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Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?

Your condition…

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)

But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)

For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)

The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…

Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)

Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…

He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13)

If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I accept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. In Your Name I pray, Amen
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This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scripture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.
 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 

After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scripture passage.
About Joy of Living
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For over 50 years Joy of Living has been effectively establishing individuals around the world in the sound, basic study of God’s Word.

Evangelical and interdenominational, Joy of Living reaches across denominational and cultural barriers, enriching lives through the simple, pure truths of God’s inspired Word, the Bible.

Studies are flexible, suited for both formal and informal meetings, as well as for personal study. Each lesson contains historical background, commentary, and a week’s worth of personal application questions, leading readers to discover fresh insights into God’s Word. Courses covering many books in both the Old and New Testaments are available. Selected courses are also available in several foreign languages. Contact the Joy of Living office for details.

Joy of Living Bible Studies was founded by Doris W. Greig in 1971 and has grown to include classes in nearly every state in the Union and Joy of Living Bible Studies was founded by Doris W. Greig in 1971 and has grown to include classes in nearly every state in the Union and many foreign countries.

About the Study on the Book of Acts
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The commentary in this study is taken from the teaching of Ray Stedman on the Book of Acts, and the daily study questions are based on Stedman’s interpretation of this book. Some Christian traditions may disagree with his teaching regarding tongues, the baptism of the Holy Spirit, physical healing and other controversial issues. You will need to be guided by Scripture and by your own church’s position on these matters. 

Acts Lesson 13
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This is the second half of a two-part study on Acts. 

The commentary for Lesson 13—covering Acts chapter 13—is printed at the end of Acts Part 1, since it sums up the Scripture passage covered in the Lesson 12 Study Questions. 

Acts Part 2 begins with the Study Questions on Acts chapter 14 on page 7.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 13.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 13 (in Acts Part 1) or from your teacher’s lecture?

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 14, concentrating on verses 1-7.

1.
Where did Paul and Barnabas begin their ministry in Iconium, and what was the response of many of the people? (Acts 14:1)

2.
a.
What type of opposition arose to their message? (Acts 14:2)

b.
Challenge: How did this opposition compare to the opposition they had faced in Pisidian Antioch? Review Acts 13:45,50.

c.
In spite of this opposition, what did Paul and Barnabas continue to do in Iconium? (Acts 14:3a)

3.
a.
How did the Lord Jesus confirm the message they preached? (Acts 14:3b)

b.
Challenge: Review Acts 2:22, 43; 4:29-30; 6:8. How was the confirmation of Paul and Barnabas’ ministry similar to that of Jesus’ own ministry, and of the apostles and others in the early church?

4.
a.
What continued to be the situation in Iconium? (Acts 14:4)

b.
Challenge: According to the following verses, was this to be expected?


Luke 11:23


Luke 12:51-53


John 7:43

5.
a.
How did the opposition eventually affect Paul and Barnabas? (Acts 14:5-6)

b.
Did this cause them to abandon their ministry? (Acts 14:7)

6.
Personal: When you share the good news of Jesus Christ with others, are you discouraged or defeated by those who refuse to believe? How does the example of Paul and Barnabas help you to have a new understanding of what you may face and how you can respond, in the power of the Holy Spirit?

Third Day: Review Acts 14, concentrating on verses 8-13.

1.
a.
Who was one of the people listening to Paul preach in Lystra? (Acts 14:8-9a)

b.
What did the Holy Spirit reveal to Paul about this man? (Acts 14:9b)

2.
a.
What did Paul command the man to do? (Acts 14:10a)

b.
What happened when the man obeyed this command by faith? (Acts 14:10b)

3.
How did the crowd react to this miracle? (Acts 14:11-13)

4.
Challenge: Read Mark 4:3-20. How did Jesus illustrate what had happened with these people? (Mark 4:14-15)

5.
Even as Paul and Barnabas preached with great power, the enemy was at work behind the scenes. Satan caused the superstitious people of Lystra to misinterpret the meaning of the miracle so that they would miss the truth. But, as we will see, this does not cause Paul and Barnabas to give up preaching the Word. Read 2 Timothy 4:2. What was Paul’s advice to Timothy on when to preach the Word of God?

6.
Personal: Our responsibility is to tell people about the good news of Jesus Christ. We are not responsible for how they respond to the message; that is in God’s hands. How does this knowledge change your attitude toward witnessing to non-believers?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 14, concentrating on verses 14-18.

1.
a.
How did Paul and Barnabas react when they realized what the people of Lystra were doing? (Acts 14:14)

b.
Challenge: Read Ezra 9:3. How does this verse help you understand what tearing of clothes signified?

2.
a.
Acts 14:15-17 is the second of Paul’s missionary sermons that Luke records in the book of Acts. After denying that he and Barnabas are gods, what does Paul call their pagan, idolatrous beliefs in Acts 14:15a?

b.
Who does Paul urge them to turn to? (Acts 14:15b)

3.
How did Paul say God had revealed Himself to all of humanity? (Acts 14:16-17)

4.
a.
Challenge: Read Romans 1:20-23. What knowledge is available to every person from observing the world, according to verse 20?

b.
Challenge: What happens when people choose to reject this knowledge about God, according to Romans 1:21-23?

5.
From Acts 14:18, does it appear that many people in Lystra understood and accepted Paul’s message?

6.
Personal: The first onslaught of the enemy, Satan, was driven back. Paul and Barnabas refused to be treated as gods—they were not taken in by Satan’s flattery. They preached the same good news whether their listeners treated them as gods or as fools. Is your witness about Jesus Christ affected by how people receive you? What reactions have you faced when you tell others about Him?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 14, concentrating on verses 19-22.

1.
a.
How did Satan next attack Paul? (Acts 14:19)

b.
Paul’s enemies thought they had killed him. How were they mistaken? (Acts 14:20a)

2.
Challenge: Paul was not miraculously resurrected, but he was miraculously spared from death. It is inconceivable that a man could have survived such punishment unless God supernaturally sustained his life.
 Review Acts 9:15-16. How had Paul been warned of this type of experience, and why do you think God might have spared him from death?

3.
a.
What did Paul and Barnabas do the very next day? (Acts 14:20b)

b.
How was their ministry received in that city? (Acts 14:21a)

4.
Paul and Barnabas had been expelled from Antioch of Pisidia, threatened in Iconium, and stoned in Lystra. In spite of all this, what did they do next? (Acts 14:21b-22)

5.
By their words and actions the apostles confirmed that suffering for the sake of Christ is to be expected. Read Romans 8:17-18. What will this suffering bring about?

6.
Personal: There are many ways and reasons a person can suffer. How have you suffered for the sake of Jesus Christ, or how are you suffering for Him right now? Do you look forward to sharing in His glory?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 14, concentrating on verses 23-28.

1.
How did Paul and Barnabas equip each church to continue in ministry after the missionaries would leave? (Acts 14:23)

2.
a.
Challenge: Read Acts 20:28-32. How do Paul’s words to the elders of the church at Ephesus describe the duties of an elder?

b.
Challenge: Read 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13a. How are the members of a church to regard their elders?

3.
What route did Paul and Barnabas take to finish this first missionary journey? (Acts 14:24-27)

4.
What did they do when they returned to the church that had sent them out on the journey? (Acts 14:27-28)

5.
Personal: Your local church probably sponsors missionaries to a number of different areas and ministries. Do you support these missionaries with financial donations, prayer, and encouragement? How do you respond when they come and report on their ministry to your church? How might you do more to support and encourage them?

Acts Lesson 14
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Acts 14 Counter Attack! 

Over the years, scores of evangelical organizations have proclaimed the motto, “Evangelize the world in our generation!” This is a perfectly scriptural goal. Jesus, in the Great Commission, told us, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation” (Mark 16:15). 

As we have seen, Paul and Barnabas were the pattern setters. They began the final phase of the Great Commission, taking the gospel to the uttermost parts of the earth (Acts 1:8). They have set the pattern for Christian witness in the world, in every age of history. If we follow this pattern, we will manifest the accomplishments of the book of Acts. We will see people come to Christ and rejoice in the freedom of His forgiveness. And yes, we will see rising opposition and persecution from those whose power is threatened by the gospel. 

So it’s important that we pay close attention to the pattern that Paul and Barnabas have set for us in this section of Acts. 

Opposition in Iconium 

In Acts 14, Paul and Barnabas minister in three cities—Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. In two of the cities, they meet violent opposition. Let’s examine Luke’s account: 

At Iconium Paul and Barnabas went as usual into the Jewish synagogue. There they spoke so effectively that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed. But the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers. So Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time there, speaking boldly for the Lord, who confirmed the message of his grace by enabling them to do miraculous signs and wonders. The people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews, others with the apostles. (Acts 14:1-4) 

Iconium was a Gentile city with a large colony of Jews who met every Sabbath at the synagogue. Paul and Barnabas went to the synagogue first, as was Paul’s custom. When they spoke at the synagogue, their message provoked an immediate response. “They spoke so effectively,” Luke said, “that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed” (Acts 14:1). When God’s truth is boldly proclaimed, there’s always an immediate effect. 

The gospel is not a bland or innocuous message. It affects hearts and minds like a ton of bricks falling from on high. It makes people sit up and take notice. Above all, it divides people into two camps: those who believe and those who reject Jesus. That’s what happened at the synagogue in Iconium. When Paul and Barnabas declared the gospel of Jesus Christ, some believed, and some became enraged. 

When the gospel is proclaimed without compromise, it arouses opposition. Luke writes, “But the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers” (Acts 14:2). In this synagogue there were Gentiles who wanted to learn the truth about God. The pagan beliefs of their culture offered them no hope, so they turned to the Jews and their monotheistic belief system for hope. 

Luke tells us that some of the Jews in that synagogue refused to believe the gospel message. They could not be persuaded. They would not even consider the possibility that Paul’s gospel was the truth. Instead, they stirred up people against Paul and Barnabas, spreading lies that poisoned the minds of many. 

Poisoned Minds 

Notice that, in Iconium, Paul and Barnabas do not face the same open opposition they encountered in Pisidian Antioch. Here, they are attacked by a subtle whispering campaign. Lies are spread behind their backs, and it’s hard to defend against such lies. Even so, Luke tells us, “Paul and Barnabas spent considerable time there, speaking boldly for the Lord”  (Acts 14:3). Though their reputations were smeared, they were not driven out of the city. They were able to continue ministering in spite of the opposition they faced. 

The two missionaries were probably in Iconium for several months, possibly as long as six months. Luke tells us that God confirmed the authority of their message with signs and wonders. These miracles were visual parables of the spiritual freedom that is available to all through faith in Jesus Christ. 

You and I may not have an apostle’s power to work signs and wonders, but nonbelievers should see God at work in our lives. They should say, “There’s something amazing about the way he endures mistreatment without seeking revenge,” or, “There’s something uncanny about the way she demonstrates such joy and peace in spite of everything she’s going through!” Our lives should exhibit the supernatural reality of God—a quality that can’t be explained in terms of our personality, temperament, or circumstances. When God is at work in our lives, people can detect His presence. 

Notice how the gospel divides the city of Iconium. “The people of the city were divided,” Luke wrote. “Some sided with the Jews, others with the apostles” (Acts 14:4). That’s what the gospel always does. Though the good news may bring peace to individual hearts, it always brings division to society at large. 

Jesus said, “Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). He was not referring to a sword of violence. He meant that the good news would be bad news to some, and people would be divided depending on their response to the gospel. The gospel is a sword that divides believers from unbelievers. 

On to Lystra 

Paul and Barnabas are referred to for the first time as apostles in Acts 14. In verse 4, Luke writes: “The people of the city were divided; some sided with the Jews, others with the apostles.” In verse 14, Luke again uses the term: “But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this…” 

In time, the opposition against the two apostles intensified, as Luke records: 

There was a plot afoot among the Gentiles and Jews, together with their leaders, to mistreat them and stone them. But they found out about it and fled to the Lycaonian cities of Lystra and Derbe and to the surrounding country, where they continued to preach the good news. (Acts 14:5-7) 

The opponents of Paul and Barnabas, Jews and Gentiles, plotted to silence them by stoning them to death. So the two missionaries left Iconium and went to the Gentile city of Lystra, where there was no Jewish synagogue. With no synagogue in which to begin their ministry, where should they begin? Luke tells us: 

In Lystra there sat a man crippled in his feet, who was lame from birth and had never walked. He listened to Paul as he was speaking. Paul looked directly at him, saw that he had faith to be healed and called out, “Stand up on your feet!” At that, the man jumped up and began to walk. 

When the crowd saw what Paul had done, they shouted in the Lycaonian language, “The gods have come down to us in human form!” Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief speaker. The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them. (Acts 14:8-13) 

Here we see how God opened up the city of Lystra so that Paul and Barnabas could preach and minister with power. The two missionaries went to the city and did what God had sent them to do: They preached. Since there was no synagogue there, they went to the marketplace or the town square, and they began sharing the gospel with any who would listen. 

And as they proclaimed the gospel, Paul saw a man sitting in the marketplace—a man who was lame from birth. We don’t know how long Paul and Barnabas had been in Lystra, but they might have been there for days. In fact, they might have had conversations with this man over several days. Perhaps that’s how Paul knew that the man had great faith in Paul’s gospel. In any case, Paul looked at him and, being led by the Spirit, said, “Stand up on your feet!” (Acts 14:10). Though the lame man had never walked in his life, he had faith enough to obey Paul’s words— 

And he walked. 

The message of this miracle cracked the city wide open. The whole populace immediately took note of Paul and Barnabas. But even as these men preached with great power, the enemy was at work behind the scenes. Satan caused the superstitious people of Lystra to misinterpret the meaning of the miracle so that they would miss the truth. 

The people began to cry out, “The gods have come down to us in human form!” (Acts 14:11). They thought that Barnabas was Zeus, the supreme deity of the Greek pantheon, and that Paul, the chief spokesman of the two, was Hermes, the messenger of the gods. What a subtle attack on Satan’s part! Instead of provoking a direct persecution, Satan appealed to the egos of the two apostles. After all, who wouldn’t be flattered at being welcomed as gods? 

This sort of incident has happened at other times in history. For example, when Captain James Cook of the British Navy landed at Kealakekua Bay in Hawaii, he was welcomed as the god Lono, who descended to earth on a rainbow. Captain Cook and his men were given anything they wanted, and they were quite happy to be mistaken for gods. 

But on February 14, 1779, Captain Cook did something that angered one of the Hawaiian men. The man grabbed hold of the captain. Angered at being manhandled, Captain Cook knocked the man down. The Hawaiian man retaliated, hitting the captain on the head with a club. Captain Cook staggered, groaning—and when the Hawaiians saw this, they shouted, “He’s not a god!” And they fell on him and killed him. 

Paul and Barnabas faced a situation similar to that faced by Captain Cook, but they refused to be treated as gods. Paul and Barnabas had too much Christian character to be taken in by Satan’s flattery. They knew that popularity is a trap that can ruin a servant of God. 

Three Insights 

Luke tells us how the two apostles responded to being worshiped as gods: 

But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: “Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, human like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them. In the past, he let all nations go their own way. Yet he has not left himself without testimony: He has shown kindness by giving you rain from heaven and crops in their seasons; he provides you with plenty of food and fills your hearts with joy.” Even with these words, they had difficulty keeping the crowd from sacrificing to them. (Acts 14:14-18) 

Here, Paul and Barnabas show us the pattern for evangelizing non-religious people: Start with nature. When they went to the Jews in the synagogues, they started with Scripture. But when they went to the Gentiles in Lystra, they started with the truth about God that was visible in the world around them. In this passage, Paul and Barnabas list three insights that should have been plain to these people because of their experience with the world of nature. 

First, there is one living God behind all of creation. The multitude of pagan deities they worshiped was nothing more than a system of superstitions. According to the pagan system, there was a god for everything—a god of water, a god of trees, a god of rocks, a god of sex, a god of life, a god of death, and so forth. These gods were capricious and petty. They competed with each other and were often wicked. 

Paul says, in effect, “Look at the world around you. Haven’t you noticed that nature is a unity that blends and harmonizes together? It functions beautifully because it was designed and created by one God—the living God.” Paul declared to them that nature bears witness to the reality of God. 

Second, the living God, the God who is One, permits human beings to exercise free will, and that is what makes evil possible in the world. “In the past,” the apostles say, God “let all nations go their own way”  (Acts 14:16). Here the two missionaries answer the question posed by skeptics: “How can a loving, just, and all-powerful God permit evil, sin, and suffering? Why doesn’t He put an end to war and hate and injustice?” 

The pagans in Lystra were aware of these arguments, and Paul answers by saying, in effect, “God allowed people and nations to go their own way, to exercise their own free will. The only way he could put an end to evil is by taking away our freedom of choice, which is the source of our human dignity. God will not take that from us.” That is Paul’s argument, and the pagans have no answer for it. 

Third, God will not allow evil to go too far. He does not allow calamity and tragedy to engulf humanity and wipe the human race from the face of the earth. Even though humanity sins and rebels against God, He has shown His love by giving rain, fruit, harvest, and joy in various times of life. That’s the God whom Paul and Barnabas proclaimed to these pagan Gentiles. 

With that, the first onslaught of the enemy was driven back. The city of Lystra was open to the gospel. Paul and Barnabas were able to proclaim God’s truth in power. 

The Stoning of Paul 

But Satan doesn’t give up. Luke records the next assault, and it is vicious: 

Then some Jews came from Antioch and Iconium and won the crowd over. They stoned Paul and dragged him outside the city, thinking he was dead. But after the disciples had gathered around him, he got up and went back into the city. The next day he and Barnabas left for Derbe. (Acts 14:19-20) 

The enemy counterattacks as soon as the power of the gospel is unleashed. This time, Satan dispenses with subtlety and falls back on his most reliable weapon: violence. He incites Paul’s enemies in Pisidian Antioch and Iconium to travel to Lystra and turn the crowd against him, and the crowd stones Paul. 

Stoning is a grisly and brutal form of execution. Heavy, sharp-edged stones are hurled at the victim, cutting the flesh, breaking the bones, and injuring the internal organs. The victim usually dies due to a combination of blood loss and internal injuries. Paul’s enemies stoned him until he seemed lifeless. Then they dragged him outside the city gates and threw him on the rubbish dump. 

This may be the incident in which Paul received the marks in his body that he spoke of in his letter to the Galatians: “Let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of Jesus” (Galatians 6:17). Lystra was one of the Galatian churches, and he may have wanted to remind the believers there of the stoning he endured there. 

You can imagine Barnabas and the faithful converts they had made gathered around Paul, thinking him dead, weeping over him. Perhaps Paul’s friends had already begun to plan his funeral and burial, when the apostle sat up and said, “Hold the undertaker! You’re not going to bury Paul yet!” 

Paul was not raised from the dead. Luke makes it clear that his enemies were mistaken in “thinking he was dead” (Acts 14:19). Paul was not miraculously resurrected, but he was miraculously spared from death. It is inconceivable that a man could have survived such punishment unless God supernaturally sustained his life. 

Paul and the others went back to the city of Lystra. The next day, Paul and Barnabas continued on to the next city, Derbe. 

Encouraging Body Life 

In the final section of Acts 14, we return to an important theme that threads its way throughout the book of Acts: body life. Luke writes: 

They preached the good news in that city and won a large number of disciples. Then they returned to Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, strengthening the disciples and encouraging them to remain true to the faith. “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” they said. Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust. (Acts 14:21-23) 

Notice the courage Paul and Barnabas displayed. They had been expelled from Antioch of Pisidia, threatened in Iconium, and stoned in Lystra, yet they went back to those same three cities to encourage the disciples. In spite of threats and peril, Paul and Barnabas continued to strengthen the church. The Christian life is more than merely being converted; it is growing in Christ. Notice three important things the apostles did to encourage body life in those cities. 

First, they taught the disciples. You strengthen disciples by teaching them the Word of God, so Paul and Barnabas expounded the Word to them. 

Second, they encouraged the disciples “to remain true to the faith” (Acts 14:22). Paul and Barnabas went back over the Old Testament record and pointed out how men and women of God had lived by faith in ages past and how God had blessed their faithfulness. 

Third, they prepared them to endure hardship. Paul and Barnabas told the disciples, “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). In other words, “Don’t be surprised when trouble comes. It will make you grow stronger in your character and faith.” 

Luke goes on to say, “Paul and Barnabas appointed elders for them in each church and, with prayer and fasting, committed them to the Lord, in whom they had put their trust” (Acts 14:23). These two apostles not only taught the disciples but also recognized the spiritual gifts among them and put them into key positions of leadership and ministry. They commissioned them with a time of prayer and fasting. 

Because Paul and Barnabas made sure that these believers were well-grounded in the faith, the churches grew and expanded. They sent missionaries out to evangelize the region. We will see the results of their labors later in Acts. 

Finally, Paul and Barnabas returned to the church in Antioch from which they had been sent out. Luke writes: 

After going through Pisidia, they came into Pamphylia, and when they had preached the word in Perga, they went down to Attalia. 

From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, where they had been committed to the grace of God for the work they had now completed. On arriving there, they gathered the church together and reported all that God had done through them and how he had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles. And they stayed there a long time with the disciples. (Acts 14:24-28) 

So Barnabas and Paul gathered the people together and held a body life celebration! What an exciting time it must have been, as the believers in Antioch heard the stories of the many people who came to Christ on Cyprus and in Asia Minor. Yet it must have also been a sobering experience to see Paul’s body now seamed with scars and to hear of the persecution and opposition that the gospel stirred up. 

Paul and Barnabas endured great hardship for the sake of the gospel—and we know Jesus Christ as our Lord and Savior because of their faith, obedience, and courage. The Lord now calls us to follow in the footsteps of these two mighty apostles, to move out and meet the challenge of this dark world, and to follow the pattern of evangelism they have set before us. May we, like Paul and Barnabas, rejoice to see the power of God advancing in our day. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 14.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 14 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 15:1—16:10, concentrating on 15:1-12.

1.
a.
What did some men from Judea come and tell the Christians in Antioch? (Acts 15:1)

b.
How did Paul and Barnabas respond to this teaching? (Acts 15:2a)

c.
Challenge: Read Galatians 6:12. What did Paul say was the reason these people (sometimes called Judaizers) imposed such requirements?

2.
What did the congregation at Antioch decide to do about this issue? (Acts 15:2b)

3.
a.
After the party from Antioch reported on what God had done through them, and the Judaizers stated their complaint, what did the apostles and elders in Jerusalem do? (Acts 15:6)

b.
Challenge: Look ahead to Acts 15:12 and 15:22. Who else was present at this meeting besides the apostles and elders and the party from Antioch?

4.
a.
What did Peter remind them that God had already done? (Acts 15:7-11)

b.
Challenge: Review Acts 10 regarding the event Peter is referring to, and write down verses 44-47.

5.
a.
Since God had already acted in this way, what was Peter’s conclusion about the dispute? (Acts 15:10-11)

b.
After Peter spoke, what was the reaction of the assembly? (Acts 15:12a)

c.
In addition to Peter’s experience with Cornelius, how had God revealed His will regarding the Gentiles by His works through Barnabas and Paul? (Acts 15:12b)

6.
Personal: In the days of the early church, these difficult questions were taken to the apostles and elders in Jerusalem for answers, since there was as yet no New Testament body of Scripture to refer to. In our day, we are blessed with God’s entire Word, both the Old and New Testaments, to help us understand His truth. Do you regard God’s Word, the Bible, as your source of absolute truth? How have you used what you have learned in Scripture to help you make decisions?

Third Day: Review Acts 15:1—16:10, concentrating on 15:13-29.

1.
James, the flesh-and-blood brother
 of Jesus, became a believer after the resurrection, and became one of the leaders of the early church. How did James summarize Peter’s (Peter’s Hebrew name was Simon) message? (Acts 15:13-14)

2.
How did James say that this fulfilled Old Testament prophecy? (Acts 15:15-18)

3.
How did James say Jewish Christians should respond to Gentiles who were turning to Christ? (Acts 15:19)

4.
a.
What things did James advise that Gentile Christians avoid for the sake of Jewish-Gentile fellowship within the church? (Acts 15:20-21)

b.
Challenge: Read 1 Corinthians 8. How did Paul explain that a Christian might set aside his or her freedom in order to not be a stumbling-block to a weaker believer?

5.
How did the Jerusalem church decide to convey this decision to the church at Antioch? (Acts 15:22-29)

6.
Personal: What would your attitude be if God should call you to lay aside your freedom in a particular area so that you would not wound the conscience of a weaker believer? Has this situation arisen in your past? What did you do, or not do?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 15:1—16:10, concentrating on 15:30-41.

1.
How did the church at Antioch respond to the letter from the church at Jerusalem? (Acts 15:30-31)

2.
How did the two Christians from the Jerusalem church minister to the brothers in Antioch? (Acts 15:32-33)

3.
What did Paul, Barnabas and the rest of the believers in Antioch now concentrate on doing? (Acts 15:35)

4.
a.
After this period of ministry in Antioch, what did Paul suggest to Barnabas? (Acts 15:36)

b.
What disagreement arose between Paul and Barnabas regarding this plan? (Acts 15:37-38)

5.
a.
What was the result of their disagreement? (Acts 15:39-41)

b.
Challenge: God used this disagreement to double the missionary outreach of Paul and Barnabas. From the following verses, how do Paul’s references to Barnabas and Mark in letters written at later times indicate his attitude toward them after this separation?


1 Corinthians 9:3-6


Colossians 4:10


2 Timothy 4:11

6.
Personal: We will not always see eye-to-eye with other Christians on the details of ministry. Have you ever had a disagreement with another Christian that resulted in separating your ministry partnership? Were you able to maintain a loving Christian relationship in spite of the disagreement? How might Paul’s example help you if you face this issue now or in the future?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 15:1—16:10, concentrating on 16:1-5.

1.
a.
As we learned at the end of Acts 15, Paul was traveling with Silas through Syria and Cilicia, visiting the churches in the towns where he had previously preached the Word with Barnabas. What towns did they now arrive at? (Acts 16:1a)

b.
Challenge: What had happened to Paul in Lystra? Review Acts 14:19-20a.

2.
Who was one of the people Paul and Barnabas had led to Christ in Lystra, and what do you learn about him in Acts 16:1b-2?

3.
Since the Jews reckoned a person’s line of descent through the mother, Timothy was considered to be a Jew. What did Paul do in order not to offend the Jews among whom Timothy would be laboring for Christ? (Acts 16:3)

4.
a.
Challenge: Read Galatians 2:1-5. How did Paul handle the pressure to have Titus, a Gentile Christian, circumcised, and why did he do this?

b.
Challenge: As a Gentile, Titus did not have to become a Jew (signified by circumcision) in order to become a Christian. But the situation with Timothy was different, because he was already viewed as a Jew. Read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. How does this passage explain why Paul circumcised Timothy?

5.
a.
What did Paul and his fellow missionaries communicate to all the churches in the towns they visited? (Acts 16:4)

b.
What was the result of Paul’s policy regarding Gentile converts and the Jerusalem’s church’s acceptance of this policy? (Acts 16:5)

6.
Personal: Timothy’s circumcision is another example of how a believer might lay aside his or her freedom in Christ in order to win non-believers to Christ. Can you think of an area where you might lay aside your freedom in Christ so that you might not offend an unbeliever, or so that they might be more willing to listen to your message about Jesus?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 15:1—16:10, concentrating on 16:6-10.

1.
Where did Paul and his ministry companions travel next? (Acts 16:6a)

2.
a.
How did the Holy Spirit influence their ministry plans? (Acts 16:6b-8)

b.
Read Isaiah 30:21. How does this describe the way the Holy Spirit often confirms or denies that a believer is pursuing the correct course?

3.
Challenge: Paul had already ministered in the province of Asia during his first missionary journey (see map 2). Although God did not allow him to travel to Bithynia at this time, the gospel was later preached and churches were established there. What do you learn about this in 1 Peter 1:1?

4.
How did God choose to direct the missionary party to the next place He wanted them to go? (Acts 16:9)

5.
a.
How did they respond? (Acts 16:10)

b.
Challenge: Compare the way Luke (the author of the book of Acts) refers to the group of missionaries in Acts 16:6-8 and Acts 16:10. Who joined the group in Troas?

6.
Personal: Just as He did with Paul and his fellow missionaries, God will make His will clear to you in various ways if you are open to His leading. Do you trust Him to lead you? Do you do everything in total dependence upon His power and His life operating within you? Write down Colossians 3:17, inserting your name as a declaration that you are doing this.

Acts Lesson 15
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Acts 15:1—16:10 What Is God Doing? 

In Acts 15, we see the emergence of false Christianity. You’ll never understand the true nature of the church until you understand that false Christians are almost always present in any Christian gathering. Many millions of churchgoers are not truly a part of the body of Jesus Christ. They may hear the truth preached every Sunday, but it hasn’t penetrated their lives. They have accepted a counterfeit Christianity.

Luke introduces the problem in Acts 15:1-2.  This is a greatly condensed account of events that occurred over a period of months. Luke says that certain Jewish men, who were supposedly Christians, came from Judea to Antioch. They confronted the Gentile believers who had been converted to Christ out of pagan idolatry, and said, in effect, “Unless you Gentiles are circumcised, as we Jews are, you cannot be saved. In order to become a Christian, you must first become a Jew.” 

This teaching was a direct challenge to the gospel of grace that Paul and Barnabas had proclaimed, and it split the church at Antioch wide open. This has always been Satan’s strategy for destroying the church: Divide and conquer. Christians no longer divide over the issue of circumcision, but Satan’s strategy of division is still in force. Today, churches divide over spiritual gifts (particularly tongues), Scripture interpretation, mode of baptism, views on divorce, issues of race, war and peace, abortion, and the politics of the right or left. 

Now there’s division brewing in Antioch. Because the church is so new and the Christians in the church are relatively untaught, this new teaching regarding circumcision seems plausible. These people from Judea seem sincere. They are deeply committed to the belief that all Christians, including Gentile Christians, need to comply with the law of Moses and be circumcised. 

These people from Judea based their claims on the assumption that all truth had been given in the Old Testament. The Scriptures, however, were not yet completed. God was revealing new truth. In his letter to the Ephesians, Paul wrote that the truth about the Jews and the Gentiles becoming one body in Christ was a mystery, hidden from the people of Old Testament times: 

In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. (Ephesians 3:4-6) 

Because this truth was not plainly stated in the Old Testament, it was difficult to prove that the acceptance of Gentiles into the church was not a violation of the Scriptures. 

The First Ecumenical Council 

Though we are not directly told so in Acts, this is undoubtedly the same inci​dent Paul recounts in Galatians 2. There Paul tells us that the apostle Peter was in Antioch and felt perfectly at ease eating with the Gentile Christians. But then the men from Judea arrived, and they claimed that the Gentiles could not be saved unless they were circumcised according to the law of Moses. Peter was swayed by their claims, so he stopped eating with the Gentiles and went over to the kosher table.
 

When Barnabas saw Peter practicing segregation against the Gentiles, he fell into the same segregationist mindset, until Paul straightened him out. Then Paul rebuked the apostle Peter for his inconsistency. Now you can see what Luke meant when he said that this issue “brought Paul and Barnabas into sharp dispute and debate” with the men from Judea. This issue threatened to divide Christianity for all time. 

So the church in Antioch appointed Paul and Barnabas to go to Jerusalem to meet with the apostles and elders to determine whether or not the Gentile believers had to be circumcised. This doesn’t mean that Paul had any doubt in his mind. He wrote in Galatians, “I went in response to a revelation and set before them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles” (Galatians 2:2). Paul knew he had received a direct revelation from the Lord, and he was prepared to defy all twelve apostles in Jerusalem if they disagreed. 

Luke describes in Acts 15:4-12 what happened in Jerusalem. From this account, it seems as if there was one great meeting there. In fact, there were three. First there was a meeting of the entire church when Paul and Barnabas arrived. They were fresh from their triumphant missionary journey through the Galatian cities, so they received a joyous welcome. Paul and Barnabas told of the spiritually hungry people who received the Word and the mobs that assaulted them. The Christians in Jerusalem were stirred by these accounts. 

Next, there was a private meeting that Paul mentions in Galatians 2:2 but that Luke does not record. In that meeting, Paul and the other apostles and elders discuss theology. By the end of the meeting, Paul concluded, “Those men added nothing to my message” (Galatians 2:6). In other words, Paul had learned directly from the Lord everything that the Lord had taught the other apostles during His earthly ministry. Paul’s gospel was identical to theirs, and they recognized Paul as a genuine apostle. Paul added, “James, Peter and John, those reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognized the grace given to me” (Galatians 2:9).  

The Great Debate 

Next, there was a third meeting in which the church leaders took up the issue of whether the Gentiles had to be circumcised in order to be saved. Luke records that there was much debate at this meeting. All sides were heard. Peter, who was normally impetuous and quick to speak, kept silent for quite a while. He listened to all the different arguments, then rose to make three points. 

First, Peter reminded the people that God had taught him a great lesson and stripped him of his prejudices against the Gentiles. He told them how, in the home of Cornelius, he had learned that God had a great love for the Gentiles as well as the Jews. 

Second, he stated openly—and challenged his hearers to deny it—that the effort to obey the Law had been a crushing burden on the Jewish people throughout history. “Now then,” he said, “why do you try to test God by putting on the necks of the disciples a yoke that neither we nor our fathers have been able to bear? No!” (Acts 15:10-11).

Peter’s third point was the most compelling of all: “We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus that we are saved, just as they are” (Acts 15:11). In other words, “We Jews have often tried to save ourselves by our own self-righteousness—and we can’t do it! The Gentile, who never had the Law, seems to accept God’s grace more readily than we do. But we Jews are saved in the same way as the Gentiles: by grace through faith alone.” 

That statement was so stunning that everyone in the room was silenced. In that moment of silence, Paul and Barnabas stood and confirmed the words of Peter by telling about the miraculous signs and wonders God had done through them among the Gentiles. These signs and wonders confirmed that Paul and Barnabas were apostles, and it may have been at this point that these two men received the right hand of fellowship from the other apostles. 

The Conclusion of James 

Luke records in Acts 15:13-21 that James, the chairman of the meeting, spoke up and summarized the results of the meeting. This is a crucial statement, made by the flesh-and-blood brother of the Lord Jesus. James was raised in the same Galilean home where Jesus grew up. He had not believed in Jesus during the Lord’s earthly lifetime. After the resurrection, the Spirit brought to James’s mind all the things Jesus had done that confirmed that He truly was the Son of God. So James became not merely a believer but one of the leaders of the early church. His summation of the great debate is organized around four main points. 

First, James underscored what God had done toward the Gentiles. Citing the earlier words of Peter, James said, “God at first showed his concern by taking from the Gentiles a people for himself” (Acts 15:14). Now, this was a direct contradiction of the claims of the Judaizers, who said, “Without circumcision, the Gentiles cannot be saved.” James pointed out that the Gentiles were already saved, and God had not required of them any legalistic rite such as circumcision. The Judaizers could hardly argue this point. 

Second, James pointed out that when God appears to do a new thing, it can be accepted as the authentic activity of God only if it agrees with God’s written Word. James recited an Old Testament passage, Amos 9:11-12, in which God promises that Jews and “the Gentiles who bear my name” (Acts 15:17) will seek Him side by side in David’s restored tent. The salvation of the Gentiles aligns with this Old Testament passage. 

Third, James offered practical suggestions designed to lay the controversy to rest. He proposed that the council write a letter to the Gentile Christians, telling them that they should “abstain from food polluted by idols, from sexual immorality, from the meat of strangled animals and from blood” (Acts 15:20). By observing these four simple prohibitions, Gentile Christians would avoid offending the Jews. 

The Gentiles were to avoid two immoral activities—idolatry and sexual immorality. And they were to be sensitive to Jewish sensibilities regarding two dietary issues—eating meat from strangled animals and eating blood. So James was saying that the Gentiles should be moral in their conduct and considerate toward their Jewish brothers and sisters. In this way, the Jews and Gentiles, despite their cultural differences, could live in harmony in the body of Christ. 

Fourth, James defined the supreme purpose of God: God was calling from among the Gentiles a people for Himself. In view of the immense importance of this truth, James concluded, it would be wrong to burden the Gentile believers with a requirement to obey the law of Moses. 

And the matter was settled. The conclusion reached by this council continues to affect our lives. James and the other Spirit-filled apostles agreed upon a truth that has guided the church for twenty centuries: God has placed believing Gentiles and believing Jews together to form His church. God has created a unified community where there is “neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28). That is your legacy as a spiritual descendant of the first-century Christians. 

How God Guides 

It’s not easy to know the will of God. In fact, the most common questions I hear from Christians, especially young Christians, are “What does God want me to do?” and “Where does God want me to go?” The issue of God’s will always seems to revolve around what and where. 

But I’m convinced that those questions are important to us, not to God. The question He cares about is a how question: “How will I do God’s will? Will I rely on my own wisdom, strength, and resources—or on His?” That’s what God is truly interested in. All other questions are simple compared with that. 

It’s not difficult to allow God to direct you into what He wants you to do and where He wants you to do it. God will do that. You can hardly avoid knowing His will if you make yourself available to Him. God will open the doors of opportunity. He will direct your path. In Acts 15 and 16, we find seven practical principles for discerning God’s will: 

1. Unanimous Agreement Reveals the Mind of the Spirit 

The first principle appears in Acts 15:22-29, in Luke’s account of the conclusion of the council at Jerusalem. The early church settled this question by first hearing everybody’s viewpoint. There was a debate, and everyone had a chance to express a viewpoint on the teachings of Scripture. 

You’ll remember that, at the end of the council, James summed up the consensus of the discussion and underlined two points: First, he took note of the activity of God: God had already answered the question for them by saving the Gentiles without requiring any rituals. Second, James took note of the Word of God: the conclusion of the council agreed with Scripture, as expressed by the prophet Amos. By combining the actions of God with the Word of God, the council came to the unanimous conclusion that expressed the mind of the Spirit. 

2. Persist in Learning and Teaching the Word of God 

The second principle is set forth in Acts 15:30-35. The Gentile Christians must have been greatly relieved to receive the letter from the apostles, assuring them that they did not have to submit to the Jewish rituals. Luke tells us that when Judas and Silas arrived with Paul and Barnabas, they “said much to encourage and strengthen the brothers” (Acts 15:32; Judas and Silas were sent from Jerusalem to confirm that the letter from the apostles was genuine). 

After Judas and Silas left, Luke says, “Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, where they and many others taught and preached the word of the Lord” (Acts 15:35). In other words, the believers in Antioch, led by Paul and Barnabas, gave themselves to the most fundamental activity of the Christian life: learning and teaching God’s Word. Here we see the second principle in this passage: Persist in learning and teaching the Word of God. Studying God’s Word is always in the will of God. Not only did Paul and Barnabas teach and preach but “many others” also. This was a church where the spiritual gifts of teaching and preaching were widely exercised. 

3. Show Responsible Concern for Other People 

Now let’s look at the third principle, in Acts 15:36. These two apostles felt responsible for the people they had led to Christ in Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe. They said to each other, “Let’s go see how they’re doing. Let’s make sure they’re growing in the Lord.” That is a perfectly proper leading of the Holy Spirit. 

