
A Word of Explanation 
Rev. H. C. Hoeksema 

 
 It is not without some misgivings that the undersigned takes up this assignment of filling 

the Bible Outlines department for “Beacon Lights.” 

 Allow me to explain. 

 Some months ago, the Federation Board wrote and asked me to furnish the outlines for 

this year on the Book of Acts. I did not feel ready to accept immediately, mainly because I 

personally have never been very satisfied with the usual system of helps for Bible study. My 

criticism was not that the content of the Bible Outlines was not sound and Scriptural and 

Reformed, but rather, if I may put it that way, the content was too good. You ask, how could the 

outlines be too good? My answer is, first of all, that these outlines usually furnish a ready-made 

and rather complete commentary, which was, in my experience both as a member of society and 

later as a society president, detrimental to lively discussion. Because the discussion was all too 

frequently finished in “Beacon Lights,” actual discussion in society meetings was killed, rather 

than fostered. Often the only discussion held was not on the content of the Scripture passage 

itself, but about certain practical questions and problems that arose in connection with the 

significance and the application of the passage under discussion. 

 In close connection with the previous reason for my criticism, I objected too, because in 

my opinion, the Bible Outlines did not succeed in fostering study of the Scripture themselves. If 

anyone studied before he came to society, he studied “Beacon Lights,” not the Bible. The result 

was that a question might be raised possibly by one who had not read “Beacon Lights” and the 

answer might be given by another member: “Well, ‘Beacon Lights’ says so and so and so…” 

And usually this constituted a stopper for all discussion, unless someone happened to disagree 

with the given explanation. Now, personally, I consider one of the chief benefits of Bible 

discussion in our societies to be that which is derived from our personal study of the Scripture 

passage before we ever come to our society meetings. To become acquainted with the Scriptures, 

to study them, to wrestle with them, and to attempt seriously to understand them, and not merely 

hastily to read over a chapter – these things I consider of great benefit in themselves. And the 

same is true of the society meetings. To have a meeting of minds; to get a good healthy clash of 

opinions; to iron out a difficult question; or even a simple one; and thus, together, to be edified in 

the Scriptures, and to become practiced in explaining and understanding them – this is certainly a 

goal to set for ourselves in our Bible discussions in societies. 

 And in the third place, I was critical of the usual system of Bible outlines because it was, 

in my experience, often difficult to keep pace with them. The result was that a society would 

gradually fall far behind; old copies of “Beacon Lights” would be misplaced; so that they could 

not be referred to for explanatory material; and finally, a society would still be involved in 

discussion of a given book long after “Beacon Lights” was finished with it. It may be granted, of 

course, that one society differs from another, and that a happy medium might be found as to how 

much ground to cover, etc. And perhaps this is a difficulty not easily to be overcome to the 

satisfaction of all. But an effort will be made in this direction, partly by a change in method. 

 About the above thoughts, I corresponded with the Board, and suggested that a 

different method be followed, a method which would consist mostly in furnishing questions, 

which, if answered, will result in a profitable discussion, and in a satisfactory explanation of the 

Scripture passage under discussion. This does not mean that all explanation will be eliminated in 



this department, and certainly not that there will be no outline of the Book of Acts to guide us. It 

does mean, however, that, if this effort is successful on my part and yours, the discussion will 

from now on be yours, not mine. For the most part I will simply ask questions that are designed 

to make you study, and designed to draw you into discussion. It is very well possible that my 

questions will cause you to raise more questions. And it may also be that you will have to turn to 

your minister or your Bible-discussion leader for a final settlement of your questions. Very well; 

there will be discussion at any rate. And I hope it will be profitable. As you may gather, the 

Board concurred with my suggestions for possible improvement, and asked me to carry on. And 

that explains my misgivings also: this venture is somewhat new for all concerned.  

