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7

I N T R O D U C T I O N

As a Bible teacher and study tour leader, I have had the privilege of 
hiking with thousands of Jesus followers in the lands of the Bible 
where Abraham, Ruth, David, Jesus, and Paul lived. It has been 
thrilling to watch group after group experience the pilgrim excite-
ment of walking in the same places where Bible characters walked 
and to realize that their stories were set in real times and places. 
Many have returned home from places such as the wilderness of 
the Negev desert, the ancient streets of Jerusalem, the springs of 
En Gedi, and the villages of Galilee with a greater hunger for God’s 
Word.

Seeing firsthand the context in which God revealed his redemptive 
plan has led them to a deeper faith and understanding of God’s 
story. It has helped them to apply God’s Word to their lives. Often 
they have said, “I will never read the Bible the same way again.” I 
know their experience, for that has been my journey too.

Unfortunately, I made an assumption about understanding the 
Bible that turned out to be completely wrong. I knew it was help-
ful to study and understand the Hebrew Bible and the life of Jesus 
in the context of where and when particular events occurred, but 
I assumed that Paul, the great teacher who traveled throughout 
the Roman Empire, was more like a philosopher who spoke in the 
abstract with little awareness of the context of his audience. Then 
I visited the world that he was so passionate about— Ephesus, 
Philippi, Corinth, Athens, and Rome. And I discovered that the same 
experience of context that is helpful for understanding the Hebrew 
Bible applied to Paul’s part of God’s story too.

Although God’s revelation is timeless and relevant to people 
throughout history, that revelation takes place in a cultural context— 
the unique circumstances and conditions— in which his people 
lived. Abraham cut up animals to seal a blood covenant much as the 
ancient Hittites did. The design of the temple of the Lord built by 
Solomon in Jerusalem was familiar to the neighboring cultures of 

9780310085737_ClashofKingdoms.indd   7 5/3/17   1:41 PM



8 L E S S O N S  O N  A  C L A S H  O F  K I N G D O M S

God’s people. In Corinth where people displayed clay and mar-
ble body parts as votive offerings to the pagan god of healing, 
Paul described the community of faith as a body made up of 
many parts.1

God had a unique purpose for communicating his message 
through these culturally familiar concepts and practices that 
made the point of his message strikingly clear and relevant. Thus 
the cultural setting in which he placed his revelation is useful 
for not merely knowing what words mean but for understanding 
the message and application of the Text, much like the study of 
the language of ancient culture provides for the interpreter.2 By 
learning how to think and approach life as the people of the 
Bible did, modern Christians will deepen their appreciation of 
God’s Word.

Like the biblical writers before him, Paul communicated through 
the context of his world— its metaphors, manner of communica-
tion, historic events, and cultural practices— to address its prob-
lems and issues. The more we know about his world, the more 
clearly his teaching and letters speak to us in our cultural setting. 
For that reason, we begin our exploration of Paul’s second teach-
ing journey on the ancient Via Egnatia in modern Greece.

Paul’s Second Teaching Tour:  
The Province of Macedonia
One of the highlights of my exploration of Paul’s world was to 
follow the ancient trade route called the Via Egnatia, knowing 
that Paul had walked that very road. The ancient road is still 
visible and in some places is in remarkably good condition. Built 
more than a century before Paul brought the “good news” of the 
Messiah to the land of Greece in about 50 AD, the Via Egnatia 
represented the world of Imperial Rome. You can follow it west 
from Kavala (Neapolis in Paul’s day) ten miles or so to the ruins 
of Philippi where it passes through the heart of the ancient city. 
That experience made a significant impression on my faith walk, 
not simply because I walked where Paul walked but because the 
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Introduction  9

road represented the confrontation of worldviews that had such 
a great impact on that part of the world and Paul’s ministry to its 
people.

Although Christians traditionally have referred to Paul’s travels 
as “missionary” journeys, the Bible does not use that language. 
Paul is Jewish, so it is more likely he viewed himself as a teacher 
(rabbi) making disciples rather than a missionary making “con-
verts” in the sense that Christians use the word. His mission 
was to present Jesus as Savior and Lord and to invite people 
to believe in him and accept God’s reign in their lives. In fact, 
the Text uses the word convert as often for Gentiles who join 
the Jews as it does for pagans who become Christians, and it is 
not used to describe Jews who follow Jesus. Because the early 
followers of Jesus were a branch of Judaism, Jews would not 
have thought they were changing religions when they recognized 
Jesus as Messiah.