God doesn’t give us detailed instructions for every situation. He expects us to use our own judgment and act responsibly. If you do those things that seem caring and responsible, then the Spirit of God will be with you in it. Don’t wait for an engraved invitation from heaven. If you sense an opportunity to show responsible concern for another human being, act on it. That’s the third principle, and it is always consistent with God’s will. 

4. Sometimes Differences Require a Separation 

The fourth principle arises out of a dispute between Paul and Barnabas, as we see in Acts 15:37-41. The two apostles could not agree on whether or not to take young John Mark with them. Barnabas wanted to give his cousin another chance, but Paul, knowing how perilous the journey would be, didn’t think Mark was dependable. Luke records this sad note: “They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company” (Acts 15:39). 

Who was right? Paul or Barnabas? I think we miss the point if we try to make either Barnabas or Paul out to be wrong or right. I believe both men were right. How is that possible? The answer seems obvious: Paul was focused on the ministry. Barnabas was focused on the man. Both are valid areas of emphasis. 

Paul probably said, “We can’t afford to take along someone who may desert us again! Remember what the Lord said: ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God’” (see Luke 9:62). And Paul would be right to say that. Christian ministry is demanding work, and human souls hang in the balance. Those who undertake the challenge of ministry should persevere to the end. Ministry is not for wimps! 

Barnabas probably said, “Yes, the ministry is important—but I also feel a burden for young John Mark. He shows great promise, in spite of his past failure. Paul, you say he was wrong to quit, and I agree, but we’d be wrong to give up on John Mark. He failed us once—but who hasn’t failed? Where would anyone be if there were no second chances? If we show that we believe in him, God will use him greatly someday.” 

The fourth principle: There are times when the differences in viewpoint require a separation. God willed that Barnabas should take Mark and go to Cyprus, which had not been visited since the churches had been founded there. And God willed that Paul take Silas and go into Syria and Cilicia, because the churches there needed his ministry. 

However, I don’t believe it was God’s will that they quarrel. God wanted them to minister in different directions, but He did not want them to be angry with each other. When it’s necessary for believers to go their separate ways, they should do so with joy and love for each other. 

5. Become All Things to All People in Order to Save Some 

For the fifth principle, we ignore the chapter division and proceed to Acts 16:1-5. Paul returns to Lystra, where he was stoned and nearly killed. One of those he led to Christ in that city was a young man named Timothy. Paul had observed various spiritual gifts in this young man—probably gifts of ministry, teaching, preaching, wisdom, and knowledge. Paul took Timothy with him so that he could disciple him, just as Jesus discipled the Twelve. 

But there was a problem: Timothy was half Jewish (on his mother’s side) and half Greek (on his father’s side). The Hebrew people had a practical way of thinking about matters of lineage: They reckoned a person’s line of descent through the mother. Thus Timothy was considered a Jew. 

Luke then records a surprising incident: “Paul wanted to take him along on the journey, so he circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that area” (Acts 16:3). Isn’t that amazing? Why did Paul circumcise Timothy? 

At first glance, Paul seems to be violating his own principles regarding Jewish rituals. In Galatians, Paul tells us that when he went to Jerusalem for the meeting of the council, he took with him a Greek man named Titus (Galatians 2:1-5). The Judaizers who came to Antioch had wanted to circumcise Titus, but Paul refused to allow it. He would not concede that a Gentile had to become a Jew in order to become a Christian. 

But if Paul refused to circumcise Titus, why did he circumcise Timothy? 

Here we find the key to knowing the mind of God in situations where cultural customs and rituals are involved: Always determine the underlying principle at stake, then act accordingly. If Paul had permitted Titus to be circumcised, it would have meant yielding to a mindset of legalism. But the situation with Timothy was fundamentally different, in spite of superficial similarities. 

Because of his Jewish mother, Timothy was viewed as a Jew, not a Gentile. In order not to offend the Jews among whom he must labor, Paul submitted to this Old Testament ritual and circumcised Timothy. Paul stated the principle that governed this action when he wrote to the Corinthians, “I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some” (1 Corinthians 9:22). 

This approach may seem contradictory on the surface, but everything is reconciled once you discover the underlying principle for the decision. If our focus is on saving the lost, then we will always be willing to become all things to all people in order to save some. That is the fifth principle. 

6. Listen for the Confirming or Denying Voice of the Spirit 

Next, in Acts 16:6-8, Luke introduces us to the sixth principle. Paul did not wait for a voice from heaven to tell him where to go next or what he should do. He took the most logical and sensible course. He went wherever it appeared there was an open door for ministry. As it turned out, the Holy Spirit did not want him to go into Bithynia. “They tried to enter Bithynia,” Luke said, “but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to” (Acts 16:7). 

I believe these words indicate that Paul experienced what we call the inner witness of the Spirit. The Spirit of God will often confirm or deny that we are pursuing a correct course. The prophet Isaiah said, “Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, saying, ‘This is the way; walk in it’” (Isaiah 30:21). We need to listen for the confirming or denying voice of the Spirit, telling us whether or not we are pursuing the right course. That is the sixth principle. 

We often feel the voice of the Spirit as a sense of inner peace, confirming that we’ve chosen the right course. But sometimes, we feel a troubling sense that we are headed in the wrong direction. That’s what Paul experienced when he tried to go into Bithynia. Later, Paul did go to Bithynia, but only when the time was right according to God’s timetable. 

7. Remain Open to Unmistakable and Supernatural Leading 

Next, in Acts 16:9-10, look at what Paul experiences when he goes to Troas. God in His sovereignty can choose any means of directing us. Sometimes he speaks to us in such an unmistakable way that we can’t help knowing that this is a direct communication from God. Paul had a vision of a man of Macedonia who pleaded, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” This was a vision from God. Though the vision occurred at night, it was not a dream. It was a vivid and meaningful visual experience sent to him by God. 

I love Paul’s response. Luke writes, “After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.” At once! They responded immediately, and they responded in faith. When the prompting of the Spirit came, Paul didn’t stop to question. He acted, confident that God would correct him if he was mistaken in any way. 

Notice that when Paul received this vision, he was already moving out on a missionary venture. He was taking the gospel into previously unreached territory. When the vision came, Paul knew his exact destination: Macedonia. 

And there’s another interesting facet to this passage. It’s at this point that Luke appears to have joined the missionary company. In verse 8, Luke writes, “So they passed by Mysia and went down to Troas.” But in verse 10, he writes, “We got ready at once to leave for Macedonia.” Between these verses, “they” became “we.” In this way, Luke quietly indicates that he has now joined the expedition. 

Luke does not say where he came from or how he got there. We don’t know what his connection with Paul might have been. Perhaps he met the apostle Paul in one of those Greek cities along Paul’s journey. In any case, Luke joins Paul at this point and is part of the missionary company as it prepares to move on toward Europe. 

The seventh principle for determining God’s will is clear: Remain open to an unmistakable and supernatural confirmation of His will for your life. The Spirit of God may give you a vision, or He may make His will clear to you in some other unmistakable and supernatural way. Be open to His leading, and when He shows you His will, be ready to act on it eagerly and immediately. 

These are seven of the ways God guides us by His Spirit. As you seek His will for your life, make sure you do everything in total dependence upon His power and His life operating within you. Remember, only God can do God’s work. As Paul once wrote, “And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Colossians 3:17).

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them..

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 15:1—16:10.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 15:1—16:10 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 16:11-40, concentrating on verses 11-15.

1.
Where did Paul and his fellow missionaries travel from Troas? (Acts 16:11-12)

2.
a.
In the past, Paul had always started at the synagogue, preaching to the religious Jews, but Philippi was a pagan city without a synagogue. Under Jewish law, if there weren’t enough resident Jews in a community to form a synagogue, a regular place of prayer was established.
 Where did Paul and his companions look for this place of prayer? (Acts 16:13a)

b.
When people gathered at the Jewish place of prayer on the Sabbath, they would pray, read from the Law and the Prophets, discuss what they had read, and, if possible, hear from a traveling Jewish teacher an exposition or exhortation and receive a blessing.
 What did Paul and the other missionaries do when they joined the Jewish women who had gathered there? (Acts 16:13b)

3.
Who was one of the first to respond to Paul’s message? (Acts 16:14)

4.
a.
Why was she ready to believe the gospel? (Acts 16:14b)

b.
Challenge: From the following verses, when we tell others about the Lord Jesus, what should our attitude be? Should we take the credit if they believe? Should we feel that we have failed if they don’t immediately respond?


John 6:44


1 Corinthians 3:5-7


2 Corinthians 4:6

5.
a.
What did Lydia do after she was baptized? (Acts 16:15)

b.
Challenge: How did the apostle John encourage this type of hospitality in 3 John 5-8?

6.
Personal: Are you willing to open your life and your home to missionaries and to others, as God leads you? How have you done this? If you haven’t yet, but would like to, ask God to bring people to you and give you the desire to show them hospitality.

Third Day: Review Acts 16:11-40, concentrating on verses 16-18.

1.
Whom did the missionaries come across as they were on their way to the place of prayer? (Acts 16:16)

2.
a.
This girl had opened herself to possession by an evil spirit, and the spirit used her as a channel to convey messages from the demonic realm. What information did this spirit compel her to shout regarding Paul and his companions? (Acts 16:17)

b.
Challenge: How was this similar to the following instances during Jesus’ ministry?


Mark 1:23-24


Mark 3:11


Mark 5:2,6-7

3.
Although the demon-inspired words might have provided publicity for the missionaries and helped gather an audience, what did Paul finally do? (Acts 16:18a)

4.
What was the result? (Acts 16:18b)

5.
a.
Challenge: Read Luke 10:1-20. What did Jesus send the 72 disciples out to do? (Luke 10:1-9; summarize briefly)

b.
Challenge: What were these disciples excited about when they returned from this work? (Luke 10:17)

c.
Challenge: Although God does allow His power to be displayed through believers, what should be the focus of our rejoicing? (Luke 10:20)

6.
Personal: As believers, we do not need to fear demonic activity. By the power of Jesus’ name, all other powers are defeated. Although we may never face as dramatic a situation as the one Paul faced, yet we know that Satan and his demons are active in our world. Pray and ask God to help you discern any evil influences, and thank Him that His power is always available to defeat them.

Fourth Day: Review Acts 16:11-40, concentrating on verses 19-24.

1.
What did the owners of the slave girl do after the evil spirit was cast out? (Acts 16:19)

2.
What complaint did they bring against Paul and Silas? (Acts 16:20-21)

3.
What did the magistrates rule in this matter? (Acts 16:22)

4.
a.
What happened to Paul and Silas after they were beaten? (Acts 16:23-24)

b.
Challenge: This experience was one of many afflictions Paul suffered for the sake of Christ. How does he summarize these in 2 Corinthians 11:23-27?

5.
Sometimes we are surprised when we suffer, as if we unconsciously expected that life would be smooth sailing once we became Christians. What did Jesus tell us in John 16:33?

6.
Personal: In many parts of the world today, Christians who dare to proclaim their faith suffer difficulties as severe as Paul did. We are fortunate to live in a country with the freedom to express our faith, but it may not always be so. Would you be willing to speak out about Jesus Christ if you knew it would possibly earn you a beating and prison time?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 16:11-40, concentrating on verses 25-34.

1.
a.
Imagine the physical condition of Paul and Silas, who had been severely beaten, then locked in jail with their feet fastened in stocks. In spite of this situation, what were they doing at midnight? (Acts 16:25)

b.
What suddenly happened while they were doing this? (Acts 16:26)

2.
a.
What was the jailer’s response, and why did he react this way? (Acts 16:27)

b.
What surprising news did Paul shout to him? (Acts 16:28)

3.
After all these events, what did the jailer do and say? (Acts 16:29-30)

4.
What did Paul and Silas tell him and the members of his household? (Acts 16:31-32)

5.
How did the jailer and his family respond to what they heard? (Acts 16:33-34)

6.
Personal: It appears that the missionaries’ attitudes and actions throughout their suffering, alongside the display of God’s power in the earthquake, were a testimony of the truth of God’s Word to the jailer. Are you aware that those around you are watching your life, too? The power of God displayed in your life, the way you respond to problems and stress, the way you treat people around you—all these can be a witness to God’s truth. Write down what you could say if someone asks you about these things.

Sixth Day: Review Acts 16:11-40, concentrating on verses 35-40.

1.
What did the magistrates do the next morning? (Acts 16:35-36)

2.
What was Paul’s response? (Acts 16:37)

3.
Challenge: What do you learn about the rights of a Roman citizen from Acts 22:25-29?

4.
What did the magistrates do when they heard the report of Paul’s statement? (Acts 16:38-39)

5.
a.
What did Paul and Silas do before they left Philippi? (Acts 16:40)

b.
Challenge: Read 2 Corinthians 4:8-17. How does this passage express what Paul and Silas might have said to the believers in Philippi?

6.
Personal: Even after all Paul and Silas had suffered, their first action after leaving prison was to meet with and encourage the believers. When you are going through difficult times, do you withdraw from fellowship with other believers, or do you meet with other Christians to encourage each other?

Acts Lesson 16
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Acts 16:11-40 D-Day at Philippi 

The Roman emperor Tiberius Claudius Caesar came to power in a.d. 41, about a dozen years after the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. He ruled at the time of Paul’s missionary journeys. If you asked Claudius what was the most significant event of his reign, he might have pointed to his restructuring of the Roman Senate, or the expansion of the empire into Asia Minor and Judea, or the conquest of Britannia. 

But the events that made headlines in his day are almost forgotten now. Emperor Claudius could not have imagined that the one event that still affects world events twenty centuries later was the decision of a Jew named Paul to cross the Dardanelles, the narrow strait dividing Europe from Asia. It seems like such an obscure event, yet, in the reckoning of hindsight, Paul’s quiet invasion of Europe truly changed the course of Western civilization. Perhaps no event except the crucifixion of Christ has so affected the world as Paul’s decision to cross that narrow neck of water. 

We can compare Paul’s momentous decision with D-Day, June 6, 1944, when the Allies landed on the beach at Normandy, France, and changed the course of World War II. When Paul and his companions crossed from Asia to Europe, it was D-Day for the church—the day the good news of Jesus Christ invaded Europe. 

The Gospel Invades Philippi 

Paul, Silas, and Timothy have been joined by Luke, the author of Acts. They are in the city of Troas when Paul experiences a vision (see Acts 16:9-10). As a result, Luke records: 

From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and the next day on to Neapolis. From there we traveled to Philippi, a Roman colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia. And we stayed there several days. 

On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer. We sat down and began to speak to the women who had gathered there. (Acts 16:11-13) 

Paul and his company arrive in Philippi. About a century earlier, a great battle had been fought outside the walls of the city. In that battle, Brutus and Cassius, the murderers of Julius Caesar, were defeated by the combined forces of Antony and Octavian, who later became the emperor Augustus. Because of the help the Philippians gave Octavian’s armies, he granted them Roman citizenship after he ascended the throne. The people of Philippi were proud of their status as Roman citizens. 

When Paul and company entered the city they faced a difficult problem: How do you gain credibility among pagans who don’t know you and have no knowledge of the Scriptures? Paul began by proclaiming the revolutionary message about Jesus. 

The historical nature of the gospel rivets the attention. It’s the story of a man who did remarkable works and preached a never-before-heard message. In a dramatic turn of events, He was taken and crucified on a hill outside the walls of Jerusalem. Then came the most startling event of all: He rose from the grave and appeared over a period of forty days to eyewitnesses. Through the death and resurrection of this man, God provides not only release from guilt but also entrance into the joy of eternal life. 

In the past, Paul had always started at the synagogue, preaching to the religious Jews. But Philippi was a pagan Gentile city without a synagogue. According to Jewish law, there must be ten adult male Jews in order to have a synagogue. If not, it was customary for the Jewish people to meet outside, preferably by a river or near running water, for prayer. That’s why Luke says, “On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate to the river, where we expected to find a place of prayer” (Acts 16:13). 

The Prepared Heart of Lydia 

So Paul, Silas, Timothy, and Luke walked along the riverside to find a Jewish prayer meeting. They found one where there were women present, but no men. There Paul and Silas began to preach the gospel, and the response was immediate: 

One of those listening was a woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth from the city of Thyatira, who was a worshiper of God. The Lord opened her heart to respond to Paul’s message. When she and the members of her household were baptized, she invited us to her home. “If you consider me a believer in the Lord,” she said, “come and stay at my house.” And she persuaded us. (Acts 16:14-15) 

After we proclaim the revolutionary message of the gospel, we must leave the rest to God. Paul and his companions preached the Word and expected God to act. They didn’t know what He would do, because God is always doing new and unexpected things. Because Philippi was such a spiritually dark pagan city, the Spirit used four different methods to open up the people to the message of Jesus Christ. 

First, God used prepared hearts. Often, when we take the gospel into a new place, we will find that there are one or more individuals who are ready to respond to the gospel. They are like ripe fruit on a tree, ready to drop into God’s hand at the slightest touch. That’s the kind of person Lydia was. 

Lydia was a businesswoman who sold goods that were dyed with the costly purple dye that was so highly prized in those days. She made a good living, owned her own home, and was eager to show hospitality to Paul and his companions. Her heart was ready to receive the gospel. She’d been prepared by God. 

There have been times when I have spoken to groups of hostile non-Christians, and when I have seen them look at me coldly, with their defenses up, I have always been encouraged to realize that there are unquestionably one or two people in that group whom God has prepared. I have never doubted it, and I have always found it to be true. I always try to talk to those whom God has prepared, while ignoring the hostility of the rest. 

That’s what Paul encountered here. Lydia was ready to believe. When she heard Paul’s gospel, she recognized the good news of Jesus Christ as the fulfillment of all her Jewish hopes. So she opened her heart and received the Lord—the first Christian convert on the continent of Europe. 

The Spectacular Deliverance of the Slave Girl 
Second, God used a spectacular deliverance to open up the city of Philippi to the gospel. Luke writes: 

Once when we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit by which she predicted the future. She earned a great deal of money for her owners by fortune-telling. This girl followed Paul and the rest of us, shouting, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” She kept this up for many days. Finally Paul became so troubled that he turned around and said to the spirit, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” At that moment the spirit left her. (Acts 16:16-18) 

One way God arrests attention is by an act of spectacular deliverance. Sometimes He offers physical deliverance, as when He healed the lame man (see Acts 3). At other times, He offers spiritual deliverance, as in the case of this slave girl—what we would call a medium or a witch. She had opened herself to possession by an evil spirit, and the spirit used her as a channel to convey messages from the demonic realm. Spiritually unwary people paid money to the slave girl’s owners for demonic information. 

It’s striking that this girl followed Paul and his companions, shouting, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved” (Acts 16:17). At first glance, she seems to be doing Paul a favor. In reality, this is a satanic attack on the gospel. Satan knows the power of God’s Word, and he knew what Paul could accomplish in Philippi if given a chance. So, to derail the gospel message, he attempted to form an alliance with Paul in order to subvert Paul’s gospel. 

Satan’s two principal approaches are outright attack and seduction. If Satan could form an alliance with Paul, he could seduce Paul into betraying the gospel. This was a fiendishly clever attack, because the girl appeared to be on Paul’s side, and the announcement she made was true. But Paul wisely refused to allow Satan to give testimony on his behalf. 

Evil spirits tried a similar ploy when Jesus ministered in Israel. When the man who was possessed by many spirits fell on his knees before Jesus, he shouted, “What do you want with me, Jesus, Son of the Most High God?” (Mark 5:7). And though the evil spirits told the truth about who He was, Jesus refused to accept their testimony. Instead, He ordered the demons out of the man. Jesus refused the testimony of demons for two reasons. 

First, if anyone was drawn to Jesus by the demons’ words, they would be coming to Him on the wrong basis, with the wrong motive. Second, the demons were only using the truth for bait. Eventually, the truth would be mingled with error until people could no longer distinguish truth from lies. That’s how cults begin: They mingle truth with error until their followers are led completely astray. 

Someone once sent me a copy of Edgar Cayce’s Story of Jesus. Edgar Cayce (1877-1945) was an American psychic who claimed he could channel answers to questions that were asked of him about health, the future, religion, reincarnation, and astrology. People called him the sleeping prophet because he would go into a sleep-like trance and utter information that allegedly came from the spirit world. His Story of Jesus is a mishmash of occultism and Christianity, weaving New Testament truth with absurd revelations about Jesus having been reincarnated many times, including having been a leader named Amilius on the lost continent of Atlantis. Cayce is also the source of the legend that Jesus traveled to India to study Eastern religion. Many people have been misled by this and other concoctions of error mingled with truth. 

That is the threat Paul faces. Finally he became so troubled by the evil spirit’s sly opposition through this possessed girl that he turns and says to the spirit, “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” (Acts 16:18). Instantly, the girl was delivered. 

Satan Provokes Mob Violence 

Third, God permits satanic activity to open up the city of Philippi to the gospel. 

As always, Satan was quick to twist that incident to his own purposes. He used this event to provoke men to oppose the apostle Paul. It may seem superficially that Paul is confronted by merely human opposition, but make no mistake, this is a satanic attack. We must understand that when Satan provokes people to attack Paul and his companions, this attack is permitted by God. This is the third means God uses to open up the city of Philippi. Let’s see what happens next: 

When the owners of the slave girl realized that their hope of making money was gone, they seized Paul and Silas and dragged them into the marketplace to face the authorities. They brought them before the magistrates and said, “These men are Jews, and are throwing our city into an uproar by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice.” 

The crowd joined in the attack against Paul and Silas, and the magistrates ordered them to be stripped and beaten. After they had been severely flogged, they were thrown into prison, and the jailer was commanded to guard them carefully. Upon receiving such orders, he put them in the inner cell and fastened their feet in the stocks. (Acts 16:19-24) 

Paul tells us that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). Those evil rulers and spiritual powers took a keen interest in everything the apostle Paul did. When we see violent opposition to Paul, we can be sure that this opposition was satanically inspired. 

God permitted this satanic attack for a good reason: He knew that this attack would open a door for a church to be planted in this city. Whenever violence opposes Christian witness, it’s a sign that evil is deeply entrenched there. Writing to the Christians in Corinth, Paul calls this embedded evil a stronghold. Moreover, he says, “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds” (2 Corinthians 10:4). 

There was a stronghold of evil in Philippi, and God used this attack on Paul and Silas to demolish its power. The fall of that stronghold would open the surrounding region to the gospel. When the effort to penetrate a region with the gospel meets violent opposition, you can be sure you are attacking a stronghold of evil. 

This stronghold was expressed in the pride of the Philippians because of their status as Roman citizens. Notice the clever argument of the slave girl’s owners. They hauled Paul and Silas before the magistrates and said, “These men are Jews and are throwing our city into an uproar by advocating customs unlawful for us Romans to accept or practice” (Acts 16:20-21). Paul and Silas, they claimed, had injured precious Roman pride. 

The people responded to this charge with emotion, not logic, and formed a lynch mob. Even the magistrates, who were supposed to settle such matters with reasoned application of the law, were swept up in the emotion of the moment. They ordered that Paul and Silas be stripped and flogged. 

After the beating, Paul and Silas were tossed into the dungeon. Their feet were locked in stocks so that they couldn’t turn over. They either had to sleep sitting up or lie down with their bleeding backs against the cold, filthy dungeon wall. 

God’s Dramatic Intervention 

Fourth, God used dramatic intervention to open up the city of Philippi to the gospel. Luke writes: 

About midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the other prisoners were listening to them. Suddenly there was such a violent earthquake that the foundations of the prison were shaken. At once all the prison doors flew open, and everybody’s chains came loose. (Acts 16:25-26) 

There’s nothing unusual about an earthquake in this region. To this day, temblors are common in northern Macedonia. The earthquake was natural; the timing was supernatural. God released the earthquake at the moment of His choosing, and He set Paul, Silas, and the other prisoners free. 

The most dramatic aspect of this story is not the earthquake. It’s the fact that Paul and Silas were singing at midnight. It was a sacred concert that literally brought the house down. Imagine these two men, their backs raw and bloody, suffering incredible injustice in that wretched hole. They never asked, “God, how could you let this happen?” No, they praised God. They sang a first-century version of “How Great Thou Art.” 

I believe Paul and Silas rejoiced because they knew that Satan had panicked. Our enemy usually relies on stealth and subtlety, but when he resorts to violence, it’s a sign of desperation—and that meant victory for Paul and Silas. As Paul would later write to the Christians in Philippi, “Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel” (Philippians 1:12). Their backs had been cut to ribbons, but the Lord had prevailed through His unstoppable resurrection power. 

Paul and Silas rejoiced because they understood that physical and emotional suffering produce Christian maturity. They had benefited by this experience. Again, Paul would later write to the believers in Philippi, “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him” (Philippians 1:29). Suffering is part of God’s program for making us mature in Christ. It’s part of the Christian curriculum. Without suffering, you will never be what God wants you to be. 

Returning to the narrative, we see that the ground shook and the prison was opened. Luke tells us what happened next: 

The jailer woke up, and when he saw the prison doors open, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself because he thought the prisoners had escaped. But Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” 

The jailer called for lights, rushed in and fell trembling before Paul and Silas. He then brought them out and asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 

They replied, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household.” Then they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all the others in his house. At that hour of the night the jailer took them and washed their wounds; then immediately he and all his family were baptized. The jailer brought them into his house and set a meal before them; he was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family. (Acts 16:27-34) 

The jailer knew he would be executed if his prisoners escaped. Rather than allow his superiors to take his life, he drew his sword to commit suicide. He was about to plunge it into his heart when Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” The jailer was amazed to see that Paul spoke the truth. Not one prisoner had escaped. Falling to his knees before Paul and Silas, he asked, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30).

Paul and Silas answer the jailer in terms of eternal things: “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved—you and your household” (Acts 16:31). The Philippian jailer believed, and so did the people in his household, and all were saved, just as Paul said. Here again we see the spontaneous emergence of body life—a church is born right before our eyes! Paul and Silas had already converted Lydia and perhaps some of the other women in the town, but you don’t have a church until you have men and women, and various classes of people. With the conversion of the jailer and his household, including his servants, the Philippian church has been founded. 

Note how the jailer now responded to Paul and Silas, his newfound brothers in Christ: He washed their wounds. That’s a beautiful picture of Christian love—and of the transformation that takes place through Christian conversion. Hours earlier, this man had thrown Paul and Silas into a dungeon, locked them in stocks, and may have even cursed them as they sang. Now they were guests in his house, and he was providing for their needs and their comfort. This is the way brothers in Christ love one another—and this is body life. 

Luke tells us that the jailer “was filled with joy because he had come to believe in God—he and his whole family” (Acts 16:34). He was filled with joy as a new believer, and he could celebrate with Paul and Silas the defeat of Satan in Philippi. 

Citizen Paul 

So this is D-Day for the gospel. The word of Jesus Christ has invaded Europe, demolished one of Satan’s strongholds, and established a beachhead in the city of Philippi in Macedonia. In the final section of this passage, Paul solidifies his victory on behalf of the body of Christ: 

When it was daylight, the magistrates sent their officers to the jailer with the order: “Release those men.” The jailer told Paul, “The magistrates have ordered that you and Silas be released. Now you can leave. Go in peace.” 

But Paul said to the officers: “They beat us publicly without a trial, even though we are Roman citizens, and threw us into prison. And now do they want to get rid of us quietly? No! Let them come themselves and escort us out.” 

The officers reported this to the magistrates, and when they heard that Paul and Silas were Roman citizens, they were alarmed. They came to appease them and escorted them from the prison, requesting them to leave the city. After Paul and Silas came out of the prison, they went to Lydia’s house, where they met with the brothers and encouraged them. Then they left. (Acts 16:35-40) 

Paul had the officials in Philippi over a barrel, and he proceeded to extract apologies and concessions from them. The magistrates who previously mistreated him had to apologize to Paul and Silas and beg them to go in peace. Paul replied, in effect, “Okay, we’ll go—but in our own time. Before we go, we want to visit with our brothers and sisters in Philippi.” 

Who were these brothers? I believe some were prisoners who were converted by their encounter with Paul and Silas. Many were probably converted even before the quake, and that’s why they willingly remained in the prison with Paul and Silas instead of escaping. 

Why did Paul raise the issue of his Roman citizenship? Why didn’t he tell the authorities before he was flogged? Everything Paul did, he did for the sake of the gospel and for the Christians in Philippi. Imagine how the believers in Philippi were gladdened to see the highest officials in the city humbled, forced to meet Paul and Silas on their terms, and forced to apologize for judicial malpractice. Paul’s action elevated the church in Philippi to a much higher status than it otherwise would have had. Paul endured a flogging for the sake of the church in Philippi. 

Paul’s final act before leaving was to gather the brethren together and encourage them to go on with the Lord. When you read the letter to the Philippians, written from Paul’s Roman prison, you see that he was still teaching and encouraging them. 

That’s the pattern the early Christians followed. The minute believers came together, they began sharing body life together—bearing one another’s burdens, praying for one another, rejoicing together, and living out the life of Jesus Christ through their own lives. That is the pattern the church needs to rediscover. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 16:11-40.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 16:11-40 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 17, concentrating on verses 1-9.

1.
a.
Where did Paul and his companions go next? (Acts 17:1)

b.
Challenge: The apostle Paul, led by the Spirit, passed through some cities while stopping to preach in others. Read 1 Thessalonians 1:7-8, from a letter Paul later wrote to the believers in Thessalonica. What was the benefit of choosing this strategic population center as the focal point for the spread of the gospel?

c.
Where did Paul begin his ministry in Thessalonica? (Acts 17:2a)

2.
a.
What words in Acts 17:2b-3a demonstrate Paul’s method of preaching the gospel?

b.
What was the central message Paul preached? (Acts 17:3b)

3.
Who responded positively to the gospel in Thessalonica? (Acts 17:4)

4.
a.
How did the Jews who did not believe the gospel react to this? (Acts 17:5-6a)

b.
What was their accusation against Paul and Silas? (Acts 17:6b-7)

5.
a.
How did the city officials react to this accusation, and what action did they take? (Acts 17:8-9)

b.
Jason and the others had to post a bond guaranteeing that there would be no repetition of the trouble, which possibly meant they promised that Paul and Silas would leave Thessalonica and not return.
 Read 1 Thessalonians 3:6-10. Did the expulsion of Paul and Silas stop the spread of the gospel or the development of the church in Thessalonica?

6.
Personal: We tend to judge the success of a ministry based on stability, financial success, or other such characteristics. Onlookers might have written off Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica as a loss after he and Silas were forced to leave the city. But God does not judge as people judge, and He brings spiritual fruit in surprising places and times. Have you experienced “failure” when you witnessed to somebody or when you participated in ministry? How did you react? How does Paul’s experience in Thessalonica help you view your experience differently?

Third Day: Review Acts 17, concentrating on verses 10-15.

1.
a.
Where did Paul and Silas go next? (Acts 17:10a)

b.
As usual, where did they begin their ministry there? (Acts 17:10b)

2.
How did the Jews of Berea test the truth of Paul’s message? (Acts 17:11)

3.
Who believed the gospel message in Berea? (Acts 17:12)

4.
How was Paul’s ministry in Berea disrupted? (Acts 17:13)

5.
a.
Where did the Berean Christians escort Paul for his safety? (Acts 17:14-15a)

b.
What message did Paul send back with them to Berea? (Acts 17:15b)

6.
Personal: Though Paul’s ministry in Berea was also cut short, he must have left with confidence that the Berean believers would flourish, since they “examined the Scriptures every day” (Acts 17:11). What difference do you notice in your spiritual life if you neglect to spend daily time in the Word and prayer?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 17, concentrating on verses 16-21.

1.
What evidence did Paul find in Athens of the many false gods worshipped by the Athenians? (Acts 17:16)

2.
What did Paul do in response to this evidence of spiritual hunger? (Acts 17:17)

3.
How did some of the Gentile Athenians respond to Paul’s message? (Acts 17:18-20)

4.
a.
How did Luke characterize the people of Athens in Acts 17:21?

b.
Challenge: Do you think these people were really looking for the truth?

5.
Personal: Have you experienced similar reactions when you have told people about Jesus Christ? Do you ever hesitate to talk to people about Jesus because you fear that they won’t be interested, or that they might mock you?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 17, concentrating on verses 22-27.

1.
a.
How did Paul establish common ground with his hearers before introducing them to Jesus Christ? (Acts 17:22-23)

b.
Challenge: How is this approach explained by Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 9:20-23?

2.
What amazing truth about the living God does Paul proclaim to the Athenians? (Acts 17:24-25)

3.
How does Paul demonstrate that God is the Lord of history? (Acts 17:26)

4.
a.
Why does God allow all of human history to take place? (Acts 17:27)

b.
Challenge: How do the following verses affirm this truth?


Isaiah 55:6-7


Jeremiah 29:12-13


Luke 11:9-10


James 4:8

5.
Personal: Do you sometimes feel that God is far away, that He really doesn’t care about you? The amazing truth is that He is near—He wants you to reach out to Him and be reconciled to Him through faith in His Son, Jesus Christ. If you haven’t yet done this, why not pray about it now?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 17, concentrating on verses 28-34.

1.
a.
Again seeking common ground with his hearers, what does Paul quote from Greek poets to support his teaching about man and his relationship to God? (Acts 17:28)

b.
Challenge: Read Genesis 1:26-27. In what way are we God’s offspring?

c.
Personal: We are all God’s offspring in the sense that He created us. According to John 1:12-13 how can we truly become a child of God? Have you helped anyone else discover this truth?

2.
Since we are God’s offspring, what shouldn’t we do? (Acts 17:29) 

3.
a.
Before Jesus Christ came to earth, God had overlooked people’s ignorance. What does God now expect in response to these truths? (Acts 17:30)

b.
“To repent” means to have a change of mind. You have been going in one direction and now you change the direction. What do you learn about this from the following verses?


1 Thessalonians 1:9b


Acts 20:21

4.
a.
Why does Paul say it is important to repent? (Acts 17:31a)

b.
What is the proof of this fact of coming judgment? (Acts 17;31b)

5.
a.
How did these Athenians respond to Paul’s words? (Acts 17:32-33)

b.
Did anyone believe Paul’s message? (Acts 17:34)

6.
Personal: Even though there were only a few believers who responded to Paul, the body of Christ in Athens was founded, and the light of Christ would shine out from it. Are you a member of a small body of believers? Perhaps you have been discouraged at its small size. Read Jesus’ words in Matthew 18:20. How does this encourage you for your small group of believers?

Acts Lesson 17
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Acts 17 Rabble and Nobles 

After establishing a beachhead for the gospel in the city of Philippi, Paul and his companions moved on to Thessalonica, as we see in Acts 17:1-4. When Paul and his friends entered Thessalonica, they sought a Jewish synagogue. The Lord had instructed Paul to take the gospel to the Jews first, and that was always his pattern. In the synagogue in Thessalonica, he reasoned with the people from the Scriptures over a span of three Sabbath mornings. 

What was Paul doing during the rest of the week? We know from Acts 18:3 that Paul was a tentmaker by profession. He tells us in one of his letters to the Thessalonians, “We were not idle when we were with you, nor did we eat anyone’s food without paying for it. On the contrary, we worked night and day, laboring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you” (2 Thessalonians 3:7b-8). 

One Messiah or Two? 

When Paul taught from the Scriptures on the Sabbath, he dealt head-on with the issue that was the most difficult for the Jewish mind to accept: the death and resurrection of Christ. The Jewish people were looking for the Messiah, and they would have accepted Jesus of Nazareth as the Messiah if He had come in the form they expected: a conquering king who would subdue all enemies, rule over nations, and bring an end to war and oppression. But they could not accept a Messiah who had to suffer and die a criminal’s death on a Roman cross. 

Some Jewish rabbis proposed the idea that there were two Messiahs prophesied in Scripture. One was the glorious, triumphant king. The other would be a suffering forerunner preparing the way for the conquering Messiah. They didn’t understand that the suffering Messiah and the triumphant Messiah were one and the same—and He had to suffer first, then reign. 

Paul taught from the Scriptures that there is only one Messiah. “This Jesus I am proclaiming to you,” he said, “is the Christ” (Acts 17:3). He probably taught the people from such passages as Isaiah 53 and Psalm 22, which spoke of the sufferings of the Messiah. Then, when he spoke of the resurrection of Jesus, he probably quoted Psalm 16:9-10: “Therefore my heart is glad and my tongue rejoices; my body also will rest secure, because you will not abandon me to the grave, nor will you let your Holy One see decay.” 

Luke records that three groups of people responded to the gospel: “Some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women” (Acts 17:4). 

First, there were the Jews. Religious people are the hardest to reach. They already have a set of beliefs and are emotionally attached to them. It can be hard to reason with such people and get them to look at new evidence in a logical way. But Paul, with his gifts for teaching and preaching, managed to reach a few of the religious Jewish people in Thessalonica. 

Second, there were the Greeks—unprejudiced Gentiles who, weary of the pagan philosophies, had come to the synagogue to hear the truth about the one true God. Now Paul came with this amazing new message. As these Gentiles heard the word of the gospel, they were tremendously impressed, and they believed. 

Third, a group of leading women of the city responded to the gospel. The gospel had a particular appeal to women, especially to prominent women of the upper classes. Why? It’s likely that these women had an understanding of the philosophies of Greek culture and had found these philosophies to be empty and unsatisfying to the soul. Moreover, the Greek culture was permeated with degrading sexual practices that devastated women. Many of these women turned toward the enlightened morality of Judaism, only to find themselves burdened with oppressive rules and rituals that again left them empty. Finally, Paul came, bringing the glad news that, in Jesus Christ, there is neither male nor female, bond nor free, Jew nor Gentile, black nor white, nor any other distinction. All the walls that separate people from each other and from God had been torn down. These women responded joyously to the liberating gospel of Jesus Christ. 

So the message of Paul and his companions had a tremendous effect upon the city. God invaded the city of Thessalonica through the prepared hearts of those who were ready and ripe for the good news. 

The Rabble Rise up Against Paul and Silas 

But Satan was not idle. He struck back immediately. As we shall see, however, God uses even the schemes of the devil to further His own purposes. In Acts 17:5-9 we see a familiar pattern: The religious leaders were unable to out-reason and out-debate Paul and Silas. Jealous of the missionaries’ ability to win converts to Christ, the religious leaders resorted to violence. They went around the marketplace and gathered up the rabble, the bad characters, the loafers and malcontents, and incited them to a fever pitch, turning them against Paul and Silas for no reason whatsoever. 

But God is fully in control. Just before the mob arrives, He sends Paul and Silas away. The mob has to be satisfied with dragging out Jason, who had offered lodging to the missionaries. The mob drags Jason and some other Christians before the city authorities, and they make accusations against Paul and Silas, who are not present. There is just enough truth in their false charges to make them sound credible. Paul and Silas are accused of two crimes. 

First, the leaders of the mob accused Paul and Silas of being notorious troublemakers. They said, “These men who have caused trouble all over the world have now come here!” (Acts 17:6). Perhaps these religious leaders had heard about the trouble in Philippi. 

