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The Acts of the Apostles is very literally a sequel to the Gospel of 

Luke.  Unique among the Gospel authors, Luke tells an extended narrative 
of the early church and how it spread.  Acts and Luke are so similar in tone, 
style, focus, and writing that there is essential unanimity among scholars 
that it is by one single author.  So what are some of those distinguishing 
features, specifically?  Well, for one thing, Luke and Acts are both written in 
a high-falutin’ style. The grammar and vocabulary is complex and elegant, 
showing not only education but skill.  Acts also has some of the peculiar 
focus of Luke, highlighting the role of women and children, making it clear 
that women held leadership roles and children were worthy of care.   

One other commonality is that the Book of Acts, just like the Gospel 
of Luke, is written with a particular audience in mind.  Stories are told with 
certain things highlighted and other things downplayed, all in order to 
appeal to that particular audience.  And that audience is, Roman citizens.  
Today’s story is a perfect example.  First, it takes place in Philippi, a 
Roman province where those born there to Roman citizens would 
themselves be Roman citizens.  Second, it tells the story assuming that 
certain things would make sense to a Roman audience.  When the locals 
hauled Paul and Silas before the authorities, they did so by going to the 
marketplace, because that was the normal place for Roman authorities to 
place the center of their operations.  And, the story is carefully told to help 
alleviate concerns that Romans might have about becoming part of this 
religion.  And the big concern was that the Gospel was hostile to Rome and 
Rome hostile to the Gospel. 

The accusation itself—Paul and Silas are accused of calling upon the 
people to do things that are not allowable for Romans—echoing a common 
line of attack against Christians from certain Romans, that you would have 
to choose between being a Roman and being a Christian.  The story raises 
this concern in order to address it.  Because look at what happens.  By the 
end of the story, Paul and Silas are exonerated completely.  There is a 
miraculous event, with the prison doors and shackles opening, but they 
don’t leave.  Even though they could have just walked out, they waited until 
they are released by authorities—so much for the claim that Christians 
were somehow lawless or would oppose Roman authority.  Not only that, 
but a Roman official, the head of the prison guard, his life is saved by Paul, 



and then the guard and his entire household convert. Not only that, but the 
piece de resistance is saved for last.  Paul--the famous and prototypical 
evangelist--he is revealed to be a Roman citizen himself!  He points out 
how the punishment he has received is not in accord with Roman law, and 
before the end of the story Paul is giving a lecture on Roman civil rights to 
the legal authorities in Philippi.  He’s even more Roman than the Romans! 

This story is a great example of how Luke and Acts are careful to 
present the Gospel in a way that would appeal to Roman citizens.  But it’s 
not the only one.  Paul gives a glorious speech later in Acts, an elegy to the 
unknown God, and the purpose of it is explicitly about how polytheistic 
people, those who believed in multiple gods, as was the norm in Rome--
this speech is explicitly about how Christianity can be a flowering and 
continuation of that faith.  In Luke and Acts, the author is careful to explicitly 
draw links between Judaism and the Gospel, so that the Gospel would be 
seen as a part of Judaism and not a new religion. That is because in 
Roman law, ancient religions like Judaism were afforded more protection 
and viewed with less suspicion than brand new religions.   

Throughout Luke and Acts, the story is carefully told to explicitly raise 
and then specifically address concerns that Romans might have about 
becoming part of this religion.  And the big concern was that the Gospel 
was hostile to Rome and Rome hostile to the Gospel.  Okay, fine, you 
might say.  So Luke had a Roman audience in mind, who cares?  Why 
does it matter? 

Because it shows us something critical—the Gospel has always been 
a chameleon.  The Gospel isn’t just one solitary thing, standing off on its 
own like a platonic form seeking to be understood by a detached mind.  
The Gospel has always been a chameleon; it changes so that it speaks in 
to the culture that it is being presented to.  Matthew has a perspective, an 
audience in mind.  As does the Gospel of John, as does the Gospel of 
Luke.  This is no scandal.   

The Gospel isn’t some abstract idea that can be accessed in its pure 
form given the right tools.  The Gospel has always been a chameleon.  The 
Gospel is preached to and for a specific people, with their concern in mind, 
speaking to the way that the Gospel can mean transformation for their 
lives, in what is really happening for them.  The Gospel seeks to appeal to 
a specific people, and then transform them.  The Gospel calls for people to 
turn from paths of death and place their feet on paths to life.  It is not a one- 
size-fits-all thing.   

The Gospel has always been, and will always need to be, told in a 
way that is specific to the culture it is speaking to.  And what about for us?  



What is the good news that we need?  What is the Gospel to we who sit 
here today?   

The good news would be peace, first of all, peace.  I don’t want to 
enter into a recitation of a litany of evils, this outrageous event or that one.  
In the basest and most primal places of the body, here in our country, what 
is lacking is peace.  This I believe needs no explanation or argument to 
establish.  The twin sister of peace is of course justice.  These twin sisters 
are always and forever seen together; where the one is found you will 
inevitably find the other.  And if there is one that has gone absent, neither 
will the other be anywhere to be found.  The twin sisters of peace and 
justice are so alike that the one can be easily mistaken for the other.  The 
characteristics of peace seamlessly blend into the characteristics of justice, 
and the practices of justice build and uphold days of peace.  It’s not clear 
where one begins and the other ends.  To work for the one is to inevitably 
find common cause with the other, and to stand up for the other is to find 
deep need for the one.   

The Gospel is a chameleon, always being told in a way that is 
specific to the culture it is speaking to.  And for us, for we Christians today 
in this place and this time, the Gospel we need to proclaim is the Gospel of 
peace, and its twin sister justice.  The Gospel must be proclaimed in the 
world.  And that isn’t work I can do.  I cannot preach the Gospel in the 
world, not every day anyway.  Once in a while, a few times in the 13 years 
of my ministry I’ve had a chance to speak into the world.  But for almost 
every other moment, my pulpit is here.  Inside of the church.  Preaching to 
the converted, strengthening the faithful.  This, this right here is my pulpit.  
The world is your pulpit.   You, you are my congregation.  The world is your 
congregation.  The work of calling people to paths of peace, of building the 
edifices of justice: that is your work to do.  The work of taking the values of 
Christ, the good news of Jesus Christ, the work of making those real 
abroad—among your family, among your friends, in your work, in the how 
our society is structured, among every person you encounter as you walk 
this wide world that cries out for peace and justice.  That is your work.  To 
live out and make real the Gospel. 

 


