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WEEK 23, DAY 1                    ACTS 23 and 24 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper and welcome to Week 23 of Know the Word.  This week we will 

finish the Book of Acts - the wonderful history of the first few decades of the Christian church.  Today you 

read Acts 23 and 24 and moved with Paul from Jerusalem, where he was arrested, up to Caesarea, where he 

spent the next two years under arrest, but with enough freedom to have regular interaction with his friends, 

and a few privileges. 

 

Perhaps the first thing we need to do today is to get a ‘fix’ on some new characters who appear at this point 

in the history of Acts.  First of all there is Ananias the High Priest, who ordered Paul to be struck on the 

mouth when he began his defense to the Sanhedrin by saying, “I have fulfilled my duty to God in all good 

conscience to this day.”  Since Paul was being accused of an offense against the Jewish law, it was in the 

province of the Sanhedrin, over which this Ananias presided, to hear the case.  Ananias was a High Priest 

with a very doubtful reputation.  Josephus, the Jewish historian, for example, accuses him of embezzlement 

- of growing very rich by skimming off tithe money that was intended for the support of Israel's many 

priests.  From other sources we uncover a reputation for gluttony - there was even a popular song about 

Ananias' gluttony!  We know that in A.D. 66, Jewish patriots murdered him.  The order to strike Paul on the 

mouth was by itself illegal, but when Paul realized who had given the order, he (that is Paul) apologized!  

What that shows us about Paul is that, even at this late date, he still views himself as a Jew under authority, 

and in spite of all of the ‘official’ opposition to Christ, he sees himself as a man who is under authority - the 

authority of the High Priest.  There is a tendency, I suppose, to view the Apostle Paul - (and a lot of other 

spiritual pioneers for that matter) - as incorrigible mavericks - stubbornly committed to doing their own 

thing and unwilling to submit to authority of any kind.  That is rarely the case, and certainly it is not true 

with regard to the Apostle Paul.  This little incident shows how much respect he really had for constituted 

authority.  Even when the man holding the office was unworthy, Paul respected the office of the High Priest. 

 

The next new person we met in our reading today was Paul's nephew.  We don't know his name - only that 

he was Paul's sister's son.  As far as I know, this is the only reference anywhere in the New Testament to 

anyone else in Paul's family.  It does show us at least that Paul wasn't the only one in his family who had 

moved from Tarsus down to Jerusalem. 

 

Much more significant, of course, are the rulers with whom Paul has to do in Caesarea, the city which had 

been built by Herod the Great between 20 BC and 9 BC, where the Roman governor had his headquarters.  

The first official who interviewed Paul there was the procurator Marcus Antonius Felix.  This man was a 

freed man who had once been a slave in the household of the daughter of Mark Anthony and Octavia (the 

sister-in-law of Tiberius).  Felix' brother Pallas was a high official under the emperor Claudius.  Felix' wife 

Drusilla was the youngest daughter of the older Herod Agrippa, and through her, Felix must have come to 

his “rather accurate knowledge of The Way” – “The Way” was the name by which the early Christians 

sometimes described their faith.  Felix was trying, at the time of Paul's arrest, to manage a deteriorating 

condition involving the relationship between Jews and Gentiles there in Caesarea.  Eventually civil disorder 

broke out, which in the end got him called to Rome, and relieved of his office.  It may be this unrest that 

made him so wary of offending the Jews with regard to the case of this man Paul.  In any case, he kept Paul 

under guard for two whole years and did nothing to resolve the case. 

 

It may well have been during this two-year period that some of Paul's prison epistles were penned and sent.  

The epistle to the Philippians certainly fits this period.  Philemon, Colossians and Ephesians could have 

been written then, though a strong case can also be made for them being written from Rome, perhaps even 

with regard to the epistle to the Philippians. 
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Porcius Festus is the last new player to appear in your reading.  He was a man without a Jewish wife and 

therefore no knowledge of Jewish religion and law.  We'll learn more about him tomorrow. 

 

Now the next thing you need, to get a fuller picture of what was happening in these chapters, is a feel for the 

rather significant differences between the Sadducees and Pharisees.  Paul was able to exploit those 

differences to cause division between the two parties and ensure that they would not agree, on this day at 

least, to execute him.  All he needed was to shout out, at a propitious moment, “I am a Pharisee and I stand 

on trial because of my hope in the resurrection of the dead!”  That did it - a dispute broke out - a riot began 

in the Sanhedrin itself, and the Roman commander had to remove Paul from the forum before things go so 

out of control that he could no longer protect him.  What all of this suggests, of course, is that the Pharisees 

and Sadducees didn't get along very well together. 

 

We have already met the Pharisees and have some understanding of their fanatical commitment to keeping 

the law and to the rigid observance of all religious ritual.  The Pharisees were well respected by the people 

who believed that their love for the law somehow made them holier than other people. 

 

The Sadducees were the other main party at the time of Jesus, (and the early church,) though they were 

already, by Paul's time, declining in their influence.  In fact, we do not really have a completely accurate 

account of them, because all surviving ancient sources are hostile witnesses.  We do know that the 

Sadducees were drawn largely from the rich, who, though they were few in numbers, managed to control the 

resources of the land, so that they held a great deal of control over society.  They were the dominant party in 

the Sanhedrin before whom Paul finds himself standing here.  Most of the chief priests - including Ananias - 

were Sadducees.  They thought of themselves as being more conservative than even the Pharisees - not 

because they tried to keep the law as strictly as the Pharisees did - but because they only recognized the five 

books of the Pentateuch or Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) as authoritative. 

 That is why other Old Testament ideas, such as the belief in immorality, resurrection, angels and demons, 

were rejected by them. 

 

(I must hasten to add that, even from the books of Moses alone, it is hard to see how one could not believe 

in angels, demons, immortality and even resurrection.  It is clear from Genesis 22, for example, that 

Abraham believed in the concept of the resurrection from the dead.)  The general population didn't like the 

Sadducees much (probably as much for economic and political, as for theological reasons - they were the 

rich guys and people hated them.) 