 

Concerning Helps for Study 

 That we prepare for Bible discussion I take for granted, even at the risk of being called an 

idealist. Certainly, we get out of Bible discussion just exactly what we put into it. And the results 

will surely be meager if we do no more than hastily read the chapter to be discussed, or possibly 

not even that. And make no mistake: you fool no one when that is the extent of your study. You 

only rob yourself. 

 Frequently, society members inquire as to how to go about the work of preparing for 

Bible discussion. I will briefly make some suggestions: 

 1. Do not turn to a commentary immediately, but turn to the Scriptures themselves. Read 

the passage slowly and carefully; once, twice, or thrice. Let the Scriptures speak to you. Ask 

whether you understand the simple meaning of the words. Inquire as to the relationship of 

various ideas and events, and the significance of them. Look not immediately for the deep and 

difficult questions, but for the simple ones, that are right on the surface. These are too frequently 

by-passed. 

 2. Make discreet use of a good reference Bible, in order to compare various words and 

ideas as they occur elsewhere in Scripture. Or use a good concordance for the same purpose. 

 3. As to popular commentaries on the Book of Acts, I will mention three: 1) Barnes’ 

Notes on Acts, available from Baker Book House. 2) Charles Simeon’s “Expository Outlines on 

the Whole Bible,” Volume XIV, available from Zondervan Publ. Co. 3); F.F. Bruce on the Book 

of Acts, in “The New International Commentary on the New Testament,” available from 

Eerdmans Publ. Co. One warning: do not “swallow” everything you read in a commentary, but 

read critically. 

 With these introductory remarks out of the way, I ask you to turn with me to the Book of 

Acts. 

********** 

This fifth book of the New Testament, like the preceding four, is historical in character. It 

is called frequently by an abbreviated name, “The Acts,” by which is understood, of course, the 

full name of the book, “The Acts of the Apostles.” At this point, in order to become acquainted, 

first of all, with the contents of the book in general, we may ask the following questions: 

 1. Do you think that the title, “The Acts of the Apostles,” is an accurate one? 

a. How much of the history after the ascension of the Lord is recorded here? Cf. 

Acts 28. 

  b. Is the work of any of the apostles traced in this book to the time of his death? 

c. Is the book of Acts, then, an historical book; a history book, in the usual sense 

of the term? 



d. What outstanding events, besides the ascension of the Lord, are to be included 

in New Testament history? 

e. To whose “acts” as an apostle does the Book of Acts give the greater part of its 

attention? 

f. In close connection with “e,” are there any of the apostles whose work is not 

mentioned at all? 

g. Can you furnish an explanation of the fact that the work of some is apparently 

ignored, while the work of one receives the lion’s share of the attention? 

 2. How, then, would you sum up the contents of the Book of Acts? 

********* 

CHAPTER 1 

 The first chapter, in a sense, is introductory to the entire book. It takes up the thread of 

New Testament history where the gospel narratives drop it; namely, at the point of the ascension 

of Jesus. And it covers the period of time which elapsed between the ascension and the 

outpouring of the Holy Ghost. Undoubtedly, we may say that the acts of the apostles in their 

capacity as apostles begin with the events of Pentecost Day, as recorded in chapter 2. This does 

not mean, of course, that the contents of chapter 1 are not important. For not only does this first 

chapter fill in the history between the ascension and the outpouring of the Holy Ghost, but it also 

gives us a detailed account of the ascension. And not only does the chapter furnish an historical 

introduction, and establish the connection between the gospel narratives and the history that is 

here recorded; but it also, in a way, gives us the key to the contents of the entire Book of Acts. 

We may conveniently divide this chapter as follows: 1) Introduction, vss. 1-8.  2)  The 

Ascension, vss. 9-11. 3) Record of the 10 days between the ascension and the outpouring of the 

Holy Ghost, with special attention to the choosing of Matthias, vss. 12-26. 

******** 

I. Introductory Section, vss. 1-8. 

 General Comment: This book does not have a very formal introduction. The author 

offers no greeting to “Theophilus,” but plunges immediately into his message, as it were. 