Second, the leaders of the mob accused Paul and Silas of challenging Caesar’s authority by preaching another king—Jesus. This reveals the nature of Paul’s message: He has been preaching the kingdom that Jesus proclaimed—a spiritual kingdom that encompasses all of humanity. Every human being is a subject of that kingdom, like it or not. Those who rebel against His kingship are rebellious subjects, but they are subjects nonetheless. These religious leaders have interpreted Paul’s preaching as a challenge and an insult to the authority of Caesar. 

The city officials settled the matter by putting “Jason and the others on bail” (Acts 17:9). This makes it sound as though Paul and Silas were out on bail, awaiting trial, but if that is so, these two Christian leaders jumped bail. As we will see, they left by night. It’s unthinkable that Paul and Silas would deliberately cheat justice, so the bond Jason posted was evidently an amount of money paid as a guarantee that Paul and Silas would leave Thessalonica and never return. 

Paul may have referred to this promise not to return to Thessalonica when he wrote in his first letter to the Thessalonians: “But, brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you. For we wanted to come to you—certainly I, Paul, did, again and again—but Satan stopped us” (1 Thessalonians 2:17-18). How did Satan stop them? Perhaps by this official guarantee, made in Paul’s absence, that he would never return. 

The Noble Bereans 

The next stop for Paul and company is the city of Berea, as we see in Acts 17:10-12. Luke draws a sharp contrast between the impulsive rabble in Thessalonica and the noble Bereans. Why did Luke call them noble? It’s because they took nothing on blind faith but checked everything Paul said against the Scriptures. Noble people think, reason, and investigate the truth for themselves. Those who are too lazy to search out the truth are lost in a sea of relativism and confusion. They let others do their thinking for them and are easily manipulated, like the rabble in Thessalonica. 

It is dangerous to let any leader do your thinking for you. If you do, you’ll be misled and won’t recognize his or her errors until it’s too late. Question every human teacher. Indeed, question everything I write in this study. Compare my teaching with the words of Scripture. The Word of God is the authority, not Ray Stedman or any other human teacher. Be as noble as these Bereans. Search the Scriptures for yourself. 

The account concludes with a familiar pattern in Acts 17:13-15. The religious leaders were not content to drive Paul out of Thessalonica. They pursued him sixty miles away, bringing with them their now-familiar tactic of stirring up crowds with emotional harangues. They attacked Paul and Silas, and once again, Paul was forced to slip out of the city by night.  Paul went by sea to Athens, leaving Silas and Timothy in Berea to establish the church. 

Alone in Athens 

Paul had left Berea in the company of certain unnamed Christians. These men escorted Paul to Athens and then returned to Berea with a message from Paul, asking Silas and Timothy to join him in Athens as soon as possible. While Paul was waiting at Athens, he went sightseeing, as any tourist would. As the apostle walked around the city, he saw literally hundreds of statues and shrines dedicated to the many Greek gods—false gods worshiped by the Athenians. 

Luke tells us that Paul was greatly distressed when he saw the idolatry of Athens. Paul was not angry with the people who worshiped these idols. In fact, the presence of so many idols revealed that the people of Athens had a deep spiritual hunger, even though idolatry represents a tragic distortion of our human capacity for faith in God. Faith in false gods offers only the darkness of superstition. 

In response to the delusion he saw all around him in Athens, Paul began to preach the soul-delivering truth of Jesus. There were three groups to whom he spoke in Athens. 

First, he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. There he spoke to the religious people, the Jews and devout Gentile converts. Like Paul, they hated the idolatry of the city but could do nothing about it. Paul preached the gospel to them, but with seemingly little effect. 

Second, he went to the ordinary citizens of the city in the marketplace of Athens. He preached to the tradesmen, shopkeepers, and customers who went about their business. He spoke to crowds and individuals. Most were too busy buying and selling to stop and hear Paul’s message. 

Third, he went to the philosophers, the intellectual elite of the city. Two kinds of philosophers are mentioned: the Epicureans and the Stoics. If you think that there are no Epicureans or Stoics left in the world, you’re mistaken. Though they go by other names, the people who live by these philosophies are still with us. 

Paul Versus the Atheists and Pantheists 

The Epicureans were atheists and materialists. They denied the existence of God and the afterlife. They believed that this life is the only existence we will ever know, and so human beings should get the most out of life before they die. To the Epicureans, pleasure is the highest virtue. Their motto is “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.” To this day, the prevailing attitude in the world is “live for the moment.” 

The Stoics, followers of the philosopher Zeno, were pantheists. They believed that everything is God and that God does not exist as a separate being. God is in the rocks and trees and sky and everything around us. Their attitude toward life was one of resignation. They prided themselves on their fatalistic endurance of hardship without complaint or self-pity. There are many among us who face life with stoic resignation. 

Luke tells us, in Acts 17:18b-21, how these two groups responded when they heard Paul’s message. The atheist Epicureans were contemptuous of Paul’s message. “What is this babbler trying to say?” they asked as they dismissed him and his gospel. But the Stoics were interested in what Paul had to say. This is not because they had a genuine desire to know Jesus Christ but because they were intrigued by the fact that Paul seemed to preach two new gods—one named Jesus and the other named Resurrection. The Greeks were accustomed to hearing philosophical concepts personified as gods. In Athens, there were altars to Reason, to Virtue, and to various other concepts, so why not an altar to Resurrection? They were interested because, as Luke said, they “spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas” (Acts 17:21), much as many people do today. 

Ancient Athens contained the same cross-section of humanity we see: religious recluses who wall themselves off from an idolatrous society; superstitious idolaters living lives of quiet desperation; atheistic materialists who live for today; and self-sufficient fatalists who take pride in their stoic resignation. Paul came to this society with a word of deliverance from God: believe in the resurrected Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved. This was a message the people of Athens had never heard before, so they invited Paul to present his message before a meeting of the Areopagus. 

Paul’s Introduction 

In his message, Paul gave us a splendid example of how the gospel delivers human beings. There are three parts to this message, beginning with his attention-arresting introduction in Acts 17:22-23. Note the graciousness of Paul’s words. He did not denounce the Athenians for their idolatry. In fact, he complimented their interest in spiritual things. He said, in effect, “I have walked around your city, and I can see that you are a very religious people.” The Athenians understood that he was complimenting them for having a consciousness of, and a capacity for, the things of God. 

He went on to say, in effect, “While walking around your city, I found one particular altar dedicated to an unknown god.” Paul told the people, “This unknown God is the One I have come to tell you about. I have come to declare to you the God you have unknowingly and ignorantly worshiped for years.” Paul’s introduction reveals the emptiness of paganism. If you do not worship the true God, there is no end to your searching. Paul understands the spiritual anguish of human beings crying out for a God they know must exist but cannot find. 

God Is the Maker and Giver of All Things 

After his introduction, Paul proceeded to make the first of two points. First, in Acts 17:24, he unfolded the truth about the living God that is obscured by idolatry: There are not many gods. There is one God, and He is the Maker of all things. God was not created by man; He is the One who made man and everything that exists throughout the universe. He is the Source and Originator of all things. 

God is the giver and has no needs. “He is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything,” Paul says, “because he himself gives all men life and breath and everything else” (Acts 17:25). Pagan idolatry teaches that the gods demand gifts from human beings. Paul says, “That’s wrong! The true and living God does not need gifts from you. He Himself is the giver of life and breath and all good gifts.” 

People fall into the same error today. They think that idolatry is practiced only by primitive people, yet they themselves are ensnared in idolatry. They sacrifice their time, effort, energy, and devotion to the demanding gods they have made. An idol is anything that occupies the primary place of importance in your life. Some people have made wealth and material possessions their god. Others have made a god of fame, and they will sacrifice anything to attain it. Some people make idols of alcohol or drugs or gambling or some other addiction. That’s why the most successful addiction recovery programs are those that replace the idol of addiction with a relationship with God. 

False gods promise to provide the things we want most in life: meaning, purpose, joy, satisfaction, and security. But false gods are liars. The things we want most in life can come only from a relationship with the one true eternal God. Only He can give us the desires of our hearts. 

Paul told the Athenians that God does not live in temples made by human hands. As he said this, he may have pointed up toward the Parthenon, for it was revered as the home of Athena, the goddess for whom Athens was named. God does not live in buildings. He needs no roof over his head. He created the universe and everything in it. 

God Draws All of Humanity to Himself 

In Acts 17:26-27, Paul makes the second of his two points: God draws people to Himself. To the Athenians, the gods dwelt high on Mount Olympus, remote from humanity. People had to go through perilous journeys to find the gods and placate them. But the true and living God has reached out to humanity. He is not remote; He does not hide. He is near.
The one true God is the Lord of history. He made man as one race, originating from one source. Despite differences of pigment, stature, and feature that exist around the world, there is only one race of human beings, and all descend from one source. God has determined where and how long they shall live. He allows one nation to rise, another to fall. God does not do so arbitrarily or capriciously but strategically: He arranges events so that human beings might find Him. That is why He allows history to take place. 

All of human history is focused on one single goal: God wants to motivate human beings to seek Him. The Scriptures affirm this truth again and again: “Anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him” (Hebrews 11:6b). And in the Old Testament we read, “‘You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. I will be found by you,’ declares the Lord,” (Jeremiah 29:13-14a). 

I’ve met scores of people who were in the grip of an idolatrous delusion— seeking fame or success, addicted to drugs or alcohol, compulsively pursuing pleasure and sexual gratification—until some calamity crashed into their lives. Suddenly, they saw their need of God. They realized that God had been calling to them, and they had stubbornly resisted Him—so, at last, they have surrendered to Him. If God is calling you, don’t make Him use extreme measures to get your attention. Draw near to God, and He will draw near to you (see James 4:8). 

We Are God’s Offspring 

Paul concludes in Acts 17:27-31 with a discourse on our relationship with our Creator, with a statement of human dignity, rooted in the recognition that we are God’s offspring. It is not biblical to tell people that human beings are vile, worthless worms. True, we are powerless to save ourselves, and the highest righteousness we can achieve in our own strength is like filthy rags. But the Bible does not tell us we are worthless worms. 

In the Scriptures we learn that we are made in the image of God, and we have a capacity to respond to God. We are made for God. We have a love for building and creating and achieving goals because we were made in the image of a God who is a builder, a creator, and a master planner. Human inventiveness and creativity are echoes of the creative genius of God. We seek fellowship with one another because God seeks fellowship with us, and we are made in His image. God’s likeness, stamped upon us at creation, is the source of our greatest dignity. 

Paul points out that since we were made in God’s image with a capacity to know Him, it’s insulting to God and degrading to ourselves to worship an idol. “Therefore since we are God’s offspring,” Paul says, “we should not think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone—an image made by man’s design and skill” (Acts 17:29). Paul is deeply troubled by the tragedy of prostituting our noble capacity for God through idolatry. 

“In the past God overlooked such ignorance,” Paul says, “but now he commands all people everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30). When Paul speaks of the past, he is not talking about Old Testament times. He is speaking of the past of each individual who is hearing him speak. He’s saying, in effect, “Prior to this moment, you were ignorant, and God took your ignorance of Him into account. But now you have heard the truth, and God commands you to repent of your idolatry and turn to Him.” 

Once that person learns the truth about Jesus, he or she becomes responsible to respond to that truth through repentance. Paul says that God “commands all people everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30), to change their minds, to turn around and walk in a new direction. Paul then states three great facts that underscore the importance of repentance. 

First, there is a day of judgment coming. “For he has set a day,” Paul says, “when he will judge the world” (Acts 17:31). The day of judgment has been fixed and circled in red on God’s calendar. You and I don’t know when that day will come, but the Father knows the exact date when every life will be evaluated. 

Second, there is an unchallengeable Judge. ‘He will judge the world with justice,” Paul says, “by the man he has appointed” (Acts 17:31). That man is Jesus (see John 5:22). The One who will evaluate every human life will not be some remote deity upon Mount Olympus, but rather a man who has lived among us, who knows what human life is like. He has been tempted and tested in every way as we are, yet without sin (see Hebrews 4:15). He will pass judgment on that day. 

Third, God has made these facts known through a historic event, an irrefutable truth: God raised Jesus from the dead. That is the foundational reality upon which Christianity rests. If you can disprove the resurrection of Jesus, you can destroy Christianity in one blow. As long as that fact remains, Christianity is unshaken. 

The Athenians’ Reaction 

In the closing verses of this passage, Acts 17:32-34, Luke relates the reaction of the Athenians. Some Athenians mocked Paul’s words. That’s still the reaction of many people today. When they hear of Jesus and His resurrection, they ridicule the subject. 

Others put off making a decision. Paul had just called them to repentance, but they said, in effect, “You are an interesting man, and you have many fascinating ideas. We’d like to hear more from you—tomorrow. No, we don’t wish to repent right now, thanks. We don’t want to get swept up in the emotions of the moment. We wish to view this entire subject with intellectual detachment. Come back tomorrow, and give us more evidence that we may study.” This was an intellectual delaying tactic. 

But there were still others who responded immediately to Paul’s message. They heard, they believed, and they repented. The ones who repented were the earnest, honest seekers after truth. They wanted answers to life’s questions, and the moment they heard the good news of Jesus Christ, they knew they had found it. The story of the crucified and resurrected Lord broke through their darkness, and their hungry hearts responded. These few people formed the nucleus of the church in Athens. Here, amid the darkness of pagan idolatry, the light of Jesus Christ shone—and the body of Christ took form in that city. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 17.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 17 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 18:1—19:7, concentrating on 18:1-4.

1.
Where did Paul go after he left Athens? (Acts 18:1)

2.
Who did Paul meet there, and why were these people in Corinth? (Acts 18:2a)

3.
a.
What relationship did Paul form with them, and why? (Acts 18:2b-3)

b.
Read Romans 16:3. What was the eventual result of Paul’s relationship with them?

4.
Challenge: From the following verses, did Paul usually work to support himself? Was he entitled to expect financial support from those he ministered to? Why did he sometimes not use this right?

Acts 20:34

1 Corinthians 9:11-14

2 Thessalonians 3:8-9

5.
How did Paul begin his ministry in Corinth? (Acts 18:4)

6.
Personal: The time Paul spent with Priscilla and Aquila, working at their mutual trade of tent making, provided the opportunity for him to share his faith and lead them to Jesus Christ. Think of the people with whom you spend time regularly, whether in a job, neighborhood activities, volunteer work, sports, etc. How can you make yourself available to them, so that you can share the good news of Jesus Christ through both your actions and your words?

Third Day: Review Acts 18:1—19:7, concentrating on 18:5-11.

1.
What change to his activities did Paul make when Silas and Timothy arrived in Corinth? (Acts 18:5)

2.
a.
What did Paul do when serious opposition arose in the synagogue? (Acts 18:6-7)

b.
Challenge: How does Ezekiel 3:17-19 help you understand what Paul said?

3.
a.
Who was one of the first to accept Paul’s message in Corinth? (Acts 18:8a)

b.
Was Paul’s ministry in Corinth fruitful? (Acts 18:8b)

4.
a.
What did the Lord tell Paul in a vision? (Acts 18:9-10)

b.
What did Paul later write to the Corinthian believers in 1 Corinthians 2:3?

c.
Review: Why did Paul have good reason to feel this way, according to the following verses?


Acts 14:19-20 (in Lystra)


Acts 16:22-23 (in Philippi)


Acts 17:5 (in Thessalonica)

5.
Because of the encouragement and strength God gave Paul through the vision, how long did he stay ministering in Corinth? (Acts 18:11)

6.
Personal: Just as He promised Paul, God also promises to be with you always if you are a believer. This does not mean you will never endure suffering or persecution, but you will never have to go through these things alone. Read Matthew 28:20b and 2 Corinthians 12:9. How do these promises help you as you face your current circumstances and the unknown future?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 18:1—19:7, concentrating on 18:12-17.

1.
How did the Jews of Corinth attack Paul? (Acts 18:12)

2.
What area of Roman law did the Jews charge Paul with breaking? (Acts 18:13)

3.
What law did the Roman proconsul say the Jews’ complaint actually involved? (Acts 18:14-15a)

4.
What answer to their complaint did the Jews receive? (Acts 18:15b-16)

5.
What happened to Sosthenes, the synagogue ruler, after his failed attempt to have Paul punished? (Acts 18:17)

6.
Personal: Just as God promised in Paul’s vision, He restrained the forces of evil so that no harm came to Paul in this attack. Paul was able to continue in ministry, knowing that God was watching over him and working through him to bring about His purpose. How have you experienced God’s protection in a difficult or threatening situation?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 18:1—19:7, concentrating on 18:18-28.

1.
a.
What did Paul do before leaving Corinth? (Cenchrea was a port for Corinth; Acts 18:18)

b.
Challenge: Luke is writing to Gentiles and doesn’t elaborate on this vow. Although the Bible doesn’t expressly say so, Paul’s vow appears to be a Nazirite vow. Read Numbers 6:1-21, and summarize what such a vow involved.

2.
a.
 How did Paul respond when the Ephesians asked him to stay longer with them? (Acts 18:19-21)

b.
Paul sailed from Ephesus to Caesarea, which was the port city for Jerusalem since the time of Herod the Great.
 When he “went up” to Jerusalem, who did he spend time with there? (Acts 18:22a)

3.
a.
From Acts 18:22b-23a, where did Paul go after leaving Jerusalem? Here he would have been reporting to and ministering within the church that originally commissioned him to reach the Gentiles (see Acts 13:1-3).

b.
Paul now set out on his third missionary journey. Where did he go? (Acts 18:23b)

4.
a.
Who came to Ephesus, and how is he described in Acts 18:24-25a?

b.
What limited his understanding of the Christian message? (Acts 18:25b)

5.
a.
How did Priscilla and Aquila help Apollos? (Acts 18:26)

b.
When Apollos went to Corinth in Achaia, how was he a help to the believers there? (Acts 18:27-28)

6.
Personal: Apollos’ message was incomplete because he knew nothing of the cross, or of the resurrection, or of the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. Priscilla and Aquila graciously invited him to their home and helped him understand the gospel more completely. There may be someone you know whose knowledge of Jesus Christ is incomplete. How could you help them understand what they need to know?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 18:1—19:7, concentrating on 19:1-7.

1.
Where did Paul travel to next? (Acts 19:1a)

2.
Paul encountered some disciples at Ephesus. We are not told whose disciples they were, but if we link this account with the previous account concerning Apollos, it seems that they must have been disciples of Apollos. They were men and women whom Apollos had told about the teachings of John the Baptist, but these teachings were incomplete. What questions did Paul ask them and what answers did they give? (Acts 19:1b-3)

3.
Paul knew that the Holy Spirit would be given at the instant of genuine conversion. These disciples had only come as far as repentance. How does Luke summarize what Paul must have taught them about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and about the coming of the Holy Spirit? (Acts 19:4)

4.
a.
How did these disciples respond to Paul’s message? (Acts 19:5)

b.
What happened when they were baptized in the name of Jesus? (Acts 19:6)

5.
a.
Challenge: The mark of the coming of the Spirit is the exercise of spiritual gifts. Read 1 Corinthians 14:22. How were the two spiritual gifts that these disciples exercised a witness to both unbelieving Jews and to Christian believers?

b.
There are many Bible passages that speak of the gifts that the Spirit gives.
 Read 1 Corinthians 12:7-11. What is the purpose of these gifts, and who determines which gift each believer receives?

6.
Personal: If you truly believe in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and have asked Him to be your Lord and Savior, you have also received the Holy Spirit, and He has given you a gift. How are you exercising your gift(s) for the common good of your fellow believers?
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Acts 18:1—19:7 The Cross in Corinth 

Paul now left Athens and moved fifty miles west, to the city of Corinth. At the time Paul visited there, Corinth was the capital of the Roman province of Greece, which they called Achaia. It was a center of commerce and trade, located on a narrow neck of land between the Adriatic and Aegean Seas.  

Corinth was a center for worship of Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love and beauty (the Romans called her Venus). The great temple of Aphrodite stood on the Acrocorinth, the rocky hill overlooking the city. Every evening, a thousand prostitute-priestesses of the temple would come down into the streets to ply their sensual trade. Thus Corinth was known as the hub of sensual indulgence for the Roman world. 

So the apostle Paul came to Corinth, a city much like the celebrated sin capitals of today’s world—Las Vegas, Rio de Janeiro, Amsterdam, Bangkok. It was infested with certain strongholds of evil that the apostle describes in his second letter to the Corinthians—places where evil was entrenched and difficult to dislodge: “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds” (2 Corinthians 10:4). In Corinth, the pagan belief system created a stronghold that was intensely resistant to the gospel. 

Paul, the Tentmaker-Evangelist 

The apostle arrived as a stranger, knowing no one, yet confident that God would open the door to ministry. Luke tells us how he went about it in Acts 18:1-4. Again, Paul follows the familiar pattern by beginning his ministry in the synagogue. He made his living by working as a tentmaker, and while he was working at his trade, probably in the Corinthian marketplace, Paul encountered a fellow Jew who was also a tentmaker. This man was Aquila. Along with his wife, Priscilla, he had just been forced out of Rome by an anti-Jewish decree of Claudius. 

Since Paul plied the same trade as Aquila and his wife, the three of them worked together, and it wasn’t long before Paul led Aquila and Priscilla to Christ. They became faithful ministry partners of the apostle Paul and are frequently mentioned in the pages of Scripture. 

Paul has set an example for us all. As believers, we should take advantage of every situation where we can build relationships with people so that we can share the good news of Jesus Christ. The workplace is a natural environment for building friendships. At the same time, we should remember not to use company time for evangelism. We owe full diligence to our employers when we are on the clock. But we can invite our co-workers over for weekend barbecues, be available to them in times of crisis, and set a good example of Christlikeness at all times. 

The Arrival of Silas and Timothy 

When Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia and rejoined Paul, the apostle took a different approach toward ministry in Corinth, as we see in Acts 18:5-8. Paul’s efforts in Corinth were initially successful, but it was not long before the preaching of the crucified Christ aroused bitter opposition in the synagogue. As long as Paul dwelt upon the predictions of a glorious, conquering Messiah, the people listened attentively. But when Paul spoke of the suffering and crucified Messiah, the people openly opposed him. 

So Paul shook out his clothes before them—a Middle Eastern gesture that means, “I no longer have any relationship with you!” He told them, in effect, “I’ve tried to spare you from spiritual death, and you refuse to hear me! I tried to warn you, but you’ve sealed your own fate. Since you reject this message, I will go to the Gentiles of this city.” 

Luke includes a fascinating detail: When Paul went to the Gentiles, he didn’t go far. He went next door, to the house of Titius Justus. This is significant because we next see that Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, was won to Christ. Both he and his household believed. So even after Paul went to the Gentiles, he continued to have influence at the synagogue. Among the other citizens of Corinth there was a tremendous response. Many who heard Paul believed and were baptized.  

Assailing the Strongholds of Corinth 

Acts 18:9-11 reveals Paul’s emotional state while he was in Corinth. In the original Greek text, the Lord literally says to Paul, “Stop being afraid, but keep right on speaking.” This reveals that Paul was indeed afraid, and that’s understandable. A pattern was developing—a pattern that always seemed to end in violent opposition. Paul would start by preaching to the Jews in the synagogue. When they rejected his message, he would turn to the Gentiles and see many conversions. This aroused jealousy and hostility among the Jewish religious leaders, and soon he was either arrested or beaten or ousted from the city. 

We tend to think of Paul as practically fearless, but Paul experienced fear just as we do. In a letter to the Corinthians, he wrote, “I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling” (1 Corinthians 2:3). Paul greatly feared what he would have to suffer in Corinth. Why? Because the strongholds of evil in that city were violently opposed to him. 

When Paul entered Corinth, the entrenched powers of darkness were shaken and disrupted by the spiritual awakening he brought. That, after all, is the only legitimate mark of a successful church. Many churches today measure success by what happens within the congregation—greater membership, attendance, involvement, or giving. It’s wonderful when good things happen within a congregation, but that’s not the mark of success. A church is successful only when it affects the world around it. 

The Lord Jesus said, “You are the salt of the earth…You are the light of the world” (Matthew 5:13-14). The church was never intended to be a safe, cloistered retreat from the brokenness of society. It was intended to be salt, a preservative for a corrupt and decaying world. It was intended to be light, a source of brilliant illumination, pushing back the darkness of sin and spiritual ignorance. 

All the evils of our day were present in Corinth in Paul’s day. Every form of lust and perverted desire could be indulged in ancient Corinth. And as Paul brought this radical message of the gospel to the heart of the city, he threatened the strongholds of evil that kept men and women in bondage to sensuality, addiction, and corruption. 

As the apostle Paul began to see lives transformed by the gospel in that city, he knew it was only a matter of time before the evil spiritual forces fought back. Paul feared Satan’s retaliation—and with good reason. He had been stoned, beaten, imprisoned, and more. He had looked death in the eye on several occasions, and like any human being in Paul’s circumstances, he had experienced fear. 

That’s why the Lord appeared to Paul in a vision and spoke to him so reassuringly, telling him in effect, “Paul, don’t let your fears defeat you! Stop being afraid! Be bold! Speak out! Keep right on preaching because I have people in this city who will protect you.” These are words of powerful encouragement: “I have many people in this city” (Acts 18:10). God had sovereignly chosen people among the Corinthians who would be His people. For the moment, they were still pagans, but the Lord knew they were there. He knew He could send Paul into that city, even though it was an enemy stronghold, and His people would rise up and serve as Paul’s allies and protectors. 

Paul was greatly strengthened and encouraged by the vision. For a year and a half, he continued in Corinth without being persecuted. He was able to preach the truth and establish a large, vibrant church in Corinth. 

Truth on the Scaffold, Wrong on the Throne 

Of course, opposition is practically inevitable, but when the attack against Paul finally came, God’s restraining hand was in control of events, as we see in Acts 18:12-17. The Jewish religious leaders brought Paul into the courtroom of Gallio, the Roman proconsul of Achaia, who was the prosecutor and judge in that courtroom. They accused Paul of violating Roman law by promoting a new religion. “This man,” they said, “is persuading the people to worship God in ways contrary to the law.” The law they referred to was Roman law, not Jewish law. They probably supported their accusations by citing some of Paul’s claims about Jesus—His teachings, His crucifixion, His resurrection—and they undoubtedly twisted Paul’s words. 

But Gallio was an astute man. Through his example, we see how God often uses governmental authorities to preserve the peace and permit the gospel to go forth. Luke points out that Paul didn’t even get to speak in his own defense. “Just as Paul was about to speak,” Luke says, the judge threw the case out of court. In effect, Gallio said, “Look, if this man had violated Roman law, I would judge him. But it’s obvious that this dispute is about fine distinctions between Jewish religious factions. Case dismissed!” 

This was an important precedent-setting decision. Gallio had ruled, in effect, that Christianity was, in the eyes of the Romans, a sect of Judaism. And Judaism was an officially recognized religion within the empire. This meant that Paul was free to preach the gospel throughout the Roman Empire and was not in violation of Roman law. 

Now notice what happens to Sosthenes, the ruler of the synagogue. The previous ruler of the synagogue, Crispus, had evidently resigned his position when he became a Christian (see Acts 18:8). Sosthenes, the successor of Crispus, had tried to have Paul punished under Roman law, but he had bungled the matter so badly that the Jewish religious leaders became enraged. They seized Sosthenes and beat him in the courtroom, right in front of Gallio, the Roman judge. Gallio was unmoved even by this display of disorder in the court. 

It appears that this beating did Sosthenes a lot of good. In Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians we read, “Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes” (1 Corinthians 1:1). By the time Paul wrote his first letter to the Christians in Corinth, Sosthenes (if this was the same man) had become Paul’s companion and secretary. 

The End of Paul’s Second Missionary Journey 

Luke traces the end of the second missionary journey in Acts 18:18-22. Paul stayed a long time in Corinth after Gallio dismissed his case—perhaps as long as two years. The Christian faith was now legally accepted, so Paul had an open door for ministry, and he took advantage of it. Finally, he took Priscilla and Aquila with him and sailed from Cenchrea, one of the ports of Corinth. 

Luke makes an interesting observation: “Before he sailed, he had his hair cut off at Cenchrea because of a vow he had taken.” Luke refers here to a religious vow. According to the Law, this was a way of expressing thanks to God, undoubtedly for the success of his ministry in Corinth. 

Paul and his companions went first to Ephesus in the Roman province of Asia. Earlier, in Acts 16:6-8, Paul was forbidden by the Spirit to preach the word of the Lord in the region of Asia Minor that included Ephesus. But on this occasion, at the close of his second missionary journey, Paul was allowed to come into that city. 

As usual, Paul began at the synagogue. The people there received his message and asked him to stay longer. Paul, however, was eager to return to Jerusalem, so he left Aquila and Priscilla to minister there while he continued on to Caesarea on the coast of Israel. From there, Luke says, Paul “went up [to Jerusalem] and greeted the church” (Acts 18:22). In other words, he spent some time in Jerusalem and reported on all that God had done during his second missionary journey. 

Finally, Paul returned to Antioch of Syria, where he enjoyed a brief but well-deserved rest. He had begun his second missionary journey at Antioch some two to three years earlier, and now he had reached the conclusion of that journey in the same city. 

Apollos and the Message of John the Baptist 

Luke tells us what happened next, in Acts 18:23. Paul set off on his third missionary journey alone. On this trip, he covered familiar ground, ministering among friends whom he had personally led to Christ. Whereas his first two journeys were focused on planting churches in new territories, the primary purpose of this journey was to strengthen the churches already established. So Paul devoted this journey to the training of the disciples. He went among the churches in Galatia and Phrygia, teaching them the Word of God. Paul knew that they could not grow stronger as Christians without a continually increasing understanding of the Word, so teaching was Paul’s means of “strengthening all the disciples.” 

In Acts 18:24-25, Luke introduces us to a key figure in the early church. Apollos was not a Christian at this point. He was a Jewish orator trained in the Hebrew schools at Alexandria in Egypt. He was well versed in the Scriptures, but his understanding was limited by the fact that he had learned only “the baptism of John,” meaning the message preached by John the Baptist. This meant that Apollos possessed a great deal of truth because John, the forerunner of Jesus, had pointed the way to Jesus. But John died before the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, so the truth Apollos had received was incomplete. 

The Jews had been taught that the only way to receive forgiveness of sin was through an animal sacrifice. (Because the blood of the slain animal symbolized the shed blood of Jesus, God accepted, temporarily at least, the blood of the animal on behalf of the people and forgave their sins.) But John came with the startling word that God wanted repentance, not just sacrifice. 

John told the people to express their repentance through water baptism, a symbolic act of cleansing. He insisted that their repentance had to be real and that their lives had to produce the fruit of true repentance. 

John also announced that One was coming after him who would complete the work John had begun. Repentance is just a beginning. It doesn’t give us eternal life. It doesn’t provide power for effective living. John announced that the coming One would bring true salvation and power for living: ““I baptize you with water. But one more powerful than I will come, the thongs of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire” (Luke 3:16). 

So Apollos knew these truths, but he knew nothing of the cross, or of the resurrection, or of the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. His message was incomplete. 

The Instruction of Priscilla and Aquila 

Luke records what happened next, in Acts 18:26-28. Here we see the first instance of an excellent Christian tradition: inviting the preacher home to dinner! 

Though Aquila and Priscilla were Christians, they continued to meet on the Sabbath with the Jews in the synagogue. They probably held meetings in their home as well, probably on Sunday, the day of resurrection. But on this particular Sabbath, they were in the synagogue and heard Apollos preach. They saw that his knowledge went only as far as the teaching of John the Baptist, so they graciously invited him home to dinner with them and helped him understand the gospel more completely. 

Though Aquila and Priscilla are relatively new in the faith, having been led to Christ by Paul in Corinth just a few years earlier, they show an amazing depth of spiritual maturity. They don’t criticize Apollos for preaching an incomplete gospel. They don’t accuse him of heresy. Instead, they invite him to their home and fill in the gaps of his knowledge. They undoubtedly explained both the Old Testament prophecies of Christ and the events that fulfilled those prophecies, the crucifixion and resurrection. 

Apollos must have rejoiced to learn that John’s proclamation had been fulfilled and that the One John had baptized now provided the way of salvation for all people. It may have taken time for him to grasp the implications of the cross, the resurrection, and the coming of the Holy Spirit, but it was all good news, and he received it joyfully. 

Apollos decided to go to Corinth in Achaia. The brethren in Ephesus sent letters of recommendation with him so that the brethren in Corinth would receive him. 

Because of his deep knowledge of the Old Testament Scriptures, Apollos was a great help to the Corinthian believers. He strengthened the faith of the Christians and answered the arguments of opponents. Armed with the knowledge he had received from Aquila and Priscilla, he strengthened the believers who were planted in Corinth by Paul. That’s why Paul says in 1 Corinthians 3:6 that he planted and Apollos watered. 

Halfway Christians 

In Acts 19:1-3, Paul again takes center stage. In Acts 18:23, we saw Paul traveling throughout Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening the believers there. Now we see Paul arriving in Ephesus, just as he had promised at the close of his second journey (see Acts 18:19-21). As was his custom, Paul undoubtedly went to the synagogue in Ephesus. There he encountered some disciples. We are not told whose disciples they were, but if we link this account with the previous account concerning Apollos, it seems that they must have been disciples of Apollos. They were men and women whom Apollos had told about the teachings of John, but these teachings were incomplete. 

Paul met these disciples, and at first he thought they were Christians. But the longer he observed them, the more he realized that something was missing. I’m sure there was puzzlement in Paul’s voice when he finally asked them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?” 

The disciples answered, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.” So Paul asked, “Then what baptism did you receive?” They replied, “John’s baptism.” 

At that moment, Paul understood what the problem was: These people were halfway Christians. They had come as far as repentance, but something was missing.

The Biblical Gift of Tongues
 

Paul began to instruct these halfway Christians, as Luke explains in Acts 19:4-7. Here Luke summarizes in two sentences what was certainly hours of teaching by the apostle Paul about the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and about the coming of the Holy Spirit. After he had instructed them in this way, they were then baptized in the name of Jesus. This is significant, for it clearly shows that the baptism they had received was not Christian baptism. 

When these people were rebaptized by Paul, he laid his hands upon them. He was not imparting any supernatural power on them. Rather, he was signifying his identification with them. Paul made a symbolic statement that he and they were part of one body—the body of Christ. The moment he performed this act of identification, the Spirit came into their lives. They believed on Jesus, and the Spirit came immediately. 

The mark of the coming of the Spirit was the exercise of spiritual gifts. Many people who read this passage note only that these believers spoke in tongues. But there are two gifts mentioned here. These believers immediately began exercising their spiritual gifts, the first of which was speaking in tongues. This is listed as one of the gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 12. It’s natural that this gift would be given, for, as Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 14:22, the gift of tongues is a witness to those who do not believe. 

These twelve disciples were Jews. They had sat under the teaching of Apollos and were regarded as a sect of Jews. Then they became Christians, but their friends were still religious Jews. Now these disciples were filled with the Holy Spirit, and they used the gift of tongues to praise God in languages they had never learned—and they did so publicly as a sign to unbelievers that God was powerfully at work in their lives.
  

Along with the gift of tongues was the gift of prophesying. This is the ability to open and expound the Scriptures in power and truth. Peter uses the term this way: “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19). 

These twelve new Christians of Ephesus began to prophesy as the Spirit illumined their minds. They declared the truth of Scripture with power. This was a sign to the apostle that they had moved into the full experience of the Christian life. Paul specifically tells us, “Tongues, then, are a sign, not for believers but for unbelievers; prophecy, however, is for believers, not for unbelievers” (1 Corinthians 14:22). Here, believers and unbelievers were present, so the Spirit caused both gifts to be manifested. 

The Holy Spirit is given when we believe in the Lord Jesus. But the work of the Spirit in our lives doesn’t end there. We are to keep on believing in the Lord Jesus and to keep manifesting the power and vitality of the Spirit in our lives. As Paul wrote, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him” (Colossians 2:6). 

If we lack the evidence of the Spirit in our lives—if we do not demonstrate His grace and power in our lives—it’s probably because we do not truly believe in Him. We believed in Him once, and we still say, “Oh, I believe in Jesus,” but do we trust Him to lead us in our daily lives? Do we have a sense of anticipation about the ministry He is going to do through us? Or, when we say, “I believe in Jesus,” are we merely looking back five, ten, twenty, or fifty years to a profession of faith we have long since neglected?  

Jesus makes Himself available to us continually, moment by moment, to fulfill every demand life makes upon us, if we believe in Him. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 18:1—19:7.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 18:1—19:7 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 19:8—20:1, concentrating on 19:8-12.

1.
a.
Where did Paul begin his ministry in Ephesus, and how long did he carry on there? (Acts 19:8a)

b.
What was the focus of his message? (Acts 19:8b)

c.
Read Colossians 1:13-14. How does this summarize Paul’s message about the kingdom of God?

2.
The Ephesian Jews had earlier received Paul favorably (see Acts 18:19-21), and the three-month hearing they gave him was one of the longest he had in any synagogue.
 What eventually happened, and how did Paul respond? (Acts 19:9)

3.
What was the result of Paul’s daily teaching in Ephesus? (Acts 19:10)

4.
In what way did God confirm the words Paul spoke in Ephesus? (Acts 19:11-12)

5.
Challenge: The miracles that God worked in Ephesus through the personal possessions of Paul were not because of the materials themselves, but by the power of God and the faith of the recipients. What similar type of healing do you find in Luke 8:43-48?

6.
Personal: In Athens and other intellectually-oriented places, Paul met his audiences at a point of common ground ideologically in order to lead them on to the Good News of salvation in Christ. In Ephesus, the home of all sorts of magic and superstition, God used extraordinary miracles to get the people’s attention and to confirm Paul’s message. While the message of Christ never changes, the ways we communicate it may vary. Can you think of different individuals you know who need to meet Jesus Christ? How might you speak or act to get the attention of one person, but need a different tactic for another?

Third Day: Review Acts 19:8—20:1, concentrating on 19:13-16.

1.
After hearing of Paul and his preaching about Jesus, what did some Jewish exorcists try to do? (Acts 19:13)

2.
When the seven sons of Sceva issued this command, what did the evil spirit answer? (Acts 19:14-15)

3.
Challenge: What do you learn about demons’ knowledge of Jesus in the following passages?

Matthew 8:28-31

Luke 4:33-35

4.
What happened to the seven exorcists? (Acts 19:16)

5.
These seven men had no idea of the power of the evil they were confronting. How can Christians face the forces of evil, according to the following verses?

2 Corinthians 10:4

Ephesians 6:11-18

6.
Personal: Do you put on the full armor of God each day, through prayer and reading His Word, so that you can “take your stand against the devil’s schemes”? Write a prayer of thanks to God for giving you these weapons of protection against evil.

Fourth Day: Review Acts 19:8—20:1, concentrating on 19:17-20.

1.
When the news spread about the incident involving the seven sons of Sceva, what effect did it produce among the general population of Ephesus? (Acts 19:17)

2.
What effect did it have on the believers in Ephesus? (Acts 19:18)

3.
a.
How did some of the believers openly demonstrate the change in their lives? (Acts 19:19a)

b.
How much did the renunciation of sorcery cost those who repented? (Acts 19:19b)

4.
How does Luke summarize God’s work through the ministry of Paul and his companions? (Acts 19:20)

5.
Personal: The message of Jesus Christ spread throughout new groups and new regions, but not without great difficulties and repeated discouragements. Through it all, God was at work in His people. Do you keep in touch with overseas missionaries who are working to spread the Good News? Do you support local ministries to unreached people within your own community or country? Write a prayer of thanks to God for what He is doing through these ministries and through you personally.