 

When Paul shouted that it was his belief in the resurrection that was on trial, chaos erupted.  Had he finished 

this thought, and said it was because he believed in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead, then the 

Sanhedrin would probably have been united once again, but Paul still thought of himself as a Pharisee, so he 

cast his defense in Pharisaic terms and concepts.  It looks very much like Paul was following the advice of 

Jesus here, to “be as wise as a serpent and as gentle as a dove.”  His defense saved his skin that day by 

dividing the rival parties in the Sanhedrin. 

 

In the midst of this turmoil, Paul once again finds himself without his freedom, and the ominous words of all 

of the prophecies he had heard on the road down from Asia to Jerusalem, as well as the testimony of the 

Spirit of God in his own heart, would have been weighing heavily upon him.  All the other times, the 

imprisonments he experienced were brief, and the prison doors swung quickly open.  This time it is going to 

be very different.  The little note of chapter 23:11 then is especially significant.  It says, “The following 

night the Lord stood near Paul and said, 'Take courage; as you have testified about Me in Jerusalem so you 
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must also testify in Rome.'“  At every critical junction in the life of this great apostle, there is a word from 

the Lord - a vision - a confirmation on the road to Damascus - at the conclusion of the year he and Barnabas 

spent in Antioch - at the inception of the mission to Macedonia - in the prison at Philippi - after he arrived at 

Corinth - on the road down to Jerusalem. What a blessing it is to know, that as we do the work of the Lord, 

He will guide us and direct us, comfort and encourage us, give wisdom and understanding.  Here is a 

principle that Scripture confirms again and again:  The more closely we walk with Him in obedience to His 

Word, in the service of Christ, the more easily we will hear His voice giving direction, encouragement and 

understanding. 

 

As a matter of interest, we might note that by the time of Paul's arrest in 57 A.D., Christianity has become 

known among many as “The Way.”  Two times in chapter 24 it is thus called - once by Paul, who identifies 

himself as a follower of “The Way,” and once by Luke, who attributes knowledge of “The Way” to Felix.  I 

want you to notice that not simply for the sake of trivia, but because the term these early Christians used to 

describe their faith is a very big clue to their success in propagating the Gospel so widely and so 

dramatically in these first three decades of the church.  Christianity, unlike so many other religious systems, 

is not a set of doctrines you believe - a list of 20 or 120 dogmas to which you give intellectual assent and 

pay occasional (or even weekly) homage in a worship service.  Christianity is a way of life - a way - a path 

you walk.  It is more easily perceived by what you do than by what you believe, and it is, in its purest form, 

more ethical than intellectual.  No first century Christian would have ever tried to prove he was a follower 

of Christ by saying, ‘Now listen to what I believe - on the basis of these truths I must be considered a 

Christian.’  His answer to an inquiry about his faith would have simply been – ‘I do what Christ commands - 

I follow Him - I walk as He walked.’  Christianity is a way of living and that hasn't changed!! 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

WEEK 23, DAY 2                                ACTS 25 and 26 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you read Acts 25 and 26. 

 

Once again there are some new characters with whom we need to become familiar.  The first is a man I 

mentioned yesterday but he was not really introduced, by the name of Porcius Festus. 

 

After Felix was called to Rome to be relieved of his post, Porcius Festus became the procurator of Judea.  

This new governor was probably very inexperienced in dealing with the ways of the Jews, and lacking a 

Jewish wife like his predecessor, he would have had no way to develop a knowledge of the Christian belief 

system.  Like all new governors, he would be looking for ways to ingratiate himself to the people over 

whom he was to rule.  The result of all of this was a new opportunity to wrest Paul from the protective 

custody of the Romans, and the Jews sought to use it for that very purpose.  The degree of ill feeling 

harbored by the Jews toward this former Pharisee, a full two years after the incident in the Temple, is an 

indication of how much they hated him, and how fanatical their murderous intentions really were.  We will 

be exploring a little later on one possible reason they hated Paul so much. 

 

Festus wanted to make a concession to please the Jews, so his inclination was to return Paul and the inquiry 

to Jerusalem where the incident occurred.  He apparently, from the account, intended to keep charge over 

the inquiry, but wanted to return it to Jerusalem, perhaps because the Roman soldier in charge of the 

garrison in Jerusalem had never come to Caesarea to pursue the case, at least as far as we can tell.  If Festus 
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did this much, however, it was entirely possible that he might consent to allow the Sanhedrin to serve as his 

advisory council.  The Roman procurator had the opportunity and privilege of doing that.  (Actually, the 

Jews were planning to ambush Paul along the roadside to keep it from ever coming to a formal legal 

decision.  They did not want to risk having Paul freed again!)  Paul understood that only Roman justice 

could be relied upon to free him, so he exercised the right of a Roman citizen - he appealed to Caesar. 

 

About 30 B.C. this innovation in Roman law began when the Emperor Octavian took the right to judge 

appeals to himself.  The law forbade any magistrate or judge from killing, scourging, chaining, torturing or 

even sentencing any Roman citizen who had appealed to Rome.  By the beginning of the second century 

A.D. (about 50 years after Paul's arrest) it had become standard procedure to simply ship all Roman citizens 

on to Rome for judgment if they were being charged with offenses not covered by the regular codes, but in 

Paul's day we know that it only happened if a formal appeal was made.  Once again, there is a solid ‘fit’ 

between the Scriptural account and what we know of conditions that actually existed in the empire. 

 

Festus, knowing that he was out of his depth in attempting to judge this case, was in all probability greatly 

relieved by Paul's request because it removed him from any responsibility in the matter. The only problem 

he now had was what to write on the bill of charges that would be sent with the prisoner to Rome.  He hadn't 

a clue as to what he should say.  That is where the younger Agrippa and his sister Bernice come in.  The son 

of Herod Agrippa I was king in the area north and east of the Sea of Galilee, and in some territory and cities 

on the west of the lake as well.  His capital was Caesarea Philippi, the place where Jesus had asked that 

momentous question, “Who do you say that I am?”  Agrippa was a Herod.  He knew the Jews and he was 

very interested in hearing about Paul's case.  Presumably, though we are not explicitly told this, he did help 

Festus draft the letter to Caesar.  His own opinion was, that had Paul not made the appeal, he should have 

simply been released. 