Nevertheless, in these first eight verses he sets forth, at least by implication, the subject matter of 

his entire treatise. At the same time, continuing his introduction, he leads up to Jesus’ 

conversation with His disciples immediately before His ascension, beginning in vs. 4, to quote 

Jesus’ words to them. We may arrive at an understanding of these verses by giving our attention 

to the following questions: 

 1. Concerning the author and addressee of this book: 

     a. Who is the addressee? 

  1) What is the meaning of his name? Is this of any significance? 

  2) Is there any reason to believe that this is not the name of a real individual; but 

  rather a symbolic name, referring perhaps symbolically to all Greek, or Gentile, 

  believers? 

     b. What is meant by “the former treatise”? Cf. Luke 1:3 

     c. It is generally conceded in the light of “b” that Luke is the author of the Book of 

  Acts. Do you think this is correct? Can you find any evidence in the journal of 

  Paul’s activities, recorded in chapters 13 to 28, which further establishes Luke as 

  the author? 

     d. Since these questions also have something to do with the contents of the Book of 

  Acts, we may ask: 



  1) Was Theophilus a Jewish or Gentile addressee? 

  2) Was he acquainted with the gospel before the Book of Acts was written? 

  3) With what purpose did Luke write to him the first time? Cf. Luke 1:4. 

  4) Do we know more of him than is told here in Acts 1 and in Luke 1:1-4? 

 2. Concerning “the former treatise” and the forty days after the resurrection: (vss. 1-3) 

     a. What was the content of the former treatise, according to vs. 1, 2a? 

     b. If this was the content of the former treatise, and if the Book of Acts, being the 

  “latter treatise,” is a continuation of that former treatise, would it be correct also 

  to say that the Book of Acts concerns what Jesus continued to do and to teach?  

  1) In the real sense of the word, does the Book of Acts concern works and words  

  of Jesus?  

  2) Through what means did Jesus continue to work and to teach? 

  3) Did the apostles testify that their speech and works were of Jesus? Confer, for 

  example, Acts 2:33; Acts 3:16, 26; Acts 4:10,29-31. 

  4) Does this also harmonize with the function of the apostles? Cf. Acts 1:8. 

  5) Does the period in which Jesus continues to work and to teach continue beyond 

  the record of the Book of Acts? How far? 

  6) Is there a connection between what Jesus began and what He continues? If so, 

  what is that connection? Would it be justified to understand the term “began” as 

  denoting more than a time element? Could it also mean beginning in the sense of 

  “principle,” beginning in the sense that the acorn is the beginning of the oak tree? 

  Cf. also John 12:24. 

     c. What three-fold purpose is attached in vss. 2 and 3 to the forty days after the 

  resurrection? 

  1) Is it possible in the light of vs. 3 that there were other appearances of the risen 

  Lord than the 10 that are mentioned in Scripture? 

  2) What is meant by infallible proofs? Why, if these proofs are infallible, is the 

  resurrection still denied? Can you point out any elements which show the 

  infallibility of these proofs? 

  3) Is there any significance in the fact that this period was forty days in duration? 

  Is the number forty significant in Scripture? Where else does it occur? 

  4) Why does Luke emphasize the resurrections so strongly? 

 3. Concerning Jesus’ parting words to His disciples: 

       a. Where were they assembled? vs. 4 (cf. vs. 12) 

     b. What was the promise of the Father? vs. 4. When, especially, had they heard 

         that promise of the Father from Jesus? Cf. John 14, 15, 16. 

     c. Why were they not to depart from Jerusalem? vs. 4. 

     d. What was the difference between John’s baptism and the baptism with the 

     Holy Ghost? vs. 5. Why does Jesus here refer to John’s baptism? Is there ground 

     here for a rejection of “water baptism” in favor of “Spirit baptism”? Is there a 

     fundamental difference between the baptism of John and that of Jesus? Cf. Acts  

     19:1-6. 

     e. What does the question of the disciples in vs. 6 indicate concerning their 

     understanding of Jesus and His kingdom? Would they still ask such a question 

     ten days later, do you think?  

