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The Book of Acts contains many themes, a primary one being the preached word of God.1 

But what was the substance of this preaching? What was actually being preached? A detailed 

breakdown of the content is not provided in the summary statements themselves, but the readers 

of Acts are not left guessing either. The speeches in Acts fulfill a very important function “of 

repeating over and over again the framework of the Christian faith as understood by Luke and his 

Church.”2 This framework provides insight into the preached Word of God. An analysis of these 

speeches concerning the content of the preaching quickly reveals the topic of resurrection as 

foundational to the Gospel proclamations by the Apostles. Brandon Crowe goes so far as to say 

that “[resurrection] unifies and provides coherence for the theology of Luke’s second volume.”3 

 The identification of resurrection as important to the theology in Acts is not particularly 

groundbreaking.4 What is important though is understanding what resurrection means in Acts. To 

this end, G. K. Beale comments that: “There are about thirty5 references to resurrection in the book 

of Acts, showing it to be an important theme in the development of the early Christian movement. 

In particular, most of the time it refers to Christ’s resurrection, which connotes his kingship and 

 
1 Robert J. Cara, “Acts,” in A Biblical-Theological Introduction to the New Testament: The Gospel Realized, ed.  
Michael J. Kruger (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 159–60. Of the many themes acknowledge in this Biblical-
Theological introduction, the preached Word of God is one of only two themes discussed, partially due to its critical 
nature. The primacy of this theme is correlated to the six summary statements (Acts 6:7, 9:31, 12:24, 16:5, 19:20, 
and 28:31) which mark the progression of the expanding church from Jerusalem to Rome and beyond. 

2 J. C. O’Neill, The Theology of Acts in its Historical Setting (London: SPCK, 1961), 171. 

3 Brandon D. Crowe, The Hope of Israel: The Resurrection of Christ in the Acts of the Apostles (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 2020), 5.  

4 Crowe states that “It is not novel to identify the resurrection as a key emphasis in Acts” (Crowe, The Hope of 
Israel, 8) To support this, he cites a lengthy list of commentaries and theologies – both critical and conservative – 
that have had the same observation regarding resurrection. 

5 Beale does not specifically list these ‘thirty’ references. Reading the English text (ESV) and looking for explicit 
references such as resurrection, raised up, etc. the author of this paper noted twenty seven occurrences: Acts 1:22; 
2:24, 26, 31, 32; 3:15; 4:2, 10, 33; 5:30; 10:40, 41; 13:31, 33, 34, 37; 17:3, 18, 31, 32; 23:6-8; 24:15, 21; 25:19; 
26:6-8, 23; 28:20. This count would be even higher if illusions related to or dependent upon resurrection – such as 
presented himself alive (Acts 1:3) repentance that leads to life (Acts 11:18), eternal life (Acts 13:46), and good news 
about Jesus (Acts 8:35) – were included. 
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existence as a new creature.”6 But this conclusion is by no means universally agreed upon. For 

instance, J. C. O’Neill also recognizes that resurrection in Acts is important to Jesus’s fulfillment 

as Messiah: “Luke seems to have taken the doctrine that God first made Jesus Messiah and Lord 

after the resurrection, and worked it into his total theology by insisting that not until Jesus had 

suffered and risen from the dead did he fulfill the messianic prophecies.”7 While this may sound 

similar to Beale’s view, it is in fact far from it. O’Neill sees Luke working as an “apologist” 

attempting to create and reconcile a theology where “[1] Jesus was always Messiah and [2] he only 

became Messiah after his resurrection.”8 Thus, when O’Neill and many other critical scholars try 

to understand the what of Luke’s theme of resurrection they end up with little to no theological 

implications – rarely is there any emphasis or recognition of a larger Biblical theology that unifies 

Scripture – for them it is about understanding resurrection as the ‘device’ Luke chose to create a 

Christian theology. This obsession by scholars is a digression from the greater point. 