 

After that opinion had been laid down, I wonder if Paul had any regrets.  His desire was certainly to go to 

Rome.  Long before his arrest, while he was still in Corinth, he wrote to the Roman Christians expressing 

that deep desire.  But I am also sure that Paul would have preferred to travel to Rome at his own expense, in 

freedom, as opposed to going there as a Roman prisoner.  There was one thing, however, that would have 

made Paul a great deal more comfortable with the present arrangements.  Upon arrival in Rome, he was 

going to have the opportunity to preach Christ - not to a vassal Jewish king, but to someone representing the 

Emperor himself.  If I know anything about the Apostle Paul, I am certain he was praying that Caesar 

himself - (Nero at this point) - would hear this case personally.  If Caesar heard and if Caesar responded to 

the Gospel, well...Before the time of Nero, and during the reign of Claudius, that could very well have 

happened. We do know, however, that early in his reign, Nero discontinued the policy of personally hearing 

appeals, preferring to leave the disposition of justice in other hands than his own.  That was probably good 

as far as justice was concerned. 

 

Paul's defense of himself before Agrippa is interesting, because it shows us once again a bit of his heart.  On 

trial for his life, Paul is not at all content to simply present the facts and leave them there as a matter of 

information.  He always spoke, reasoned and preached for conversion.  He tries to induce Agrippa to 

personally respond to the Good News of The Way.  “Agrippa,” he says, “do you believe the prophets?  I 

know you do.”  In that environment, I believe that I would very likely have been much more hesitant - more 

passive; but not Paul.  Agrippa's response may have been in fear.  It may have been in jest - we do not know. 

 Paul at least was in deadly earnest: “I wish that all who are listening to me may become what I am - except 

for these chains.” 

 

There is one little note in Paul's speech before Agrippa that might have slipped past you.  I want you to 
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notice it because it may go a very long way toward explaining why the hatred against Paul was so virulent 

among the Jews, in general, and in the Sanhedrin, in particular.  Verse 10 of chapter 26 contains that note.  

Explaining his role as a former persecutor of the Christians who followed “The Way,” Paul says, “I put 

many of the saints in prison and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them.”  It is just 

possible that what we have here is nothing more than figurative language, meaning, ‘I agreed with the death 

penalty!’  If, however, Paul means for us to understand that statement literally, then Paul was a member of 

the Sanhedrin himself - for that is the body that decided who would be punished and in what way.  It is a 

tantalizing little statement, but it gives us an idea, at least, of why they might have hated Paul so much.  If he 

had been an outspoken member of the Sanhedrin who had converted to Christianity, that would make him 

all the more dangerous in the eyes of the Jewish authorities.   

 

There is one more thing that I would like for you to think about as we finish our time together this morning. 

 That is the clarity of the call that Paul had experienced from God and the role that it played in all that he did 

for the rest of his life. 

 

We have already seen some of the incredible things that Paul endured for the sake of the gospel.  A little 

note in the 11th chapter of II Corinthians alerts us to the fact that we have only seen the tip of the iceberg, in 

terms of what Paul went through to bring the Gospel of Christ to the Gentiles.  Perhaps the most dramatic 

thing about the life of Paul is the tremendous perseverance that he displayed.  Doggedly pressing on toward 

the high mark of the high calling that Christ had placed upon his life - absolutely nothing could deter him - 

he would never let go.  He was a bulldog!  Someone not long ago shared with me an observation made by 

Sir Winston Churchill.  He said, “Do you know why the face of a bulldog is the way it is - with the nose 

pressed so far back into the animal's face?  It's so that he can breathe without having to let go!”  Well, Paul 

was a bulldog, and in all those times when he was hanging on for all he was worth, and absolutely could not 

let go to take a breath, the thing that sustained him was the tremendous clarity and specificity of his call.  

Because he knew exactly what his job was, and because he was completely sure of ‘Who’ it was that had 

called him to that job, there was never any thought of throwing in the towel or quitting.  If the call had been 

less clear, then maybe Paul would have looked for, and found, an escape hatch.  But he knew ‘Who’ had 

called and he knew very specifically what God wanted done. 

 

Now there are people who think that God has a general calling for all Christians - to be his witnesses - to 

love Him and to love each other - to live as Jesus lived - to be filled with the Spirit and so on, but these folk 

do not believe that God has a specific calling for each individual life.  Do the prescriptive will of God, and 

in all those areas where the Bible does not specifically speak, then just choose whatever you want, and God 

will bless it.  God does not, they would say, have a specific plan for most Christians - just a general one - 

and if you choose to live for Him in America, that is just as good as if you choose to live for Him in 

Malaysia or Australia.  If you are interested in being a missionary or a pastor - that's great!  Go for it!  But if 

you choose to be a pharmacist or a computer technician, that's fine with Him too!  You need to know today, 

that the people who have made the biggest impact for the kingdom of God have nearly always been people 

who were able to be a whole lot more specific than that.  Don't misunderstand me. I'm not saying that 

everyone has to be a pastor or a missionary - that's not true at all.  I know that God calls some people to be 

doctors and laborers, sales persons and military people as well.  (In fact, someday, Lord willing, I want to 

write a set of biographies about great Christians who God called to secular occupations.)  But the point is 

that God does call individuals to specific tasks and to specific places, and He does not just do that with a 

few extraordinary people like Paul.  

 

Do you remember Ephesians 2:10?  It says, “For we are God's workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do 

good works which God prepared in advance for us to do.”  Do you know what He has called you to do?  Do 
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you know where He has called you to do it?   

 

I honestly believe that you can know such things.  Paul did!  And it made a huge difference in his staying 

power! 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

WEEK 23, DAY 3                    ACTS 27 and 28 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Today you finished reading the Book of Acts and finished with it the 

historical account of the first few decades of the church of Jesus Christ. 

