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The Book the First Friends Believed They Were Living

The Acts of the Apostles has held a singular place in Quaker consciousness from the very beginning of the movement. If any book of the New Testament could be called the Quaker charter, it is this one — for the early Friends did not merely study Acts; they believed they were living it. The same Spirit that fell at Pentecost, that emboldened unlearned fishermen to confound the learned, that broke down the wall between Jew and Gentile, that directed the church through immediate revelation rather than fixed ceremony — that Spirit, they declared, had risen again in seventeenth-century England.

William Penn stated the claim most directly. His Primitive Christianity Revived (1696) argued that the faith and practice of the people called Quakers were nothing less than a restoration of the apostolic church described in Acts. The title was itself a thesis: the original thing, the church of the first chapters of Acts, had been revived. It was not a modest claim, and the first Friends did not make it modestly. Edward Burrough set the same conviction down as prophecy — that “a glorious Restoration thereof shall appear throughout the whole Christendom, and Christianity shall again be restored to its former purity,” receiving “the same Spirit… the same Life, the same Power, and the same Worship… even the same that was in the beginning before the Apostacy.”



Acts in the Quaker Imagination

For the early Friends, Acts was not ancient history but a living pattern. They read it the way a builder reads a blueprint — not to admire the design but to raise the building.

The parallels were everywhere, and Friends were not shy of drawing them. When Fox and other unlettered Quaker ministers spoke with power though they had no university degree, they pointed to Acts 4:13, where the rulers “perceived that they were unlearned and ignorant men” and “took knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus.” When Margaret Fell and other women preached publicly, they pointed to Acts 2:17: “your daughters shall prophesy.” When Friends were dragged before magistrates, they answered with Acts 5:29: “We ought to obey God rather than men.” When the gathered meeting sat in silence waiting for the Spirit’s movement, they understood themselves as repeating the apostles’ experience in the upper room before Pentecost — waiting, not in idleness but in expectant obedience, for the power from on high.

Above all, George Fox understood his own calling in the words spoken to Paul on the Damascus road. His description of his commission in the Journal reaches for the very language of Acts 26:18 — to open people’s eyes, to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan unto God. The conversion of the chief persecutor into the chief apostle was, for Friends, not a single unrepeatable wonder but the standing pattern of how the Light arrests and sends a soul.



The Apostolic Pattern

Several features of the apostolic church described in Acts were of special weight to the first Friends.

Spirit-directed ministry. In Acts the Holy Ghost itself sends out labourers (“Separate me Barnabas and Saul,” 13:2), directs their journeys (16:6–7), and fills their mouths (4:31). Ministry is not a profession entered by study and conferred by ordination but a gift received and exercised under the Spirit’s immediate moving. This was the Quaker model exactly. Against what they called the “hireling” ministry — clergy who preached for wages without a spiritual calling — Friends pointed constantly to the Acts pattern of a freely given, Spirit-sent ministry, and to Paul’s own example of labouring with his hands and coveting no man’s silver.

Universal access to God. The great arc of Acts is the unfolding discovery that God’s Spirit is offered to all without mediating institutions. At Pentecost the Spirit falls on all present, young and old, men and women. In chapter 10 Peter learns that “God is no respecter of persons,” and that the Gentiles receive the same Spirit as the Jews. At Athens Paul declares that God “is not far from every one of us”; before Agrippa he is sent to open the eyes of the Gentiles. This widening universalism was the theological backbone of early Quakerism and the natural companion of its doctrine of the Light given to every man.

Community without hierarchy. The early chapters of Acts describe a people who held things in common, broke bread from house to house, and made their decisions together under the Spirit’s leading — “it seemed good to the Holy Ghost, and to us” (15:28). Friends saw their own practice — meeting in homes and barns, abolishing the wall between clergy and laity, conducting their business under the same guidance — as a recovery of this original shape.

Suffering as authentication. The apostles of Acts are forever imprisoned, beaten, and reviled, and they count it confirmation of their faithfulness. The early Quakers, who suffered enormously under the Restoration — thousands jailed, hundreds dead in foul prisons — read their own sufferings through the lens of Acts. Writing from their cells, they sounded like Paul and Silas singing at midnight in the Philippian jail, and they claimed from their own judges the verdict Agrippa gave of Paul: “This man doeth nothing worthy of death or of bonds.”



About This Commentary

This commentary presents the complete text of the Acts of the Apostles in the King James Version — the Bible of the early Friends — with verse-by-verse commentary drawing on the writings of the first generation of Quakers. We hear throughout the voices of George Fox, Isaac Penington, Robert Barclay, William Penn, Edward Burrough, Stephen Crisp, George Whitehead, and others, as they engaged with Acts: sometimes quoting it directly, sometimes alluding to it, but always reading it as a description of present spiritual reality rather than past religious history.

Each chapter follows a simple pattern: the KJV text, broken into sections, followed by commentary that concentrates its depth on the two to four “cornerstone” verses where the Quaker reading runs deepest, while keeping the narrative passages lean. The aim is to let the early Friends speak in their own words as much as possible, and to recover the way they read Acts — not as scholars parsing an ancient text, but as people who had found what they were looking for, and who recognized their own experience on every page.


“The same power and Spirit that the apostles were in, we do witness; for we are made partakers of it: and the same light which they did walk in, we do walk in; and the same life doth appear in us which did appear in them.” (George Fox)





A Note on Sources and Citations

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 3, chunk 212). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Banks, Journal
	John Banks, Journal of John Banks (1712)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Letters of Early Friends
	Letters of Early Friends, ed. John Barclay (1841)



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, The Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Rigge, Some Account
	Ambrose Rigge, A Brief and Serious Warning / Some Account



	Scott, Baptism of Christ
	Job Scott, The Baptism of Christ (collected works)



	Story, Life and Journal
	Thomas Story, A Journal of the Life of Thomas Story



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version.



A Word to the Reader

Whether you come to this commentary as a Friend, as a student of Quaker history, as a lover of the book of Acts, or simply as a seeker who has heard that there is a Light that lighteth every man — you are welcome here. Read these words with an open heart, and let the first Friends speak for themselves. Their language is sometimes archaic and their style sometimes rough, but their conviction is fierce and their experience is real. For they would say that the best commentary on the Acts of the Apostles is not written in any book at all — it is written in the soul that turns to the Light, and discovers, as they discovered, that the same Spirit which fell at Pentecost is risen still.
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