Consequently, after many pages of analysis by many critical scholars, the reader still does not have 

an answer to the question of what Acts means by resurrection. With this as background, Kevin 

Anderson’s focusing-retort is aptly made: 

We are not concerned with the perennial debate over whether the repeated pattern of 
preaching in the speeches is reflective of the primitive kerygma or simply a Lukan schema. 
What is important is that the authorial audience is undoubtedly given the impression that 

 
6 G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Understanding of the Old Testament in the New (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2011), 241. Similar to this paper’s introduction above, Beale arrives at this conclusion based 
partially on the content of the speeches in Acts. When commenting on Peter’s Pentecost speech in Acts 2 and Paul’s 
speech at Antioch in Pisidia from Acts 13, Beale states: “The concepts of new creation through resurrection from the 
de-creation of death and of kingdom establishment through resurrection are very closely linked, which is especially 
highlighted by repeated mention of the resurrection of the Messiah… Paul underscores that Jesus’s resurrection is 
crucial to understanding that he is the Messiah… [and] is inextricably linked to the understanding that he is Israel’s 
king” (Beale, Biblical Theology, 240). Likewise, Anderson sees these sections in Acts as key and the theme of 
resurrection as pervasive: “We may confidently label the two great programmatic speeches by Peter and Paul (Acts 
2:14-40 and 13:16-41) as ‘resurrection speeches.’ Jesus’ resurrection is a recurring feature in most of the other 
speeches by the two main characters in Acts” (Kevin L. Anderson, ‘But God Raised Him from the Dead’: The 
Theology of Jesus’ Resurrection in Luke-Acts, PBM (Waynesboro, GA: Paternoster, 2006), 197). 

7 O’Neill, The Theology of Acts, 125–26. 

8 O’Neill, The Theology of Acts, 127 and 177. 
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the message repeated in the speeches is the apostolic kerygma, and that one of its primary 
unifying components is the resurrection of Jesus, to which the apostles are bearing witness.9 

With this directional foundation in mind, this paper will focus on understanding the ‘unifying 

component’ of resurrection; this paper will argue that resurrection in Acts is much more than a 

Lukan device for post-apostolic theology. In addition, resurrection means much more than only 

the resurrection of Jesus (which had already occurred) or an anticipated general resurrection in the 

future. This paper will seek to demonstrate that in Acts, resurrection connotes (1) the fulfillment 

of many Old Testament promises, (2) the pronouncement that Jesus is Lord and Messiah, as well 

as (3) the certainty that God’s kingdom has come at last.10 

I. APPROACH 

There are many speeches in Acts on which this paper could focus. The speeches by Peter 

in Acts 2 and Paul in Acts 13 are extremely informative. However, for a number of reasons, this 

paper will be focused primarily on the defense speeches of Paul (i.e., Paul’s defenses before the 

Sanhedrin, Felix, and Agrippa in Acts 23:1-11, 24:10-21, and 26:1-32, respectively).11 The reasons 

for this selection are: (1) in these sections Paul is being forced to explain his beliefs before multiple 

authorities and witnesses. Therefore, one can expect the explanations to be well reasoned and 

concise. (2) These defense speeches are presented to a wide range of audiences: Jewish religious 

leaders, Greek leaders, and Jewish kings. Yet, they all maintain very similar lines of argument, 

which is another indicator that Paul has reduced his defense to the root or core issue(s). (3) The 

book of Acts spans several decades. Thus, by looking at the speeches towards the end of Acts one 

 
9 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 198. 

10 There are undoubtably other implications, but these appear to be foremost. Further, while it is theoretically 
possible to argue just one of the points, because they are extremely interrelated points, they thus best handled as a 
unit. 

11 As will be shown below, the theology of resurrection is quite consistent throughout Acts, and these discourses by 
Peter and Paul will prove valuable in validating conclusions drawn from Paul’s defenses. As such, these speeches in 
Acts 2 and Acts 13 will not be ignored; they will be cited multiple times. 
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can expect a more refined theology. Of course, all these points are connected and provide good 

reason to use Acts 23, 24 and 26 as grounds for understanding resurrection. 

Of particular note in these defense speeches is the recurring phrase “hope of Israel” that is 

applied to the resurrection.12 This phrase recurs several times in Paul’s defenses, though it is rarely 

used elsewhere.13 Scholars have debated how this phrase aids in understanding the theology of 

resurrection, their answers falling into three main categories:14 

1) It refers to the Pharisaic belief in the resurrection. 

2) It refers to the messianic (Jesus’s) resurrection.15 

3) It refers to a hope in the final resurrection of the dead that has found initial actualization in 

the resurrection of Jesus. 

The last view has significant ramifications, is correlated to the thesis of this paper, and will be 

argued for over the first two positions. 