 

You noticed, I'm sure, that Luke does not tell us the outcome of Paul's appeal to Caesar.  In fact, the Book 

ends quite abruptly with the note that Paul stayed in Rome for two whole years in his own rented house, 

awaiting his hearing and the disposition of his case.  Obviously, Luke wrote the Book of Acts - or at least 

finished it - during this period, and at the conclusion of his work, the final disposition of Paul's case was not 

yet known.  We'll come back to try to piece the rest of the story together for you later.  Right now, instead of 

being frustrated by what Acts 27 and 28 do not tell us, let's focus on what it does say. 

 

The voyage from Caesarea to Italy (Puteoli), the port of Rome, was, as might be expected, given the fact that 

it involved Paul, a rather eventful one. One shipwreck in a lifetime would be enough for most people. In 2 

Corinthians 11, Paul says he was shipwrecked three times - and he wrote that before this voyage to Rome! 

 

Two encouraging things happened for Paul right at the beginning of this prison trip.  The first was that Luke 

and Aristarchus elected to go with him.  It is at least possible that Luke signed on as the ship's doctor for the 

276 people on board.  Aristarchus, however, would almost certainly have had to go as Paul's slave, his 

manservant.  Aristarchus and perhaps Luke as well, in all probability, gave up their freedom for the 

privilege of serving the Apostle Paul.  What would you give up for the privilege of serving a servant of 

God? 

 

The other encouraging thing was the friendship and respect that Paul exchanged with the Roman centurion 

in charge of the ship - a man named Julius.  So much was the relationship growing that before the time the 

ship put in at its first port at Sidon - one day after the voyage had begun - Paul was allowed to go ashore and 

visit with his friends in that city. 

 

It is both interesting and surprising to note that Paul, the prisoner, was invited to play a part in the process of 

making the decisions as to whether they should continue the voyage past Cyprus or winter in the place 

called Fair Havens.  His voice in the proceedings was in all probability due to the fact that he was clearly the 

most experienced traveler on the ship.  The time of the year was dangerous for traveling in the 

Mediterranean Sea.  Common wisdom held that traveling after September was risky, and by November it 

was impossible.  The ‘feast’ Luke refers to in the account was Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, which 

fell in the first part of October. 

 

Remember, those ancient ships had no sextant or compass.  It was not a small boat.  Indeed it could have 

been, as a grain ship, as long as 140 feet and as wide as 36 feet.  But without navigational equipment, and in 

the face of a raging Mediterranean storm, the ship would have had very little chance of survival. 
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I am sure that Luke did not intend this parallel, but this ship story is a kind of Jonah in reverse.  In the Old 

Testament story of Jonah, it was the presence of the runaway prophet on board the ship in the 

Mediterranean Sea that put the lives of all the sailors into great peril.  In this account, it is the presence of 

Paul the Apostle that ensures the safety of the sailors and the passengers aboard the ship he is sailing on.   

 

Again, I believe that we may generalize to a valid Scriptural principle.  The presence of an obedient servant 

of God in the midst of an unbelieving people is often (maybe always) a great blessing to the unbelievers.  

Just as the presence of a redeemed parent in the midst of a family is a great blessing to the rest of that 

family, so the presence of a redeemed person in the midst of an unredeemed crowd brings some genuine 

blessing from God into the lives of the others!  Paul's presence is a guarantee of deliverance to the soldiers 

and sailors who traveled with him.  His presence on the island of Malta brings physical healing and great 

spiritual blessing into the lives of the inhabitants of that place as well - so much so that when winter has 

passed, and the company is ready to resume their travel, the people from that locality shower them with 

honor, gifts and supplies. 

 

The story of the snake that bit Paul but did not harm the apostle is interesting to me because it recalls the 

verse from the disputed ending to the Gospel of Mark.  (We'll talk about the reliability of those verses when 

we look at Mark's Gospel.)  It says there that certain signs will accompany those who have believed in 

Christ and gone out to preach His gospel.  One of those “signs” is that they “will pick up snakes with their 

hands and when they drink deadly poison it will not hurt them at all.”  Whether or not that verse was in the 

original manuscript of Mark's Gospel, it was fulfilled in Paul's life!  The man whose hospitality they 

received in Malta was Publius.  The Greek manuscript calls him the “first man of Malta.”  Archaeologists 

have recently uncovered inscriptional evidence showing that “First Man of Malta” was an official title - 

once again Luke gets all the local color exactly right!  He is an incredibly reliable historian. 

 

As a free man or as a prisoner, Paul's actions when he first arrives in a new city do not vary at all.  He 

arrives in Rome as a prisoner, but he quickly convenes all the Jews of the city who will come to a meeting, 

in which he explains the Kingdom of God and tries to convince them that Jesus is the Messiah, by reasoning 

with them from the Old Testament.  As happened everywhere else, some believed, many others did not, and 

having fulfilled his vow to teach the Jews first, Paul turns then toward the Gentiles to proclaim the Good 

News of Christ. 

 

Now I know that you want to know what happened next for the Apostle Paul.  Did he get his interview with 

Caesar?  Was he released to work a further time, or was this the end for our wonderful friend?  Let me try to 

put together for you the pieces as best we can reconstruct them, and tell you what probably happened after 

the Book of Acts ends. 

 

We’ll start with what we know - or at least with what we are be most sure about.  Tradition unanimously 

tells us that Paul died in Rome - executed at the command of Nero - but not in 62 A.D., which would be the 

conclusion of the two-year period that Luke refers to in Acts 28 - but rather a few years later, during the 

great persecution that followed the fire in Rome that Nero blamed upon the Christians.  According to 

Tacitus, the Roman historian of the day, there were strong rumors that Nero himself set the great fire that 

destroyed much of the city of Rome in A.D. 64, and that in order to divert suspicion from himself and quell 

the rumors, he placed the blame upon “a class of men loathed for their vices whom the crowd styled 

Christians!” 

 

I'm quoting now from Tacitus' Annals: “Christus, from whom they got their name, had been executed by 
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sentence of the procurator Pontius Pilate when Tiberius was emperor; and the pernicious superstition was 

checked for a short time only to break out afresh not only in Judea, but in Rome itself where all the horrible 

and shameful things in the world collect and find a home.”  Tacitus was apparently no friend of Christians.  