Hence, to retain a Jewish flavor and communicate more clearly 
to a contemporary audience, I prefer to say that this study fol-
lows Paul on his second teaching journey,3 which took him to the 
Roman province of Macedonia that we know as Greece. There, 
the gospel of Jesus confronted Hellenism, the worldview of Greek 
culture. These perspectives are diametrically opposed to one 
another and have been in conflict from the moment Satan took 
the form of a serpent and enticed our human ancestors with the 
forbidden fruit of Hellenism, which at its heart represents the 
choice to “do what seems good to you” rather than to obey the 
commands of God the Creator. Paul would discover that the fruit 
of that encounter continued to entice people in the Roman prov-
ince of Macedonia.

In the cities of Philippi, Thessalonica, and Corinth the “good 
news” of Imperial Rome declared the emperor to be lord and 
god, the one who brought peace through Roman victory. How, 
then, would Paul’s declaration that Jesus was Messiah, Lord, and 
Savior sound to “Roman” ears? He was not simply presenting 
another god to add to the deities of the Roman pantheon. Roman 
emperors claimed to be divine and were referred to as “son of 
god,” “deified one,” “savior of the world,” and were addressed 
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10 L E S S O N S  O N  A  C L A S H  O F  K I N G D O M S

as “lord.” Roman authors and poets declared this. Inscriptions 
on coins, altars, statues, and temples declared this. Everywhere 
the results of “divine” Caesar were seen in paved roads, running 
water, theaters, arenas, and temples. Paul’s declaration that Jesus 
had come as Savior, Lord, and King would imply that the ubiq-
uitous gospel of the Emperor could not be true. While he rarely 
confronted the kingdom of this world directly, the implications of 
Paul’s message were clear, and the conflict between the gospel of 
Rome and the gospel of Jesus would be evident immediately.

Philippi was a Roman colony when Paul visited there. It was 
located on the Via Egnatia, the main road joining Rome to its 
provinces on the eastern end of the empire. Its strategic loca-
tion had brought significant conflict to the region long before 
he arrived. The army of Cassius and Brutus, the assassins of 
Julius Caesar, brought their legions from the east and dug into 
the city and hill of the acropolis. There they prepared for attack 
by the army of Mark Antony and Octavian that marched to the 
scene from the west and camped outside the city on the Plain of 
Drama. Would Rome be a democracy? Or an empire? The ques-
tion was answered in Philippi when the army of Antony and 
Octavian triumphed.

Octavian later defeated his ally Antony and became the Roman 
emperor, the divine son of a deified Caesar. The “golden age” of 
Roman peace had begun— as it always did, in blood— and spread 
throughout the Mediterranean world. Its “gospel”4 (the word 
gospel was actually used) declared that peace came by devotion 
to the Roman gods and victory in war. Pax Romana, as they 
called it, was defined by prosperity (for some) and the pleasure 
and comfort of aqueducts, paved roads, theaters and arenas, and 
the games. For Roman citizens, at least in Rome and its colonies, 
peace provided daily bread as well. With that peace came the 
ironclad worldview that declared Caesar to be the divine son of 
god, lord of all, and the savior of the Roman world.

As I walked down the road I could imagine Paul, directed by the 
vision he had while still in Asia, walking from the east on the 
same paved stones. Accompanied by a few friends,5 he brought 
the good news of a different kingdom. He brought peace— 
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Introduction  11

shalom he would have called it— accomplished by the authority 
and sacrifice of Messiah Jesus, Lord and Savior of the world. This 
peace was not defined by economic prosperity but by a restored 
friendship with God and others. It did not come by victory in 
war, but by grace through the victory of the sacrificial death of 
Jesus who had been executed by Imperial Rome.6 For me, the 
walk on the Via Egnatia brought the confrontation of the two 
gospels into focus. There were two sons of God, two lords, two 
kingdoms, and two definitions of peace— and they both took the 
Via Egnatia into the city of Philippi.

God’s Great Plan of Redemption
Paul’s visit to Philippi and other cities in Macedonia was one 
more step in God’s plan to redeem his sin broken world. For 
more than a millennium God had worked in partnership with 
people— Abraham and Sarah, Moses and the Hebrews, Rahab, 
Ruth, David, Elijah, Isaiah, and so many others— whom he called 
to be his witnesses to display the good news of his mercy to 
the world around them. He had entrusted his partners with his 
revelation and his presence. He had entrusted them with the 
Promised Land to provide for their daily bread and to give them 
a platform on the Via Maris— another trade route that served as 
the crossroads of the ancient world— from which to display him, 
so that people would come to know him and accept his reign in 
their lives.