II. ANALYSIS OF ACTS 23, 24, AND 26 

 1. Paul before the Sanhedrin (Acts 23). In this passage Paul’s defense is brief, he cries out: 

“Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees. It is with respect to the hope and the resurrection of 

the dead that I am on trial” (Acts 23:6). After this phrase is uttered by Paul, Luke explains that the 

trial erupted in chaos. This provokes the question for the reader seeking to understand the exact 

 
12 The word hope is associated seven times in Acts with the resurrection: Acts 2:26, 23:6, 24:15, 26:6-7 (3x), and 
28:20. Acts 2:26 uses the phrase in a vague manner while quoting the Old Testament, thus its usage is not as central 
to the task of this paper as the other uses. Likewise, the phrase in Acts 28:20 is acting more as a summary from the 
doctrine more fully explained in Acts 23, 24, and 26. Thus it will not be the central focus of this paper either. 

13 The uniqueness of this phrase occurring here would appear to corroborate the points made above as to why special 
attention is warranted to these sections. 

14 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 273. 

15 This view is explicitly reflected in the New Living Translation. Compare the NLT translation of Acts 28:20 to the 
ESV. 

1) NLT: “I am bound with this chain because I believe that the hope of Israel—the Messiah—has already 
come.”  

2) ESV: “because of the hope of Israel that I am wearing this chain.” 
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cause: why was this tactic of claiming resurrection effective and why did it cause such an uproar? 

Joseph Fitzmyer believes it was simply a method of “divide and conquer” – get the Pharisees to 

fight the Sadducees who held opposing views of the resurrection.16 Conzelmann sees Paul’s 

statement even less favorably: it is an “adroit chess move… tailored to fit Luke’s design” of linking 

Christianity and Judaism via general resurrection hope – it doesn’t even address the actual reason 

Paul is on trial.17 This is a problem, however, for neither of these views adequately explains the 

efficacy of Paul’s statement concerning resurrection hope. First, they don’t answer Luke’s motive 

for recording this event. The disagreement among Pharisees and Sadducees over conflicting 

resurrection views had already been sorted out during Luke’s first narrative (Luke 20:27-40), and 

that with a less riotous outcome. Second, these proffered views paint a picture of an extremely 

volatile society where simply mentioning resurrection while walking down the street could cause 

a riot. But that simply wasn’t the case. These views had existed in tension for centuries without 

causing violent division between these sects. Therefore, Paul’s statement concerning resurrection 

must carry with it additional meaning that further aggravated the two parties. George Eldon Ladd 

explains: 

The answer can only be that the proclamation of Jesus’ resurrection by his disciples [in this 
case Paul] gave the doctrine both new proportions and new significance… Here was no 
abstract theory or cold theology; here was the proclamation of a contemporary fact that, if 
true, challenged all Judaism to recognize that a new redemptive act of God had occurred 
in their midst to which they could not assume a neutral or indifferent attitude.18 

 
16 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 31 
(New York, NY: Doubleday, 1998), 718. This sees “hope of Israel” as equating to the Pharisaic view of resurrection, 
view #1 above. Fitzmyer is steadfast on this view throughout his commentary on “hope” in Acts. For instance, 
commenting on Acts 28:20 he writes, “It has nothing to do with a ‘messianic hope’… or with a double hope, ‘the 
Messiah and the resurrection’” (Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 793). 

17 Hans Conzelmann, A Commentary on the Acts of the Apostles, trans. A. James Limburg, Thomas Kraabel, and 
Donald H. Juel, ed. Eldon Jay Epp with Christopher R. Matthews, Hermeneia (Philadelphia, PA: Fortress, 1987), 
192. 

18 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, revised ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1993), 360. 
Ladd goes on to state, “Jesus’ resurrection is not an isolated event that gives to men and women the warm 
confidence and hope of a future resurrection; it is the beginning of the eschatological resurrection itself” (Ladd, 
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This answer sufficiently accounts for the tumult at the trial. Paul is not deflecting or dividing, he 

is boiling down the issues at hand to their base substance, and that substance of resurrection has 

heavy implications. This is why, in explaining why Paul’s statement caused such controversy, Ben 

Witherington III exonerates Paul of any deceit: “[Paul’s statement] aptly sums up the real issue on 

which the rest of the book turns… Paul is not being disingenuous… when he stresses that 

resurrection is at the heart of the matter for himself and for other Pharisees.”19 This first speech 

firmly settles that resurrection – one bearing ‘new proportions and new significance’ – is at the 

center of the issue. Having laid this foundation, the next two defenses will begin to shed more light 

on the depth of meaning to resurrection in Acts. 