“A huge multitude,” he continues, “was convicted not so much on the ground of incendiarism, that is for 

setting the fire, as for hatred of the human race.  Their execution was made a matter of sport: some were 

sewn up in the skins of wild beasts and savaged to death by dogs; others were fastened to crosses as living 

torches, to serve as lights when daylight failed.  Nero made his gardens available for the show and held 

games in the circus mingling with the crowd...Hence although the victims were criminals deserving the 

severest punishment, pity began to be felt for them because it seemed that they were being sacrificed to 

gratify one man's lust for cruelty rather than for the public welfare.”  (Tacitus’ Annuals, XV; 44.3-8) 

 

Piecing evidence together from Paul's Prison Epistles, which were probably written while he was in 

captivity, during the period covered by Acts 28, and which seem to exude confidence that he will soon be 

released and allowed to continue his ministry, and then from material from the Pastoral Letters to Timothy 

and Titus, which have a different atmosphere about them, and contain what we believe to be Paul's last 

written words in II Timothy 4 - linking that Biblical material with some fragments of information that come 

from the church of the next generation, it appears that Paul's first Roman captivity ended with a favorable 

verdict after the two year wait that Luke describes. 

 

Then Paul did what he had told the Roman Christians in his letter he wanted to do after visiting them - he 

went further away to a place where the Gospel had not yet been preached - probably to Spain – returning to 

Rome at about the time of the great Neroian persecution began. 

 

Clement - the bishop of Rome at about 96 A.D. - wrote to the church of Corinth that Paul had been “a herald 

in both the east and the west...and having reached the limit of the west, (which to someone writing from 

Rome must mean Spain), he bore testimony before the rulers and so departed from the world...the greatest 

example of endurance” (I Clement 5:1-7).  The Muratorian Fragment, which dates to the end of the second 

century, gives a list of canonical books says this about Acts:  “Then the acts of the apostles were written in 

one book.  Luke tells 'the most excellent Theophilus' that the various incidents took place in his presence 

and indeed he makes this quite clear by omitting the passion of Peter as well as Paul's journey when he set 

out from Rome for Spain.” 

 

If all this is true, then by the time Paul returned to Rome from Spain, Nero's persecution had begun and he 

became the primary target.  Re-arrested, he penned the Pastoral Epistles to Timothy and Titus, and then 

went in victory to his execution, to receive the crown for which he had so productively labored.  We know 

that Peter, the apostle, was crucified like his Lord.  As a Roman citizen, Paul would have been spared that 

punishment.  He would have been beheaded instead. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 

 

 

 

WEEK 23, DAY 4                                JOSHUA 1 and 2 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  Having finished the New Testament Book of Acts yesterday, we 

return this morning to the Old Testament.  Today you read the first two chapters of Joshua, which pick up 

the story of the children of Israel at just about the point at which the Book of Numbers left it off.  We have 

skipped, for the time being, the Book of Deuteronomy, which contains Moses' last words to the nation, 
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along with a re-statement of the law given on Mt. Sinai (the Law that had been recorded already in the book 

of Exodus).  There will be opportunity for us later to come back to examine Deuteronomy and the portions 

of Leviticus which we have not yet read, but for now it will be well for us to carry the story of Israel 

forward into the Promised Land. 

 

It is quite clear that portions of the Book of Joshua were written by the great leader of Israel himself. Two 

different sections of the book record a writing at his command, one by Joshua himself.  Another portion - in 

the fifth chapter - is written like the Book of Acts in the first person plural – ‘This is what we did and this is 

how it happened to us.’  All of this agrees with the earliest Jewish traditions, which claim that Joshua wrote 

the entire text of the Book, except for the account of his death and funeral, which are attributed to Eleazar 

the priest.  There are some other portions of the book that seem to show evidence of other hands shaping 

materials which are rooted in the time and experience of Joshua, and which came from him perhaps in an 

oral fashion, but which have been edited and placed into the narrative by later hands.  Twelve different 

times, for example, the phrase “until this day” appears, and that would be curious if no hand except for 

Joshua's had touched the material. 

 

The first thing that I want for us to notice about the first two chapters of this book is that as Israel stood on 

the brink of Jordan - on the verge of the Promised Land - it was God - not Moses - not the people of Israel 

either - who chose the successor to Moses.  I think that is critically important.  I know that we have made 

this point before, but I doubt that it could be made strongly enough or often enough.  God always chooses 

His own leaders.  We cannot do that.  He does that!  We know that Moses had children, but the children of 

Moses do not succeed him.  There is no hereditary succession to that post of leading Israel.  I am equally 

certain that the nation would have reacted very favorably to the suggestion that they hold a national election 

and choose their own ruler - but, of course, that is not the way it is in the Kingdom of God.  He chooses the 

leaders.  At best, we recognize them, but God Himself chooses who will lead.  You may, in God's kingdom, 

aspire to leadership.  The New Testament tells us that aspiring to leadership is a good thing.  But you cannot 

simply decide to be a leader.  God has to choose you for that.  And it is the certain knowledge that you have 

been chosen by God that makes it possible for you to continue as a leader in the times when the going gets 

very rough. 

 

The next thing we need to see about leadership is also something we noted before.  In fact we noted it with 

both the Apostle Paul and with Joshua's predecessor Moses, and that is, that God prepares his leaders.  

Joshua did not just wake up one morning with God tapping him on the shoulder saying, ‘Joshua, go take 

Moses’ place.’  For nearly 40 years, Joshua had been the apprentice of Moses.  When Moses went up on the 

mountain to talk with God and receive from him the Ten Commandments, Joshua went with him (though he 

did not go all the way to the top of the mountain).  When Moses went into the Tent of Meeting to talk with 

God, Joshua stood watch at the door.  When Moses stood on the hill with his arms uplifted, it was Joshua 

who led the troops into battle.  I do not believe that anyone could ever have been more thoroughly trained 

for the job he was being called to do than Joshua was.  By now I am certain that you are aware that 

leadership training, through apprenticeship relationships, is absolutely critical in the church of Jesus Christ.  

We cannot thrive and grow without it! 

 

According to the Book of Numbers, which we have already read, Joshua was originally called “Hoshea.”  

