 
early church by many men and women who held 
no other office than that of believer. To the ex
tent that these lay preachers were on their own, 
they were in danger of becoming involved in all 
sorts of confusion, and as a matter of fact this 
is just what happened, It is, however, the great 
strength of Paul that he did not suppress this 
spontaneous spreading of the Gospel, but utilized 
and organized it instead,IS 

Perhaps this is one of the most valu
able lessons that the twentieth century 
church should learn from a study of the 
early church, namely-the importance 
of encouraging her lay people to play 
their full part in the mission of Christ 
to the world,19 
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