 2. Paul before Felix (Acts 24). In this passage Paul makes two primary claims: he believes 

“everything laid down by the Law and written in the Prophets” (Acts 24:14) and “there will be a 

resurrection of both the just and the unjust” (Acts 24:15) – both statements hinge on hope according 

to Paul. C. K. Barrett takes Paul’s statements on resurrection at face value: “It is implied that he 

ought not to be persecuted for believing what all good Jews believe. There is no reference here to 

the resurrection of Jesus; it is the general resurrection that is in mind.”20 But once again, a surface 

level reading provides no clarity on the broader context. The same question previously asked could 

 
Theology, 362). This conviction that Paul’s statement carries significant implications is held by others as well. 
Reflecting on this speech and Paul’s other defense speeches (especially in light of the entire resurrection theme in 
the book of Acts), N. T. Wright concurs that “A solid block of evidence thus demonstrates that Acts… places the 
resurrection of Jesus at centre stage in its theology. Jesus’ own resurrection from the dead is the beginning of ‘the 
resurrection of the dead’” (N. T. Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, COQG 3 (Minneapolis, MH: Fortress, 
2003), 455–56). 

19 Ben Witherington III, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1998), 690–91. The fact that resurrection hope is indeed the reason why Paul is on trial corroborates the premise of 
this paper that it implies much more than general resurrection etc. Supporting this conclusion, Crowe states, “Put 
simply, Paul is on trial because of his belief in the resurrection of Jesus. This confirms the importance of the 
resurrection for Paul’s preaching through Acts, and is consistent with major speeches in Pisidian Antioch, Athens, 
Jerusalem, and Caesarea” (Crowe, The Hope of Israel, 76). 

20 C. K. Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 2:1105. In part, because Barrett 
missed the fuller implied meaning of resurrection in Acts 23 (Paul’s statement before the Sanhedrin), he also can’t 
see beyond the surface here. 
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be asked again: why is resurrection a problem now when it has been a belief held by the Pharisees 

for centuries? Barrett’s insistence that there is no relation to Jesus is quite problematic if one wants 

to make any sense of the trial (or find any unified meaning in Acts, which repeatedly mentions 

resurrection in connection with Jesus).21 Instead of this isolated approach, one should seek to 

understand Luke’s summary of Paul’s defense before Felix in light of the entire book of Acts. J. 

A. Alexander does just this: 

Considering the brevity of this defense, or the abbreviated statement of it here presented, 
it is allowable to fill up its omissions and elucidate its darker places, by comparing it with 
the fuller (or more fully reported) Apology before Agrippa… that the national hope referred 
to, even here, was the hope of the Messiah, and the resurrection, here connected with it, 
that of Christ himself, but represented as the pledge and foretaste of a general rising, here 
expressed by saying, both of the just and unjust.22 

This explanation coheres nicely with Luke’s message in Acts from beginning to end, which leads 

Anderson to state, “The difficulty of Paul’s defense vanishes if Luke’s authorial audience is 

already prepared to perceive a relationship between the hope of Israel, the resurrection of the dead, 

and Jesus’ resurrection.”23 

 Herein lies a very important point: it should not be missed that Paul’s interconnected belief 

between Christ’s resurrection and the general resurrection is perfectly congruent with the Law and 

the Prophets (Acts 24:14) and consistent with the broader Lukan theology of resurrection in Acts.24 

For instance, Peter’s Pentecost speech in Acts 2:23-24 declares that both Jesus’s death and 

 
21 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 274.  

22 J. A. Alexander, The Acts of the Apostles, Geneva (Carlisle: Banner of Truth Trust, 1963), 2:364–65. 

23 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 287. He goes on to write in the same paragraph, “The Lukan Paul, then, is not 
being coy, clever, or dishonest. He is simply highlighting one aspect, then another, of the message of salvation.” 
This supports the conclusion from Paul’s first defense speech that it was more than just a diversion to refer to the 
resurrection, it carried with it deeper implications. 