Fifth Day: Review Acts 19:8—20:1, concentrating on 19:21-27.

1.
Now that the eastern part of the Roman Empire had been evangelized, where did Paul decide to go? (Acts 19:21)

2.
Where did Paul send two of his helpers, while he stayed behind in Ephesus and prepared to go to Jerusalem? (Acts 19:22)

3.
Before Paul could leave on his trip, who instigated trouble for the church in Ephesus? (Acts 19:23-25a)

4.
What was his complaint? (Acts 19:25b-27)

5.
Personal: This disturbance arose after “the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power” (Acts 19:20).But the forces of evil were not giving up without a struggle. Have you experienced success in reaching someone for Christ, only to be hit with a “great disturbance” of some kind? Remember whom you are really doing battle with, Who is on your side, and depend on His strength and wisdom as you face the problem.

Sixth Day: Review Acts 19:8—20:1, concentrating on 19:28—20:1.

1.
a.
How did the silversmiths and other workmen of Ephesus respond to Demetrius’ complaint against Paul and the Way? (Acts 19:28)

b.
Who joined the protest, and what did they all do? (Acts 19:29)

c.
How is the mob described in Acts 19:32?

2.
What did Paul want to do, and who prevented or discouraged this? (Acts 19:30-31)

3.
a.
How did the unbelieving Jews of Ephesus try to disassociate themselves from the Christians? (Acts 19:33)

b.
How did the crowd respond to this? (Acts 19:34)

4.
How did the city clerk settle the crowd down? (Acts 19:35-41)

5.
What did Paul do after this episode was over? (Acts 20:1)

6.
Personal: According to the city clerk, Paul and his fellow Christians had “neither robbed temples nor blasphemed our goddess” (Acts 19:37). Paul never faulted or criticized paganism. He simply proclaimed the Christian faith. What do you learn from this about the way you communicate your Christian faith? 

Acts Lesson 19
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Acts 19:8—20:1 Out, Witchcraft! 

In Acts 19, Luke gives us a fascinating account of how the gospel can affect an entire region through a small band of Christians. God never wins His battles by majority vote. He always uses a small, outnumbered force, employing approaches completely unlike the methods of the world, and He achieves results that are humanly impossible. 

Ephesus was a center of witchcraft, demon worship, astrology, and superstition. With so many pagan priests, magicians, witches, warlocks, and quacks of every description, the city was not unlike so many cities in the United States today. 

The occult was once considered a thing of the distant past in America. That changed in the late 1960s with the rise of the New Age counterculture. Today, occult practices are everywhere. We attend PTA meetings and wait in supermarket checkout lines with people who live in unimaginable spiritual darkness and engage in degrading practices. Large parts of our culture are in bondage to demonic forces beyond our comprehension. So Paul’s experience in first-century Ephesus is highly relevant to the spiritual challenges we face. 

In the Hall of Tyrannus 

Paul came to Ephesus and assaulted the strongholds of evil in that city. It was from Ephesus that Paul wrote to the church at Corinth: “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. We demolish arguments and every pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to make it obedient to Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:4-5). 

And it was to Ephesus that Paul wrote from Rome: “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). Those words underscore Paul’s view of this city. He saw Ephesus as a stronghold of darkness that could be overcome only by the weapons of spiritual warfare. 

Strongholds of evil are just as real and dangerous today as they were twenty centuries ago. In this account, we see what can happen when a church lays hold of the weapons of spiritual warfare and begins to operate as God intended. 

Paul began in Ephesus where he always began—at the synagogue, as we see in Acts 19:8-10. He began by speaking of the kingdom of God—the rightful rule of God over human hearts and His desire to bless us and bring us into a place of fellowship with Him. The kingdom of God, Paul said, arrived with the coming of Jesus Christ. This kingdom was opposed to the rule of Satan. Wherever the gospel went, it liberated human beings from the tyranny of satanic control. 

At first, the people welcomed Paul’s message. You’ll recall that the Jewish colony in Ephesus had previously welcomed Paul and invited him to return and speak. So, as promised, he returned. For three months, every Sabbath day, Paul reasoned with them out of the Scriptures concerning the kingdom of God. But when the people realized that submission to the lordship of Jesus meant turning away from the emptiness of religious legalism, opposition arose. 

People who take pride in their outward religiosity and respectability don’t like to hear that they have to come to Christ on the same humble basis as every other sinner. So the proud religious people of the synagogue rose up against Paul and started a smear campaign against the Way, the Christian church. Paul withdrew from the synagogue and moved into rented quarters, the hall of Tyrannus, a lecture room where the Greek teachers taught philosophy. 

Luke says that “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” (Acts 19:10). The Roman province of Asia was larger than the state of California, and there were many cities in the province. Paul did not teach all of those people in the province of Asia. Rather, Christians heard him in the lecture hall of Tyrannus, and they took the great truths he taught and told them to people throughout the region. Many people came to Christ, and many churches were formed. In two years, the entire province had been reached with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Extraordinary Miracles 

Luke tells us in Acts 19:11-12 that the word Paul spoke was confirmed by extraordinary miracles. These miracles were unusual. They were of a different kind than before. These miracles were performed when pieces of cloth touched Paul and were carried away to the sick, so that healings took place at a distance from Paul. Now, there was no inherent power or virtue in these cloths, and we can be misled if we do not understand Luke’s meaning. 

A number of so-called faith healers have appropriated this practice for their own ends. They anoint little linen cloths and mail them out to people with a promise of miraculous healing, but they are really offering unbiblical superstition. That’s not what Luke describes in this scene. 

The cloths used here are symbols that God employs to underscore the fact that Paul is allowing himself to be used as a conduit for the power of God. It’s like the staff of Aaron, the brother of Moses, in Exodus 7. There God told Aaron to throw his staff down on the ground, and when he did, the staff became a serpent. Later, in Numbers 17, God caused Aaron’s staff to bud and blossom and bear ripe almonds as a sign that God had chosen Aaron and his tribe to serve as priests in Israel. There was nothing magical about the rod. It was a symbol of God’s affirmation of Aaron’s ministry. 

The handkerchiefs—bands of cloth Paul used to wipe the sweat from his eyes while toiling as a tentmaker—and his leather work aprons were symbols of the honest, dignified labor of the apostle. They pictured his humble heart and servant’s obedience. Through these extraordinary miracles, I believe God confirmed that Paul was a diligent and humble laborer who was willing to stoop to a lowly trade so that the power of God would be released. 

The Seven Sons of Sceva 

Paul’s work in Ephesus threatened the stronghold of evil there. We know this by the way the powers of darkness attempted to form an alliance with Paul. As we have seen before, this is Satan’s favorite trick. He tries to join the team so that he can subvert it from within. Luke writes of this in Acts 19:13-17. The seven young men were the sons of a Jewish high priest, and they recognized an opportunity to use this new religion, Christianity, to advance their own cause. Employing these two names, Jesus and Paul, as though they were a magic formula, these men tried to cast out evil spirits. 

We have people like the sons of Sceva today. They are called mediums, fortune tellers, psychics, yogis, gurus, channelers, clairvoyants, remote viewers, palm readers, witches, and on and on. They know how to impress the ignorant with their occult jargon. Some are con artists. Others meddle with real spiritual forces that they don’t begin to understand. Like the sons of Sceva, they think they are in control of spirits, but they soon find that the spirits control them. 

What happened to these seven sons is both serious and funny. They adjured the evil spirit by the names of Jesus and the Christian preacher, Paul. The evil spirit was angered that these men tried to invoke the name of Jesus against it when they clearly had no authority to use His name. The demon replied, “Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?” (Acts 19:15).

It’s significant that the Greek text uses two different words for “know.” The demon says, in effect, “Jesus I know very well, in a deep and innate way.” The demon, of course, had once been an angel in the courts of God before having fallen with Satan. So this demon undoubtedly had an experience with the Son of God that went back thousands of years. The evil spirit knew Jesus very well. 

Next the demon says, “And I know about Paul—I’m acquainted with him. I don’t have the same deep knowledge of Paul that I have of Jesus, but I’m aware of who he is.” The demon might have been involved in some of the attacks against Paul in the past. Paul, a humble servant of the Most High God who lived in reliance upon the Spirit, had no doubt proven to be a formidable opponent for this evil spirit. 

Then the demon said, “But who are you?” The seven sons of Sceva had no answer to that question, so the evil spirit, using the body of the possessed man, pounced on all seven sons at once. The demon beat them, slashed at them, and terrified them. You can imagine those seven men tumbling out the doors and windows with their clothes ripped, their flesh bloodied, and their eyes wide with horror. 

Perhaps because of the grotesque and almost slapstick nature of the incident, the story was told all over Ephesus. Jews and Greeks heard about it. The result was that the name of Jesus was magnified among all the people, because His name intimidated the rulers of the invisible realm of the spirits. 

Hidden Power 

Luke tells us what took place next, “Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds” (Acts 19:18). The Christians confessed their hidden practices, and repented of them. These were new Christians, and in their spiritual immaturity they probably didn’t realize at first that they were doing anything wrong. 

But as they sat under the teaching of the apostle Paul and learned about the kingdom of God, they began to see that occultism, astrology, and other superstitious practices held them in bondage. Many had practiced the magic arts and owned books containing spells and incantations. Luke says, “A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly” (Acts 19:19). This proved to be an expensive repentance. The value of the scrolls came to fifty thousand drachmas—a tremendous sum. This meant that many people in Ephesus were forsaking their old livelihood in order to expunge the demonic evil from their lives. 

Paul and his companions assaulted the stronghold of evil and cracked it wide open. As a result, Luke said, “the word of the Lord spread widely and grew in power” (Acts 19:20). Ephesus was shaken to its corrupt core. God intended for His church to go on the offensive against the strongholds of evil. 

There are demonic strongholds all around us—fortresses of witchcraft, addiction, sexual immorality, pornography, child abuse, gambling, crime, racism, atheism, intellectual pride, and on and on and on. The people trapped in these strongholds need to be freed from their bondage to sin and delusion. Our mission as believers is to launch a relentless assault of love and light against those demonic fortresses. 

God is not willing that any should perish. He longs to deliver people from these strongholds, and He has given the church all the power it needs to accomplish the task. But first we must awaken from our slumber and come alive. We must truly, authentically become the body of Christ. May God open our minds and hearts to understand the weapons we have at our disposal and the power that is ours through reliance upon Him. 

A Bad Lie Versus a Great Truth 

There were several matters occupying Paul’s mind, as we read in Acts 19:21-22. First, he was concerned about the new Christians who had come to Christ in Macedonia and Greece (Achaia). Paul had planted churches in Thessalonica, Berea, Philippi, Athens, and Corinth, and he wanted to pass through Macedonia and Achaia again. He longed to impart more truth to the believers there. 

Paul knew it was not enough to start strong in the Christian life. Christians need to keep growing stronger and deeper in the faith. If you don’t learn how to live it every day in the power of the Holy Spirit, you will never be effective as a Christian. So Paul longed to teach them the truths that would keep them growing in the faith. 

Second, Paul had an intense desire to penetrate the Roman Empire with the good news. He wanted to plant the gospel in the city of Rome. “I must visit Rome also,” he said. 

Third, Luke hints that Paul has a great concern to help the famine-stricken saints in Jerusalem. This is not stated explicitly in the text, but we know that a great famine had descended upon Judea by this time. The Christians in Jerusalem were suffering, and Paul longed to help them. So he sent Timothy and Erastus into Macedonia while he stayed behind and prepared to go to Jerusalem. 

Why did Paul stay behind before going to Jerusalem? Luke does not tell us here, but we learn the answer from 1 Corinthians 16:1-9: Paul wanted to tell the churches in the region about the need in Jerusalem and to collect an offering for the suffering Christians there. He wrote the believers in Corinth that he planned to stay in Ephesus until Pentecost, but he soon changed his mind. Luke tells us in Acts 19:23-27 what caused Paul’s plans to change. 

The silversmiths at Ephesus were organized into a trade union. They made silver idols of the goddess Artemis, and Paul and his gospel were bad for business. There were so many pagans converting to Christ that nobody wanted to buy their idols anymore. The head of the union was a man named Demetrius. It’s interesting to note that archaeologists have found an inscription bearing the name Demetrius in the ruins of Ephesus. 

Demetrius called a union meeting and told his fellow smiths that Paul was ruining their livelihood and threatening the religion of the goddess Artemis. Paul had to be silenced, Demetrius said, or else “the temple of the great goddess Artemis will be discredited, and the goddess herself…will be robbed of her divine majesty.” 

The Temple of Artemis at Ephesus was one of the seven wonders of the world. Artemis was represented by a statue of a many-breasted woman, a grotesque representation of motherhood. In effect, Demetrius was saying that Paul was attacking the symbol of motherhood. With emotional arguments, Demetrius whipped the crowd to a fever pitch. 

Why did Demetrius accuse Paul of threatening Artemis? Paul had never spoken a word against the religion of Ephesus. He never denounced the temple. He never attacked the pagan superstition of the Greeks. Later, we will hear the city clerk admit that Paul and his fellow Christians have not blasphemed the goddess or desecrated the temple. 

This is a significant insight into the evangelistic style of Paul. He never faulted or criticized paganism. He simply proclaimed the Christian faith with such power that it was instantly more appealing than the old pagan ways. Christianity displaced paganism not by attacking it but by offering a better way. Christians declared the good news of Jesus Christ, and the people saw that their pagan religion was meaningless by comparison. 

Demetrius thought he could rally his fellow silversmiths to beat back the Christian faith. He didn’t understand that a bad lie can never defend against a great truth. 

Mob Mentality 

Demetrius has done his best to stir up the mob. Luke records the mob’s response in Acts 19:28-32. In our culture, protesters march and riot, and news reporters interview them and ask, “Why are you here? What message are you trying to send?” And the people often have no answer. They’ve come to join the crowd and experience the excitement. They haven’t a clue what the hubbub is about. Luke writes, “Most of the people did not even know why they were there” (Acts 19:32). 

How big was this commotion? Archaeologists have excavated the theater in Ephesus where these events took place. It’s the only sizable part of the city that may still be seen. It is a huge theater with capacity to seat twenty thousand people. So this was a large and dangerous crowd. 

Paul wanted to go before the crowd and speak, but his friends knew that the mood of the crowd was ugly, and they held him back. Even Paul’s friends, some of the Roman rulers of the province of Asia, sent word to him not to go before the crowd. (This is a revealing insight. Paul made friends among the rulers of the province. Though Luke doesn’t say that these men were Christians, they were clearly impressed by Paul’s earnest profession of the gospel, and they worried about his safety.) 

Luke shows in Acts 19:33-34 that it would have been impossible for Paul to quiet the mob. When mob mentality takes over, reason evaporates. The mob has no argument other than to chant one mindless slogan over and over again for two solid hours: “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians! Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” This slogan stirred their pride and churned their emotions. 

The Jews who were present worried that the mob might turn against the Jewish population of Ephesus. It was probably no secret in Ephesus that the monotheistic Jews detested idol worship because it was an abomination to the one true God. Jewish opposition of idolatry had never been effective enough to hurt the profits of the pagan idol-smiths, but Paul and his gospel had put a serious dent in their livelihood. The Jews worried that the backlash against Paul might turn into a backlash against all Jewish people in Ephesus. So they pushed Alexander forward and made him speak to the pagan crowd. 

The crowd, however, refused to hear Alexander, when they realized that he was a Jew. They drowned him out with chants of “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!” The mob’s emotions had become dangerously volatile. The slightest provocation could have sent thousands of frenzied people raging through the streets, killing and destroying. At that crucial moment, someone stepped forward to take charge of the potentially explosive situation. 

An Answer for Uproar 

Luke tells us what happened next, in Acts 19:35-41. Mob violence was narrowly averted by the city clerk, a man whose office in that culture corresponded to that of mayor. The city clerk’s name is not given, but he’s an admirable politician and an effective orator. He intervenes at the right psychological moment. The crowd, having exhausted itself with two hours of chanting, is ready to listen. So the city clerk rises and makes three eminently reasonable points. 

First, he says, in effect, “Yes, I agree with your slogan. The goddess Arte​mis is great, so she doesn’t need us to defend her. We can count on Artemis to defend herself, so why should we get upset? Nobody can overthrow our goddess, so let’s calm down.” 

Second, he says, in effect, “Paul and his companions have not blasphemed the goddess. They have not robbed the temple. They have not committed any sacrilege whatsoever. So why not let the court handle this matter. And if the court doesn’t satisfy you, we can always go to the legislature. The legal channels of protest are open to us, so let’s calmly avail ourselves of them.” 

Third, he warns the crowd not to annoy the powers in Rome, who were well known for clamping down harshly on civil disorder. “If there’s a riot,” he said, in effect, “and we can’t explain what it was all about, we’ll have the Romans on our necks—and we’ll lose our freedom.” 

So God used this pagan city clerk to calm the murderous passions of the mob and protect His servants. As Paul wrote to the Christians in Rome, “The authorities that exist have been established by God” (Romans 13:1). In spite of its cruelty, corruption, and excesses, the Roman Empire maintained order— and God used the pagan city clerk of Ephesus and the threat of intervention by the pagan Roman Empire as a means of protecting Paul. 

After the Uproar 

Ignore the chapter division between Acts 19 and Acts 20 (though the Scripture text is inspired by God, the chapter and verse divisions are not,
 and they often interrupt the flow of the text). In the first verse of Acts 20, we find the conclusion of this story. Paul called the Christians together and gave them a message of encouragement. 

Luke doesn’t record Paul’s message, but I believe Paul tells us about this incident in 2 Corinthians 1:8-10, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia. We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life. Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death. But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead. He has delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On him we have set our hope that he will continue to deliver us.” 

During this uproar, when twenty thousand people were chanting and surging with rage, Paul undoubtedly “despaired even of life” and “felt the sentence of death.” He could see no way out of the situation. But after the uproar ended and the dust settled, Paul could see God’s hand in everything that happened. The Lord had allowed this uproar to happen “that we might not rely on ourselves but on God, who raises the dead.” 

That’s the heart of the Christian message. Our sufficiency is not in ourselves but in God. Even when all hope is gone and it seems that nothing lies before us but death, God is able to achieve His purposes—because He is the One who raises the dead. 

I believe that Paul’s message of encouragement to the believers was along these lines. He probably said to them, “God allowed this event to happen in order to teach us all a lesson in faith. I admit it—the mob was so ugly that I truly thought we were done for. But I learned that when our circumstances tumble out of our control, God wants us to rely on Him alone. If He is able to raise the dead, then what is too hard for Him? Our God works in us to do exceedingly, abundantly above all that we could ask or think, according to His power at work in us” (see Ephesians 3:20).

That’s the message I believe Paul implanted in the hearts of those Ephesian believers before he departed for Macedonia. And that’s the lesson Paul wants you and me to learn from this situation as well. It’s the perspective we need whenever we face pressure, danger, and despair. The trials we face are allowed by God so that we might learn to rely not on ourselves but on the Mighty One who raises the dead.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 19:8—20:1.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 19:8—20:1 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 20:2-38, concentrating on verses 2-12.

1.
After ministering in Macedonia and in Greece, what route did Paul plan to travel to Jerusalem, and what changed his plans? (Acts 20:2-3)

2.
Paul’s letters (for example, Romans 15:25-32) say that on this trip he collected contributions from the Gentile churches for the relief of the famine-stricken church in Jerusalem. Several men were appointed by each church to go with Paul to take the gifts to Jerusalem. Who does Luke say accompanied Paul as he set out from Greece for Jerusalem? (Acts 20:4)

3.
a.
From the pronouns Luke used beginning in Acts 20:5, it is evident that he joined Paul at Philippi and traveled with him to Troas. When and for what purpose did the church in Troas come together? (Acts 20:7a)

b.
Challenge: Read 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. How does this help you understand what the church at Troas was doing?

4.
a.
What did Paul do at this church gathering? (Acts 20:7b)

b.
What happened while Paul was speaking? (Acts 20:8-9)

c.
What did Paul do? (Acts 20:10)

5.
How did the meeting end? (Acts 20:11-12)

6.
Personal: The believers in Troas were eager to learn and only had Paul with them a short time, so they gladly met all through the night. Do you feel such an eagerness to learn, and such a desire for Christian fellowship? How does this desire affect your attitude about meeting with other believers and hearing the preaching of God’s Word?

Third Day: Review Acts 20:2-38, concentrating on verses 13-21.

1.
What route did Paul take from Troas? (Acts 20:13-15)

2.
Paul was trying to keep a schedule. He had originally planned to reach Jerusalem in time for the Passover. When he was unable to do so, he tried to arrive in time for the day of Pentecost. What effect did this desire have on his travel plans? (Acts 20:16-17)

3.
Evidently, Paul’s Ephesian opponents had been prejudicing his converts against him in his absence.
 How did Paul summarize and defend his conduct during the time he ministered to the Ephesians? (Acts 20:18-19)

4.
How did he summarize and defend his teaching? (Acts 20:20-21)

5.
Challenge: Paul condensed the Christian message into two words: repentance and faith. Write down what you think these words mean, and then look up the words up in the dictionary. How did your definition compare to the dictionary’s? Does this change your understanding of what Paul preached?

6.
Personal: Have you repented of your sin and put your faith in Jesus Christ? If not, why not do it now? Write a prayer to God, expressing what this means to you.

Fourth Day: Review Acts 20:2-38, concentrating on verses 22-27.

1.
How has the Holy Spirit been preparing Paul for the road ahead of him? (Acts 20:22-23)

2.
What is the only thing that matters to Paul? (Acts 20:24)

3.
Read Romans 8:35-39. How was Paul able to face the difficult future he knew lay ahead, and yet focus entirely on the goal Jesus had given him?

4.
What was Paul’s expectation about ever seeing the Ephesian elders again? (Acts 20:25)

5.
In light of this expectation, how did Paul assess his ministry to them? (Acts 20:26-27)

6.
Personal: Do you ever worry about your future, or the future of your country, or of all of humanity? Do you share Paul’s goal of testifying about the gospel of God’s grace, no matter what the future brings? Write Romans 8:35-39 in your own words, as an assurance of Jesus’ presence with you through anything that the future may bring.

Fifth Day: Review Acts 20:2-38, concentrating on verses 28-31.

1.
a.
What did Paul say to the elders of the Ephesian church regarding their responsibility toward the church? (Acts 20:28)

b.
Who had put them in charge of these matters? (Acts 20:28a)

c.
In what way did God demonstrate how important the church was to Him, and therefore, how important it should be to the elders? (Acts 20:28b)

2.
a.
What did Paul warn the elders about? (Acts 20:29-30)

b.
Challenge: Read 2 Peter 2:1-3,17-19. How does Peter describe these people that Paul warned the Ephesian elders about?

3.
a.
How were the elders to follow Paul’s example? (Acts 20:31)

b.
Paul’s warnings were delivered “with tears.” How does Ephesians 4:15 encourage this type of communication?

4.
Personal: Whom has God laid on your heart to “warn”? If you have spoken to this person or these people about Jesus Christ and His ways, have you done it “with tears”—in love—or in some other way? How might communicating God’s message in a loving way cause the hearer to really listen and pay attention to God’s message?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 20:2-38, concentrating on verses 32-38.

1.
What blessing does Paul speak over the elders of Ephesus? (Acts 20:32)

2.
How did Paul call them to follow his example as they continued in ministry? (Acts 20:33-35a)

3.
a.
How was Paul himself following Jesus’ teaching in this matter? (Acts 20:35b)

b.
These words of Jesus do not appear in any of the Gospels, but their spirit can be seen throughout the portrayals of Jesus in Scripture. What did He say in Luke 6:38 that expresses a related idea?

4.
How did Paul end his visit with the elders? (Acts 20:36)

5.
How did the elders respond to his farewell? (Acts 20:37-38)

6.
Personal: Have you experienced bittersweet partings from dear Christian friends, whether because they moved away, or they went to be with the Lord at their death? How does it comfort you to know that even if you never see one another again here on earth, you will surely meet again in heaven?

Acts Lesson 20

Return to Table of Contents
Acts 20:2-38 Last Words 

John Wesley preached his final sermon on February 17, 1791, in the borough of Lambeth. His text was Isaiah 55:6: “Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near.” The next day, he fell ill and went to bed. On March 2, he turned to his friends and family who were gathered around his deathbed. “The best of all is, God is with us,” he said. “Farewell, farewell.” Those were the last words of John Wesley. 

We have come to the last section of the third division of Acts. I call this third section (Acts 13—20) the Pattern Setters because it is here that we find the pattern for all Christian witness in any culture, in any era of history. Here, in Acts 20, the story of Paul the pattern setter takes a somber turn. Like Wesley on his deathbed, Paul senses that his life and ministry are coming to a close. He begins to say farewell to those who have meant so much to him during his missionary journeys. 

Paul’s Traveling Seminary 

We last saw Paul as he departed from Ephesus following the riot of the silversmiths’ union. The good news of Jesus Christ had changed the cultural landscape of the city and destroyed the market for silver idols of the goddess Artemis. Luke now picks up the account as Paul travels from Ephesus through Macedonia and into Greece: 

He traveled through that area, speaking many words of encouragement to the people, and finally arrived in Greece, where he stayed three months. (Acts 20:2-3a) 

Paul moved through cities where he had founded churches, including Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. He probably spoke to the believers in Athens. He finally came to Corinth, where he stayed for three months. Paul’s ministry, from the time he left Ephesus until he left Corinth, probably lasted a year or more, yet Luke records that entire period of Paul’s life in a single sentence. 

There are many incidents in the life of Paul that I would like to know more about. He had many experiences that were not recorded. For example, he visited the region we now call Albania and Yugoslavia but was then called Illyricum. Paul briefly refers to his travels there (see Romans 15:19), but we don’t know any details of that experience. Someday in eternity, I would like to hear Paul tell of his travels there. 

Paul’s goal for this journey was to encourage the believers. He wanted to establish churches that would stand for generations. He also collected contributions from the Gentile churches for the relief of the famine-stricken church in Jerusalem. Several men were appointed by each church to go with Paul to take the gifts to Jerusalem. 

Luke tells us who some of those men were: 

Because the Jews made a plot against him just as he was about to sail for Syria, he decided to go back through Macedonia. He was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy also, and Tychicus and Trophimus from the province of Asia. These men went on ahead and waited for us at Troas. But we sailed from Philippi after the Feast of Unleavened Bread, and five days later joined the others at Troas, where we stayed seven days. (Acts 20:3b-6) 

Paul had planned to sail directly from Corinth to the Syrian coast, so that he could walk to Jerusalem in time for the Passover feast. But he heard rumors of a plot against his life, probably involving murder at sea. So Paul took a different path. He went through Macedonia, through Thessalonica and Philippi, and was joined by Luke (in verse 5, Luke’s use of pronouns changes from “them” to “us”). Paul sailed on to Troas with Luke and the other young men. 

Some of Paul’s companions were slaves or former slaves. Secundus, which means “the second,” was a slave name. Slaves didn’t bother to name their children but numbered them instead—the first, the second, the third, and so forth. It may be that Tertius, who wrote the letter to the Romans as Paul’s secretary, was the brother of Secundus, because Tertius means “the third.” 

Paul insisted that these men go with him to Jerusalem so that he could not be accused of mishandling the funds. He also discipled and mentored these men as they traveled. In effect, Paul operated a traveling seminary, teaching these young men the ins and outs of Christian ministry as they journeyed over land and sea. 

Don’t Fall Asleep in Church 

Next, Luke gives us an intimate glimpse into a startling incident in Troas: 

On the first day of the week we came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight. There were many lamps in the upstairs room where we were meeting. Seated in a window was a young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep as Paul talked on and on. 

When he was sound asleep, he fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead. Paul went down, threw himself on the young man and put his arms around him. “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “He’s alive!” (Acts 20:7-10) 

This is the first mention in the New Testament of believers worshiping on Sunday, the first day of the week. The Christian church moved worship from Saturday, the Hebrew Sabbath, to Sunday, the day of our Lord’s resurrection. The church in Troas had evidently met for a communion service (“we came together to break bread”), and Paul was called upon to teach from the Scriptures. Because Paul was leaving the next day and had so much to tell the people, he continued speaking until midnight. 

Someone has said that preaching is the art of speaking in other people’s sleep. That was certainly the case here. Seated in a window, a young man named Eutychus fought a losing battle to stay awake. Luke observes, “There were many lamps in the upstairs room where we were meeting.” Lamps burn oxygen while giving off carbon monoxide. The lateness of the hour, combined with the effect of the lamps, caused the young man to doze—and fall from the third floor window. When the people reached him, he was dead. 

Some skeptics question whether Eutychus died. But the issue is settled by a physician’s testimony: Luke, the writer of Acts, was an eyewitness. Throughout the book of Acts, Luke has been a careful and accurate chronicler of the facts. Luke does not say that Eutychus appeared to be dead. Luke says the young man “fell to the ground from the third story and was picked up dead” (Acts 20:9). He was clearly certain of his facts. 

Paul rushed down to where the young man lay, fell on him, and embraced him. Then, to everyone’s amazement, Paul announced that the young man was alive! So God used Paul to perform an amazing miracle of raising this young man from the dead. This miracle was another confirmation of Paul’s apostleship. 

Luke provides another touching detail at the close of this story: 

Then he went upstairs again and broke bread and ate. After talking until daylight, he left. The people took the young man home alive and were greatly comforted. (Acts 20:11-12) 

The communion service was interrupted by the young man’s fall. Once he was restored, the believers went back upstairs and finished celebrating the Lord’s Supper. They spent a wonderful time enjoying body life and praising God for the miracle they had just witnessed. They enjoyed such a wonderful time together that Paul couldn’t tear himself away. He stayed with them until dawn. 

Paul’s Plan—and a Change of Plan 

Luke continues: 

We went on ahead to the ship and sailed for Assos, where we were going to take Paul aboard. He had made this arrangement because he was going there on foot. (Acts 20:13) 

Luke does not tell us why Paul chose this route. He sent his companions by ship around a point that jutted into the sea, a voyage of about forty miles. Meanwhile, he cut across the neck of the peninsula, a hike of about twenty-five miles. He walked alone, perhaps because he wanted to think and pray, much as the Lord Jesus would sometimes draw aside for private times with the Father. Luke continues: 

When he met us at Assos, we took him aboard and went on to Mitylene. The next day we set sail from there and arrived off Kios. The day after that we crossed over to Samos, and on the following day arrived at Miletus. Paul had decided to sail past Ephesus to avoid spending time in the province of Asia, for he was in a hurry to reach Jerusalem, if possible, by the day of Pentecost. 

From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church. (Acts 20:14-17) 

Paul was trying to keep a schedule. He had originally planned to reach Jerusalem in time for the Passover. When he was unable to do so, he tried to arrive in time for the day of Pentecost. He not only wanted to celebrate the anniversary of the coming of the Holy Spirit, but he wanted to celebrate the Hebrew feast of Pentecost as well. He maintained a deep love for the Jewish people and traditions. He longed to reach his people with the good news that their Messiah had come. 

To save time, Paul sent word to Ephesus and asked the elders to join him at the port city of Miletus, about fifteen miles from Ephesus. They came, and Paul met them with a great message about their ministry. That message occupies the rest of Acts 20. 

Notice that Paul believes in planning ahead, yet he is always ready to change his plan when God gives him new opportunities. We are easily frustrated when things don’t go as we planned, but Paul never objects when God issues new instructions. 

Paul’s Defense of His Ministry 

We come now to Paul’s great charge to the Ephesian elders. Here, the apostle lets us see into his heart and soul—perhaps the most intimate personal glimpse in Scripture. 

In those ancient cities, people could not meet together in one large church building. There were probably several thousand Christians in Ephesus, but they could not gather in one large place, so they met in homes. In a letter to Corinth, Paul speaks of the church in Ephesus that met at the house of Aquila and Priscilla, and there were many other house churches in that city. The teachers of these house churches were the elders, and Paul had summoned these elders to meet him at Miletus. 

Paul begins with a defense of his ministry: 

When they arrived, he said to them: “You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia. I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews.” (Acts 20:18-19) 

Some people think that Paul is arrogantly congratulating himself, talking about how he served God faithfully in spite of his suffering and the opposition he endured. But if you understand how severely Paul was being attacked at this time, you’ll see why he speaks this way. It appears that Paul’s enemies were accusing him of being prideful and insincere, so Paul says, “I served the Lord with humility and with tears. This ministry has meant everything to me.” Paul continues: 

“You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house. I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.” (Acts 20:20-21) 

Paul always set forth the whole counsel of God. He taught publicly in the Jewish synagogues and the pagan marketplaces. He taught privately, in small groups, from house to house. His message always came down to two key concepts: Repentance toward God and faith in Jesus Christ. That is the Christian message condensed into two words: repentance and faith. 

Repentance means that you change your mind about your life. You stop thinking, acting, and living the way you have been. Faith means that you place your trust in the Lord and allow Him to live His life through you. 

The Christian life was meant to be an exciting, compelling adventure. An adventure always entails risk—and risk-taking requires faith. You must have faith that when you risk for God, He will stand with you. In order to begin the adventure of the Christian life, you must repent and have faith. That’s the essence of Paul’s gospel. 

Next, Paul describes another characteristic of his ministry among them: 

“And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there. I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me. However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. 

“Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again. Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men. For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.” (Acts 20:22-27) 

Paul says that his ministry for God is going to cost him everything. He knows that with every footstep he goes deeper into danger, hardship, and affliction. The Holy Spirit has been preparing him for the road ahead, and he says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). Nothing matters to Paul except finishing the race and completing his mission. 

Paul tells these elders that he has successfully completed his ministry among them. “I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men. For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God.” In other words, “I have given you the truth, and I’ve held nothing back. You know all you need to know in order to serve Christ. Now the rest is up to you.” 

Paul’s Charge to the Ephesian Elders 

Next, Paul speaks about the responsibilities of these elders to the flock (the believers) at Ephesus. There are three considerations the apostle lays before them to govern their ministry. Paul’s first charge: Keep watch over the flock. 

“Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.” (Acts 20:28) 

Just as a good shepherd must feed his flock, the primary responsibility of a pastor is to teach the Scriptures. If a pastor does not teach the Scriptures, he is starving the people he is supposed to feed. 

Moreover, these elders were to begin with themselves. “Keep watch over yourselves,” Paul says. In other words, these elders were to feed on God’s Word and live in obedience to His truth, so that they would be able to care for His flock. 

Paul goes on to say, “Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.” Here, Paul underscores the seriousness of their ministry. Nothing is more precious to God than His church, which Jesus purchased with His blood. 

Paul’s second charge to the Ephesian elders: Watch for perils. He says: 

“I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.” (Acts 20:29-30) 

Paul warns of two deadly dangers ahead. First, evil people will come in among them like wolves disguised as sheep. They will be unregenerate men and women who talk and act like Christians, who may even think of themselves as Christians, but they will undermine the church from within. They will be religious but will deny the power of true faith. Paul’s warning has come true again and again throughout Christian history. 

Second, men will arise from among the elders themselves who will teach distorted doctrines. These false teachers will deceive people and divide the church, forming cliques of followers around themselves. This warning has also proven true again and again. 

Paul’s third charge to the Ephesian elders: Do everything in the same spirit that Paul exemplified. He tells them: 

“So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 

“Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified. I have not coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions. In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’” (Acts 20:31-35) 

Paul urges the elders to follow his example in three ways. 

First, they should warn the flock with tears. They should speak the truth in love, as he wrote in Ephesians 4:15. A true shepherd will warn the flock, but lovingly, not harshly. 

Second, they should use the Word. He says, “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified” (Acts 20:32). God’s Word builds us up and reveals our inheritance as children of the King, but we must teach it. 

Third, they should be selfless. Paul uses himself as an example: “I have not coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs” (Acts 20:33-34). In other words, “I didn’t go into the ministry to get rich. In fact, I’ve worked at a full-time job in order to supply my own needs. So follow my example and labor selflessly.” 

The final paragraph describes a heartbreaking service of farewell: 

When he had said this, he knelt down with all of them and prayed. They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him. What grieved them most was his statement that they would never see his face again. Then they accompanied him to the ship. (Acts 20:36-38) 

I’m glad Paul was wrong. The people of Ephesus did see Paul’s face one last time. In 1 Timothy we learn that Paul paid another visit to Ephesus after this one. But he didn’t know that at the time, so this was a bittersweet parting. Before Paul stepped aboard the ship, they wept, embraced, and prayed for each other. As Paul boarded the ship before sailing out of their sight, his last words to them were not unlike those of John Wesley before he slipped into eternity: “The best of all is, God is with us. Farewell, farewell.” 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 20:2-38.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 20:2-38 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 21:1—22:29, concentrating on 21:1-16.

1.
Where did Paul and his companions travel after they left the elders of the church of Ephesus at Miletus? (Acts 21:1-3)

2.
a.
What did the disciples in Tyre urge Paul? (Acts 21:4)

b.
Did Paul heed this warning? (Acts 21:5-6)

3.
a.
Where did they continue on their journey? (Acts 21:7-9)

b.
What prophetic warning did Paul receive in Caesarea? (Acts 21:10-11)

4.
a.
How did Paul’s companions and the believers in Caesarea react to this prophecy? (Acts 21:12)

b.
How did Paul respond to them? (Acts 21:13)

c.
What did they say when they couldn’t change Paul’s decision? (Acts 21:14)

5.
Where did Paul and his party go after leaving Caesarea? (Acts 21:15-16)

6.
Personal: Do you have the same attitude that Paul had, being willing to live in any situation for Christ or even die for Christ? If you truly desire this, how will it change your mindset and your reaction to any circumstances that may arise?

Third Day: Review Acts 21:1—22:29, concentrating on 21:17-26.

1.
a.
How were Paul and his companions received by the believers in Jerusalem? (Acts 21:17)

b.
What did Paul report to the elders of the church in Jerusalem? (Acts 21:18-19)

c.
How did they respond to this report? (Acts 21:20a)

2.
a.
What misunderstanding about Paul had arisen among some of the Jewish believers in Jerusalem? (Acts 21:20b-21)

b.
Challenge: Paul taught that the Gentiles should not be subject to the Jewish ceremonial laws. What was Paul’s message to the Gentiles, according to Galatians 6:14-15?

3.
What did the elders suggest that Paul do to protect his reputation among Jewish believers? (Acts 21:22-24)

4.
How did they reassure Paul that this matter would not affect their earlier ruling governing fellowship between Jewish and Gentile believers? (Acts 21:25)

5.
a.
Did Paul follow their advice? (Acts 21:26)

b.
Challenge: Read 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. How did Paul’s actions in Jerusalem compare to his teaching in this passage?

6.
Personal: Are you willing to adapt your lifestyle and actions to others’ cultural expectations, in order that there may be no impediment to communication of the gospel? Can you think of a specific way you might need to do this, in regards to a particular person or group? Why not pray about this now?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 21:1—22:29, concentrating on 21:27-36.