That means “salvation.”  Sometime during that 40-year internship, however, his name got changed to 

“Joshua” which means, “The Lord saves.”  “Joshua” is a Hebrew name.  The Greek form of that same name 

is “Jesus.”  There must be something very special about a man to whom God gave the very name that He 

had already picked out for His own Son to bear! 
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This Book of Joshua is like a bookend that needs to be seen with its mate, the Book of Exodus.  Exodus 

records for us the story of how God brought Israel ‘out’ of Egypt.  Joshua tells the story of how he brought 

them ‘in’ to the land of promise.  Without wishing to spiritualize this too much, we need to understand that 

whenever God takes an individual or a group ‘out’ from the place where they have been, it is always for the 

purpose of leading them ‘into’ a better place that he has prepared for them.  God said to Abram, ‘Get out’ of 

your father's house and the city of Ur.  But He also said, “I will take you into a land which I have promised 

you.”  Sometimes in our personal walk with God, we hear the ‘get out’ part of the call very clearly, and we 

respond, but remember, for every ‘get out’ there is a matching ‘get in,’ and we need to be listening very 

carefully to hear it.  God for example, has called us to ‘get out’ of a lifestyle of sin and selfishness, but He 

has called us to ‘get into’ a lifestyle of righteousness and holiness.  It is ultimately very fruitless, and 

perhaps even dangerous, to respond to the first part of the call without listening for the second. 

 

Can you imagine how Joshua felt when God said, ‘It's time now.  I want you to take the place of Moses.’  

What emotions would you feel in a situation like that - fear, loneliness, bewilderment (what do I do now?), 

panic?  They would all be pretty appropriate from a human point of view.  How do you ever fill the shoes of 

someone like Moses?  God is well aware of how Joshua must be feeling, and He reminds him of three 

resources that are the same for him as they were for Moses before him.  We need to note them precisely, 

because the same three resources are there for us today as well:  

 

First, He reminds Joshua of the promise.  It was an old promise.  It went all the way back to 

Abraham and it was renewed to Moses - “I am about to give you every piece of land where you will 

set your foot,” - the Promised Land –”from the desert in the south to Lebanon in the north” – from 

the Euphrates in the east to the Mediterranean Sea in the west - the promise, the ancient promise 

belongs to you.” By the way, the “Euphrates River in the east” is very far to the east of the present 

boundaries of Israel.  In fact, it was only during the time of David and Solomon that Israel even 

came close to possessing all that they had been promised.  It is just possible that the complete 

fulfillment of God's promise to Joshua awaits a time that will arrive with the return of Christ. 

 

As Joshua and the people of Israel stood on the banks of the Jordan River and peered across, they 

knew that there were cities to be conquered and battles to be fought.  The giants who had so 

discouraged their parents were still over there.  Joshua was new at being the chief leader.  But 

against all of that, there was the promise of God to steady them.  They had God's promise to 

remember.  A long time ago, I think that I suggested that you start a page in your notebook for 

recording promises that you discover in the Word of God, that you believe are applicable to your 

life and situation.  (There is one right here in this chapter.)  The Word of God is full, you know, of 

great and precious promises made to the people of God.  The problem is that it is hard to claim a 

promise that you haven't yet discovered.  God's promises are made to give us the strength and 

courage to be all that He was called us to be. 

 

Joshua's second resource in light of the tremendous job that was ahead was that God gave him a 

plan to follow.  That plan was centered on the “Book” - the Book of the Law that God had given 

Moses.  By the time of Joshua, not very much of the Bible was in existence yet.  The New 

Testament was still over 1000 years away, of the 150 Psalms that we know, probably only one - 

Psalm 90 - which was written by Moses himself, was in existence.  The Major Prophets - Isaiah, 

Jeremiah and Ezekiel - were still hundreds of years in the future.  There were just the writings of 

Moses, but God said to Joshua – ‘make that book the centerpiece of your life.  My plan for you is 

there.  Think about it, talk about it, dream about it.’  How much more should we, who possess the 

whole Bible, center our lives on the Book.  God's plan for us is there! 
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The third resource that was the same for Joshua as it had been for Moses before him was the 

promises made two times in this chapter.  God said, “I will be with you wherever you go.”  That is 

an amazing promise.  The sovereign God of the universe says to this little man – “I will be with you 

wherever you go.  If you remember the promise and if you obey the book, I will be with you and you 

will not fail.  I will be there and I will give you success.”  You already know, don't you, that the 

very same promise was made by the Lord Jesus Christ to you and to all His disciples who would 

follow Him?  Remember the promises.  Follow the plan and, “Lo, I am with you always even unto 

the ends of the earth.”  That's the same deal God gave to Joshua. 

 

The events of Joshua chapter 2 are striking and very interesting to say the least.  Time is quickly becoming 

our enemy this morning but let me quickly just mention several things that fascinate me.  First of all, I find 

in this story of Rahab a marvelous demonstration of the electing love of God.  You need to realize that there 

was no military reason for the expedition of the spies into Jericho.  Given the rather unique battle plan that 

God was going to adopt at Jericho, there was no need to send spies to discover troop strengths, fortification 

weaknesses, enemy plans, or even find food and water supplies.  All those pieces of normal military 

intelligence are worthless if you are going to conquer a city in seven days without firing a shot or storming a 

wall.  So why did the spies go?  The only intelligence that we have any record of them bringing back is the 

fact that the inhabitants of Jericho were already in terror because the things God had already done for the 

Israelites.  I believe that the purpose of the expedition was not military at all, but evangelistic.  I am certain 

that it was God's purpose to save one family out of Jericho as a testimony to the sovereign love of God, just 

like God saved Noah and his family out of the judgment that he brought upon the ancient world, to testify to 

His sovereign love and mercy. It was to the household of a prostitute named Rahab that the spies were led.  

She is not the person that I would have chosen to save out of Jericho.  But she is the one God chose.  I 

would have looked for someone respectable, someone upright, someone whose sins were somehow less 

gross, less obvious.  My judgment would probably have been that Rahab was beyond redemption, but that 

wasn't God's judgment.  He chooses Rahab. 