24 Although he believes it to be a creation of Luke for apologetic purposes, Conzelmann recognizes the consistency 
regarding the theology of resurrection in Luke-Acts. He states, “The explanation about the essence of Christianity is 
fundamental: It is the true fulfillment of Judaism. Belief in the resurrection, in its general Lukan form, appears 
alongside the conception of God and the theme of promise and fulfillment (cf. Luke 24:44-45) as central doctrines” 
(Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, 199). 
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resurrection were “according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God.” Paul in his speech 

at Antioch in Pisidia announces that Jesus is the promised savior of Israel (Acts 13:23) and that 

his resurrection has fulfilled that promise (Acts 13:33ff). Anderson summarizes it this way: 

The resurrection of Jesus demonstrates God’s covenant faithfulness toward Israel, for it is 
the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob who exalted his servant Jesus (3:13), raising him 
from the dead as Author/Leader of Life (3:15; 5:31) and as the expected prophet like Moses 
(3:22-23). Hence, Israel’s resurrection/restoration and Jesus’ resurrection are each 
prophesied in the Scriptures and regarded as a covenant promise made to the ancestral 
people of God; and the resurrection of Jesus is the key fulfilment of the promise.25 

The linking of the covenant promises with Jesus’s resurrection means that he is the long waited 

for Messiah and reinforces the future hope that Paul holds.26 

 In summary, the defense before Felix begins to unveil that resurrection in Acts is in fact 

the fulfillment of many Old Testament promises (thesis point #1). Inseparably linked to that 

though, as the speeches at Pentecost and Antioch in Pisidia demonstrate, is the pronouncement that 

Jesus is Lord and Messiah (thesis point #2). These points are reiterated in Paul’s final defense. 

 3. Paul before Agrippa (Acts 26). Paul’s defense before Agrippa is longer than the others 

and thus provides an even more complete understanding of what resurrection means in Acts. As 

will be shown, not only does it corroborate the findings above – that resurrection means the 

fulfillment of many Old Testament promises and the affirmation that Jesus is Lord and Messiah – 

it further adds to these the promise of the coming kingdom of God.  

 
25 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 280. A number of scholars concur that Daniel 12:1-2 provides one of the most 
explicit general resurrection hopes in the Old Testament and proves the Jews were looking forward to this hope 
(Arthur W. Kac, The Messianic Hope: A Divine Solution for the Human Problem (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1975), 
277, see also I. Howard Marshall, “Acts,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, ed. G. 
K. Beal and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2007), 598). However, this lone reference in Daniel barely 
scratches the surface. Beale, as an example, compiled a list of general expressions of resurrection hope throughout 
the Old Testament including Deut 32:39 (cf. Exod 3:6); cf. Job 14:14 with 19:25-26; 1 Sam 2:6; Ps 16:9-10; 22:28-
29; 49:14-16; 73:24; Isa 25:7-9; 26:19; 53:10-11; Ezek 37:1-14; Dan 12:1-2; Hos 6:1-3; 13:14 (Beale, Biblical 
Theology, 229). 

26 Wright, Resurrection, 456. This argument is further developed below in Paul’s defense before Agrippa. 
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The first thing to note is Paul’s continued insistence that his testimony of resurrection is in 

keeping with the Old Testament: “And now I stand here on trial because of my hope in the promise 

made by God to our fathers, to which our twelve tribes hope to attain, as they earnestly worship 

night and day. And for this hope I am accused by Jews, O king” (Acts 26:6-7)! The language that 

Paul uses here to show his commitment to the Old Testament is remarkable, it should not be 

overlooked: he places resurrection hope as central for the entire community of Israel in this 

statement. As Anderson states: “The hope for the resurrection of the dead is a fundamental reason 

for Israel’s existence as a worshipping community… The hope is in God, the promise is from God, 

and this has been communicated to God’s people via the Law and the Prophets.”27  

However, not everyone understands Paul’s statement this way, with such a redemptive-

historical perspective. For example, Fitzmyer’s explanation is that this hope is strictly non-

messianic and probably just a reference to Daniel 12:2-3.28 But again, this is not sufficient to 

explain the conflict; why does claiming the resurrection – a belief that many Jews already held – 

cause such ire among the Jewish leaders? Barrett, providing an alternative view, is able to read the 

words of the text with less fear of subterfuge, but still has trouble connecting the dots. He writes: 

The thought of resurrection arises out of the reference to the hope of Israel in v. 7, but it is 
not in fact the most natural expression of the hope; the hope of the twelve tribes was that 
they would live unitedly in peace and prosperity in the land promised them… For Luke 
(and Paul) the hope was concentrated and fulfilled in resurrection, especially in the 
resurrection of Jesus; the transition would not be convincing to a Jew, but to Luke and Paul 
it was.29 

 
27 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 278. See also Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 739. 