1.
When Paul and his four companions had nearly completed the prescribed rites, what happened? (Acts 21:27)

2.
a.
What did they accuse Paul of? (Acts 21:28)

b.
What was the second part of their accusation based upon? (Acts 21:29)

3.
a.
What did his accusers try to do to Paul? (Acts 21:30-31a)

b.
What happened that saved Paul’s life? (Acts 21:31b-32)

4.
What did the Roman soldiers do with Paul? (Acts 21:33-35)

5.
a.
How did the crowd react? (Acts 21:36)

b.
Challenge: Read Luke 23:18-21. What do you think the crowds meant by the words, “Away with him!”?

6.
a.
Read 2 Corinthians 4:8-11. Based on his writings in this letter, what do you think Paul’s attitude and thoughts were as he went through this ordeal?

b.
Personal: In our country at this time, believers are not subjected to physical persecution and martyrdom for their faith. But there are other types of pressures and problems we may experience because of our faith. Have you suffered in any way for your faith? How did you respond?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 21:1—22:29, concentrating on 21:37—22:22.

1.
a.
Who did the Roman commander think Paul might be? (Acts 21:37-38)

b.
What did Paul receive permission to do? (Acts 21:39-40a)

c.
From Acts 21:37 and 21:40b, what different languages did Paul speak to the Roman commander and to the Jewish crowd?

2.
How did Paul identify himself to the crowd? (Acts 22:1-5)

3.
How did Paul summarize his conversion to being a follower of Jesus Christ? (Acts 22:6-16)

4.
How was Ananias’ commission to Paul in Acts 22:15 reaffirmed and amplified by the Lord Jesus, through Paul’s vision in Acts 22:17-21?

5.
How did the crowd react when Paul said God had sent him to the Gentiles? (Acts 22:22)

6.
Personal: These Jews had misinterpreted what it meant to be chosen by God. They believed that they were superior to the Gentiles, and that their chosen status meant that all other people were rejected by God. As Christians, we are also capable of the same spiritual pride. Have you ever resisted showing love and concern for those who may be unsaved— the poor, the illegal aliens, the homeless, the addicts, the prisoners, etc.? In what way do you think God wants your attitude to change?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 21:1—22:29, concentrating on 22:23-29.

1.
The Roman commander had not understood a word of Paul’s message, which was delivered in Aramaic. When the crowd erupted in rage again, what did the commander order and why? (Acts 22:23-24)

2.
What did Paul reveal about himself in his question to the centurion? (Acts 22:25-26)

3.
What did the commander do when he found out? (Acts 22:27-29)

4.
Roman law forbade any citizen of Rome to be bound without due process of law.
 Furthermore, no citizen was to be beaten under any circumstances, even if convicted. God used the Roman Empire itself to protect Paul in this instance. How does Romans 13:1 define the relationship between God and the governing authorities?

5.
Personal: How do you regard your government’s authorities? Do you pray for them, as Paul urged in 1 Timothy 2:1-2? Do you thank God for the ways he uses the governmental authorities to promote peace and stability, or—if injustice takes place— to promote your spiritual growth?

Acts Lesson 21
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Acts 21:1—22:29 Onward to Jerusalem

The Lord Jesus, when He first called Paul on the Damascus road, said that Paul would suffer greatly for Him. The Lord’s prediction was amply fulfilled by such hardships as being beaten, stoned, flogged, and so forth. Prior to this time, Paul had been thrown in jail a few times, but usually only for a day or two. The Lord Jesus had told Paul he would stand before kings and give his testimony, and it was, in fact, his status as a prisoner that finally brought him before kings. 

“Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus…” These are the opening words of Paul’s letter to Philemon. When Paul calls himself a prisoner of the Lord Jesus, we catch a glimpse of the apostle’s heart. As we are about to see, Paul will soon become a prisoner of the Roman Empire. He will be held for two years in the prison at Caesarea, then spend roughly three more years as a detainee in Rome. 

But Paul made it clear that he was not a victim of the Roman Empire. Rather, he was a victorious and willing prisoner of the Lord Jesus. The chains of his physical confinement meant little to him. His only goal was to go where the Lord sent him and do what the Lord told him, so that God would be exalted by Paul’s life, or his death, or even his imprisonment. That’s the attitude each of us should have as fellow prisoners of the Lord with Paul. 

Luke continues the account of Paul’s last journey to Jerusalem. The apostle Paul and his friends left the Ephesian elders on the beach at Miletus and boarded the ship. Luke writes:

After we had torn ourselves away from them, we put out to sea and sailed straight to Cos. The next day we went to Rhodes and from there to Patara. We found a ship crossing over to Phoenicia, went on board and set sail. After sighting Cyprus and passing to the south of it, we sailed on to Syria. We landed at Tyre, where our ship was to unload its cargo. Finding the disciples there, we stayed with them seven days. Through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. But when our time was up, we left and continued on our way. All the disciples and their wives and children accompanied us out of the city, and there on the beach we knelt to pray. After saying good-by to each other, we went aboard the ship, and they returned home. 

(Acts 21:1-6)

Luke gives us an itinerary of the ship’s progress down the coast of Asia Minor and across a reach of the Mediterranean toward the coasts of Syria and Israel. When the ship stopped in ancient Tyre, north of Israel, they looked up certain disciples who urged Paul, “through the Spirit” not to go up to Jerusalem. 

Many Christians have struggled with this passage.
 Some scholars believe that Paul was going to Jerusalem at the direction of the Holy Spirit, based on his statement in Acts 20:22, “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there” (italics added) They believe the words of his fellow Christians in Acts 21:4,10-14 are merely warnings of what awaits Paul.
 Other scholars, however, are convinced  that it wasn’t necessary for Paul to become a prisoner of Rome, and believe that Paul was acting in disobedience to the Holy Spirit,
 based on Acts 21:4, “Finding the disciples there, we stayed with them seven days. Through the Spirit they urged Paul not to go on to Jerusalem” (italics added).  The Greek is not clear as to which meaning is intended. In either case, Paul considered it necessary to complete his ministry of testifying to the grace of God throughout the eastern part of the empire by taking to the Jerusalem believers the money sent by Gentile believers in Galatia, Macedonia, Achaia, and Asia—a contribution he looked on as a tangible symbol of the faith of these Gentiles and the unity of Jews and Gentiles in Christ.
 

So, after seven days of fellowship with the believers in Tyre, Paul and his companions left the disciples, their wives and children on the beach and boarded their boat to continue their journey to Jerusalem.

The Prophecy of Agabus 

Next, in Acts 21:7-16, Luke records:

We continued our voyage from Tyre and landed at Ptolemais, where we greeted the brothers and stayed with them for a day. Leaving the next day, we reached Caesarea and stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, one of the Seven. He had four unmarried daughters who prophesied. 

After we had been there a number of days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. Coming over to us, he took Paul’s belt, tied his own hands and feet with it and said, “The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles.’” 

When we heard this, we and the people there pleaded with Paul not to go up to Jerusalem. Then Paul answered, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart? I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” When he would not be dissuaded, we gave up and said, “The Lord’s will be done.” 

After this, we got ready and went up to Jerusalem. Some of the disciples from Caesarea accompanied us and brought us to the home of Mnason, where we were to stay. He was a man from Cyprus and one of the early disciples. (Acts 21:7-16) 

At Caesarea, they came into the home of Philip the evangelist, the man who led the Ethiopian eunuch to Christ (see Acts 8). There they encountered Agabus, a well-known prophet of the Lord (we met him previously in Acts 11, when he predicted famine in Jerusalem). In a dramatic demonstration, Agabus took Paul’s sash from around his waist and bound his own feet and hands. Then he said, “The Holy Spirit says, ‘In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of this belt and will hand him over to the Gentiles’” (Acts 21:11). On hearing this, both Paul’s traveling companions and the disciples at Caesarea begged Paul not to continue on to Jerusalem.

Convinced he was going to die, Paul was determined to go resolutely to his fate. There is a boldness, bravery, and earnestness in his words, “Why are you weeping and breaking my heart? I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 21:13). 

When Paul refused to be persuaded, his friends said, “The Lord’s will be done” (Acts 21:14). That’s what you say when you don’t know what else to say. In other words, “Lord, it’s up to you. We tried, but we can’t stop him. Only you can dissuade him now. Your will be done.” 

Free to Live as a Gentile or a Jew 

Next we see the welcome that Paul and his companions received in Jerusalem:

When we arrived at Jerusalem, the brothers received us warmly. The next day Paul and the rest of us went to see James, and all the elders were present. Paul greeted them and reported in detail what God had done among the Gentiles through his ministry. 

When they heard this, they praised God. Then they said to Paul: “You see, brother, how many thousands of Jews have believed, and all of them are zealous for the law. They have been informed that you teach all the Jews who live among the Gentiles to turn away from Moses, telling them not to circumcise their children or live according to our customs.” (Acts 21:17-21)

James and the other elders greet Paul and then tell him of a misunderstanding that has arisen. It’s been rumored that Paul is telling Jewish Christians that they should ignore the law of Moses and reject the old Jewish rites and traditions, such as circumcision. This is a false charge. Paul never taught a Jew to abandon Moses, or not to circumcise his children. He only taught that the Gentiles should not be subject to these Jewish provisions. 

All along, Paul has taught the Jews from their own Scriptures that the beautiful symbols of Judaism are pictures that point to Jesus Christ. The ritual sacrifices represent the sacrifice of Jesus upon the cross. Jesus did not come to do away with the Old Testament rituals but to fulfill them. 

Luke goes on, continuing the words of James and the Jerusalem elders to Paul: 

“What shall we do? They will certainly hear that you have come, so do what we tell you. There are four men with us who have made a vow. Take these men, join in their purification rites and pay their expenses, so that they can have their heads shaved. Then everybody will know there is no truth in these reports about you, but that you yourself are living in obedience to the law. As for the Gentile believers, we have written to them our decision that they should abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.” 

The next day Paul took the men and purified himself along with them. Then he went to the temple to give notice of the date when the days of purification would end and the offering would be made for each of them. (Acts 21:22-26)

In following their recommendation, Paul was following his own announced practice. He said that when he was with the Jews, he became as a Jew; when he was with the Gentiles, he became as a Gentile; when he was with the weak, he limited himself and became as weak as they. He did this to reach people at their own level. He was free in Christ to live as a Gentile among the Gentiles or a Jew among the Jews. So Paul adopted this Jewish purification rite in order to clear up the misunderstanding that had arisen about him. 

Trouble Erupts 

To allay the suspicions of the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem, Paul decided to go to the temple, along with four young Jewish companions. They would follow the Jewish rituals and shave their heads according to Nazarite tradition, and all would see Paul’s deep respect for the law of Moses and the traditions of Judaism. That was Paul’s plan. Unfortunately, his plan only made matters worse. 

Paul and his four companions had nearly completed the prescribed rites when trouble broke out. Luke records what happened: 

When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him, shouting, “Men of Israel, help us! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against our people and our law and this place. And besides, he has brought Greeks into the temple area and defiled this holy place.” (They had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian in the city with Paul and assumed that Paul had brought him into the temple area.) (Acts 21:27-29)

Who instigated this trouble? Not the Jews in Jerusalem. The troublemakers came all the way from the Roman province of Asia. The capital of that province was Ephesus. So these may have been the same Jews who had opposed Paul at the synagogue in Ephesus (see Acts 19:8-9).  

Notice the false charge against Paul. His enemies accused him of defiling the temple by bringing Gentiles there. Had anyone seen Paul take a Gentile into temple area? Of course not. But they had seen Paul walking in the city with a Greek Christian, Trophimus the Ephesian—so they assumed he must have taken Trophimus into the temple. That’s how flimsy their evidence was. 

Luke records what happened next:

The whole city was aroused, and the people came running from all directions. Seizing Paul, they dragged him from the temple, and immediately the gates were shut. While they were trying to kill him, news reached the commander of the Roman troops that the whole city of Jerusalem was in an uproar. He at once took some officers and soldiers and ran down to the crowd. When the rioters saw the commander and his soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 

The commander came up and arrested him and ordered him to be bound with two chains. Then he asked who he was and what he had done. Some in the crowd shouted one thing and some another, and since the commander could not get at the truth because of the uproar, he ordered that Paul be taken into the barracks. When Paul reached the steps, the violence of the mob was so great he had to be carried by the soldiers. The crowd that followed kept shouting, “Away with him!” (Acts 21:30-36)

There is probably no more vivid and dramatic account in the New Testament than Luke’s eyewitness record here. Imagine the tumultuous scene—the crowds gathered for the great day of the feast, the people running toward the temple from every direction, the faces twisted with rage, the shouts of accusation, the flailing fists, the arrival of the Roman soldiers, the cries of “Away with him! Away with him!” 

Luke tells us that the crowd seized the apostle Paul, beat him, kicked him, and tried to stamp the life out of him. The people began to beat him to death. Only the arrival of the Roman guards saved him. The Romans charged into the mob and carried Paul to safety on their shoulders. The crowd, seeing that Paul was getting away, became all the more enraged and began battling the Roman soldiers. 

A Mob Becomes an Audience 

No sooner did Paul escape when he demonstrated the amazing extent of his faith by making an unusual request: 

As the soldiers were about to take Paul into the barracks, he asked the commander, “May I say something to you?” 

“Do you speak Greek?” he replied. “Aren’t you the Egyptian who started a revolt and led four thousand terrorists out into the desert some time ago?” 

Paul answered, “I am a Jew, from Tarsus in Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city. Please let me speak to the people.” 

Having received the commander’s permission, Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the crowd. When they were all silent, he said to them in Aramaic: (Acts 21:37-40) 

The mob had just tried to kill Paul, yet he seized that moment as an opportunity for witness. He said to the Roman commander, “Please let me speak to the people.” 

The commander was startled when Paul addressed him in Greek. This Roman thought he knew who Paul was—an Egyptian terrorist leader. But when the commander heard Paul speak in the cultured accents of Greece, he knew that Paul was no terrorist. In fact, there was something about Paul that impressed the Roman commander. So he permitted Paul to speak to the crowd. When Paul indicated with his hand that he wanted to speak, a hush fell over the crowd. An unruly mob became an attentive audience. 

In Acts 22, Luke relates Paul’s defense:

“Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense.” When they heard him speak to them in Aramaic, they became very quiet. 

Then Paul said: “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any of you are today. I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and throwing them into prison, as also the high priest and all the Council can testify. I even obtained letters from them to their brothers in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to be punished.” (Acts 22:1-5)

Everything he said in this introductory paragraph was designed to win over a hostile crowd. He reminded the people that he himself was a Jew. He spoke to them in their own language—Aramaic, a dialect of Hebrew. He told them he was born in the university city of Tarsus, where he studied under Gamaliel, one of the five greatest Jewish scholars of all time. Paul clearly wanted to impress these people with his formidable credentials. 

Then Paul reminded them that he was once zealous in persecuting Christians. The Sanhedrin could bear witness that he was genuinely committed to wiping out the Christian cause. Next, in Acts 22:6-11, he told the crowd the simple story of his conversion.
Paul practiced the most powerful form of witness: simple testimony from his experience. Whenever you tell your own story—the story of what Jesus has done for you and how He has changed your life—you are on solid ground. You are the world’s best authority on your own life, so you can speak with unassailable conviction. 

Paul recounted his conversion story—the story of his deep hostility to Christianity and his encounter with the risen Lord on the road to Damascus. What an effect this story must have had upon the crowd! This was the moment God commissioned Paul to be an apostle. There were three parts to this commission. 

First, Paul was chosen to know the will of God. Ananias said, “The God of our fathers has chosen you to know his will” (Acts 22:14). This is important because Paul was chosen to be a pattern setter—a model of what Christians are to be. An apostle is not a super-saint but a role model, living at our level, showing us how the Christian life is to be lived. 

In order to be a pattern setter for us, Paul had to know the will of God. This does not mean knowing where God wanted him to go and what God wanted him to do. Paul had to learn that the will of God for all Christians is to have an intimate relationship with His Son. Our relationship with Him is the source of our power to live for Him. 

Second, Paul was to see the Lord Jesus. Ananias said, “The God of our fathers has chosen you…to see the Righteous One” (Acts 22:14). Paul looks back and says, in effect, “This is what made me an apostle: I have seen Jesus Christ many times. He has appeared to me, and talked to me. He taught me directly the truths that the other apostles learned when they were with Him as disciples.” 

Third and finally, Paul was to hear the Lord’s own voice. Ananias said, “The God of our fathers has chosen you…to hear words from his mouth” (Acts 22:14). Paul had received his message directly from Jesus, and when he went preaching and teaching, he declared the message that he had heard from the Lord’s mouth. Like the Twelve, Paul had been personally instructed in the truth by the Lord Jesus Himself—and being personally instructed by the Lord was an identifying sign of a true apostle. 

Paul’s Encounter with Jesus in Jerusalem 

Next, in Acts 22:17-21, Paul described his amazing encounter with Jesus in Jerusalem. It seems odd that Paul would include this episode in his defense. Though it explains why he ultimately went to the Gentiles, he now seems to testify against himself. He recounts an episode that occurred in Jerusalem three years after his conversion. He came back to Jerusalem with the intention of being the apostle to Israel. Convinced that he was equipped to reach Israel with the gospel, he underwent a series of humbling experiences, including being let down over the city wall of Damascus in a basket. 

Paul even recounted how the Lord said to him, “Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles” (Acts 22:21). Up to that point, his audience had listened attentively. But the moment he mentioned that Jesus had sent him to the Gentiles, the crowd erupted in fury. The idea that God would consider bringing the Gentiles and Jews into the same realm of blessing was unthinkable. They rightly understood that, as Jews, they were God’s chosen people, but they had misinterpreted what it meant to be chosen by God. They believed that they were superior to the Gentiles, and that their chosen status meant that all other people were rejected by God. So when Paul said that God had sent him to the Gentiles, their pride was offended. 

Many evangelical Christians are guilty of the same spiritual pride. We believe that God has chosen us, that we in the church are God’s elect. So we resist going out to the poor, the illegal aliens, the homeless, the addicts, the prisoners, the AIDS sufferers, the least, the last, and the lost. God always judges such self-righteous pride, because His grace is available to all. 

Citizen Paul 

The Roman commander did not understand a word of Paul’s message, which was delivered in Aramaic. When the crowd erupted in rage, the commander didn’t know what to make of it, so he ordered Paul scourged to find out what he said that angered the mob. 

Luke tells us what happened next: 

As they stretched him out to flog him, Paul said to the centurion standing there, “Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn’t even been found guilty?” When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and reported it. “What are you going to do?” he asked. “This man is a Roman citizen.” The commander went to Paul and asked, “Tell me, are you a Roman citizen?” 

“Yes, I am,” he answered. Then the commander said, “I had to pay a big price for my citizenship.” 

“But I was born a citizen,” Paul replied. Those who were about to question him withdrew immediately. The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that he had put Paul, a Roman citizen, in chains. (Acts 22:25-29)

Roman law forbade any citizen of Rome to be bound without due process of law. Furthermore, no citizen was to be beaten under any circumstances, even if convicted. The penalty was death. So the Roman commander knew he was in trouble. He had come within moments of administering a bloody scourging to a Roman citizen. 

As in Ephesus, God used the government to protect his apostle. Previously, Paul was saved by the intervention of the city clerk of Ephesus. This time, it was the Roman Empire itself that protected Paul. The powers that be are ordained by God, and He uses them to accomplish His purpose in the world.  

Though Paul would remain a prisoner of Caesar—and a prisoner of the Lord Jesus—he would carry on his ministry of preaching, teaching, and blessing lives. And, as we shall see, Paul would realize his cherished dream of taking the gospel of Jesus Christ to the heart of the Roman Empire. God never abandons His people.

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 21:1—22:29.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 21:1—22:29 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 22:30—24:27, concentrating on 22:30—23:11. 

1.
As a Roman citizen, Paul had a right to know the nature of the charges against him and the penalties involved before formal accusations were laid. The commander also needed to know these things in order to decide what else should be done.
 What did he do about this? (Acts 22:30)

2.
a.
How did Paul begin his defense? (Acts 23:1)

b.
Challenge: How did Paul express this same thought in his letters?


Romans 15:19b


2 Timothy 4:7

c.
How did the high priest respond to Paul’s words? (Acts 23:2)

3.
a.
How did Paul react to this? (Acts 23:3)

b.
Paul reacted like many of us would when unjustly attacked. In contrast, how did Jesus act in this type of situation, according to 1 Peter 2:23?

c.
Paul apparently did not realize that Ananias was high priest. What did he do when he found out the truth? (Acts 23:4-5)

4.
a.
How did Paul resume his defense in Acts 23:6?

b.
What happened to the assembly after Paul said this? (Acts 23:7-10)

5.
Paul was not certain what would happen next. His desire had been to preach in Rome and in Spain after his visit to Jerusalem (see Romans 15:24,25). How did God encourage Paul? (Acts 23:11)

6.
Personal: Paul was still in prison, but his whole outlook must have changed after the Lord visited him and spoke words of encouragement and direction to him. Are you discouraged about your circumstances? God does not promise to change our circumstances, but He promises to always be with us through whatever circumstances we face (see John 14:16-17; Hebrews 13:5). How does this change your outlook about your circumstances?

Third Day: Review Acts 22:30—24:27, concentrating on 23:12-22. 

1.
a.
Review Acts 21:27-31. What were these Jews trying to do to Paul, according to verse 31?

2.
After their earlier plot had failed, what did these Jews now do, and how many of them were there? (Acts 23:12-13)

3.
What new plan did they make? (Acts 23:14-15)

4.
How was the plot thwarted? (Acts 23:16-22)

5.
Challenge: It was not merely a “coincidence” that Paul’s nephew overheard and reported the plot. As the Lord told Paul in Acts 23:11, He had a plan for Paul, and Paul knew He would bring it to pass. What do you learn about God’s sovereignty in the following verses?

Proverbs 16:9

Proverbs 21:1

Lamentations 3:37

James 4:13-15

6.
Personal: Do you believe that God is control of all things, including the circumstances of your life? How might this change your attitude and actions in the specific situation you are facing?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 22:30—24:27, concentrating on 23:23-35. 

1.
What did the Roman commander do to ensure Paul’s safety? (Acts 23:23-24)

2.
How did the commander summarize the situation in his letter to the governor? (Acts 23:25-30)

3.
How was Paul’s transfer from Jerusalem to Caesarea carried out? (Acts 23:31-33)

4.
What did the governor decide to do with Paul? (Acts 23:34-35)

5.
Again, we see God using unbelievers to accomplish His purpose for Paul. The Roman commander testified favorably on Paul’s behalf in his letter to the governor, and Paul was safely held in the governor’s headquarters until his case would be heard. Those who serve in the various levels of government in our communities may or may not be Christians, but what does Paul urge us to do for them, and for what purpose, in 1 Timothy 2:1-2?

6.
Personal: Do you pray for those who are in positions of authority over you? Make a list of the various offices and positions that you can be praying for.

Fifth Day: Review Acts 22:30—24:27, concentrating on 24:1-21. 

1.
Who went to Caesarea to bring charges against Paul? (Acts 24:1)

2.
a.
What charges did they bring? (Acts 24:5-6)

b.
Challenge: The Jews’ accusations against Paul before Governor Felix were framed principally in terms of political sedition, though all along their main grievance was religious.
 How was this similar to the Jews’ accusations against Jesus in His trial before the Roman governor, Pilate, in Luke 23:2-5?

3.
When it was Paul’s turn to speak, how did he answer the Jews’ charge that he was “a troublemaker, stirring up riots”? (Acts 24:11-13)

4.
How did he answer the charge of being “a ringleader of the Nazarene sect”? (Acts 24:14-16)

5.
How did he address the third charge that he “tried to desecrate the temple”? (Acts 24:17-21)

6.
a.
Challenge: Read Luke 21:12-15. Jesus warned His disciples that they would encounter this type of situation. How was Jesus’ promise fulfilled for Paul?

b.
Personal: Do you trust that God will provide the words and wisdom you need in every situation? Why not pray about this now, in reference to your particular circumstances today?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 22:30—24:27, concentrating on 24:22-27. 

1.
What did Felix do after hearing the charges and the defense? (Acts 24:22)

2.
What was Paul’s situation as he waited for the decision on his case? (Acts 24:23)

3.
What opportunity did Paul have for ministry during this time? (Acts 24:24)

4.
a.
What subjects did Paul discuss that caused Felix to be afraid? (Acts 24:25)

b.
Challenge: What do you learn about these things from the following verses?


Righteousness: Isaiah 64:6 with Romans 3:21-22


Self-control: Galatians 5:22-23a with Titus 2:11-12


The judgment to come: Ecclesiastes 12:14 with 1 Corinthians 4:5

5.
a.
Why did Felix send for Paul frequently? (Acts 24:26)

b.
Although Paul was clearly innocent, what happened to his case and his situation? (Acts 24:27)

6.
a.
This must have been a tedious and frustrating time for Paul, who wanted to be out traveling and preaching. What did he write in Philippians 4:12-13 about what he learned?

b.
Personal: Do you feel stuck in certain circumstances and wonder why God delays in bringing help and change? Have you learned to live as Paul described in Philippians 4:12-13? Why not pray now and ask God to help you have this attitude?

Acts Lesson 22
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Acts 22:30—24:27 Love That Never Lets Go 

Paul was now a prisoner of the Romans. He was in the custody of a bewildered Roman commander who couldn’t figure out what to make of this amazing man. The commander permitted Paul to speak to the crowd in the Aramaic language— and everything seemed to go smoothly until Paul said something that caused the crowd to erupt in rage. 

Luke continues his account: 

The next day, since the commander wanted to find out exactly why Paul was being accused by the Jews, he released him and ordered the chief priests and all the Sanhedrin to assemble. Then he brought Paul and had him stand before them. 

(Acts 22:30)

Here, the commander called all the high priests and elders of the Sanhedrin to the Roman fortress of Antonia, overlooking the temple courts. He brought Paul before them, and the mighty apostle seized this crisis as an opportunity to address the leaders of the Jewish people he so deeply loved. 

Take Courage 

Acts 23 opens with Paul’s address to the Jewish leaders:

Paul looked straight at the Sanhedrin and said, “My brothers, I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good conscience to this day.” At this the high priest Ananias ordered those standing near Paul to strike him on the mouth. Then Paul said to him, “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! You sit there to judge me according to the law, yet you yourself violate the law by commanding that I be struck!” 

Those who were standing near Paul said, “You dare to insult God’s high priest?” 

Paul replied, “Brothers, I did not realize that he was the high priest; for it is written: ‘Do not speak evil about the ruler of your people.’” (Acts 23:1-5)

Paul seems almost uncaring of the consequences of his words—like a man burning his bridges behind him. He does not begin with his usual courtesy. The customary address to the Sanhedrin was a standardized form that began, “Rulers of Israel, and elders of the people…” Paul places himself on the same level with these rulers, undoubtedly because he was once a member of the Sanhedrin, and he addresses them simply as, “my brothers.” 

This breach of protocol offended the Jewish leaders. Yes, Paul had once sat on the council, but that was thirty years ago. Since then, a fierce enmity had arisen between Paul and the Sanhedrin. For Paul to come now and brashly address them as “brothers” and equals offended their religious pride. 

Paul also said that he had lived in all good conscience before God, implying that there was no possible ground of accusation against him. Though this was a true statement, the high priest interpreted it as an insult, as if Paul were saying, “This meeting is a pointless waste of time, because I did nothing wrong.” So the high priest commanded that Paul be slapped across the mouth—a degrading insult. The law commanded that no Israelite should ever be struck in the face, and the high priest was wrong to order it. 

Paul’s anger flashed. He responded, “God will strike you, you whitewashed wall! You sit there to judge me according to the law, yet you yourself violate the law by commanding that I be struck!” This was a typically Judaic way of calling someone a hypocrite. Jesus used this same figure of speech: “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men’s bones and everything unclean” (Matthew 23:27). 

Paul probably recognized Ananias. The man was well known for his gluttony, corruption, and collaboration with the Roman oppressors. Paul was offended that this notorious hypocrite would command him to be struck in violation of the law. But Paul did not know that Ananias had recently been appointed high priest. The council was summoned hastily, so Ananias probably didn’t have time to don the robe of his office. The moment someone informed Paul that he had insulted the high priest, Paul was instantly repentant for insulting the ruler of the tribunal. But the damage was done. 

Luke records what happened next: 

Then Paul, knowing that some of them were Sadducees and the others Pharisees, called out in the Sanhedrin, “My brothers, I am a Pharisee, the son of a Pharisee. I stand on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead.” When he said this, a dispute broke out between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. (The Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, and that there are neither angels nor spirits, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all.) 

There was a great uproar, and some of the teachers of the law who were Pharisees stood up and argued vigorously. “We find nothing wrong with this man,” they said. “What if a spirit or an angel has spoken to him?” The dispute became so violent that the commander was afraid Paul would be torn to pieces by them. He ordered the troops to go down and take him away from them by force and bring him into the barracks. (Acts 23:6-10)

At first glance, it appears that Paul has pulled off a brilliant diversion. He’s managed to divide the Pharisees from the Sadducees. The Sadducees were the liberals on this council. They denied the supernatural and had no belief in the existence of spirits, angels, or the resurrection. The Pharisees were the ultraconservatives, the legalists who adhered strictly to the Law. When Paul identified himself with the Pharisees (he was, in fact, a Pharisee before his conversion), he touched a nerve of old disputes between the Pharisees and Sadducees. Instantly, the Pharisees were ready to defend Paul on the grounds that his conversion might be the result of a visitation by a spirit or an angel. They wouldn’t acknowledge that it was the Lord Jesus whom Paul had seen, but they were willing to agree that something supernatural had occurred in Paul’s life. 

The Roman commander observed this scene with growing puzzlement: What is it about this man Paul that always results in a ruckus? The commander ordered his troops to take Paul away and put him in the barracks under protective custody. 

Luke tells us what happened next, 

The following night the Lord stood near Paul and said, “Take courage! As you have testified about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in Rome.” (Acts 23:11)

The desire of Paul’s heart will yet be fulfilled, and he will bear witness for Christ in the capital of the Gentile world. 

Paul still faced two years of imprisonment in Caesarea, followed by at least three more years of confinement in Rome. But from this point forward, everything Paul did would have that wonderful infusion of the Spirit’s power—power to make amazing things happen. 

The Plot Against Paul 

As Luke continues the account, we see how God graciously worked out His purpose in the life of the apostle Paul. 

The next morning the Jews formed a conspiracy and bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until they had killed Paul. More than forty men were involved in this plot. They went to the chief priests and elders and said, “We have taken a solemn oath not to eat anything until we have killed Paul. Now then, you and the Sanhedrin petition the commander to bring him before you on the pretext of wanting more accurate information about his case. We are ready to kill him before he gets here.” (Acts 23:12-15)

Paul’s religious opponents plotted to get Paul away from the protection of the Roman guardhouse and into the streets of Jerusalem, where they could pounce on him. Forty would-be assassins made a desperate vow to neither eat nor drink until they had killed the apostle.

The plot had every chance of succeeding, but the conspirators had not reckoned with God’s protective hand, as we see in Acts 23:16-22. Paul could do nothing to protect himself, but Paul didn’t need to be concerned. The Lord was watching over him. Paul was God’s man in God’s place, carrying out God’s plan. 

To those who don’t believe in divine intervention, this story would seem to involve a great deal of coincidence. The plot just happens to be overheard by Paul’s nephew—and the nephew goes to the commander and reveals the plot. Of course, where God is concerned, there is no such thing as coincidence. He is sovereign over all events. 

Luke tells us in Acts 23:23-24 what the commander did next. The Roman commander ordered a detachment of 200 soldiers, 70 horsemen, and 200 hundred spearmen—470 armed men to protect one Christian. Paul was guarded by a small army because God wanted Paul to know that he had nothing to fear from his enemies. 

The Roman commander sent a letter to Governor Felix, and that letter was another key to God’s protection of Paul, as we see in Acts 23:25-30. The commander obviously wrote this letter to make himself look good in the eyes of the governor. He handled the truth rather loosely, implying that he had rescued Paul because he learned that Paul was a Roman citizen. Of course, we know that the commander learned that Paul was a Roman citizen mere moments before he was to have Paul flogged. Though the commander wrote a self-serving letter, it was practically a letter of acquittal for Paul. The commander went on record as saying Paul had done nothing worthy of death or imprisonment. This letter laid the groundwork for a favorable disposition of the case. Once more, God used unbelievers to accomplish His purpose. 

Paul Goes to Caesarea 

In Acts 23:31-35, Luke takes us to Caesarea with Paul to face the Roman governor. From Jerusalem to the Fortress of Antipatris in Caesarea was a distance of sixty miles. Paul and the soldiers covered the first forty miles by a rapid forced march. The next morning, the horsemen brought Paul the remaining twenty miles to the palace of the Roman governor in Caesarea. When the governor read the letter from the Roman commander in Jerusalem, he was favorably disposed toward Paul. He only asked one question about Paul: “What province does he come from?” 

There were two kinds of provinces in the Roman Empire—those controlled by the Roman Senate and those controlled by the emperor (imperial provinces). The governor learned that Paul was from Cilicia, which, like Judea, was an imperial province. Because Paul was a citizen of an imperial province, the governor had to account to the emperor himself for Paul’s treatment. So we can already see how God was arranging circumstances to pave the way for Paul to go to Rome— where he would meet the emperor Nero face to face. 

Paul’s Accusers 

In the opening verse of Acts 24, Luke introduces us to Paul’s accusers: Ananias, the high priest, and a delegation of elders who probably included Pharisees and Sadducees. And there was a Roman lawyer named Tertullus. 

In Acts 24:2-4, Luke carefully records the pompous, flowery speech of Tertullus. Through his words alone, we can see what kind of man this lawyer was: a flatterer, a yes-man—and a liar. “Most excellent Felix,” he said, “we have enjoyed a long period of peace under you, and your foresight has brought about reforms in this nation.” Both Tertullus and Felix know this was a lie. Felix was corrupt, and had corrupted the entire nation. The province was continually rocked by murder, riot, and scandal, all of which could be laid at the door of Felix. 

Perhaps the governor showed growing impatience with the false flattery of Tertullus. In any case, the lawyer decided to hurry things along a bit: “But in order not to weary you further,” he said, “I would request that you be kind enough to hear us briefly.” And then he got to the point, in Acts 24:5-9. Luke has undoubtedly condensed a long and windy speech to a brief outline. There were three principal charges leveled against Paul, slanted in such a way as to prejudice the Roman governor against the apostle. 

The first charge: Paul was a revolutionary, a man who stirred up riots and revolt against the empire. There were few things the Romans hated more than civil disorder. They had a far-flung empire to administer, and they handled political troublemakers with an iron fist. 

The second charge: Paul was a religious extremist, a “ringleader of the Nazarene sect.” Felix had certainly heard of this religious group known variously as the Way or Christians or the Nazarenes (after Jesus of Nazareth). He also knew that there were many self-proclaimed messiahs running around, gathering followers, and promising to throw out the Roman occupation forces. Tertullus implied that Paul was one of them. 

The third charge: Paul had defiled the Jewish temple by bringing in Gentiles. Though the Romans didn’t care about the Jewish religion, they cared a great deal about maintaining order in the Jewish province. Any hint that the sacred temple had been profaned could inflame the rage of the Jewish people. 

Paul’s Defense 

Next, Luke records Paul’s masterful defense. He opened by making as complimentary statement as he could muster: “I know that for a number of years you have been a judge over this nation; so I gladly make my defense” (Acts 24:10). No flattery, just fact. Then Paul answers the charges, one by one. 

First, in Acts 24:11-13, he answered the charge that he was a revolutionary. Paul says, in effect, “I wasn’t in the city long enough to incite a riot. My accusers have never seen me disputing at the temple or causing trouble anywhere in town. They can’t prove a word of these accusations.” Paul demolished his enemies’ first accusation. 

Next, in Acts 24:14-16, he answered the charge of being a religious extremist. Paul boldly pleaded guilty to being a follower of the Way, which is consistent with his faith in God and his reverence for the Hebrew Scriptures. He said, in effect, “This so-called sect stresses the same hope that is taught in the Scriptures—the hope of the resurrection of the dead, both the just and unjust. My fellow Jews in this room believe in this hope just as I do. So my conscience is clear, and I plead guilty to the charge of being devoted to faith in God—but is that a crime? What Roman law have I broken by living a life of righteousness and faith?” 

Having demolished the second accusation, Paul turned in Acts 24:17-21 to the third charge. Paul’s argument was simple: “Not only was I not defiling the temple,” he said, in effect, “I was doing good, bringing gifts and offerings for the poor that had been collected in Macedonia. I had followed the ritual of ceremonial cleansing. I went to the temple and worshiped like any Jew should. I brought no Gentiles with me, and I was minding my own business, causing no disturbance whatsoever. My accusers aren’t even here to testify. If they have evidence against me, why aren’t they here?” 

Having dismantled the unfounded charges against him, Paul would be exonerated by any fair-minded judge. But as we shall see, an unaccountable delay—one of God’s mysterious delays—will keep him in custody. 

The Pathway of Prison 

Instead of deciding Paul’s fate, Felix delayed until “Lysias the commander comes,” as Luke records in Acts 24:22. Lysias was the commander of the Roman garrison in Jerusalem. Why did Felix want Lysias to come? He had already received a letter from Lysias that exonerated Paul. It seems that Felix delayed a decision in order to hear more from this fascinating man, the apostle Paul. Felix was curious because, as Luke tells us, he was already well acquainted with the Way. He knew something about Christianity, and he wanted to hear more. So though Paul was clearly innocent, Felix kept him in custody. 

Even though Paul remained in custody, God was able to use him in a mighty way, as we see in Acts 24:24-26. Paul had some liberty, including permission to receive visitors. But he remained in the custody of the Romans and was unable to go anywhere he pleased. From time to time, Felix sent for Paul so they could talk. The governor’s motives were mixed. He seemed genuinely interested in Paul’s message, yet he also hoped Paul would offer him a bribe. 

The Governor Trembles 

The gospel message had a profound effect on Felix. Luke tells us that as he listened, he was afraid. He felt the impact of the apostle’s clear, logical presentation of God’s truth. Paul boldly spoke to this morally bankrupt official about the kind of life God expected of human beings. 

First, Paul laid out before the governor the truth about righteousness. What is wrong with the world today? People don’t love one another. They fight and hate each other. They intimidate and exploit each other. Their hearts are filled with greed, lust, bitterness, envy, theft, and revenge. Unrighteous human behavior is at the root of pollution, poverty, crime, oppression, and war. Yet if you ask anyone on the street, “What’s wrong with the world today?” They’ll tell you that other people behave badly in some way. They seldom point a finger of blame at themselves.  

Then Paul went on to talk about self-control. If the Holy Spirit is in us, He will produce the life of Christ in us. Then our lives will be characterized by “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control” (Galatians 5:22-23). 