 

Rahab responds in faith - she believes in the God of Israel - and she is saved by a scarlet cord hung firmly 

from her window.  (That cord has tremendous symbolic meaning.  It points us to the blood of Christ.)  If you 

think very long about this story, it becomes clear that it is a ‘miniature’ of the Gospel story.  We, like Rahab, 

are living in the midst of a doomed civilization.  For us, as for her, it is the grace of God, and that alone, 

which reaches out and saves us from the just desserts of our sin.  Like Rahab, we are called upon to respond 

in faith, and are marked out by the scarlet cord of Christ's blood.   Our salvation is made sure, even though 

we might continue to live for a time, at least, in a city marked out for destruction. 

 

It is extremely significant that Rahab becomes an ancestor of none other that Jesus Christ Himself - not only 

does God rescue this woman from Jericho, He honors her by grafting her into the line of the Christ!  There 

is something very prophetic about that, because the purpose of Christ, of course, is to redeem not only the 

Jews, but the whole world, and even this early in the working out of God's purposes through the Old 

Testament in planning the lineage of Christ, He takes this non-Jew and grafts her into the line. 

 

This is Pastor Soper.  You have a great day and I'll talk with you again tomorrow. 
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WEEK 23, DAY 5              JOSHUA 3, 4 and 5 

 

Good morning.  This is Pastor Soper.  This morning you read chapters 3-5 of the Book of Joshua.  There are 

a number of interesting things that I'd like to notice with you.  The first is that Israel had to camp beside the 

Jordan River for three days before any specific orders were given to them by God.  I don't know if there is 

any significance to the fact that it was for three days (though that number three, as you well know, is 

significant in Scripture), but I am reasonably certain that after about 20 minutes of the first day, nearly every 

single person in the whole nation was asking exactly the same question: ‘How are we going to get across?’  

There weren't any bridges.  My first inclination would be to look for one of them (and, by the way, no one in 

Israel had ever seen a bridge).  There weren't any boats and no living Israelite knew how to build one.  There 

wasn't much call for boat-building skills as they wandered through the desert.  With the river at flood stage, 

fording it was simply not possible.  Humanly speaking there was no way to get two million people and all of 

their luggage and equipment across that river.  Swimming it was unthinkable. After three days of mulling 

that question over, I am sure they were very anxious to hear what the answer might be.  Finally, instructions 

do come down from God to Joshua, but even then there is no answer to the basic question: - ‘How will we 

cross?’ - just some clear instructions. First, when you see the Ark, follow it; second, leave about 1000 yards 

between yourselves and the Ark as it moves; third, consecrate yourselves because tomorrow the Lord will 

do amazing things among you.  The curious instruction about leaving a 1000 yard distance between the Ark 

and the people was probably a strategy designed to make certain that as they moved along and across the dry 

river bed every one would be able to see the Ark for themselves. Without that distance, it would very 

quickly have become a situation that only those in the very front of the line could see the Ark, and the rest 

would only be able see the heads of the ones who were walking in front of them.  At the really critical 

junctures of our lives, it is tremendously important that we be able to see the Lord Himself, and not just look 

at the back of the head of the person in front of us.  It may have also been that God called for that distance in 

order to emphasize the holiness of the Ark and of Himself, whose presence was represented by it. 

 

The drying up of the Jordan River here is the first of three such miracles recorded in the Old Testament.  In 

addition to drying up the river for the nation in Joshua's day, both Elijah and Elisha saw the same miracle 

occur.  There is more validity for us, however, in connecting this miracle with the one that God had 

performed before, by the hand of Moses, as the nation of Israel stood, after leaving Egypt, in front of the 

Red Sea at the time of the Exodus.  That miracle was clearly in the mind of every single Israelite who 

crossed the river with Joshua.  Why did God repeat that miracle for Joshua and the people of this 

generation?  There are at least three answers to that question. 

 

The first is that God did it for Joshua.  “Today,” the Lord said to Joshua, “I will exalt [or magnify] you in 

the eyes of the nation.”  God had promised Joshua that He would be with him just as he had been with 

Moses.  What better way to prove that then by performing for Joshua the very same miracle that He had 

done for Moses.  This crossing of the Jordan was a way to convince Joshua that He really was with him.  

More than that, it was a way to establish Joshua in the role of successor to Moses.  Once the nation of Israel 

had seen the waters of the Jordan stopped, they would hold Joshua in the same esteem as they had held 

Moses.  The miracle at the Jordan exalted Joshua in their eyes. 

 

The second reason God performed the miracle was for the people of Israel.  Back in the Book of Exodus, 

Moses had led them out of Egypt “with a high hand.”  In triumph they had crossed the sea on dry ground 

and marched to Sinai to receive the Law.  But the terrible rebellion of their fathers had changed everything.  

There were the grumblings, and the rumblings and the complainings.  There was the terrible rebellion of 

Korah and then the final apostasy at Kadesh Barnea, after which God said to them, “You will not enter the 

land that I have promised.”  From that point on everything was changed.  Israel's fellowship with God was 
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gone - she was still His chosen nation - but the fellowship was gone, the communion was gone, the sense of 

blessedness was gone.  The rebellion brought a curse, and they wondered if things could ever be the same 

again.  They hoped - they wanted to believe that it could - but they wondered.  At the Jordan River - when 

they saw the water piled up - at that moment, they began to believe again that God did mean to keep all of 

His old promises.  When they walked across on dry land they knew it was true - God was with them - just as 

much as He had been with their fathers when they had left Egypt before the rebellion. 

 

The third reason God dried up the Jordan had to do with the heathen nations.  The first verses of chapter 5 

say that “when all the Amorite kings...and all the Canaanite kings along the seacoast heard how the Lord 

had dried up the River Jordan before the Israelites...their hearts sank and they no longer had the courage to 

face the Israelites.”  One of the greatest strategies in any war is to demoralize your enemy, so that he no 

longer has the will to continue to fight.  God was doing that for the Israelites before they ever fought their 

first battle in the Promised Land. 