28 Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles, 756 (see also footnote 16 of this paper). In the same paragraph, he goes on to 
state that, “[The] passage in Daniel may not be a ‘promise’ in the strict sense, but, according to his wont, Luke 
makes Paul so interpret it.” However, as will be shown below, this record regarding Paul’s view of resurrection is 
quite consistent will Paul’s theology from his epistles, not a Lukan construct (refer to footnote 35 of this paper). 

29 Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles, 2:1153–4. 
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In other words, Paul may be claiming that he is consistent with the Old Testament, but if this is 

the case, Paul has simply forced himself to believe such a view. This explanation has weaknesses 

as well. Are the Jews only angered that Paul has a misplaced hope, a hope in lesser, secondary 

things? In addition, is it realistic to think that Paul, who is well versed with the Pharisees’ views 

(having been a Pharisee himself), thinks he can fool them and Agrippa?30 Is Paul only grasping at 

straws when in his appeal to Agrippa he says, “Why is it thought incredible by any of you that God 

raises the dead” (Acts 26:8)? Quite the opposite. Contra to Barrett, this appeal shows Paul’s belief 

that “a Jew, such as Agrippa, who knows Jewish customs and beliefs and the Scriptures, should 

not find resurrection incredible or even a novel idea.”31  

What then is the hope? The same one that it has been all along: “the only hope answering 

to the description, as an ancient, national, and still intense one, is the hope of the Messiah, as 

promised to the Patriarchs, prefigured in the Law, predicted in the Prophets, and still ardently 

expected by the People.”32 Yet, the twist that had the Jewish leaders prosecuting Paul is that he 

was claiming this hope in resurrection had already started! This is indicated textually by the word 

Paul uses in his appeal (ἐγείρει), a present tense verb. Considering the tense, a more wooden way 

of translating Paul’s rhetorical question would be, ‘why is it thought incredible by any of you that 

God is raising the dead?’ This shows that Paul is implying the resurrection has already begun, it 

has happened with Jesus.33  

 
30 In his first defense and this one Paul has made clear his Pharisaic heritage. Crowe writes of the defense before 
Agrippa, “Paul goes onto appeal to his religious Pharisee background to show that it is expected that he would have 
his hope in a future resurrection” (Crowe, The Hope of Israel, 80). This is an important element to Paul’s reasoning; 
he is appealing to what he knows about the belief of the Pharisees because he was one of them. To suppose an 
obscure argument where Paul hopes to circuitously persuade against their actual beliefs is to think very little of 
Paul’s intellectual capabilities. 

31 Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 741. 

32 Alexander, The Acts of the Apostles, 2:412. 

33 Crowe, The Hope of Israel, 78. 
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Additionally, the logic of Paul’s argument proves that this is the fundamental issue at hand. 

The argument sees a connection between the general resurrection and the messianic resurrection. 

It believes that: (1) God promised in the Law and the Prophets a general resurrection of the dead, 

this will be the complete realization of the hope of Israel; (2) God also promised a resurrected 

Messiah; and (3) these two cannot be separated.34 This link between the resurrections (general and 

messianic) is confirmed later in Paul’s argument before Agrippa when he states, “I stand here 

testifying both to small and great, saying nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would 

come to pass: that the Christ must suffer and that, by being the first to rise from the dead” (Acts 

26:22-23). The phrase “first to rise” is critical to understanding the connection. Kepple explains 

why: 

Of importance here is the ascription to the Messiah of the characteristic πρῶτος ἐξ 
ἀναστάσεως νεκρῶν… While the significance of this phrase is not explained in Acts, it is 
difficult not to see in it the concept, developed more fully in the Pauline writings (see 
especially 1 Corinthians 15), that Jesus is the first fruits of the resurrection of the dead and 
that belief in the resurrection of Jesus and in the resurrection of the dead thus rise and fall 
together.35 

A claim of this magnitude, that Jesus was now Lord and Messiah – confirmed by his resurrection 

and consistent with the promises of God – more fully explains the reasons for Paul’s trial. This 

claim also buttresses the arguments already made towards supporting points #1 and #2 of the thesis. 