Finally, Paul warned Felix of the judgment to come. No wonder Felix trembled! There is a time ahead of us when we shall each be evaluated, without exception. All the hidden secrets of the heart will be on display before God. How would you feel if you knew that all your thoughts for the past hour had been recorded and were about to be played back? Would you be proud of those thoughts—or ashamed? You may think, “I’m glad such a thing could never happen.” But such a thing will happen. We will be held accountable for our actions, our words, and our thoughts. 

In light of God’s demand for righteousness, what provision have you made for the day of judgment? What have you done with Jesus? Is He your Lord and Savior, your Friend and Advocate with the Father? Or will you stand alone, with all your sins and guilt on display when the day of judgment comes? 

Although Felix was afraid when he heard about the judgment, he said, “That’s enough for now! You may leave. When I find it convenient, I will send for you” (Acts 24:25). He knew he couldn’t withstand the day of God’s judgment, but he wasn’t ready to turn control of his life over to God. So he put off the problem of God’s judgment to another day. 

Felix knew that Paul spoke the truth. He even brought his wife, Drusilla, to hear what Paul had to say. This indicates that Felix genuinely wanted something from God, but he was conflicted, because he also wanted something from Paul: money. Jesus said that we cannot serve two masters. We can’t serve God and money (see Luke 16:13). We must choose between God and the world. We dare not procrastinate. Putting off the choice is a choice in itself—and a tragic one. This moment is too important to waste. We must seek God today, while He can still be found. Tomorrow may be too late. 

Luke records that Felix called Paul to him many times. They talked again and again. But after that first meeting, Felix never again trembled with fear. That was the closest he ever came to giving his life to the Lord. Eventually, the opportunity passed. That’s the danger people face when they procrastinate. Eventually, the opportunity evaporates. Put off a decision—and soon the moment is gone. 

The Discipline of Delay 

Luke tells us what happened to Felix—and to Paul: “When two years had passed, Felix was succeeded by Porcius Festus, but because Felix wanted to grant a favor to the Jews, he left Paul in prison” (Acts 24:27). Paul, who was clearly innocent, wanted nothing more than to be free to preach the gospel and strengthen the churches. But he could do none of those things. He was forced to accept the discipline of delay. 

We’ve all had the experience of praying for relief, only to have our hopes dashed. Months or years pass, and we are still right where we were. And we wonder, “Why is God delaying? Why doesn’t He act?” So it is with the apostle Paul. 

God’s delays are always times of learning. He uses those times in our lives to teach us lessons we could never learn in any other way. While Paul remained in prison, he wrote some of his greatest letters: Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. Paul once wrote of the lessons he learned in prison: “I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength” (Philippians 4:12-13). 

That is what you learn in a time of waiting. Are you in a prison right now—locked into circumstances you feel helpless to change? You may have been put there by your own sins. Or you might have been put there by the loss of your career or a troubled marriage or a bankruptcy or an illness. You can’t understand why God delays. 

It may be that God is allowing you to learn the discipline of delay. He is leaving you in a place where you can learn the secret Paul learned while a prisoner in Caesarea: “I can do everything through Jesus, who gives me strength.”

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them..

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 22:30—24:27.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 22:30—24:27 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 25-26, concentrating on 25:1-12. 

1.
a.
Troubles and tensions had been mounting among opposing factions within the Jewish nation.
 Where did the new Roman governor of Judea go shortly after arriving in the province? (Acts 25:1)

b.
What did the Jewish chief priests and leaders do when Festus arrived? (Acts 25:2-3)

c.
Challenge: Review Acts 23:12-15 to see the beginning of this conspiracy at least two years earlier (see Acts 24:27).

d.
What was Festus’ reply? (Acts 25:4-5)

2.
a.
How did Paul’s trial before Festus proceed? (Acts 25:6-7)

b.
What did Paul reply to the Jews’ charges? (Acts 25:8)

3.
a.
How did Festus show that he was a true politician, trying to gain favor with the Jews? (Acts 25:9)

b.
What was Paul’s answer? (Acts 25:10-11)

c.
Challenge: Review Acts 23:11. How might the Lord’s promise to Paul have influenced his decision?

4.
Under Roman law, Festus could acquit Paul of the charges or grant his appeal.
 What was his decision? (Acts 25:12)

5.
a.
Paul’s appeal to Caesar did not guarantee his acquittal. Read 2 Corinthians 12:10. Although Paul did not have the power to gain his freedom, what was his general attitude as expressed in this verse?

b.
Why was he able to have this attitude, according to 2 Corinthians 12:9?

6.
Personal: How do you react to weaknesses, insults, hardships and difficulties? Have you learned to rest in God’s grace and power that He freely offers to you through Jesus Christ? What situation do you currently face, and how will God’s grace and power change the way you face it?

Third Day: Review Acts 25-26, concentrating on 25:13-27. 

1.
Who arrived at Caesarea and for what purpose? (Acts 25:13)

2.
Agrippa was the tetrarch (a subordinate ruler) of Galilee. Though he did not rule over Judea, he had authority to appoint the high priest in Jerusalem and administer the temple. However, he was loyal to Rome, not to the Jews.
 What did Festus discuss with Agrippa? (Acts 25:14a)

3.
How did Festus summarize the situation? (Acts 25:14b-21)

4.
How did Agrippa respond? (Acts 25:22)

5.
a.
Who else was in attendance when Paul was brought before Festus and Agrippa? (Acts 25:23)

b.
What did Festus ask Agrippa and the others to help him do? (Acts 25:24-27)

6.
Personal: Paul was appearing before a Jewish king that had authority over the temple and priesthood in Jerusalem. He probably realized that this might be his last chance to preach the gospel in Israel, before he was sent to Rome to face trial. How do you think he felt about this opportunity? Do you have the same deep desire to reach unsaved members of your family or friends?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 25-26, concentrating on 26:1-11. 

1.
What did Agrippa tell Paul? (Acts 26:1)

2.
How did Paul appeal to the sympathy and understanding of this Jewish king? (Acts 26:2-3)

3.
What did Paul point out about his credentials as a Jew? (Acts 26:4-5)

4.
What part of his teaching does Paul say is on trial, yet is in agreement with the Jewish faith? (Acts 26:6-8)

5.
How had Paul demonstrated his intense commitment to his Jewish beliefs before he met Jesus Christ? (Acts 26:9-11)

6.
Personal: Paul tried to establish a connection with King Agrippa through their common Jewish faith and background, in hope that the king would give full attention to his message about Jesus Christ. What unsaved person might you have the opportunity to talk to about Jesus? Can you think of a way to help them identify with you, so they will be willing to listen to your Christian witness?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 25-26, concentrating on 26:12-23 

1.
What did Paul tell the king he experienced while he was trying to stamp out Christianity? (Acts 26:12-15)

2.
a.
What did Jesus appoint Paul to do? (Acts 26:16)

b.
What would Paul’s message about Jesus do for those who believed? (Acts 26:17-18)

3.
How did Paul say he responded to Jesus’ call? (Acts 26:19-20)

4.
a.
What was the Jews’ reaction when Paul changed from an opponent to a preacher of Christianity? (Acts 26:21)

b.
Who had preserved Paul’s life and ministry in spite of the Jews’ opposition? (Acts 26:22a)

5.
How did Paul explain to the king that his message about Christ was in harmony with the Jewish faith? (Acts 26:22b-23)

6.
Personal: The heart of Paul’s message was his personal testimony, the story of how he met Jesus Christ. Are you willing to tell others your personal testimony? It may not be dramatic like Paul’s, but it is real and unique—no one else has the same story. Write down your testimony here, or on a separate piece of paper.

Sixth Day: Review Acts 25-26, concentrating on 26:24-32. 

1.
a.
When Paul spoke of the resurrection, why did Festus interrupt him? (Acts 26:24)

b.
How did Paul answer Festus? (Acts 26:25)

2.
a.
How did Paul turn to Agrippa for support? (Acts 26:26-27)

b.
What was Agrippa’s response to Paul’s bold question? (Acts 26:28)

3.
What was Paul’s deepest desire for all those he spoke to? (Acts 26:29)

4.
How did Paul’s audience before the king end? (Acts 26:30-32)

5.
Challenge: Those in attendance gave no immediate positive response to Paul’s message. His words may have produced fruit in some of their lives at a later date, but he probably never would have learned about it. Yet he had done what Jesus asked him to do—preached about repentance and salvation. Read 1 Corinthians 3:5-8. Will our Christian witness always produce conversions? Who is responsible for a person’s coming to Christ?

6.
Personal: Are you discouraged when you don’t see people you witness to turning to Christ? How does Paul’s explanation in 1 Corinthians help you understand your responsibility to them and to God?

Acts Lesson 23
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Acts 25—26 Before Governors And Kings 

Prophecy is being fulfilled. 

After Paul’s conversion on the Damascus road, the Lord Jesus appeared to a godly man named Ananias and said, “This man [Paul] is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel” (Acts 9:15). In these closing chapters of Acts, that prophecy is being fulfilled. Paul has appeared before the Gentile governor Felix. Now, in Acts 25 and 26, he will appear before governor Festus and the Jewish ruler, King Agrippa. Soon, he will go to Rome to face the emperor Nero. Luke writes: 

Three days after arriving in the province, Festus went up from Caesarea to Jerusalem, where the chief priests and Jewish leaders appeared before him and presented the charges against Paul. They urgently requested Festus, as a favor to them, to have Paul transferred to Jerusalem, for they were preparing an ambush to kill him along the way. Festus answered, “Paul is being held at Caesarea, and I myself am going there soon. Let some of your leaders come with me and press charges against the man there, if he has done anything wrong.” (Acts 25:1-5) 

It had been two years since Paul stood trial before Governor Felix. Now another man, Porcius Festus, had been appointed by the emperor to govern the Roman province of Judea. We do not know much about Festus from secular history, though most historians describe him as a just man. Even so, we see clearly that there are limits to the integrity of Festus. Though not as corrupt as his predecessor, Festus behaves as a typical politician. 

As soon as Festus took office, the Jewish religious leaders took him aside and immediately tried to bend him to their will. They proposed that he send Paul to Jerusalem for trial. This was part of a plot to assassinate Paul along the way. In Acts 23, we saw these same religious leaders plot to kill Paul during his transfer from Jerusalem to Caesarea. In fact, forty would-be assassins bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until they had killed Paul. One wonders how they survived for years without food or water! 

An Appeal to Caesar 

The Roman governor Festus insisted upon questioning Paul himself. Luke writes: 

After spending eight or ten days with them, he went down to Caesarea, and the next day he convened the court and ordered that Paul be brought before him. When Paul appeared, the Jews who had come down from Jerusalem stood around him, bringing many serious charges against him, which they could not prove. 

Then Paul made his defense: “I have done nothing wrong against the law of the Jews or against the temple or against Caesar.” Festus, wishing to do the Jews a favor, said to Paul, “Are you willing to go up to Jerusalem and stand trial before me there on these charges?” 

Paul answered: “I am now standing before Caesar’s court, where I ought to be tried. I have not done any wrong to the Jews, as you yourself know very well. If, however, I am guilty of doing anything deserving death, I do not refuse to die. But if the charges brought against me by these Jews are not true, no one has the right to hand me over to them. I appeal to Caesar!” 

After Festus had conferred with his council, he declared: “You have appealed to Caesar. To Caesar you will go!” 

(Acts 25:6-12) 

Paul had been in prison for two years, hoping to be released. There was no legal reason to hold him. The Roman judge, Felix, had already acknowledged that he could find no wrongdoing in Paul. Now, in his second trial, the arguments against Paul are the same as before—and just as unfounded. 

Finally, Festus shows that he is a true politician. Luke records that “Festus, wishing to do the Jews a favor, said to Paul…” And he tried to maneuver Paul into going to Jerusalem to stand trial. In other words, Paul was a political pawn, and Festus wanted to use him to gain favor with the people. 

Paul might have been tempted to take Festus up on his offer. After several years of waiting, he could go to Jerusalem, be tried once and for all—and perhaps he would be set free. What should Paul do? Should he seize a possible opportunity for freedom by going to Jerusalem or remain in the custody of the Gentiles? Yet Paul also must have known that he could never get a fair trial from the religious leaders in Jerusalem. Recalling the Lord’s promise that he would go to Rome, Paul probably considered his options, then announced, “I appeal to Caesar.” 

At that point, Festus had no choice in the matter. Roman law gave Paul the right to have his case heard before the emperor. Festus conferred with his advisors, then turned to Paul and said, “You have appealed to Caesar. To Caesar you will go!” 

The Last of the Herods 

At this point, we have an interesting development. A Jewish king entered the scene: 

A few days later King Agrippa and Bernice arrived at Caesarea to pay their respects to Festus. Since they were spending many days there, Festus discussed Paul’s case with the king. He said: “There is a man here whom Felix left as a prisoner. When I went to Jerusalem, the chief priests and elders of the Jews brought charges against him and asked that he be condemned. 

“I told them that it is not the Roman custom to hand over any man before he has faced his accusers and has had an opportunity to defend himself against their charges. When they came here with me, I did not delay the case, but convened the court the next day and ordered the man to be brought in. When his accusers got up to speak, they did not charge him with any of the crimes I had expected.” (Acts 25:13-18) 

Festus was clearly troubled by the case of the apostle Paul. When King Agrippa arrived, Festus sought his advice. He told the king that he had expected certain political charges to be leveled against Paul, but the accusations were of an entirely different nature: 

“Instead, they had some points of dispute with him about their own religion and about a dead man named Jesus who Paul claimed was alive. I was at a loss how to investigate such matters; so I asked if he would be willing to go to Jerusalem and stand trial there on these charges. When Paul made his appeal to be held over for the Emperor’s decision, I ordered him held until I could send him to Caesar.” 

Then Agrippa said to Festus, “I would like to hear this man myself.” He replied, “Tomorrow you will hear him.” (Acts 25:19-22) 

So the foundation has been laid for Paul to come before King Agrippa. This will not be another trial. King Agrippa and Bernice had come to pay their respects to the new Roman governor, and Festus arranged to bring Paul before them. 

Who was King Agrippa? Marcus Julius Agrippa, also called Herod Agrippa II, was the last of the Herods. He was the brother of Bernice and Drusilla, who was, you recall, the second wife of the Roman governor Antonius Felix. The Herods were not Jews in the strictest sense. They were Edomites, descendents of Esau, the twin brother of Jacob, who adhered to the Jewish religion. 

The first of the line was Herod the Great, who killed the babies in Bethlehem when our Lord was born. His son, Herod Antipas, was the king who had John the Baptist beheaded in prison. The son of Herod Antipas, Herod Agrippa I, put the apostle James to death by the sword. And now we come to his son, Agrippa II, who was appointed by the Romans as tetrarch (a subordinate ruler) of Galilee. He had authority to appoint the high priest in Jerusalem and administer the temple. He was loyal to Rome, not to the Jews. 

King Agrippa’s wife was Bernice. As I previously noted, Agrippa was the brother of Bernice and Drusilla. You may wonder, “Were Agrippa and Bernice husband and wife—or brother and sister?” Answer: They were both. Though brother and sister, they lived together incestuously as man and wife, a violation of Jewish law. 

Paul is called to appear before this morally depraved couple. Luke writes: 

The next day Agrippa and Bernice came with great pomp and entered the audience room with the high ranking officers and the leading men of the city. At the command of Festus, Paul was brought in. Festus said: “King Agrippa, and all who are present with us, you see this man! The whole Jewish community has petitioned me about him in Jerusalem and here in Caesarea, shouting that he ought not to live any longer. I found he had done nothing deserving of death, but because he made his appeal to the Emperor I decided to send him to Rome. But I have nothing definite to write to His Majesty about him. Therefore I have brought him before all of you, and especially before you, King Agrippa, so that as a result of this investigation I may have something to write. For I think it is unreasonable to send on a prisoner without specifying the charges against him.” (Acts 25:23-27) 

Governor Festus was baffled by Paul. He was required to send Paul to the emperor to answer charges, but what was Paul charged with? Festus knew that the political charges against Paul had been disproved, but he could hardly send a prisoner to the emperor without a charge. That would only make Festus appear inept. So Festus asked King Agrippa to help him formulate a charge against Paul that would withstand imperial scrutiny. 

Paul and the King 

Paul, chained to a Roman guard, was brought before King Agrippa. As we turn to Acts 26, Paul presents his defense: 

Then Agrippa said to Paul, “You have permission to speak for yourself.” 

So Paul motioned with his hand and began his defense: “King Agrippa, I consider myself fortunate to stand before you today as I make my defense against all the accusations of the Jews, and especially so because you are well acquainted with all the Jewish customs and controversies. Therefore, I beg you to listen to me patiently. 

“The Jews all know the way I have lived ever since I was a child, from the beginning of my life in my own country, and also in Jerusalem. They have known me for a long time and can testify, if they are willing, that according to the strictest sect of our religion, I lived as a Pharisee. And now it is because of my hope in what God has promised our fathers that I am on trial today. This is the promise our twelve tribes are hoping to see fulfilled as they earnestly serve God day and night. O king, it is because of this hope that the Jews are accusing me. Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead? 

“I too was convinced that I ought to do all that was possible to oppose the name of Jesus of Nazareth. And that is just what I did in Jerusalem. On the authority of the chief priests I put many of the saints in prison, and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. Many a time I went from one synagogue to another to have them punished, and I tried to force them to blaspheme. In my obsession against them, I even went to foreign cities to persecute them.” (Acts 26:1-11) 

The substance of Paul’s argument before King Agrippa was that he stood condemned for being a good Jew. He was trying to appeal to the Jewish sympathies of the Edomite king, in hopes of penetrating the man’s spiritual darkness. Paul’s argument is brilliantly constructed. 

First, he pointed out that even his Jewish accusers could testify to his credentials as a Pharisee, raised according to the traditions of the strictest sect of the Jews. 

Second, he stated that, with respect to the resurrection of the dead, he did not preach anything that he didn’t believe as a Pharisee. Speaking to the entire court, he asked, “Why should any of you consider it incredible that God raises the dead?” (Acts 26:8). Certainly a Jew should not think it incredible, because God had already promised the resurrection of the dead. Paul was earnestly trying to appeal to the Jewish faith of the king. 

Third, he demonstrated his intense commitment to his Jewish beliefs by the way he persecuted the church. His intent was to prove to Agrippa that he had impeccable credentials as a Jew. 

Paul’s Testimony 

Next, Paul offered the most compelling form of Christian witness. He gave his personal testimony. 

“On one of these journeys I was going to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. About noon, O king, as I was on the road, I saw a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, blazing around me and my companions. We all fell to the ground, and I heard a voice saying to me in Aramaic, ‘Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.’ 

“Then I asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ 

“‘I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,’ the Lord replied. ‘Now get up and stand on your feet. I have appeared to you to appoint you as a servant and as a witness of what you have seen of me and what I will show you. I will rescue you from your own people and from the Gentiles. I am sending you to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God, so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me.’” (Acts 26:12-18) 

Here is the heart of Paul’s message—his transforming experience with Jesus Christ. Reciting the words of Jesus, as Paul heard them on the Damascus road, Paul gives us the Lord’s diagnosis of the human condition: Human beings live in darkness. They are enslaved by Satan and lost in their sins. 

In two thousand years, nothing has changed. People are lost in darkness, unable to see the truth, groping their way through life. Behind the curtain of darkness that enfolds the human race, there is a great enemy, Satan, a malevolent intelligence that twists and distorts human thinking, making people doubt the truth and believe a lie. 

We hear these lies all the time. “Live for the moment.” “I am the master of my fate.” “Whoever dies with the most toys wins.” Satan wants us to believe that we can find peace and satisfaction apart from God. He wants us to waste our lives chasing after wealth, possessions, status, pleasure, sex, power, and other idols. But the gospel turns our darkness into light and turns people away from the power of Satan to the power of God. They are no longer slaves to the lying propaganda of Satan; they can finally receive the truth of God. And it all comes by faith in Jesus Christ. 

People today often ask, “Why do Christians insist that Jesus is the only way to God? Jesus may be one way, but He’s surely not the only way. What about Buddhism, or Hinduism, or Islam, or some of the other great religions? The adherents of those religions are sincere and religious. Why do Christians insist that Jesus is the only way?” The answer: That’s what Jesus Himself said. You can’t call yourself a Christian and deny what Christ said—and He said, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). 

When Jesus came forth from the tomb, He solved the mystery of death. No one else has ever solved this problem. Only Jesus has conquered death, and that is why only Jesus is worthy to be followed. 

“I Am Not Insane” 

Paul goes on to say that he provoked the wrath of his enemies by declaring the truth of the gospel. That’s why they have persecuted him. Then he underscored once more the essential facts of the gospel—the death and the resurrection of Jesus Christ: 

“So then, King Agrippa, I was not disobedient to the vision from heaven. First to those in Damascus, then to those in Jerusalem and in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also, I preached that they should repent and turn to God and prove their repentance by their deeds. That is why the Jews seized me in the temple courts and tried to kill me. But I have had God’s help to this very day, and so I stand here and testify to small and great alike. I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Christ would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the Gentiles.” (Acts 26:19-23) 

Festus suddenly interrupts Paul’s discourse: 

At this point Festus interrupted Paul’s defense. “You are out of your mind, Paul!” he shouted. “Your great learning is driving you insane.” 

“I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I am saying is true and reasonable. The king is familiar with these things, and I can speak freely to him. I am convinced that none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner. King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know you do.” 

Then Agrippa said to Paul, “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” 

Paul replied, “Short time or long—I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.” 

The king rose, and with him the governor and Bernice and those sitting with them. They left the room, and while talking with one another, they said, “This man is not doing anything that deserves death or imprisonment.” 

Agrippa said to Festus, “This man could have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar.” (Acts 26:24-32) 

Paul seldom got to finish a sermon. He was constantly being interrupted. On this occasion, he was interrupted by the skeptical questioning of a Roman rationalist. Festus believed only in what he could see with his own eyes. When Paul spoke of the resurrection, it was more than he could stand. 

Festus said, in effect, “Paul, you’re crazy! You’re talking about raising the dead! Everyone knows that when you’re dead, you’re dead!” Paul replied, in effect, “Everything I say is the truth. God has shattered the power of death and has made life available to humanity—life as He intended it to be lived.” 

The Enslaved King 

Then Paul turned to Agrippa. He clearly wanted to reach this man. The essence of Paul’s message to the king was this: “I’m sure you’re aware of the teaching about the resurrection, because these truths have not been taught in secret. The Lord Jesus preached and taught, lived and died, right in front of everyone in Israel. I know the king believes the Old Testament prophets—and the prophets foretold the coming of the Messiah. Clearly, Jesus was the Messiah that the prophets wrote about. He fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies.” 

The king undoubtedly squirmed uncomfortably under Paul’s preaching. There was a serious obstacle in the king’s life, preventing him from accepting Jesus as his Lord and Savior: The king was enslaved by his lusts. He lived in sin with his own sister. He didn’t want to give up the pleasures of sin, so he shrugged off everything Paul said to him. 

King Agrippa’s reply to Paul has often been mistranslated. For example, the King James Version mistakenly translates the king’s reply as, “Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian.” That’s not what Agrippa said. He did not say that Paul came close to convincing him. The New International Version is much closer to the sense of the original Greek text: “Do you think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?” (Acts 26:28). Those words drip with sarcasm. 

With a heavy heart, Paul replied, in effect, “King Agrippa, whether it takes a lot of time or a little, I urgently want to win you to Christ, along with your wife and everyone in this room. I wish you could all be as I am, except for these chains. Even though you are a king, a man of power and wealth, I do not envy you; in fact, I wish that you were truly as blessed as I am, and that you could have the peace and joy of knowing the Lord Jesus.” 

It was a challenging message, spoken by a prisoner in chains to a king upon his throne. But Agrippa is a Herod, an Edomite, a descendent of Esau. He is true to his heritage. Throughout Scripture, Esau is a symbol for a rebellious, arrogant, stubborn spirit that refuses God’s grace and demands its own way. Agrippa, a true son of Edom, chooses his fate in the same way. He demonstrates his own rebellious, arrogant, stubborn spirit in true Edomite style. He turns his back on God’s love, spurns Paul’s message of everlasting life— 

And then the last of the Herods fades from history. 

Having heard all he wished to hear, the king rose from his throne. His wife and Governor Festus also stood, along with the other dignitaries. They departed, chatting and laughing, leaving Paul behind. As they talked together, they remarked about the fact that Paul had clearly done nothing that deserved punishment. In fact, noted Agrippa, Paul could have been set free if he hadn’t insisted on making his appeal to Caesar. 

Paul remained in Roman custody, yet his words continue to echo down through the centuries. They are words of love for lost humanity: “I pray God that not only you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am, except for these chains.” 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 25-26.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 25-26 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 27, concentrating on verses 1-8. 

1.
Challenge: From the pronoun used in Acts 27:1, who accompanied Paul as he sailed for Italy with the centurion and the other prisoners? (Compare with Luke 1:1-4 and Acts 1:1. Remember, Luke the physician was the author of both books of the Bible.)

2.
a.
Who else accompanied Paul? (Acts 27:2)

b.
Challenge: Paul also refers to this man in Colossians 4:10 and Philemon 23-24. According to Christian tradition, both of these letters were written while Paul was imprisoned in Rome. If this was true, how far did this man travel with Paul on this journey?

3.
a.
What privilege was permitted to Paul in Sidon? (Acts 27:3)

b.
From Proverbs 16:7, what may have been the reason for this kindness?

4.
How did the weather affect their voyage as they traveled from Sidon onward? (Acts 27:4-8)

5.
a.
Review: In Acts 23:11, where had the Lord told Paul he must go? Was Paul now going where God wanted him to go?

b.
You may wonder: why would the apostle Paul experience such difficulties from natural forces when he was going where God wanted him to go? God, who controls the wind and the waves, could surely have given Paul an easier journey.
 But if we examine God’s Word, we find that it never promises us an untroubled life. In the following verses, what does Jesus promise His followers who are facing trouble?


John 14:1


John 16:33

c.
Paul was an imperfect human, just as we are. God was working in Paul, just as He is working in us. From James 1:2-3, what does God work in our lives through trials? 

6.
Personal: What is your attitude when you experience trouble and trials? How do Jesus’ promises help you in whatever you are facing today?

Third Day: Review Acts 27, concentrating on verses 9-20. 

1.
a.
The great fast of the Day of Atonement has already passed, which means it is now early October. Navigating the Mediterranean is dangerous in the late fall and early winter. Storms arise without warning and last for days.
 Knowing this, what did Paul warn the centurion, the pilot and the owner of the ship? (Acts 27:9-10)

b.
What did the centurion decide? (Acts 27:11-12)

2.
What were the conditions when the ship set off again? (Acts 27:13)

3.
What happened after they set off? (Acts 27:14-15)

4.
a.
What measures did they take to weather the storm? (Acts 27:16-19)

b.
What was their situation after many days of the storm? (Acts 27:20)

5.
Challenge: Apparently, even Luke and Paul gave up hope of being saved from the storm. We will see in tomorrow’s questions what Paul did. What reaction to trouble do you find in the following verses?

Psalm 10:1,12

2 Chronicles 14:9-11

Matthew 8:23-25

6.
Personal: When you come to the end of your human hope—when you realize that you cannot save yourself, and that nobody else is going to rescue you—what do you do?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 27, concentrating on verses 21-26. 

1.
What did Paul say to the crew, to establish his credentials as a man of foresight and wisdom, so that they would pay attention? (Acts 27:21)

2.
a.
What encouraging words did he have for them? (Acts 27:22)

b.
How did he know this? (Acts 27:23-24)

3.
a.
Notice the angel’s first words to Paul in Acts 27:23. What do they indicate about Paul’s reaction to the situation?

b.
How did Paul’s mindset change after he heard the angel’s promise from God? (Acts 27:25)

4.
What ordeal did Paul say they would go through before this episode was finished? (Acts 27:26)

5.
The angel’s words, “God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you,” indicate that Paul had been praying for the lives of the men traveling with him. What does James 5:16b say about prayer?

6.
Personal: Do you pray regularly for people you know, people who are caught in the storms of life? Do you have faith that God hears and answers your prayers?

Fifth Day: Review Acts 27, concentrating on verses 27-38. 

1.
What did the sailors fear, and what did they do to try to prevent it? (Acts 27:27-29)

2.
a.
What did some of the sailors do to try and save themselves? (Acts 27:30)

b.
Luke doesn’t say how Paul learned of this, but what did he do about it? (Acts 27:31)

c.
What did the soldiers do?

3.
a.
How did Paul encourage and strengthen the crew? (Acts 27:33-34)

b.
How did he lead them by example? (Acts 27:35-36)

4.
How many people were on the ship? (Acts 27:37)

5.
What additional preparation did they make for the safety of the ship? (Acts 27:38)

6.
Personal: Because of his faith in God’s promise, Paul was able to encourage the crew and take positive action to strengthen them and prepare them for the challenge ahead. When you face challenging times as part of a group—such as a family, a business, or a church—do you stand firmly upon God’s promises, and encourage others on that basis? How can you do this in the situation you face today?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 27, concentrating on verses 39-44. 

1.
What did the crew do when they saw land ahead in the daylight? (Acts 27:39-40)

2.
What happened to thwart this plan? (Acts 27:41)

3.
Roman military law decreed that a guard who allowed his prisoner to escape was subject to the same penalty the escaped prisoner would have suffered.
 What did the soldiers decide to do to prevent any escapes? (Acts 27:42)

4.
How did God use the centurion to fulfill His promise to Paul? (Acts 27:43-44)

5.
Personal: God often allows adversity in our lives to teach us to trust Him. Paul and his companions learned lessons about God’s presence and protection, even when all appeared to be lost. Have you learned to trust God through troubled times? Write down what you experienced and what God taught you.

Acts Lesson 24
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Acts 27 Shipwrecked! 

I’m a landlubber, not a sailor. But I’ve talked to experienced sailors about the account of Paul’s sea voyage to Rome. They tell me that Luke’s description of sailing techniques and storm survival tactics are remarkably detailed. They are essentially the same skills that sailboat enthusiasts learn today. Luke was a doctor, not a sailor, but he was such a careful historian that his account contains more insight into ancient sailing practices than all other ancient manuscripts combined. 

Acts 27 divides into four major movements: Part 1, Setting sail for Rome (Acts 27:1-8); Part 2, A dangerous tempest (Acts 27:9-20); Part 3, A word of encouragement (Acts 27:21-27); and Part 4, Disaster and deliverance (Acts 27:28-44). Let’s take a closer look at this true-life adventure tale. 

Part 1: Setting Sail for Rome 

The first section of this account reads like a page from a ship’s log. It gives us the list of important passengers on the voyage and explains some of the problems they faced as they sailed from Caesarea. Paul was on his way to Rome to appear before the emperor. He went as a prisoner, usually chained to a Roman guard. Luke tells us: 

When it was decided that we would sail for Italy, Paul and some other prisoners were handed over to a centurion named Julius, who belonged to the Imperial Regiment. We boarded a ship from Adramyttium about to sail for ports along the coast of the province of Asia, and we put out to sea. Aristarchus, a Macedonian from Thessalonica, was with us. (Acts 27:1-2) 

Luke lists the personalities of this drama. Paul was the hero, of course. He was in the custody of Julius, a Roman centurion who treated Paul with respect and kindness. As a member of the Imperial Regiment, Julius commanded an elite unit of soldiers. 

The phrase “we boarded a ship” shows that Luke was with them as Paul’s friend and personal physician. Luke’s presence may suggest that Paul suffered from a physical illness or impairment and needed a doctor’s care. Also aboard was Aristarchus, a young man Paul met in Thessalonica on his second missionary journey. His devotion to Paul was so great that he may have volunteered to be Paul’s servant on the voyage. They set sail from Caesarea, move up the coast of Israel, and make their way toward Asia Minor (modern Turkey). Luke continues: 

The next day we landed at Sidon; and Julius, in kindness to Paul, allowed him to go to his friends so they might provide for his needs. From there we put out to sea again and passed to the lee of Cyprus because the winds were against us. When we had sailed across the open sea off the coast of Cilicia and Pamphylia, we landed at Myra in Lycia. There the centurion found an Alexandrian ship sailing for Italy and put us on board. We made slow headway for many days and had difficulty arriving off Cnidus. When the wind did not allow us to hold our course, we sailed to the lee of Crete, opposite Salmone. We moved along the coast with difficulty and came to a place called Fair Havens, near the town of Lasea. (Acts 27:3-8) 

Landing at Sidon, a port city still thriving in modern Lebanon, the sailing party disembarked. Julius permitted Paul to meet with friends who ministered to his needs. 

They set sail from Sidon and immediately encountered contrary winds. At that time of year, the winds usually blew from the northeast, which would have helped them on their way to Rome. But they were met by a strong northwest wind and were forced to take refuge behind the isle of Cyprus and hug the Asian coast, tacking against the wind. 

They arrived at the Lycian port of Myra, where they hired a much larger vessel, undoubtedly a grain ship carrying wheat from Alexandria in Egypt, the granary of the Roman Empire. It was a huge ship with (we later learn) space for 276 crewmen and passengers. The centurion evidently leased the vessel because he was in charge of it for the rest of the voyage. Again they encountered contrary winds and made slow progress, tacking back and forth on a zigzag course. Several days of sailing gained them only a couple hundred miles. They had to sail under the lee of the isle of Crete to make any headway. 

The adverse winds make us wonder: Why would the apostle Paul experience such difficulties from natural forces when he was going where God wanted him to go? God, who controls the wind and the waves, could surely have given Paul an easier journey. 

This is a question we all face in our lives. From time to time we wonder why, when we are being obedient to God’s will, we experience great adversity and trial. If God wants us to accomplish tasks that bring glory to Him, then why doesn’t he smooth out our circumstances and make the job easier? We will glimpse an answer to this question before we reach the end of Acts 27. 

Part 2: A Dangerous Tempest 

Luke continues his eyewitness narrative of the journey: 

Much time had been lost, and sailing had already become dangerous because by now it was after the Fast. So Paul warned them, “Men, I can see that our voyage is going to be disastrous and bring great loss to ship and cargo, and to our own lives also.” But the centurion, instead of listening to what Paul said, followed the advice of the pilot and of the owner of the ship. Since the harbor was unsuitable to winter in, the majority decided that we should sail on, hoping to reach Phoenix and winter there. This was a harbor in Crete, facing both southwest and northwest. (Acts 27:9-12) 

Though a prisoner, Paul was given considerable freedom. When he offered advice, he was listened to with courtesy and respect, even though his advice was not always followed. When Paul predicted disaster, he was not prophesying. He was simply speaking out of common sense. 

Paul knew it was too late in the year to try to make it to Rome. The great fast of the Day of Atonement had already passed, which meant it was now early October. Navigating the Mediterranean was dangerous in the late fall and early winter. Storms could arise without warning and last for days. Knowing this, Paul urged the centurion to winter in the little port of Fair Havens, near the town of Lasea. 

The captain and owner of the ship, along with most of the crew, differed with Paul, and Luke recorded the reason why: “The harbor was unsuitable to winter in.” So they prevailed upon the centurion, who had the last word, to head for Phoenix, a seaport fifty miles up the coast of Crete that had a harbor with protection against storms. So they set out for Phoenix—and sailed right into the teeth of a storm: 

When a gentle south wind began to blow, they thought they had obtained what they wanted; so they weighed anchor and sailed along the shore of Crete. Before very long, a wind of hurricane force, called the “northeaster,” swept down from the island. The ship was caught by the storm and could not head into the wind; so we gave way to it and were driven along. As we passed to the lee of a small island called Cauda, we were hardly able to make the lifeboat secure. When the men had hoisted it aboard, they passed ropes under the ship itself to hold it together. Fearing that they would run aground on the sandbars of Syrtis, they lowered the sea anchor and let the ship be driven along. We took such a violent battering from the storm that the next day they began to throw the cargo overboard. On the third day, they threw the ship’s tackle overboard with their own hands. When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days and the storm continued raging, we finally gave up all hope of being saved. (Acts 27:13-20) 

As soon as the sailors had one day of good weather, they set sail. Soon after setting sail, they encountered a tremendous tempest, a northeaster blowing away from the land. The hurricane-force wind was so strong that they couldn’t sail against it and get back to land, even though they were close to shore. They had to let the ship be driven before the wind. 

They had a hard time securing the lifeboat. In those days, the lifeboat wasn’t carried onboard but was towed behind the ship. If a storm arose, the boat would be hauled up into the ship, but this storm came up so suddenly and with so much force that they were unable to secure it until they ran under the lee of a small island. 

They even found it necessary to run ropes under the ship and tie up the hull in order to hold it together. The weight of the grain, shifting in the storm, threatened to tear the ship apart. As the tempest raged, the sailors feared that they would be driven onto the great sand bank, the Syrtis, along the coast of North Africa, one of the great hazards of sailing the Mediterranean. If the ship struck the Syrtis, they would be marooned miles from shore. 

As the storm increased in fury, they threw much of the cargo overboard, along with the mainsail and tackle. Luke adds, “When neither sun nor stars appeared for many days and the storm continued raging, we finally gave up all hope of being saved” (Acts 27:20). Having no compass or other navigational aids in those days, the sailors had nothing to guide them but the stars. When the stars disappeared, they were truly lost. 

Note these significant words: “We finally gave up all hope of being saved.” When Luke says “we,” he always includes Paul. So Paul, too, gave up hope—but not hope of survival. The Lord had promised that Paul would go to Rome, and he relied on that promise. But Paul probably became convinced that the ship would be wrecked and lives would be lost—perhaps the lives of his friends, Luke and Aristarchus. 

So Paul reached the point of despair. 

Part 3: A Word of Encouragement 

Next, Luke tells us of a word of hope from a supernatural source: 

After the men had gone a long time without food, Paul stood up before them and said: “Men, you should have taken my advice not to sail from Crete; then you would have spared yourselves this damage and loss. But now I urge you to keep up your courage, because not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be destroyed. Last night an angel of the God whose I am and whom I serve stood beside me and said, ‘Do not be afraid, Paul. You must stand trial before Caesar; and God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you.’ So keep up your courage, men, for I have faith in God that it will happen just as he told me. Nevertheless, we must run aground on some island.” 

(Acts 27:21-26) 

Paul was concerned about these men. They had been so distressed and fearful that they had not eaten in days. So Paul stood before them—the Greek text says that he literally “stood forth”; he stood out among them, not only physically but also in his commanding attitude. In that moment, he became the de facto leader of the voyage. 

His opening words sound like an I-told-you-so, for he said, “Men, you should have taken my advice not to sail from Crete” (Acts 27:21). But he was not rubbing it in. He was simply reminding them that he was right from the beginning, which means they should heed him now. He was establishing his credentials as a man of foresight and wisdom. 

Despite all evidence to the contrary, Paul then announced, “Not one of you will be lost; only the ship will be destroyed” (Acts 27:22). He knew this because an angel came to him the night before and reaffirmed the Lord’s word that Paul would stand before Caesar and he should not be afraid.  

The angel also told him, “God has graciously given you the lives of all who sail with you” (Acts 27:24). Paul had been praying for the lives of the men traveling with him. God had heard his prayer and granted him their lives. This shows us the tremendous power of prayer. God wants to do mighty things in our lives—if we but ask him. As James 5:16 tells us, the prayers of righteous people literally release great power. 