     f. What is the significance of Jesus’ answer in vs. 7? Does it constitute a direct 



     answer to their question? Why does Jesus answer in this way: Note: The word 

     for power in vs. 7 could probably better be translated by authority. Does Jesus 

     mean to say that after the outpouring of the Holy Ghost they will have power to 

     know the times and the seasons, or not? 

     g. The word “but” indicates a contrast in vs. 8. What is the contrast between? 

     h. What kind of power would they receive? vs. 8. What would be the source of 

     that power? What would be the result of that power? What is the meaning of 

     “my witnesses” or “witnesses unto me”? Were the apostles witnesses in a special 

     way? If so, how? 

     i. Concerning the geographical order mentioned in vs. 8: 

           1) Is this a prophecy or a commandment? Did the witnessing follow this order? 

                      2) Why was the spread of the gospel to follow this order? 

           3) Did the apostles mechanically follow this order in their work, or did the 

           Lord so arrange events that this order was followed spontaneously? 

           4) Does this order – Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, the uttermost part of the earth – 

                      have any significance for mission work today? If so, what? Does it, for 

           example, mean that our churches must begin their mission work at home, 

           before engaging in foreign mission work? 

     j. Finally, one question concerning the whole introductory section: upon what one 

     event of grace does all the emphasis fall here? What place does this event occupy 

     in the Book of Acts? 

II. The Ascension, vss. 9-11. 

 1. What other passages of Scripture refer to the ascension of the Lord? 

 2. What does this passage show very plainly concerning the ascension? 

 3. The ascension, of course, also marked another appearance of the risen Lord. Is there 

 anything in the narrative which shows that the disciples themselves sensed a difference 

 between this and the other appearances? 

 4. How must the event of the ascension itself be understood? Did it simply consist in 

 this: that the disciples witnessed the beginning of a long journey on the part of Jesus, 

 and His disappearance, eventually, into the clouds? Or was the ascension a wonder, the 

 earthly manifestation of which the disciples witnessed? 

 5. Do clouds have any significance in Scripture? Does this particular cloud have any 

 significance? Does it have significance, also, in the word of the angels that he shall 

 come “in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven”? 

 6. What is the significance of the appearance of the angels at this time? At what other 

 important times do they appear in gospel-history? Why is it necessary for them to 

 appear at such times? 

 7. Concerning the angels’ message: 

     a. Why do they ask the question of vs. 11a? 

     b. What do the angels establish concerning the return of Jesus? What is the connection 

     between the ascension and the return? How must we judge the premillennialists’ 

     teachings concerning the return of Jesus in the light of this passage? 

 8. What is the significance of Jesus’ ascension: 

     a. For Himself? 

     b. For His people?  

III. The 10 days between the ascension and the outpouring of the Holy Ghost, vss. 12-26. 



 1. Where did the disciples go after the ascension, and why? 

 2. Where did they gather? Can it be determined what upper room this was, whether a 

 room in the temple, or in a home? 

 3. Who were gathered there in those days, and how many? Was this the church? 

 4. What characterized this assembly, vs. 14? For what do you suppose they prayed? 

 5. Why was there a delay of ten days before the outpouring of the Holy Ghost? Is the 

 number ten of any significance here? 

 6. Concerning the appointment of Matthias: 

     a. How was his appointment brought about? 

  1) Analyse the speech of Peter. Does his conclusion follow from his speech? 

  2) How is it to be explained that Peter could make such a speech before the 

  outpouring of the Spirit? 

  3) Does the entire passage from 16 to 22 belong to Peter’s speech, or is part of 

  this passage comment by Luke? 

  4) How must we judge concerning the casting of lots in this case? Were lots cast 

  after Pentecost? Was the casting of lots authorized in this case? Was it a “free” 

  casting of lots, or was it severely limited by a “human” nomination? 

     b. There is much difference of opinion on the subject of Matthias’s apostleship. What 

     arguments can you produce pro and/or con? 
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