 Lastly, the theology of resurrection in Acts implies that the kingdom has come. This point 

is highly integrated with the observations made above. However, it may be most clearly explained 

by looking back to Paul’s speech at Antioch in Pisidia where he quotes multiple Old Testament 

 
34 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 285. According to Anderson, any one of these – hope of Israel, general 
resurrection, or Jesus’s resurrection – implies the other (Anderson, But God Raised Him, 292). 

35 Robert J. Kepple, “Hope of Israel, the Resurrection of the Dead, and Jesus: A Study of Their Relationship in 
Acts,” JETS 20, no. 3 (September 1977): 238–39. 
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texts all in reference to Jesus’s resurrection and accession. First, he quotes from Psalm 2, “You are 

my Son, today I have begotten you” (Acts 13:33). Witherington III explains: 

[This reference] indicates that what was long promised to the Jewish ancestors God has 
now fulfilled for their descendants by raising Jesus from the dead. This point is verified by 
reference to Scripture. Luke speaks of the citation being from the second psalm. The psalm 
citation is about the coronation of the king, on which occasion he is designated or 
recognized to be God’s son. Here this event is connected with Jesus’ resurrection.36 

And as if that link between kingdom (God declaring his Son as king) and resurrection were not 

clear enough, Paul next quotes from Isaiah 55:3, “I will give you the holy and sure blessings of 

David” (Acts 13:34). Here the resurrection is connected with the fulfillment of the Davidic 

covenant from 2 Samuel 7:10-14.37 But this quote from Isaiah is more than an illusion to the 

Davidic covenant, it is a prophecy of the covenantal blessing fulfilled in in coming kingdom ruled 

by Jesus made possible by his resurrection. As Marshall clarifies, it is: 

A promise of resurrection from the dead and therefore of everlasting incorruption… which 
implies the permanent dominion of the Messiah, which is made possible only by his 
resurrection… So the verse is not saying that God will give to Jesus the promise of 
resurrection that was made to David… rather, the faithfulness of God to David will 
continue to be shown to a later generation by God’s raising up of Jesus… there is a renewal 
of the covenantal promises to David [an everlasting kingdom] through Jesus.38 

Once again, there is a tight-knit bond between kingdom and resurrection. Finally, as emphasis, 

Paul quotes from Psalm 16:10, “You will not let your Holy One see corruption” (Acts 13:35). 

Psalm 16 is another messianic psalm and Paul is applying it to Jesus’s resurrection, again 

connecting his Lordship as Messiah (and thus his kingdom) to his resurrection. It is no wonder that 

 
36 Witherington, The Acts of the Apostles, 412. Marshall concurs with this interpretation: “In its original context the 
psalmist records a saying addressed to him by God that serves to legitimate him as king, using the metaphor of a 
father assuring his son that he really is his father and that he will care for him… The significance of the citation is, 
accordingly, that a messianic psalm is applied to Jesus, who is given status as the Son of God. The promise made in 
the psalm is fulfilled in Jesus” (Marshall, “Acts,” 584–85). As will be seen below, an additional messianic psalm 
will be ascribed to Jesus’s resurrection, reinforcing this idea. 

37 Kepple, “Hope of Israel,” 236. 

38 Marshall, “Acts,” 586. 
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Dale Goldsmith concludes, “the complex of OT citations in Acts 13:33-37 is not a random 

selection, but one carefully conceived on linguistic and theological grounds to show the Jews how 

God fulfilled his [kingdom] promise to David in II Sam 7 – namely, by raising Jesus from the 

dead.”39 In other words, there is an indissoluble link between the resurrection, Jesus as Lord and 

Messiah, and the establishment of God’s kingdom.40 This link explains the kingdom emphasis 

throughout Acts and why it is so intertwined with resurrection.41 In fact, some see this (the 

kingdom) as the major meaning of resurrection. Afterall, Israel was hoping for more than a present 

earthly land. The effects of the curse had devastated creation. What good was a kingdom plagued 

by sin and death? If a kingdom were to come that had any resemblance to the glory of God’s 

covenant promises, it would have to be a resurrected kingdom, one established after the curse had 

been crushed. This is exactly what Beale concludes: “The resurrection and ascension of Christ 

indicate… that God has ‘put an end to the agony of death’ [Acts 2:24], so that resurrection is really 

a process of new creation in that it is an overcoming of a condition of de-creation characterized by 

bodily ‘decay’ [Acts 2:27]” and therefore, “The main point is that Jesus’s resurrection and 

ascension are the beginning of an even more escalated kingship.”42 

 
39 Dale Goldsmith, “Acts 13:33-37: A Pesher on 2 Samuel 7,” JBL 87 (September 1968): 324. See also Beale, 
Biblical Theology, 239. 