So Paul and his companions would be spared, but there was still a frightening ordeal ahead. After encouraging them, Paul told them that they must maintain their courage because, as the Lord has revealed to him, “we must run aground on some island” (Acts 27:26). 

Part 4: Disaster and Deliverance 

The remainder of Acts 27 tells of the disaster and the deliverance that followed: 

On the fourteenth night we were still being driven across the Adriatic Sea, when about midnight the sailors sensed they were approaching land. They took soundings and found that the water was a hundred and twenty feet deep. A short time later they took soundings again and found it was ninety feet deep. Fearing that we would be dashed against the rocks, they dropped four anchors from the stern and prayed for daylight. In an attempt to escape from the ship, the sailors let the lifeboat down into the sea, pretending they were going to lower some anchors from the bow. Then Paul said to the centurion and the soldiers, “Unless these men stay with the ship, you cannot be saved.” So the soldiers cut the ropes that held the lifeboat and let it fall away. (Acts 27:27-32) 

The wind and waves threatened to tear the ship apart, and the sailors heard breakers in the distance. They were approaching the shore—but what shore? It was pitch black, and the sailors could see nothing. Would the ship be dashed against the rocks? They dropped sea anchors from the stern to slow the ship. Their fear grew. 

A few sailors hatched a plot to steal the lifeboat and save their own skins. Paul learned of the plot (Luke doesn’t tell us how), and the apostle went to Julius and said, “Unless these men stay with the ship, you cannot be saved” (Acts 27:31). It was going to take every experienced sailor to beach the ship safely. The centurion wasted no time. He ordered the soldiers to set the lifeboat adrift. Now everyone aboard was literally in the same boat. 

Even though God promised Paul that every life would be spared, Paul told the centurion, “Unless these men stay in the ship, you will not be saved.” God’s promises involve human activity. He works out His promises through human choices and actions, and His announced purpose does not cancel human free will. The fact that God announces His promise does not mean we may fold our hands and say, “Well, it’ll all work out one way or another.” We must act in partnership with God’s will in order to receive His promise. 

Next, Luke shows us the deadly peril they faced as the ship was flung toward the unseen shore: 

Just before dawn Paul urged them all to eat. “For the last fourteen days,” he said, “you have been in constant suspense and have gone without food—you haven’t eaten anything. Now I urge you to take some food. You need it to survive. Not one of you will lose a single hair from his head.” After he said this, he took some bread and gave thanks to God in front of them all. Then he broke it and began to eat. They were all encouraged and ate some food themselves. Altogether there were 276 of us on board. When they had eaten as much as they wanted, they lightened the ship by throwing the grain into the sea. (Acts 27:33-38) 

Fourteen days without food! Having lost their appetites due to fear and despair, the crewmen faced an incredible test of endurance while in a weakened condition. Once again, Paul stood forth to remind his companions of God’s promise. He strengthened their courage, saying, “Now I urge you to take some food. You need it to survive. Not one of you will lose a single hair from his head” (Acts 27:34). Then, setting an example, he took bread, gave thanks, broke it, and ate it. Just the sight of Paul taking nourishment strengthened the resolve of the other men. 

Paul was a man of faith—and a man of faith is a man of action. Amid discouraging circumstances, Paul acted on a different basis than those without faith—and the result was that all were encouraged. One man with hope in his heart can alter the fate of 275 other people and help prepare them for the challenge ahead. 

The Threat of Nature—and Man 

Luke now describes what takes place with the coming of the dawn: 

When daylight came, they did not recognize the land, but they saw a bay with a sandy beach, where they decided to run the ship aground if they could. Cutting loose the anchors, they left them in the sea and at the same time untied the ropes that held the rudders. Then they hoisted the foresail to the wind and made for the beach. But the ship struck a sandbar and ran aground. The bow stuck fast and would not move, and the stern was broken to pieces by the pounding of the surf. 

The soldiers planned to kill the prisoners to prevent any of them from swimming away and escaping. But the centurion wanted to spare Paul’s life and kept them from carrying out their plan. He ordered those who could swim to jump overboard first and get to land. The rest were to get there on planks or on pieces of the ship. In this way everyone reached land in safety. (Acts 27:39-44) 

The sun came up, and the crew saw a bay ahead (it is known today as St. Paul’s Bay on the island of Malta). They decided to beach the ship, so they lightened the ship by throwing everything overboard that could be spared. Then they hoisted the foresail to the wind and made for the beach. Unfortunately, the ship ran aground some distance from the shore and began to break up in the surf. They were forced to abandon ship. 

The soldiers decided that, to prevent any escapes, they must kill all the prisoners. Roman law required any soldier who allowed a prisoner to escape to receive that prisoner’s sentence—and there were no valid excuses for an escape, not even a shipwreck. The centurion, Julius, was unwilling to see Paul killed, so he countermanded the execution order and accepted full responsibility for the outcome. Paul’s life was spared, along with the lives of an unknown number of prisoners. 

The sailors, soldiers, passengers, and prisoners struggled ashore, and, as God had promised, not a single life was lost. The crew and passengers had survived the threat of nature, and the prisoners had survived the threat of man. The chapter concludes with an almost audible sigh of relief: “In this way everyone reached land in safety” (Acts 27:44). 

Why We Suffer Shipwrecks in Life 

One question remains: Why do we encounter shipwrecks while doing God’s will? Why does He permit adversity in our lives? The Scriptures provide several answers. 

First, adversity is often the result of opposition from Satan. In Paul’s letter to the Romans, he said he had tried many times to go to Rome and was prevented. In his letter to the Ephesians, he wrote, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). 

It’s likely that Paul was prevented from going to Rome at least in part by Satan. I believe Satan fought Paul every step of the way. He sent the contrary winds, the storm, and other hindrances—anything to keep Paul out of the strategic center of the Roman Empire. That was Satan’s citadel, and he feared that the mighty apostle would come in the power of the risen Lord and demolish his stronghold there. 

Second, God often allows adversity in our lives to teach us to trust Him. God is greater and stronger than Satan, and He could put a stop to Satan’s opposition in an instant. But God didn’t do so in this situation, and He often does not do so in your life and mine. Why? Because God can use the opposition of Satan to teach us lessons that we couldn’t learn in any other way. 

In addition to Paul, there were 275 people on the ship—at least two believers (Luke and Aristarchus), plus a number of sailors, soldiers, and prisoners. They all watched Paul’s response to the most extreme peril imaginable, and they saw a man of faith, a man of action, a servant of Jesus Christ. God spoke to them through this man, and none came through that experience unchanged. 

Paul himself learned lessons about God’s presence and protection, even when all appeared to be lost. At every critical moment, the Lord Jesus was alongside Paul, guiding, encouraging, and protecting. As Paul moved closer and closer to his appointment with Nero, one of the cruelest tyrants in history, he knew the Lord was ever with him. 

Third, God sometimes allows adversity for reasons we will never understand in this life. We find this principle in the Book of Job. This godly man Job went through incredible suffering, and God never told Job the reason for his suffering—but there was a reason. At the beginning of the book we see a dialogue between God and Satan that reveals that there is an unseen victory that takes place in the heavenly realms when God’s people maintain their faith while enduring affliction. 

We may never know about the people we helped win during our earthly lifetime, but it is a real and momentous event that makes possible great progress for His kingdom. When we endure shipwrecks and disasters with faith in God, we strike a blow against Satan— 

And we bring honor and glory to our Lord. 

Study Questions
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Before you begin your study this week:

· Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.

· Use only the Bible for your answers.

· Write down your answers and the verses you used.

· Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.

· Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Commentary on Acts 27.

1.
What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Acts 27 or from your teacher’s lecture? 

2.
Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down and post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Acts 28, concentrating on verses 1-6. 

1.
How did the people who lived on the island upon which they were shipwrecked receive the castaways? (Acts 28:1-2)

2.
a.
What humble task did Paul engage in? (Acts 28:3a)

b.
What happened to him as he did this? (Acts 28:3b)

3.
a.
What did the islanders expect the effect of this would be? (Acts 28:6a)

b.
What was their explanation for the snake’s attack on Paul? (Acts 28:4)

4.
a.
What actually happened to Paul? (Acts 28:5)

b.
How did the islanders explain this? (Acts 28:6b)

5.
Challenge: This miracle occurred in a place where there was no previous exposure to the gospel.
 As we will see in tomorrow’s questions, this was not the only miracle that occurred on this island. Read Mark 16:17-20. What do you think was the purpose of Paul’s miraculous preservation?

6.
Personal: God may not work such dramatic miracles in your life, but He is still working in your life and in your circumstances every day. Do you recognize His hand as you look back over your recent days? Have you thanked Him for guiding, teaching and preserving you?

Third Day: Review Acts 28, concentrating on verses 7-10. 

1.
How did the chief Roman official of the island receive Paul and his companions? (Acts 28:7)

2.
Although Paul was in Malta as a prisoner destined for a hearing before Caesar, what took place that illustrated the continuing power of his ministry? (Acts 28:8)

3.
a.
When the people of the island heard of this, what did those who were sick do?

b.
What happened when they did this? (Acts 28:9b)

4.
How did the islanders respond? (Acts 28:10)

5.
Although Luke does not specifically say so, Paul must have given God the glory for the healings that took place, and proclaimed the Good News of Jesus Christ to the people of Malta. Yesterday we read Mark 16:17-20, in which we learned the purpose of the miracles and signs that Jesus said would accompany the apostles’ ministries—confirmation of their validity. Now read Mark 16:15-16. What was the primary task Jesus assigned to His disciples?

6.
Personal: Paul had been a prisoner in Caesarea for two years, had just endured a terrible storm and a shipwreck, and was still a prisoner. Yet God worked in wonderful ways through him during this time on Malta. What effect do you think this had on Paul’s spirit, after the difficulties he had endured? Have you experienced fruitful ministry for the Lord even during times when you were going through great difficulties personally? What happened? How did it help your outlook?

Fourth Day: Review Acts 28, concentrating on verses 11-15. 

1.
After spending the winter on Malta, Paul and his companions started out once again for Rome. What route did they take, according to Acts 28:11-13?

2.
Paul had never been to Italy before, nor (as far as anyone knows) had any of the other apostles. Yet, who met Paul in Puteoli, and what did they do? (Acts 28:14)

3.
When the believers in Rome heard that Paul was almost there, what did they do? (Acts 28:15a)

4.
How did Paul respond to this? (Acts 28:15b)

5.
Read 1 Thessalonians 3:7-9. How does this help you understand why Paul was encouraged by the visits of these believers from Rome?

6.
Personal: Do you enjoy meeting Christians when you are away from home? Does it encourage you to see how God is working in other believers’ lives, whether near you or in foreign lands? Do you thank God for these things? Write down something that has recently encouraged you in this area.

Fifth Day: Review Acts 28, concentrating on verses 16-22. 

1.
What privilege was Paul granted by the authorities in Rome? (Acts 28:16)

2.
Paul’s habit, whenever he entered a new city, was to take the gospel to the Jews first, then to the Gentiles. What did he do after he got settled in Rome? (Acts 28:17a)

3.
How did Paul explain his situation to these men? (Acts 28:17b-20)

4.
Challenge: Review Acts 26:6-8 to remind you what was “the hope of Israel” that Paul referred to.

5.
How did the Jewish leaders of Rome respond to Paul’s explanation? (Acts 28:21-22)

6.
Personal: These men were curious about Paul’s views, though they had heard negative reports about the “sect” of Christianity. Have you talked to people like this, who may have a negative view of Christianity because of things they have heard, yet who are willing to hear what you have to say? What was the outcome?

Sixth Day: Review Acts 28, concentrating on verses 23-31. 

1.
a.
How many of the Jewish leaders actually showed up on the day that was arranged? (Acts 28:23a)

b.
How long did Paul spend meeting with them? (Acts 28:23b)

2.
a.
What did Paul talk to them about, and what did he base his teaching upon? (Acts 28:23c)

b.
What was their response to Paul’s message? (Acts 28:24)

3.
How did Paul say the prophet Isaiah foretold the rejection of Jesus as Messiah by the Jews as a whole? (Acts 28:25-27)

4.
What did Paul say God had done because of Israel’s hardened attitude? (Acts 28:28)

5.
Even though Paul was still a prisoner, chained day and night to a Roman guard, how did God bless his ministry in Rome? (Acts 28:30-31)

6.
Personal: Although these verses are the end of the book of Acts, the record of the body of Christ at work in the world is being written as history continues to unfold. If you were adding to the book of Acts, what would you write about what God has done through you, or through your local body of believers? Write down the “high points” here, or spend some time writing a more detailed account. Have you thanked God for what He has done?

Acts Lesson 25
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Acts 28 The End Of The Beginning 

In 1952, Billy Graham conducted his first Greater London Crusade, a twelve-week event in which thousands committed their lives to Jesus as Lord and Savior. All of England was affected, yet some liberal church leaders disapproved of his message. They said that no thinking Christian believes in such myths as the virgin birth, the resurrection, or the atonement, in which Jesus took our sins upon Himself. One liberal English churchman said, “Billy Graham has set the church back two hundred years!” 

Hearing that comment, Billy Graham replied, “If I’ve only set the church back two hundred years, then I’ve failed. I intend to set the church back two thousand years!” 

As we come to the last chapter of God’s unfinished book, I want to set the church back to those early days when Paul and his fellow apostles were spreading the good news and planting churches throughout the Roman world. I want to set the church back to that time when the Holy Spirit came upon the church with power and God’s people were filled with an extravagant love for Him and one another. 

Acts 28 is the last chapter of the book of Acts, but it is only the last page of the first chapter of church history. The same church that was born in Acts 2 is still alive and dynamically involved in human affairs in the twenty-first century. The book of Acts is God’s unfinished book—and you and I are still writing new pages for the world to read. 

The Viper and the Apostle 

Acts 27 ended with a cliffhanger. The apostle Paul and his companions were on their way to Rome when they were shipwrecked on the island of Malta. They lost their ship, provisions, and cargo, but they escaped with their lives, just as Paul had promised. As Luke picks up the story, we find Paul, Julius the centurion, and the rest of the ship’s company on the beach at Malta: 

Once safely on shore, we found out that the island was called Malta. The islanders showed us unusual kindness. They built a fire and welcomed us all because it was raining and cold. Paul gathered a pile of brushwood and, as he put it on the fire, a viper, driven out by the heat, fastened itself on his hand. When the islanders saw the snake hanging from his hand, they said to each other, “This man must be a murderer; for though he escaped from the sea, Justice has not allowed him to live.” But Paul shook the snake off into the fire and suffered no ill effects. The people expected him to swell up or suddenly fall dead, but after waiting a long time and seeing nothing unusual happen to him, they changed their minds and said he was a god. (Acts 28:1-6) 

Paul and his companions would spend three months on Malta waiting for the winter to pass so that navigation might resume. Their time on the island would be characterized by numerous healings, beginning with the amazing healing of the apostle Paul from the bite of a poisonous snake. 

Luke notes that these events took place among primitive people. The word translated “islanders” in the New International Version is the Greek word barbaros, from which we get our English words barbarian and barbarous. The Greeks considered anybody who spoke a non-Greek tongue to be barbarous, because they seemed to speak in nonsense syllables. The Greeks thought the speech of non-Greeks sounded like “bar-bar-bar,” So they called them barbaros, or barbarians—people who did not speak the civilized Greek tongue. 

It’s significant that the miracle of the healed snakebite occurred in a place where there was no previous exposure to the gospel. The introduction of the gospel to a previously unevangelized culture is often accompanied by signs and wonders. This is necessary in order to demonstrate the reality of the supernatural kingdom that God rules. Those who first carry the gospel into darkened parts of the world often manifest signs that confirm their authority to speak God’s word. 

Luke notes that the Maltese people treated Paul and his company with unusual kindness and courtesy. A literal translation of the Greek says they showed “kindness more than ordinary.” The Holy Spirit was preparing the hearts of these people to receive the gospel. C. S. Lewis coined a term for such people: “pre-Christians.” They have been prepared to be receptive to the gospel by the emptiness of their pagan faith. 

One reason many people are unreceptive to the gospel is that they think they already know about Christianity. They have heard about the church, they’ve seen televangelists, and they think they know what Christianity is all about. They have just enough information (and misinformation) to be jaded and unreachable. They would be more receptive to the message of Jesus Christ if they were “pre-Christian barbarians,” hearing the message of Jesus Christ for the very first time. 

Paul’s witness to the people on Malta began with the remarkable incident of the viper. Note that Paul was engaged in the humble labor of gathering sticks for the fire. He picked up a bundle in which a snake, torpid with the cold, hid among the sticks. When Paul laid the bundle on the fire, the snake was roused by the heat. It struck at Paul and dangled by its fangs from Paul’s hand. This showed that the snake’s venom must have entered Paul’s body. The islanders knew that Paul would suffer and die. 

The Maltese islanders had a primitive theological explanation for the viper’s attack: Paul must be an evil man. People commonly believe that bad things happen only to bad people. Paul, a prisoner of the Romans, was bitten by a snake, so he must have been a murderer. He had escaped from the sea, they reasoned, but the invisible hand of Justice had sent a snake to finish him off. But when Paul did not sicken and die, the superstitious islanders swung to the opposite pole in their thinking: Paul wasn’t a murderer—he was a god. 

What should we make of this incident? Paul’s miraculous survival is one of the signs of an apostle Paul refers to in 2 Corinthians 12:12—“The things that mark an apostle—signs, wonders and miracles—were done among you with great perseverance.” This incident also fulfills the Lord’s words in Mark’s gospel: “They will pick up snakes with their hands…they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well” (Mark 16:18). In the last chapter of Acts, we see these two signs manifested by Paul. He picked up serpents without suffering harm, and, as we shall soon see, he laid hands on the sick so that they recovered. 

People often misread the Lord’s statement in Mark, taking it to mean that signs and wonders ought to accompany any believer. But if you examine the Lord’s words in context, it’s clear that He is addressing the Eleven (the Twelve, minus the traitor Judas) and rebuking their lack of faith in the resurrection. He tells them that signs and wonders will accompany those of His hearers (the Eleven) who believe in His resurrection. In other words, these signs and wonders will accompany the apostles as confirmation that they believe in the risen Lord and have authority to speak in His name. 

Mark reports that, after Jesus ascended into heaven, “the disciples went out and preached everywhere, and the Lord worked with them and confirmed his word by the signs that accompanied it” (Mark 16:19-20). Note that last statement: “The Lord…confirmed his word by the signs that accompanied it.” 

We now see Paul demonstrating the same signs Jesus spoke of. By miraculously surviving the viper attack, Paul demonstrated his authority to speak the word of Christ to these people. This was the first sign of his authority as an apostle. 

Many Healings 

Next, Luke relates the second sign of Paul’s authority—the healing of the father of Publius: 

There was an estate nearby that belonged to Publius, the chief official of the island. He welcomed us to his home and for three days entertained us hospitably. His father was sick in bed, suffering from fever and dysentery. Paul went in to see him and, after prayer, placed his hands on him and healed him. (Acts 28:7-8) 

Jesus said, “They will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well” (Mark 16:18). Here, Paul has demonstrated this sign as well. It is a clear-cut case of instantaneous healing through prayer and the laying on of hands, reported by Luke the physician. 

Publius was the chief official of the island. This reflects an official title given him as head of the Roman government on Malta. He owned land near the site of the shipwreck, and Julius the centurion probably arranged a visit with him. Publius probably heard from Julius or others about Paul, so he invited Paul and his friends to come. As Publius welcomed Paul and his companions, he demonstrated the preparation of his heart by the Spirit. Wherever you find kindness, the grace of God is always behind it. 

While Paul visited at the estate of Publius, he learned that the official’s father was ill. The man suffered flu-like symptoms—fever and dysentery—so Paul went to the man, prayed, and laid hands on him as an act of identifying with him. The man was instantly healed. This healing confirmed Paul as an accredited servant of the Lord Jesus. 

Luke goes on to record: 

When this had happened, the rest of the sick on the island came and were cured. They honored us in many ways and when we were ready to sail, they furnished us with the supplies we needed. (Acts 28:9-10) 

It’s important to note that when Luke says that Publius’s father was healed, the Greek word means that the man was instantaneously made well. But when referring to the healing of the other islanders, Luke uses a Greek word that refers to a gradual cure. The other islanders were not healed instantaneously as the father of Publius was. 

Luke may have been involved in some of these cures in his capacity as a physician. If so, then the healing of the islanders would demonstrate the combined power of the medical arts and the healing grace of God working harmoniously together. Luke notes that the people “honored us in many ways” and “furnished us with the supplies we needed” (Acts 28:10). The people literally gave honorariums—gifts of supplies and money—to express their gratitude. 

Leaving Malta 

At last they are ready to go on to Rome, as Luke records: 

After three months we put out to sea in a ship that had wintered in the island. It was an Alexandrian ship with the figurehead of the twin gods Castor and Pollux. We put in at Syracuse and stayed there three days. From there we set sail and arrived at Rhegium. The next day the south wind came up, and on the following day we reached Puteoli. There we found some brothers who invited us to spend a week with them. (Acts 28:11-14a) 

The writer gave us a careful account that even included a description of the ship. It bore a carved figurehead of Castor and Pollux, the twin sons of Jupiter. The ship was dedicated to these Roman gods. Paul and his companions sailed eighty miles north to the island of Sicily, where they put in at the port of Syracuse. They stayed three days, then crossed the Straits of Messina to Rhegium, at the tip of the toe of the Italian boot. Then a wind from the south sped them up the coast. 

They landed at the seaport of Puteoli, now called Pozzuoli, located near Naples. Ships from all over the empire stopped there, especially the grain ships from Alexandria. The largest naval fleet in the ancient world was anchored at Puteoli. There Paul disembarked and was met by a group of Christians. This shows that Christianity had spread amazingly far by this time, about a.d. 60. Paul had never been to Italy before, nor (as far as anyone knows) had any of the other apostles. Yet there were already Christian churches throughout Italy. 

After spending a week with the Christians in Puteoli, Paul and his companions set out by foot along the Appian Way toward Rome, 150 miles to the northwest. Though still in the custody of Julius the centurion, Paul enjoyed considerable freedom. 

Rome at Last! 

Luke continues the story of the journey to Rome: 

And so we came to Rome. The brothers there had heard that we were coming, and they traveled as far as the Forum of Appius and the Three Taverns to meet us. At the sight of these men Paul thanked God and was encouraged. When we got to Rome, Paul was allowed to live by himself, with a soldier to guard him. (Acts 28:14b-16) 

As Paul and company approached Rome, the believers heard of his arrival and came great distances to meet him. Some came from as far away as the Forum of Appius, forty-three miles southeast of Rome, and the Three Taverns, thirty-three miles away. If you go to Italy today, you can retrace Paul’s steps along the Appian Way and visit those places. 

“At the sight of these men,” Luke says, “Paul thanked God and was encouraged.” Imagine Paul’s anxiety as each step took him closer to Rome. True, this had been his goal for years—but Paul knew that he would have to appear before Nero, one of the cruelest tyrants ever to rule an empire. So the unexpected greetings of these Italian Christians were a great comfort and encouragement to Paul. 

Upon his arrival in Rome, Paul again saw God’s hand at work, allowing him to be treated courteously and leniently by the Roman authorities. Though he remained under guard, the Romans permitted him to stay in his own rented house. 

Paul’s habit, whenever he entered a new city, was to take the gospel to the Jews first, then to the Gentiles. Luke relates the last account in Scripture where Paul maintained that priority: 

Three days later he called together the leaders of the Jews. When they had assembled, Paul said to them: “My brothers, although I have done nothing against our people or against the customs of our ancestors, I was arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Romans. They examined me and wanted to release me, because I was not guilty of any crime deserving death. But when the Jews objected, I was compelled to appeal to Caesar—not that I had any charge to bring against my own people.” (Acts 28:17-19) 

Paul invited the local Jewish leaders to come and see him. He could not go to them, because he was under house arrest. It’s rather amazing that the Jews in Rome responded to Paul’s request. If they had heard of Paul, then they probably knew enough about him to distrust him. Yet they came, and they listened. 

Paul explained his predicament, noting that he had done nothing against his nation and his people. Yet his own people had accused him of crimes and handed him over to the Romans. The Romans wanted to release him, but the Jews continued to oppose him. Even so, Paul held no bitterness against his Jewish brothers. In spite of all the persecution he had endured, Paul freely absolved them of guilt. Then he underscored the reason for the opposition that had so often been directed against him: 

“For this reason I have asked to see you and talk with you. It is because of the hope of Israel that I am bound with this chain.” (Acts 28:20) 

What is “the hope of Israel”? It is the promised coming of the Messiah. To this day, the messianic question has never been settled in the Jewish community. If you want to trigger an argument, you merely have to raise the issue of the Messiah, and you will provoke a reaction. It is still an issue in our day as it was in Paul’s. 

Paul’s Bible Study 

Next, Luke records the response of his Jewish audience: 

They replied, “We have not received any letters from Judea concerning you, and none of the brothers who have come from there has reported or said anything bad about you. But we want to hear what your views are, for we know that people everywhere are talking against this sect.” (Acts 28:21-22) 

The Jews in Rome had received no word about the apostle Paul, but they had heard bad things about the Christian church: “We know that people everywhere are talking against this sect” (Acts 28:22). Still, they were curious and wanted to hear more about this new community of followers of the crucified Galilean, Jesus of Nazareth: 

They arranged to meet Paul on a certain day, and came in even larger numbers to the place where he was staying. From morning till evening he explained and declared to them the kingdom of God and tried to convince them about Jesus from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets. (Acts 28:23) 

What a Bible study that must have been! The Jews came in great numbers to hear Paul lecture and to debate him. The mighty apostle took them systematically through the Scriptures, drawing upon his training as a scholar of the Scriptures, interpreting the wonderful Old Testament passages he knew by heart. He showed them that Jesus of Nazareth was pictured throughout the Old Testament in the books of Moses, the Psalms, and the Prophets. What a tremendous, compelling mountain of proof he set before the people—but look at the discouraging result: 

Some were convinced by what he said, but others would not believe. They disagreed among themselves and began to leave after Paul had made this final statement: “The Holy Spirit spoke the truth to your forefathers when he said through Isaiah the prophet: 

“‘Go to this people and say, “You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving.” 

For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. 

Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.’” (Acts 28:24-27) 

Here we see the perversity of human nature. Paul quoted from Isaiah 6:9-10, a passage that predicts that people would deliberately close their minds because they do not want to hear God’s truth. The people fulfilled this passage by walking away. 

It’s instructive to note that Paul used this passage exactly as the apostle John had used it in describing Jesus’ last encounter with the Jewish leaders who opposed Him. In John 12, we read: 

Even after Jesus had done all these miraculous signs in their presence, they still would not believe in him. This was to fulfill the word of Isaiah the prophet: 

“Lord, who has believed our message and to whom has the arm of the Lord been revealed?’ 

For this reason they could not believe, because, as Isaiah says elsewhere: 

“He has blinded their eyes and deadened their hearts, so they can neither see with their eyes, nor understand with their hearts, nor turn—and I would heal them.” 

Isaiah said this because he saw Jesus’ glory and spoke about him. (John 12:37-41) 

Notice that last line: John says that Isaiah saw Jesus and beheld His glory and spoke of Him. Isaiah had a glimpse of the coming Messiah—and the Messiah’s name was Jesus. For centuries, the Jewish people waited for their Messiah to come, yet, when He came, most didn’t recognize Him. As a result, Paul made this heavy-hearted announcement to his Jewish audience as they turned their backs on him: 

“Therefore I want you to know that God’s salvation has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will listen!” (Acts 28:28) 

One of the great mysteries of the Scriptures is Jewish unbelief. Jesus seems so clearly depicted in the Old Testament as to be unmistakable, yet most Jewish people would say, “This man was not the Messiah the Scriptures foretold.” 

The End of the Beginning 

Yet, as we look around at Christendom today, we have to ask, “Are we in the church any different?” We have enshrined Jesus in stained glass and hung His portrait on our walls. We have reinvented Him in our own image. Political liberals see Him as a leftist radical taking on the Establishment. Political conservatives see Him as a champion of their values and causes. Philosophers see Him as a great teacher. Mystics see Him as a man who preached enlightenment and peace. 

We have reshaped Jesus to make Him look like us. We have twisted His words into an endorsement for our agenda. We call Him Lord while treating Him as our servant. Just as Paul’s Jewish hearers did not recognize Him from their own Scriptures, we do not recognize Him from our own New Testament. We have ignored all of the words and actions of Jesus that make us uncomfortable or condemn our way of living. We focus only on our favorite texts, where Jesus behaves as we think He ought to. 

The Scriptures show us that Jesus reached out to the poor, the lepers, the outcasts, and the prostitutes. But for some reason, we don’t recognize this Jesus. We are deaf to His call to reach out to the poor, the aliens, the AIDS sufferers, the prisoners, the homeless, the addicts, the ones who are broken by sin and shame. We don’t want any of the dirt of this world to rub off on us. We don’t want any of those people coming into our nice suburban church, sitting in our pews, shaking our hands, making us uncomfortable. 

Haven’t we missed the Messiah just as completely as those Jews in Rome who turned their backs on Paul? Haven’t we utterly failed to understand why Jesus came—and for whom? Haven’t we forgotten that He came to save the least, the last, and the lost? 

When the Spirit of God has moved in our midst, we have planted our heels and refused to follow. We have stubbornly insisted on clinging to the dead past instead of taking the new and unexplored pathway where Jesus leads. With this sobering realization in mind, we come to the last two verses of the book of Acts, where Luke tells us: 

For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ. (Acts 28:30-31) 

I call this statement the end of the beginning. With these words, Luke’s account draws to a close, but the story goes on. The book of Acts is just the beginning of the record of the body of Christ at work in the world. It’s just the first chapter. The rest of the record is being written as history continues to unfold. Fresh chapters are being written in your life and mine. It’s a tremendous privilege to play a part of this divine record. 

Luke says that Paul preached and taught “boldly and without hindrance.” This phrase describes the freedom of the gospel. Even when God’s people are hindered, God’s Word is never hindered. 

Paul was a man confined. He could not go freely about the city. He was chained day and night to a Roman guard. Yet he could welcome friends into his house, and he could teach and preach there. Paul never chafed under this restraint. His letters from Rome are filled with rejoicing and hope. Philippians, Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon are letters that have changed the world. Paul had time to write those letters because he could no longer travel abroad. 

Even so, Paul still had to appear before the emperor. History records that while Paul was in Rome, a great persecution of Christians broke out under the emperor Nero. The Roman historian Tacitus describes Nero’s mania for torturing and executing Christians. Another historian, Suetonius, lavishes praise on Nero for persecuting the despised Christian sect. The early Christian writer Tertullian wrote that Nero was “the first persecutor” of Christians. 

So, as Paul awaited his hearing before Nero, he knew that this man was a Christian’s worst nightmare—a cruel sadist invested with the full power of the Roman state. On a whim, he would have Christians crucified or fed to the lions or covered with pitch and burned as torches in his garden. Though Paul had reason to be anxious about his fate, the Word was not hindered. God’s people may be persecuted, imprisoned, and killed, but God’s Word cannot be bound. 

The Fate of the Apostle Paul 

The Scriptures do not tell us how the apostle Paul died. Tradition and hints in the Scriptures suggest that, at the end of a two-year period of house arrest in Rome, Paul appeared before Nero, his case was dismissed, and the apostle was released. From Rome, Paul probably went to the island of Crete, in the company of Titus and other companions. He left Titus in charge of the church on Crete, as the letter to Titus tells us. 

Paul probably visited the church in Ephesus once again, even though he had said to the Ephesians when he left, “None of you…will ever see me again” (Acts 20:25). During that later visit to Ephesus, he left Timothy as the bishop of the Ephesian church. 

He had always wanted to go to Spain, as he told the Christians in Rome (see Romans 15:24,28). Some scholars believe Paul may have taken the gospel as far as the British Isles. 

Paul was eventually arrested again by the Romans, though it is unclear what crime he was charged with. This time, instead of being allowed to live in a rented house, he was thrown into a dark and fetid dungeon known as Mamertine Prison, which you can still visit in Rome. Originally a stone-walled cistern for storing spring water, Mamertine was converted to a prison more than three centuries before Christ. There the most notorious prisoners of the empire spent their last days before being executed. According to tradition, the apostle Peter was also imprisoned in Mamertine before he was crucified upside-down in Rome. 

Paul wrote his second letter to Timothy from Mamertine. You can sense Paul’s depressing surroundings in his courageous but lonely words: “For I am already being poured out like a drink offering, and the time has come for my departure. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith” (2 Timothy 4:6-7). He mentions some former friends who have deserted him, then adds, “Only Luke is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry…Do your best to get here before winter” (2 Timothy 4:11,21a). 

These are the words of a man who remains faithful to the Lord, even though he is in chains and facing death and though friends have betrayed and abandoned him. His circumstances are bleak, but he is not without hope. He is lonely but not alone. He faces the end of his life knowing that a crown of righteousness awaits him and that he will soon hear his Lord say, “Well done, Paul, my good and faithful servant. Well done.” 

Tradition tells us that on a day in early spring, Paul was taken from his cell, led outside the walls of Rome, and made to kneel. A Roman soldier stepped forward, drew his sword, and poised it over Paul’s neck. The blade flashed in the sunlight— 

And the mighty apostle passed from time into eternity. 

The account that Luke began to write remains incomplete. God’s unfinished book continues as you and I add our chapters to this amazing adventure tale of faith. 

Paul and his fellow apostles have set the pattern for us to follow. If we will be obedient to the pattern set forth in Acts, God will supply all the power we need. The life of the body of Christ goes on in the twenty-first century as it did in the first century. The same Spirit who empowered the mighty apostle dwells in us today. 

With each new day and each new believer who joins the body of Christ, the book of Acts edges closer to completion. Every morning, let us rise and ask the Lord, “What new page of your unfinished book would you have me write today?” 

Acts Appendix 1: Spiritual Gifts
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Gifts Are Not Talents

Many people confuse spiritual gifts with natural talents. Most people have talents of one kind or another, whether they are Christians or non-Christians. Only Christians have spiritual gifts. In fact, all Christians have spiritual gifts, even if they do not see themselves as particularly talented. You don’t need resurrection power to operate a natural talent, but you cannot operate a spiritual gift without resurrection power.

Spiritual gifts cannot be stopped by mere human will. That is why Paul, even though he was imprisoned by Rome, did not consider himself limited and bound by Rome. His spiritual gift operated by the power of the resurrection—the same power that brought life out of death, the same power that rolled away the stone from the mouth of the tomb. The only limit we have in the exercise of our spiritual gifts is the limit of our own faith to believe that God is willing and able to work through us.

The church has no lack of spiritual gifts, for every Christian is gifted for ministry. The church has no lack of power, because we have the greatest power in the universe at our disposal, resurrection power. If the church seems limited and powerless, that is only because many spiritually gifted Christians allow their gifts to go unused. They fail to draw on the resurrection power that is available to them. The church remains weak and faltering, unable to reach the world for Christ, in direct proportion to the degree that we ignore and neglect the spiritual gifts God has already given us.

Some are called to an open, public ministry; others have a quieter, less visible ministry. But we all have gifts, we all have a ministry. If your gift is going unused, the church is being weakened and robbed as a result. Your gift is greatly needed.

I think some Christians are afraid to look for their spiritual gift for fear they might find it! They are afraid that if they discover that God has gifted them for ministry, it’s going to interfere with their safe and comfortable plans. But God did not create us to be safe and comfortable. He created us to do good works, to serve Him by exercising His spiritual gifts. He is the Lord, and we must learn to take our orders from Him.

Each of us shall one day stand before the Lord Jesus, and He will not ask us how much money we made or how much status and fame we acquired. He will ask us, “What did you do with the gift I gave you? I left My glory in heaven, became a man, submitted to death on the cross, and was resurrected so that you could have spiritual gifts for the service of the Father and others. The gifts I gave you were very costly. Did you use them well?” How will you answer?

The Lord has given you an amazing, irreplaceable set of spiritual gifts. No one else can exercise your unique array of gifts. No one else in the body of Christ can do what you alone can do. It’s time to discover your gifts, and to begin using them as God intended.

God’s Building and Maintenance Program

There are a variety of gifts, and most of us (I think it’s safe to say) have received more than one of the gifts. Over the span of a lifetime, as we mature in our faith and explore new avenues of ministry, we may discover additional gifts we never imagined we had.

I like to think of spiritual gifts as “God’s building and maintenance program.” Spiritual gifts may be said to divide between two major divisions or categories: (1) the Building Gifts, those spiritual gifts that serve to lay the foundation and build the structure of the church, and (2) the Maintenance Gifts, those spiritual gifts that help to maintain the proper functioning of the body of Christ.

It is vitally important that we, as members of the body of Christ, learn how to discern these gifts in ourselves, how to recognize and affirm them in others, and how to put them to work in our daily service to God.

The Building Gifts

There are four Building Gifts, all of which are listed in Ephesians 4:11, “It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers” (italics added). You may look at that list and think, I count five gifts in that list. The last gift in the list appears as two separate words in the English translation: pastors and teachers. In the original Greek text, however, it is actually a single concept: pastor-teacher or teaching pastor.

In Ephesians 4:12, Paul unveils the purpose of the Building Gifts: “to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up.” Here, in a single breath, Paul uses two figures of speech to describe the function of these gifts—a body and a building. This is one of several places in Scripture where Paul mixes his metaphors—rather like saying, “You buttered your bread, now lie in it.” Yet it takes a mixed metaphor to convey the richness of the truth that Paul wants us to understand.

The church is a body, made up of many parts that are miraculously, mysteriously coordinated to function together. And the church is a building, set upon a foundation, constructed stone upon stone, designed to be a fitting dwelling place for God. In this mixed metaphor, the church is truly a living, organic, growing, active building!

We can never understand the church unless we understand the truth Paul is getting at here. The church is where God lives and is at work today. Those who say there is no God or that God has gone away or God is dead simply don’t know where to find Him. They have lost His address. But we know where He lives. He lives in us. He is at work in us, because we are the building that was built for Him by the Holy Spirit. And the means by which the Spirit has constructed this building is a set of tools called spiritual gifts. The foundation for this building has been laid by what I call the four Building Gifts. They are:

1. Apostles. The apostolic ministry lays the foundation of this building called the body of Christ. In Ephesians 2:20 Paul writes that the body of Christ, the church, is “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone.” This is an image of the church as a building, with Christ as the cornerstone, with the apostles and prophets as the foundation, and you and I as members being stones that are built up on that foundation.

I believe this imagery refers not only to the original apostles in the Bible, but to contemporary apostles. The apostolic gift is still being given to the church today, but it functions in a somewhat secondary sense compared with that of the original apostles.

In 1 Corinthians 12:28, Paul shows us a sequence by which the gifts have been given: “And in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers,” and so forth. Paul is not ranking these gifts in order of importance, he is ordering them in historical sequence. The gift of the apostles came first, followed by the prophets, teachers, and so on. That is the order in which these gifts were introduced into the church. This is extremely important.

Any builder knows that the foundation of a building is of the utmost importance. You do not take chances with the foundation, because the entire building is going to rest on that foundation and derive its strength from the solidarity of that foundation. The same thing is true in the church.