 

The memorials that Joshua ordered set up in the middle of the river, and at the point at which the nation 

camped on the far side of the Jordan River, were simple but powerful reminders of what the Lord had done 

for them.  Twelve stones - one for each tribe - were piled on top of one another.  They were undressed, that 

is there was no mortar used to fix them in place.  They were left there to evoke for future generations that 

powerful question, “What do these stones mean?”  The practice of erecting monuments was an important 

one to the Old Testament people of God.  Abraham did it, like Noah before him and Jacob after him.  They 

were simple monuments - grand ones always tend to obscure the glory of the one they were erected to 

honor, in favor of the people who built them - that's why, for example, we call that enormous and wonderful 

structure of the Old Testament - “Solomon's Temple” - instead of “the Lord's Temple”.  It was so grand that 

it detracts from the One it was meant to honor and causes us to think about the one who built it instead.  

Simple monuments erected for the purpose of helping God's people to remember, are often better than grand 

ones.  I want for us to realize this morning that memorials are just as necessary for us today as for they were 

for the Israelites in Joshua's day, and necessary for the very same reason.  They were important in Joshua's 

day.  We, too, need to remember, because like Israel of old, we too tend to forget.  Not long before these 

monuments were built, Moses had taught the people much about remembering God.  In chapter 7 of the 

Book of Deuteronomy which we’ll read later, he told them to remember all that God had done to Pharaoh so 

that they would not fear the nations of Canaan.  In chapter 8, he told them that they ought to remember that 

it was God alone who had given the ability to produce wealth.  Remembering would cast out pride from 

their midst.  In chapter 9, the very next chapter, Moses called on them again to remember their sinful 

rebellions against God.  Remembering can keep us from future sin.  The memorials were intended to help 

Israel to remember, and remembering is an extremely important thing for us to do as well.  I trust that in 

your walk with God there are some memorials that you have established - some private monuments - to help 

you remember who you are, to remember who God is, and to remember what God has done. 

 

The very idea of stopping just before you plunged a nation into battle so that the soldiers could be 

circumcised is, from a military standpoint, sheer lunacy.  There on the western bank of the Jordan River - in 

enemy territory, within sight of the walls of the first city to be attacked - Joshua, follows the command of 

the Lord and incapacitates his whole army.  Until they are healed, fighting will be impossible, and should 

they be attacked they could easily be slaughtered.  Anyone who knew anything about the history of the 

Jewish nation would remember the sordid history of the men of Shechem. 

 

Why was it so important - this rite of circumcision?  It was the mark of the covenant of God - the sign that 

God had accepted them - and Israel understood that and they knew they could not go into battle without the 

mark of God upon their bodies.  It might not be safe to take that mark of God upon themselves in enemy 
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territory, but it would be even less safe to venture into battle without it! 

 

The relevance of all of this for us is to be found in the fact that the rite of circumcision in the Old Testament 

has a New Testament parallel.  That is the ordinance of baptism.  In the second chapter of the Book of 

Colossians Paul makes this very clear.  Let me read you what he says: 

 

Colossians 2:11-12: “For it is in Christ that the Godhead in all of its fullness dwells in body.  It is in Him 

that you have been brought to fulfillment.  Every power and authority in the universe is subject to Him as 

head.  In him also you were circumcised, not in a physical sense but by the stripping away of the old nature 

which is Christ's way of circumcision.  For you were buried with him at baptism and in that baptism you 

were also raised to live with him through your faith in the active power of God who raised Him from the 

dead.  Although you were dead because of your sins and your uncircumcision, He has brought you to life 

with Christ for he has forgiven us all our sin.”  

 

There is, as I am sure you know, a great debate over whether the ordinance of baptism ought to be 

administered only to believing adults, (that is the view that our church takes,) or whether it is appropriately 

bestowed upon all covenant children, i.e., the children of believing parents.  I will comment very briefly 

upon that in just a moment. 

 

Right now, I am anxious, however, that we not miss the main point, which is that the New Testament rite of 

baptism is directly analogous to the Old Testament rite of circumcision.  The one pre-dates and pre-figures 

the other.  The function is the same.  It marks a person out as bearing the covenant sign of God upon them.  

It says, ‘This person is part of the family of God.’  Whether you adopt the view that baptism is a sign that 

should be administered to all covenant children, just as circumcision was administered to all infants in the 

nation of Israel, or that it is something that ought to be reserved only for those who have personally come to 

believe and place their trust and faith in Christ, is something that will be determined by how far you believe 

the analogy between circumcision and baptism ought to be pressed.  On the basis of other teaching in the 

New Testament that we will have opportunity to look at later, my belief is that the analogy is limited, and 

that baptism is appropriate only to those who have expressed their own personal belief and faith in Christ.  

But this is not the time to settle that question.  That, however, is a question that you will need to settle for 

yourself, not on the basis of whatever tradition it is that your family or your church or your denomination 

has practiced, but on the basis of your clear understanding of what the Word of God teaches.   

 

Perhaps it is appropriate for me to just say a word about that right now.  I do not believe that it is my task as 

your Bible study teacher or as your pastor to tell you what the Bible says and to re-produce a congregation 

full of people who will believe exactly what I believe at every point of theology.  There are many points of 

theology on which honest Biblical scholars are honestly disagreed.  My role and my purpose - my job 

description if you will - is not to reproduce a group of people who believe exactly what I believe – that 

could be pretty boring and might be pretty frightening. My job instead is to reproduce a congregation full of 

people, who on the basis of their own study of the Word of God, and because they have learned how to feed 

themselves from the Word, and how to study the Word, and because they are open to the leading and 

guiding of the Holy Spirit, who the Word of God promises will guide us into all truth, are then able to say, 

‘This is what I believe, not because Pastor Soper says it is true, but because the Word of God teaches it, and 

here is what it says.’  When the chips are really down in your life, when the going really gets tough, when 

the heat is on and turned up to full blast, it will never be enough to say, ‘I believe this because the pastor 

told me it is true.’  You will only ever be able to stand if you can say, ‘I believe this because the Bible 

teaches it and here is how I know it.’  That is the whole purpose of this series. It is my prayer that you will 

grow to maturity, that you will grow to ‘Know the Word’. 
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Thanks for spending Week 23 with me.  You have a great weekend and I'll talk with you again on Monday. 