40 Anderson, But God Raised Him, 15. This consistent kingdom-resurrection theology in Acts also shows up in Acts 
2. Referring to Peter’s Pentecost speech Beale comments, “the resurrection fulfills the promise to David ‘to seat one 
of his descendants upon his throne’ [Acts 2:30-31]. Christ has begun to sit on the throne of the end-time kingdom” 
(Beale, Biblical Theology, 239). 

41 Another indicator of the resurrection-kingdom link is the kingdom inclusio in Acts 1:3 and 28:30-31. Considering 
this inclusio, Crowe comments, “The kingdom of God is important in Acts, and the resurrection of Christ is 
foundational to the rationale of the kingdom. This is not to say that the kingdom is only about resurrection; but 
Luke’s presentation of the coming of the kingdom presupposes the resurrection of Jesus” (Crowe, The Hope of 
Israel, 16). 

42 Beale, Biblical Theology, 239. In his study of resurrection in the Gospels and Acts, he goes on to conclude, 
“Christ’s resurrection as the beginning of the new-creational kingdom is not only the goal of the Gospels and Acts 
but also the dominant theological framework within which the other major theological concepts of these NT books 
are to be understood. To put it another way: the resurrection as the expression of the already-not yet new-creational 
kingdom is the crucial strand of the thread of the bible’s redemptive-historical storyline as it is being woven into the 
NT witness” (Beale, Biblical Theology, 248). This is a strong conclusion and beyond the scope of this paper. Yet it 
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 In brief summary, Paul’s defense before Agrippa strengthens the already established 

connection of resurrection theology in Acts to the fulfillment of many Old Testament promises 

and the pronouncement that Jesus is Lord and Messiah (thesis points #1 and #2). Furthermore, the 

nature of these conclusions is such that when taken with other speeches in Acts – especially those 

explored above in Acts 2 and Acts 13 – they undisputedly announce the certainty that God’s 

kingdom has come at last (thesis point #3). 

III. CONCLUSION 

 Throughout Paul’s defenses before the Sanhedrin, Felix, and Agrippa, he maintained that 

the core issue at hand was the resurrection. This mention of resurrection was more than a doctrine 

of general resurrection or even a solely messianic one. It served to tie together the meaning of 

resurrection in Acts as the culmination of God’s promises in the Old Testament, sealed in the death 

and resurrection of Jesus making clear his status as Lord and Messiah, and heralding the 

inauguration of his kingdom breaking through into the age. Therefore, having proved the three 

points of this paper’s thesis through analysis primarily focused on Paul’s defense speeches – which 

are also the primary places where Paul uses the phrase “hope of Israel” – it seems fitting to 

conclude where Acts concludes, the last chapter. This is even more fitting as it is the final time 

where Paul refers to the hope of Israel. Speaking to Jewish leaders in Rome, he pleads with them 

saying, “For this reason, therefore, I have asked to see you and speak with you, since it is because 

of the hope of Israel that I am wearing this chain” (Acts 28:20). As if to ensure that the readers had 

not missed the point, Luke’s record of Paul once again places resurrection at the heart of Paul’s 

Gospel and defense.43 For this reason, Alexander fittingly concludes, “Here, as in 23:6, 24:15, 26:6 

 
shows that even if one were to soften the strength of Beale’s conclusion, kingdom remains a significant part of the 
mean of resurrection in Acts. 

43 Crowe, The Hope of Israel, 82. 
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and 7, the hope of Israel is faith in the Messiah as predicted in the Hebrew Scriptures.44 Here too, 

as in his previous apologies just cited, he describes this hope as the occasion of his sufferings, 

because it was his messianic doctrine45 that had caused the breach between him and his 

countrymen.”46 

 
44 Refer to thesis point #1. 

45 That doctrine was one of Lordship of Christ over his present kingdom. Refer to thesis points #2 and #3. 

46 Alexander, The Acts of the Apostles, 2:486. 