The Lord Jesus made it clear that if a man builds on the wrong foundation, his structure is in trouble (see Matthew 7:24-27). It was the task of the apostles and prophets to lay the foundation of the church. As we see in the four gospels, our Lord called twelve men to be with Him, to learn from Him, and to be sent out in ministry. Jesus named them apostles, a word that means “one sent forth.” The twelve apostles were sent out by the Lord Jesus with a special commission and special authority. Wherever they went they spoke with authority—they themselves were astonished by the authority they had. They came back to the Lord and told how they rejoiced when they discovered that even the demons were subject to them. That God-given authority is the special mark of an apostle.

Later, other apostles were added. Paul came after the twelve and never belonged to the original twelve. He did not take part in their particular ministry, though he was truly an apostle. This “thirteenth apostle” was sent by God to the Gentiles. So were Barnabas, Silas and Timothy, who also shared in the apostolic ministry (see Acts 14:14; and 1 Thessalonians 1:1 with 2:6).

The work of an apostle is to declare the whole body of truth concerning Jesus Christ. That is the foundation of the church and the foundation of your faith—the truth that you believe about Jesus Christ. That foundation was laid by the apostles. “For no one can lay any foundation,” said Paul in 1 Corinthians 3:11, “other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.” What the apostles say about Jesus Christ is the foundation of the church, and what they say about Jesus Christ is recorded for us in our New Testament. This is from the hands of the apostles, and the whole church rests squarely upon that foundation. If it does not rest there, it is a rickety, dangerous structure—a house of cards.

The apostolic gift is still being given today, and it is needed wherever new churches are beginning. It is not that any new truth is being added to the Scriptures, but the whole body of truth that has already been given is imparted by contemporary apostles to new churches wherever they begin. That is always the task of an apostle—to lay foundations and start new churches. We call them “pioneer missionaries” today. Through the course of church history there have been great apostles, great pioneer missionaries, laying foundations for churches again and again—apostles such as Adoniram Judson in Burma, William Carey in India, and Hudson Taylor in China.

2. Prophets. A prophet speaks for God and unfolds the mind of God. In the early church, before the New Testament was written, prophets spoke directly by inspiration of the Holy Spirit, uttering truths that are now recorded in our New Testament. They unfolded the truth of God that galvanized and motivated the body of Christ to action. Like the apostles, prophets are engaged in laying the foundation of the church.

Prophets wrote the Old Testament, as well as large parts of the New Testament. Mark and Luke and Jude were not apostles, but they helped lay the foundation of the church through their writings in the Scriptures. They are New Testament prophets.

The gift of a prophet differs from an apostle in that the apostle has the word of authority and gives an authoritative declaration of the whole body of truth concerning Jesus Christ. But the prophetic gift is to interpret that authoritative word and explain it so that the truth becomes clear and compelling. The word prophet comes from a root word with a prefix, which combine to mean “to stand before and shine.” This meaning is reflected in 2 Peter 1:19, where the apostle writes, “And we have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts.”

The church owes much to prophets. Not only were much of the Scriptures given to us by the prophets, but many of the great modern theologians of the church have possessed the prophetic gift. For example, there was Dr. C. I. Scofield, who compiled the annotations for the famous Scofield Reference Bible. He was not a clergyman, not ordained to the ministry. Rather he was a layman, an attorney by profession—but he had the gift of a prophet and his writings have been helpful to people in explaining the revelations of the apostles.  He has made the words of the Bible to shine with clarity. 

The same can be said for many pastors and Bible teachers today. The gift of the prophet is alive and well today.

3. Evangelists. An evangelist has a special gift for communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ in relevant, compelling terms to non-Christians. While every Christian is called to be a witness, some Christians are specially gifted with the ability to share Christ in a way that creates a strong connection and wonderful attraction.

A witness is different from an evangelist. A witness simply tells what happened to him or her. That is all. All Christians are expected to be able to give a simple testimonial of what Jesus Christ has done in their lives. This is as easy as talking about any other experience. If you can talk about what a joy it was to get married, how wonderful your husband or your wife is, or your children or grandchildren, you can witness for Christ. To talk about the Lord in your life, and to do so simply and naturally, is to witness.

An evangelist goes further. An evangelist knows how to explain the why and the how of the great redeeming story of Jesus Christ. He or she is able to proclaim the truths that produce a new birth. An evangelist’s gift enables him or her to make the great and compelling proclamation that God has not left man in a hopeless condition, but has made a way of salvation through the cross and the resurrection, so that men and women can be set free from the oppression of sin and experience an exciting newness of life. That is the message of the evangelist.

The gospel is a message of hope and gladness. The evangelist’s task is not to denounce sin and sinners, nor to expose the horrors of hellfire and portray God as roasting sinners over searing flames. If that needs to be done at all, it is the job of a prophet, not an evangelist. The evangelist is a messenger of the overwhelming, redeeming grace of God, expressed through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

The gift of an evangelist does not need to be exercised in mass meetings, in big-top tents and stadiums. It often is, but that is certainly not the only kind of place evangelism happens. The gift of an evangelist can be exercised one-on-one, as when Phillip spoke to the Ethiopian eunuch and told him of the grace of Jesus Christ (see Acts 8:26-40). An evangelist can exercise his or her gift anywhere.

The gift of an evangelist is linked with the next gift, pastor-teachers. Evangelists and teaching-pastors work together, just as apostles and prophets work together. In the body of believers, evangelists and teaching-pastors work with individuals within the church. The evangelist is concerned with the beginning of the Christian life, while the teaching-pastor is concerned with the development and the growth of that life. Therefore, evangelists are the “obstetricians” of the church, assisting in the birthing process of new Christians, and teaching-pastors are the “pediatricians,” helping to promote and maintain the growth and health of Christians once they are born again.

Returning to our mixed metaphor of the body as a building, we can see the evangelist is the “quarryman,” who digs the rock out of the earth and delivers it to the building site. The teaching-pastor is the “stone mason,” who shapes the rock and fits it into place, according to the blueprint of the Architect.

4. Teaching pastors. These individuals maintain the life of the body by feeding it the Word of God, cleansing it by calling for renewal and repentance, and encouraging its growth through ministry and fellowship.

Teaching pastors are also called elders, overseers, or bishops in the Scripture. Elders or bishops were always limited to one local church in the early Christian era. A man who was an elder in one church was not also an elder in another place. He could be an elder or a teaching-pastor only in one place.

Pastors in those days were not separated into a “clergy class” as they are today, and often were not full-time pastors. They worked at other jobs, and their service to the church was not their employment but their role within the church. In the purest, most biblical sense of the word, a pastor is not a clergyman per se, but is any person—clergy or lay—who exercises the gift of teaching and shepherding within the church.

It is an error to divide the church between “lay” and “clergy.” Many people who spend their working hours in the secular world have apostolic gifts, prophetic gifts, evangelistic gifts, and teaching/pastoring gifts. Every church has members who are engaged in secular work, yet who have discovered and are using their support gifts both in the church and in the lives of the unsaved worldlings around them.

I believe a terrible error has crept into the church at this particular point. Through the centuries, the church has veered away from the simple, biblical system that made it such a powerful influence upon society in its early years. Whereas the first century church truly saw itself as a body of believers, it gradually came to be identified not with people but with buildings. We fastened our attention on the meeting place instead of the people as the symbol of God’s church. In the process, we gradually transferred responsibility for the work of the ministry from the people to the clergy, the select few people who worked in the church building. Paul, in Ephesians 4, makes it clear that the ministry of the church belongs not to a few, but to the many, to all members of the body of Christ.

These four support ministries—apostle, prophet, evangelist, and teaching pastor—exist for the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry (our contact with the world) and for the building up of the body of Christ (maintaining the health of the church). Who is to carry out these ministries? All the people! That is God’s intention. It is not the job of the pastors. The role of teaching pastors is to train, equip, support, encourage, discipline, and motivate the people to do this work. It is the people who are to do the work of the church. A view of the church that sees pastors as performers and the people as spectators is a tragic distortion of God’s view of the church as found in the Bible.

I once heard the game of football described as “eleven men on a field in desperate need of rest, surrounded by fifty thousand people in the stands in desperate need of exercise.” Sometimes, the church seems much like a football game. But that is not Paul’s view of the church, nor is it God’s. A pastor who tries to run the church like a football game is doomed to exhaustion and burn-out. Worse, he condemns his church to failure and relegates his parishioners to the role of flabby spectators. According to God’s plan for the church, every member is a minister. This takes the awful, unbearable pressure off pastors and keeps all members of the church well-exercised and effective in their daily Christian lives.

The Maintenance Gifts
These gifts are not listed in Ephesians 4, but are found in other New Testament writings of Paul and Peter. The maintenance gifts include:

1. The gift of wisdom (1 Corinthians 12:8)—the ability to understand how God’s truth applies to specific, practical situations. A person with the gift of wisdom can apply any truth—scriptural truth, spiritual truth, or even secular truth—to life’s problems and opportunities and produce healthy, godly results. People with the gift of wisdom are generally looked to for wise counsel by other believers. They make excellent additions to church boards, corporate boards, legislatures and cabinets, and other decision-making bodies.
2. The gift of knowledge (1 Corinthians 12:8)—the ability to understand and categorize God’s truth. The gift of knowledge is often (though not always) found in the same individual as the gift of wisdom. A person with the gift of knowledge can pick out the important facts in any investigation or discussion and put them in manageable order. People with this gift tend to make wonderful Bible students, because they can compare Scripture with Scripture and correlate biblical facts into a readily understandable body of truth. They are also excellent additions to committees and task groups.

3. The gift of faith (1 Corinthians 12:9)—the ability to trust God and envision grand goals that God can accomplish through His church. Some call this the gift of vision—the ability to envision grand ideas, become gripped by them, and move forward even against the odds to make that vision a reality in God’s name. Every great Christian enterprise was begun by someone with the gift of faith.

4. The gift of healing (1 Corinthians 12:9)—the ability to pray and touch lives in such a way that God is able to restore people to physical, mental, or emotional health. This gift goes beyond the skills of a doctor or therapist (although a healing professional could possess this gift). The spiritual gift of healing is clearly the supernatural ability to make sick people well. Occasionally, in the record of church history, there have been some who had the gift of healing, but it is a rare gift today, infrequently bestowed.

5. The gift of miraculous powers (1 Corinthians 12:10)—the ability to pray in such a way that God produces works that are beyond natural explanation. The gift of miracles enables an individual to accomplish natural things in a supernatural way, to short-circuit the processes of nature, as our Lord did when He turned water into wine, or multiplied loaves and fishes to feed the five thousand. This gift may still be given today, but I do not believe I have ever met a person with the gift of miracles.

Many people desire to have miraculous gifts, such as this gift of miracles, the gift of healing, or the gift of being able to speak in an unknown language, the gift of tongues. This is understandable, because it is easy to confuse the miraculous with the spiritual. We think that a miraculous manifestation indicates great spirituality or closeness to God.

It is instructive, I think, to note that John the Baptist, a mighty prophet of God, never performed a miracle in his life. Yet Jesus said of John the Baptist, “I tell you the truth: Among those born of women there has not risen anyone greater than John the Baptist” (Matthew 11:11). If John was so great in God’s eyes, why didn’t he work miracles? Because that was not John’s gift. God did not choose to work through John’s life in that way.

Why are the miraculous gifts given so infrequently today? The answer is in Ephesians 4:7— “to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it.” The gifts are given according to His will, not ours; they are given as He apportions His grace, not according to our cravings for signs and wonders.

It is instructive, I think, to read through the book of Acts in a single sitting. One thing you will readily notice is that the beginning chapters of Acts are crowded with miracles, healings, and speaking in tongues. As you move through the book, miraculous events become rarer and rarer. The reason: When the church was in its infant stage, new believers needed to see miraculous events in order to have their faith bolstered and grounded. As the church grew and matured in its faith, its need for miraculous signs and wonders diminished. Those who need a continual display of miracles in order to believe in Jesus Christ are walking not by faith, but by sight. As we mature in Christ, our need for such displays is gradually replaced by a quiet confidence and assurance of God’s presence in our lives.

6. The gift of prophecy (1 Corinthians 12:10)—the ability to speak for God in a way that calls people to faith, repentance, and holiness. The gift of prophecy and the next gift, the gift of teaching, are Maintenance Gifts that overlap with the Building Gifts mentioned previously, the gifts of a prophet and a teaching pastor. Both prophecy and teaching are Building Gifts, crucial in laying the foundation of the church, and Maintenance Gifts, crucial in maintaining the health, vitality, and growth of the church.

Though easily misunderstood, the gift of prophecy is one of the greatest of all the gifts. In 1 Corinthians 14:3, Paul says, “But everyone who prophesies speaks to men for their strengthening, encouragement and comfort.” When someone has this gift, his words have power to build, embolden, motivate, encourage, and impart peace to others. This is not a gift only for preachers. Many laypeople have the gift of prophecy.

Perhaps you have been in a meeting where a problem was being discussed and a decision needed to be made—but the group had reached a seeming impasse. No one seemed to have the answer. Then someone stood and spoke—and everyone realized that this individual had just spoken the answer! That is the gift of prophecy at work—the ability to speak with power and authority. The church desperately needs the exercise of this gift.

Some people confuse the gift of prophecy with the ability to foresee the future. And it is true that some of the prophets of biblical times such as Isaiah and Daniel in the Old Testament and John in the New Testament did relate portions of God’s program for the future. But the gift of prophecy is not essentially the ability to foretell, but the ability to tell forth the truth of God at decisive moments.

7. The gift of teaching (1 Corinthians 12:28; Romans 12:7; 1 Peter 4:11)—the ability to instruct others in the Word of God, so as to encourage stronger faith, deeper commitment, and richer growth and maturity in the Lord. The teaching gift enables an individual to gather truth from the completed revelation of God in Scripture and apply it to the lives of his hearers. Luke tells us that there were both teachers and prophets in Antioch (Acts 13:1), and Paul calls himself a “teacher…to the Gentiles” (1 Timothy 2:7).

The person with the gift of teaching has a love of Scripture, enjoys studying and relating biblical truth, and can communicate truth in a way that impacts lives. The fact that some Christians have a special gift of teaching does not relieve the rest of us from the responsibility to study the Bible and teach its truths at every opportunity. For example, all Christian parents have a joyous duty to teach the truths of God to their children. Most important of all, we are to teach not only by our words but also by our example. As Paul said in Romans 2:21-22, “You, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself? You who preach against stealing, do you steal? You who say that people should not commit adultery, do you commit adultery?” To be godly teachers, we must practice what we teach.

8. The gift of “distinguishing between spirits” or discernment (1 Corinthians 12:10)—the ability to detect spiritual counterfeits and phoniness. This is the ability to “recognize the Spirit of truth and the spirit of falsehood” (1 John 4:6). This is a gift I often wish I had—and I’m glad my wife, Elaine, has it. It is the ability to see through a phony before his error is manifest to everyone by its ultimate results. When Ananias and Sapphira came bringing an offering of their land and put it before Peter, he exercised the gift of discernment when he asked why they had chosen to lie to the Holy Spirit (see Acts 5:3). Peter knew that these two individuals were lying, and many believers today have this important gift.

The gift of discernment is also the ability to read a book and sense subtle error in it. It is a crucial gift for maintaining the purity of the church and of our individual lives, especially in this age of rising deceit.

9. The gift of speaking in different kinds of tongues and the gift of interpretation of tongues (1 Corinthians 12:10)—the supernatural ability to speak in other languages or to interpret for those who speak in tongues. Obviously, this goes far beyond the ability of a person to serve as an interpreter at the United Nations building—it is the ability to praise God in a language that was never learned (or to interpret that praise). This gift is never for the purposes of preaching the gospel. In the Scriptures it is always and clearly for the purpose of praising God. It is not for private use, for we read that all the gifts of the Spirit are given for the common good in the church (see 1 Corinthians 12:7). This gift is useless in the church without interpretation.

Without question, this is the easiest gift to imitate, which is why imitations abound on every hand. Whether they are manifestations of the true gift or not can only be determined by careful comparison with the Scriptures.

10. The gift of helping or service (1 Corinthians 12:28; Romans 12:7; 1 Peter 4:11)—a magnificent (and underrated) gift, exercised quietly and in the background. Many Christians with servants’ hearts perform acts of helping and service in the body of Christ, never receiving or asking for attention or acclaim. Though these saints are anonymous now, they will be among the greatest of saints in heaven.

The gift of helping is one of the most widespread of the gifts. It is the gift of lending a hand whenever a need appears. It is manifested in those who serve as ushers and treasurers in the church, in those who prepare the Lord’s communion table, who arrange the flowers and serve the dinners and stay after the fellowship meals to wash the pots, who help the poor and weak, who read to the blind, who nurse the sick, and who minister to others in quiet yet powerful ways. The Spirit of God is powerfully manifested in this gift because it is always exercised in Christ-like humility. The church could not exist without the free-flowing expression of the gift of helping.

11. The gift of administration or leadership (1 Corinthians 12:28; Romans 12:8)—the God-given ability to organize and demonstrate leadership in spiritual matters. This gift means more than just having “a good head for business.” Many people, thinking they have the gift of administration, appoint themselves church bosses and proceed to call the shots and intimidate others in order to get their own way. Such people have done a lot of damage in a lot of churches. The fact is, the spiritual gift of administration must be exercised in the Spirit, with genuine humility. People with this gift have a special capacity for organizing and directing, but with a Christ-like concern for the feelings and needs of others and an obedience to God’s Word.

12. The gift of encouragement (Romans 12:8)—the ability to motivate people to action, service, and holiness in their lives, and the ability to give encouragement and advice to people so that they feel helped and healed in their spiritual lives. Proverbs 25:11 tells us, “A word aptly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.” And Hebrews 3:13 shows us that encouragement has a crucial role in maintaining the purity of the church: “But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.” People with the gift of encouragement demonstrate faith in others, even when others have given up on them.

We see the power of the gift of encouragement in Acts 9:26-27, when Paul arrives in Jerusalem for the first time after his conversion. The church was unwilling to receive him because of his history of persecuting the church. But one man with the gift of encouragement—Barnabas, whose name means “Son of Encouragement” (see Acts 4:36)—believed in Paul and helped to establish him as a genuine Christian and a genuine apostle.

13. The gift of contributing to the needs of others (Romans 12:8)—the ability to financially support the ministry of God. While every believer is to give sacrificially to the work of God, there are some believers who have either been materially blessed or gifted with a special ability to raise funds. They see their money not as a means of controlling the church and getting their way, but as a gift to be liberally given, no strings attached, for the support of God’s work.

Amazingly, this gift does not belong only to the wealthy. You often find this gift in people of modest means, or practically no means at all! I recall one scrubwoman who worked for years in the skyscrapers of New York. She lived frugally and used her earnings to send missionaries out around the world—more than thirty missionaries over the course of her lifetime. That woman is a challenge to your generosity and mine on behalf of the Lord—and she is an example of the gift of giving.

14. The gift of showing mercy (Romans 12:8)—a special capacity and ability to visit the sick, the poor, the imprisoned, the hurting, the dying, visibly demonstrating the love and kindness of God to those in need.

Clearly, there is a wide, panoramic range of spiritual gifts. It is important to remember that these gifts are not to be expressed only within the church walls on Sunday mornings. These gifts should be used throughout our lives, in our homes, on our job sites, in the marketplace, wherever we go, whatever we do. Our lives are to be lived as a testament of the power of God to live through a human life, a visible, tangible expression of the Lord’s body on earth.

Spiritual Gifts and the Ongoing Incarnation

During my time as pastor of Peninsula Bible Church, there was a statement printed on the back of the Sunday bulletin that read:

This church advocates both evangelism and edification. People must be saved by grace through faith, but, having been saved, they must be faithfully helped to grow in grace. The two-fold task of every church is evangelism and edification—not a lopsided stress on one but the consistent practice of both.

Here is the two-fold emphasis of the church: evangelism (which is directed outward toward the world) and edification (which is directed inward, toward building up the body of believers through teaching and fellowship). This is the two-fold emphasis we see in Ephesians 4, and every local church should maintain an absolute commitment to fulfilling these two tasks by encouraging every member to understand and exercise his or her spiritual gifts.

When the members of a church fulfill their unique, God-given roles by utilizing their unique, God-given gifts, something amazing and miraculous happens: Jesus Christ becomes physically present once more on earth. Does that sound like an astounding claim? Then let me explain:

When God chose to visit this earth to offer us a new and eternal kind of life, He did so by “incarnating” His life in a body. The word incarnate means “to become flesh.” When Jesus was born of a virgin, God Himself became flesh and dwelt among us. Jesus Christ was the incarnation of God.

But that was only the beginning of the incarnation process. The incarnation is still going on. Open the book of Acts and read the opening words, and you will find that the writer of Acts, Luke, says that he has set down “in my former book” (that is, in the Gospel of Luke) “all that Jesus began to do and to teach.” Note that word began. Jesus is not finished doing and teaching in the world. His work continues, even though He has ascended to the Father. The book of Acts, Luke implies, is a continuation of the Lord’s doings and teachings. And what is the book of Acts? It is a record of the early years of the Christian church, the body of Christ.

The story of the book of Acts is still being written, two thousand years later, as we move into the third millennium of the Christian era. And the incarnation is still continuing. Christ Himself is still physically present in the world, still incarnate, still doing and teaching through His body, the church. You and I are members of that body, uniquely gifted to carry on His work because of the spiritual gifts He has given us.

What is His work? We hear it from His own lips in Luke 4:16-21:

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written:

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing.”

We tend to read that passage and think, “This is Jesus, announcing His earthly ministry—a ministry of preaching good news, liberating the oppressed, healing the blind, and more—and making it clear that He had come in fulfillment of a prophecy first issued 725 years earlier by Isaiah.”

But I would encourage you to read it again—not as a description of the Lord’s ministry back then, but as your ministry now. Read it as a demonstration of what Jesus Christ intends you to do right now, today. As you read it, remember what the Lord said in John 14:12— “I tell you the truth, anyone who has faith in me will do what I have been doing. He will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.” Greater in what way? Well, anything done in the realm of the spirit is greater than that done in the body.

And why will we do greater things than Jesus did? “Because I am going to the Father.” Here, Jesus specifically tells us that His leave-taking from earth, His return to the Father, will result in the sending of the Spirit. Through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, the church, the body of Christ, will perform far greater works than Jesus did in the flesh, for the works of the Spirit accomplished through the church take place in the very core of humanity, in the spirit.

Note that Jesus quotes a line from Isaiah that promises the coming of the Spirit: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor” (Luke 4:18). Notice that the coming of the Spirit upon the body of Christ instantly produces a ministry that goes out to the world—the ministry of evangelism, of preaching the good news to those who need to hear it. Our Lord always begins with the poor and needy, just as He did in the first phrase of the Beatitudes: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:3). God is able to give the kingdom of heaven to those who come to him with empty hands and humble hearts. We are to exercise our gifts in spreading this Good News to those who are hungry to hear it.

Jesus goes on to read that God has sent Him (and therefore, God has sent us) to proclaim freedom to prisoners and the recovery of sight for the blind. Release and recovery. Liberty and light. All around us we see people who are bound by sin, by emotions of self-pity or bitterness or hopelessness. We see people who stumble blindly through life. God has anointed us in the body of Christ with spiritual gifts, and we are to use those gifts to set prisoners free and to restore sight to the blind.

Jesus proclaims a ministry of releasing those who are oppressed, who are laboring under a crushing burden. A man once drove 600 miles round-trip to tell me of a burden that oppressed him. For over a year he had been simmering with anger and hate over an injustice that was done to him. He could barely eat or sleep. He felt no peace. He was so burdened with hatred that he had actually contemplated murder. As we sat and talked, I told him that he could be liberated from that oppressing burden by handing it over to Jesus Christ. I proclaimed to him release from oppression, and he acted on it by praying with me for healing and release. A miraculous transformation took place in this man right before my eyes. I could see in his eyes and his face that the burden was gone, the poison of hatred had been drained from his heart, and the love of Jesus Christ had come flooding in. He had been set free.
What did I do for this man? Nothing. As a mere human being, I could do nothing for him. But the Spirit of God, operating through my God-given gifts, transcended my mere humanity. I became the body of Christ, the eyes, ears, lips, and hands of Christ, and He touched this man through me.

This man didn’t have to drive 300 miles one way to find someone to set him free. God could have used any yielded, Spirited Christian to set this man free from his oppression. Every Christian is gifted and has access to the infinite spiritual resources of God.

Finally, in Luke 4:19, Jesus reads that the Spirit of God has anointed Him—and, of course, us as well—”to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” This is one of the most remarkable statements of the Bible. If you look up the original passage in Isaiah from which our Lord is quoting, you find there is a comma at the point where Jesus places a period. In the original passage in Isaiah, the prophet goes on to say, “and the day of vengeance of our God” (Isaiah 61:2). The Lord Jesus did not read the rest of that sentence. He stopped at the comma, rolled up the scroll and handed it back, and announced, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing” (Luke 4:21). He implies, then, that the rest of Isaiah’s statement is not yet fulfilled. The day of the vengeance of God awaits the return of Christ. That is a future day; but now is the year of the Lord’s favor, the time of salvation.

People need to hear that they live in a time of God’s favor, a time when the door of salvation is open to them. Most people live in the grip of fear—fear of death, fear of out-of-control events in the world, fear that God has lost control, if He ever had it. They need to know that while a day of vengeance and judgment is coming, now is the time to take refuge in the Lord. He restrains evil and calms our fears. He is in control. He loves us.

So this is the ministry that Christ proclaimed for Himself during His earthly ministry—and also for us, for the body of Christ. We are to use our spiritual gifts, acting in His stead, carrying on His ministry. This may be a scary and intimidating idea to you. “I don’t have time to evangelize the world,” you might say. “I have to earn a living! Using my spiritual gifts sounds impossibly hard!”

Actually, it’s easier than you think. Spiritual gifts are a God-given part of you, so using this part of you is perfectly natural. You simply have to be yielded to God in every aspect of your life. You use your spiritual gifts in your home, at the office, and everywhere you live your life. You simply make sure that Jesus Christ is the Lord of your entire life, not just the Lord of your Sundays, your margins, and your spare time. Remember, the most important figures in the Bible are not pastors and priests but ordinary “working stiffs”—shepherds, fishermen, soldiers, tentmakers, carpenters, physicians, and tax collectors. You can carry out the ministry of Christ and exercise your spiritual gifts over lunch with a friend, around the water cooler with a co-worker, or in the carpool on the drive home.

We must put our gifts to work. The Lord Jesus has given us a precious gift, and we dare not waste it, as the unfaithful servant did in our Lord’s parable (see Matthew 25:14-30). The Lord will one day demand an accounting for our use of the gifts He has given us. He will ask us, “What did you do with the gift I gave you—the gift I bought for you with my earthly life, death, and resurrection? Did you value it? Did you put it to good use? Did you multiply it in the lives of others? Or did you ignore, neglect, and reject it?”

The matter of spiritual gifts is a serious matter. We exist for the purpose of serving God with our gifts and praising Him with our lives. Our faith means nothing if we neglect this crucial, core issue of what it means to be a Christian, a member of the body of Christ.

But as serious as it is, the matter of spiritual gifts is also a matter of joy. As Christians today discover what it means to literally become the living, bodily extensions of Jesus Christ on earth, then life becomes gripping and exciting—an adventure beyond human imagining. You and I, as members of the body of Christ, prove to the world that God is not dead—He is alive and active in the realm of human lives and human events.

So now, I trust, you begin to catch a glimpse, just an introductory glimmer, of how eternally, universally important it is that you understand and exercise your gift. The spiritual gift within you is unique and irreplaceable. It may be lying dormant in you. So it is critically important that you discover and develop your gift, and that you learn how to fulfill that gift in the power of the Holy Spirit, not in the power of the flesh.

In The Spirit—Or The Sinful Nature?

You might be surprised by the suggestion that it is possible to use a spiritual gift in the power of the sinful nature. The fact is that each of us begins life on the basis of the sinful nature, we live our lives fully in the sinful nature until the moment we receive Christ as Lord and Savior, and we easily revert to living in the sinful nature even throughout our Christian lives. That is the inner war that Paul describes in Romans 7-8—the fact that every Christian is a walking battleground in a war between the spirit and the sinful nature.

The world operates on the basis of the sinful nature. We who are in Christ are to operate in the power of the new life in Jesus Christ, the power of the Holy Spirit. When we exercise our gifts in the power of the Spirit we become the Lord’s hands, feet, and lips on earth, spreading His healing touch and saving message wherever we go. When we exercise our gifts in the power of the sinful nature, what issues from us is not ministry, but corruption.

Perhaps you have heard preachers speak in the sinful nature—exercising the gift of preaching but doing so out of a self-centered desire for self-exaltation and self-advancement. Such preaching often attracts hundreds or thousands, and sounds very pleasant, but it does not spring from the power of the Spirit. Such preaching ultimately produces death and corruption. Nothing is more tragic and wasteful than to exercise a spiritual gift in the power of the sinful nature.

We need the help of the Scriptures to see what the sinful nature is, and who the Holy Spirit is, and how He operates in our lives and through our gifts. We must continually immerse our minds and hearts in God’s Word, allowing Him to open our eyes to new and deeper insights into the gifts He has given us and how He wants us to use them.

We need to put our gifts to daily use, exploring the unique capabilities with which God has endowed us. And as we use those gifts, we will encounter joys and successes—and we will also encounter obstacles and setbacks. Don’t be discouraged—the obstacles and setbacks can be even more important to your maturity and understanding of your gifts than the joys and successes. God knows that, gifted as we are, we still have rough edges. We need to be planed and sandpapered and smoothed. God has several grades of sandpaper, running from extremely fine to extremely rough! Our job is to cooperate with Him in having our corners rounded, and our coarse and scratchy surfaces polished to shiny perfection.

Discovering Your Gifts

The next question that naturally occurs to us is: “How do I discover my own gifts?” There are two ways that we discover our gifts. First, we discover by doing. This is the same way people discover they have a natural talent, such as musical or athletic ability. You’ll never know that you have what it takes to be a great concert pianist until you first sit down at a piano and take a few lessons. You’ll never know if you have what it takes to be a great quarterback until you at least pick up a football and throw it a few times. Everyone has to start somewhere.

The person who volunteers to help lead a Sunday school class or youth group could one day find himself pastoring a church. A visit to a hospital or soup kitchen could lead to the discovery of a gift of showing mercy. Volunteering to serve on the church finance or personnel committee could lead to the discovery of the gift of administration.

In the process of placing yourself in various ministry situations, you will see other Christians exercising their gifts. From time to time, you will find yourself being drawn to what you see.

You may think, “I have an affinity for that kind of ministry as well. Perhaps God is leading me in that direction.” I believe that what you enjoy doing is usually what God gives you the privilege of doing, because there is joy in exercising our spiritual gifts and in performing the ministry God designed us to do. People take great pleasure in exercising their gifts, because it is fulfilling and satisfying to carry out our God-given function.

The second way we discover our gifts is by having those gifts observed in us and affirmed in us by other Christians. When other Christians—particularly those fellow Christians you see as wise and mature—see God’s gift in you and encourage you to use it, it is a message to consider carefully and prayerfully. Equally important, our fellow Christians can often be helpful in pointing out that we don’t have the gift we think we have. I remember Dr. H. A. Ironside used to speak about those pathetic fellows who thought they had the gift of preaching, but were frustrated that no one had the gift of listening! So other Christians have an important role in holding up a spiritual mirror to us, so that we can see our unique range of gifts more clearly.
Of course, the key to discovering our gifts—whether we discover them through doing or through the affirmation of fellow Christians—is that we ask God in prayer to open our eyes and reveal our gifts to us. These are spiritual gifts, not natural talents, so we urgently need the guidance of the Holy Spirit, who leads us into the fullest knowledge and richest expression of our unique, God-given charismata.

Acts Appendix 2: Body Life
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Our Part in God’s Church

A story is told of a village in the Swiss Alps where a wealthy nobleman wanted to leave a gift to the townspeople. He decided to build a beautiful church, and he hired the best craftsmen and purchased the finest building materials. When the building was finished, everyone in the town was astonished at its beauty. 

Then one villager noticed a flaw: There were no lamps in the church. How could the townspeople worship in a darkened building? 

The nobleman said, “I deliberately designed the church without lamps. See the brackets on the walls? Each family must bring a lamp to every worship service. If you place your lamp in the bracket by your pew, there will be plenty of light. But if you do not show up with your lamp, your place in the church will be dark.” 

One villager asked, “Why did you design the church this way?” 

The nobleman replied, “To remind you that everyone in the church is important. Whoever does not play his part leaves some corner of God’s house in darkness.” That is how God views His church and our place in it. 

How to Build Body Life 

How do we build authentic body life in the church? It begins with a few believ​ers who decide to take the law of Christ—the law of love—seriously. So a good way to begin building body life is for a few believers to come together, study the “one another” commands, and start putting those commands into practice in their daily living. From that small nucleus of sincere believers, body life will spread and affect the life of the church. 

The English phrase “one another” is a translation of the Greek word allelon, a word that appears about a hundred times in the New Testament, most fre​quently in the form of a command regarding how we should behave toward our fellow believers. Here’s a brief list of commands that we should apply in our lives. 

The Lord’s command to love one another is repeated throughout the New Testament: “This is the message you heard from the beginning: We should love one another” (1 John 3:11; see also Matthew 22:37-40; John 15:12,17; Romans 13:8-10; 1 Thessalonians 3:12; 4:9-10; 2 Thessalonians 1:3; 1 Peter 1:22; 4:8; 1 John 4:7-21). 

In Mark 9:50, Jesus said that our Christian unity makes us salt in the world: “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can you make it salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with each other” (see also Matthew 5:9; Romans 12:18; 14:19; Ephesians 4:3). 

Believers should lighten each other’s load by bearing one another’s burdens. This is a common theme in Paul’s letters: “So that there should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it” (1 Corinthians 12:25-26; see also Galatians 6:2). 

We are also to be like Barnabas, encouraging one another in every way. Paul wrote, “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing” (1 Thessalonians 5:11; see also Romans 1:11-12; Hebrews 10:25). 

One of the most essential ingredients in body life is harmony, a theme that runs throughout the New Testament: “Live in harmony with one another…May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus” (Romans 12:16a; 15:5). 

We are to commit ourselves to the welfare of one another, honoring and deferring to one another in humility and love. Paul writes, “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves” (Romans 12:10). And, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3; see also Ephesians 5:21; 1 Peter 5:5). 

Mutual acceptance is another key ingredient of body life. Paul wrote, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God” (Romans 15:7; see also Romans 14:1-3). Mutual acceptance is often expressed through forgiveness and tolerance: “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace” (Ephesians 4:2-3; see also Romans 14:13; Ephesians 4:31-32; Colossians 3:12-15). 

Body life demands that we confess our faults, needs, and hurts to one another and regularly pray for each other. The apostle James wrote, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed” (James 5:16). As we mutually share our needs and hurts, we should mutually share our comfort as well. Paul wrote, “Therefore encourage each other with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18). 

Authentic Christianity demands that we also instruct and even admonish one another. Paul wrote, “I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you your​selves are full of goodness, complete in knowledge and competent to instruct one another” (Romans 15:14; see also Hebrews 10:24). 

Mutual service is a visible expression of genuine body life. “Serve one another in love,” wrote Paul (Galatians 5:13). And Peter said, “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God’s grace in its various forms” (1 Peter 4:10). One way we can serve one another is through acts of mutual hospitality (Romans 12:13; 1 Peter 4:9). 

So there’s your starting point. I have laid out a Bible study in these pas​sages that should inspire you and a few Christian friends to form a nucleus of body life in your church. Begin there. Start by meeting in your home, with your spouse and children, your roommate, or a neighbor or a friend. Study the Word together, pray together, and share your hearts together. 

As you learn more about what Christian love and unity truly mean, keep moving deeper into the life of the body of Christ. Bring in a few more peo​ple. Share your joys and burdens with one another. Listen to each other, and pray together for the problems and concerns that are shared. Get to know and understand each other. Admit your weaknesses. Confess your sins. Celebrate together. Grieve with one another. Forgive and accept one another. Encourage and console one another. Sing songs of faith together. 

Don’t worry about starting small. Don’t worry about feeling inadequate—we are all inadequate, but God is all-sufficient. Don’t worry that it seems awkward at first—just drop your mask and plunge right in to the depths of genuine fellowship. Trust God and ask Him to let His love flow through you and throughout the body of Christ. Thank Him for His indwelling Spirit, who makes all believers one. 

As we live out the life of Christ in the body of Christ, the world will look at us and say, “See how these Christians love one another!” That is how His body grows. 
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�. Challenge questions are optional for those who want to dig deeper or write their personal opinion. The Personal questions are between the individual doing the study and God. Those answers may be shared in class only if the individual would like to.





�.  Ray Stedman, from Lesson 14 commentary.





�.  James was actually the half-brother of Jesus. They had the same mother, Mary. James’ father was Joseph, while Jesus was conceived of the Holy Spirit (see Matthew 1:18-20).





�. The word kosher is used to describe food that has been prepared so that it is fit and suitable under Jewish law. (EncartaЁ World English Dictionary)





�.  The Expositors Bible Commentary.





�.  Ibid.





�.  If you need ideas on how to show hospitality, Joy of Living offers a book written by our founder, Doris Greig, You Can Do It, Too! Opening Your Heart And Home To Share God’s Love.





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  See < ACTSBND appendix1.doc> for more information on the gifts of the Spirit.





�. Some Christian traditions may disagree with Ray Stedman’s interpretation regarding tongues and the baptism of the Spirit. You will need to be guided by Scripture and by your own church’s position on these matters.





�. For a more complete discussion of the gift of tongues, see Lesson 3, “Speaking of Tongues.”





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�. The original manuscripts did not contain the chapter and verse divisions in the numbered form familiar to modern readers. The current division of the Bible into chapters and the verse numbers within the chapters has no basis in any ancient textual tradition. Rather, they are medieval Christian inventions. Nevertheless, the chapter divisions and verse numbers have become indispensable as technical references for Bible study. (“Chapters and verses of the Bible.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 30 Oct 2009, 00:20 UTC. 5 Nov 2009 <http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Chapters_and_verses_of_the_Bible&oldid=322833974>.)





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary





�.  Roman citizens were exempt from examination under torture. By law, in trials of Roman citizens there must first be a formulation of charges and penalties, then a formal accusation laid, and then a hearing before a Roman magistrate and his advisory cabinet. (The Expositor’s Bible Commentary)





�. The remainder of this paragraph is a Joy of Living editorial addition.





�. The NIV Study Bible, see note on Acts 20:22. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, see note on Acts 21:4. 





�. Ray Stedman’s position. 





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, see notes on Acts 20:22-24.





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  Ray Stedman, Lesson 23 commentary; and The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  Ray Stedman, Lesson 24 commentary.





�.  Ibid.





�.  The Expositor’s Bible Commentary.





�.  Ray Stedman, Lesson 25 commentary.





�. This appendix is excerpted from Ray Stedman’s teaching on Ephesians 4:7-12, and was originally published in the Joy of Living study on Ephesians.