Wherever God reigned in the hearts and lives of his people, 
his kingdom would come and shalom would replace the chaos 
brought into the world through sin. Yet chaos still reigned in the 
world. Had God’s plan failed? Was Paul’s message a new way to 
come to know God and to participate in his peace?

The answer is no. Although God’s people experienced many 
failures in carrying out their mission, they were not failures. 
God used them to prepare for the next step in his great plan to 
redeem and restore his broken world: the coming of Jesus, God’s 
Son. Jesus came to fulfill a mission he alone could accomplish. 
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12 L E S S O N S  O N  A  C L A S H  O F  K I N G D O M S

His atoning death and resurrection are the only source of restored 
relationship with our Creator. God entrusted to his Son the very 
mission he had given Israel: to be the light of the world and make 
God’s name known.7 He revealed perfectly in word and action 
that God was creator of all, owner of all, and ruler of all.

Before his ascension and enthronement at God’s right hand, 
Jesus entrusted the same mission God had given Israel— the 
same mission he came to fulfill— to his followers. Like Israel, 
followers of Jesus were to be his kingdom of priests who would 
put God on display and demonstrate his true nature, his great 
love, and his desire for all people to join his kingdom. They too 
would extend God’s reign by doing his will so that his kingdom 
would come on earth as it already existed in heaven. They would 
be the light of the world, hallow his name, and make disciples 
by teaching others to imitate them as they imitated him.8 They 
would become God’s “word in flesh,” demonstrating by their lives 
as well as their message the nature of the kingdom of heaven.9

So Paul and his friends walked into the Hellenistic cities of 
Macedonia— the Roman colony of Philippi, the provincial cap-
ital of Thessalonica, Corinth, and others— with the good news 
that God’s reign was expanding and that his presence would 
live among those who believed the message. We will immerse 
ourselves in the history and culture of the Roman world in 
Greece as we seek to experience the story of Paul’s visit. We will 
discover the stories of new believers— some Jewish and some 
Gentile— such as Lydia, the Philippian jail keeper, Aquila and 
Priscilla, Erastus, Jason, Dionysus, Damaris, and Crispus. We will 
see how they became living witnesses of the kingdom of heaven 
who put God on display in a very pagan, broken culture.

At every point, those of us who have been redeemed by the 
blood of Jesus will be challenged to take our place, like those 
who have gone before us, as God’s partners in that same mission. 
God has called and empowered us to make known by our words 
and actions the good news of the redeeming power of Jesus. We 
must join the mission. Never has there been a greater opportu-
nity to be God’s coworkers10 who mediate his presence as a king-
dom of priests and make him known to a world in darkness.
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Introduction  13

I hope the example of Paul in the Roman world of Macedonia 
will encourage us to engage our culture as a minority,11 seek-
ing the welfare of the culture in which God places us. We do 
not have to be powerful or a majority! The early church in the 
world of Imperial Rome had a dramatic effect by being a faith-
ful minority committed to carrying out their mission to a broken 
world. So we must be as well.12

Paul: Rabbi to the Gentiles
I have heard Paul described as the first “rabbi to the Gentiles,” 
and I like that title. It captures his commitment to the Torah as 
well as his God- given mission to take the good news of Messiah 
to people who were not Jews: the very mission God gave to 
Israel. In the same way God had prepared Moses before him, 
God uniquely prepared Paul for exactly the task he called him 
to accomplish— being the Jewish messenger to the Gentiles who 
would take the message of the kingdom of heaven to the Roman 
world.

Paul was born about the same time as Jesus in the city of Tarsus 
(near the border of Turkey and Syria today), a wealthy commer-
cial hub also known for a university equal to those in Athens and 
Alexandria. So for a time Paul’s family lived in the social context 
of the wealth and philosophy— to say nothing of the morality— of 
the Roman world. His family experienced the rare privilege of 
being Roman citizens, but they were also Jews who belonged to 
the movement most devoted to living a righteous life in obedi-
ence to Torah— the Pharisees.13

When he was quite young, the family moved to Jerusalem where 
he experienced life in the Torah world of Jerusalem.14 There he 
studied with Gamaliel, a highly respected expert on the Torah 
who became known as the greatest of all Jewish sages. His influ-
ence greatly shaped Paul’s teaching. In fact, tradition records that 
Gamaliel taught Greek wisdom so that his disciples could inter-
pret and apply the Torah to critique the philosophy and moral-
ity of the pagan, Hellenistic worldview that dominated Roman 
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14 L E S S O N S  O N  A  C L A S H  O F  K I N G D O M S

culture. So Paul was born in the Greek world of Tarsus and 
brought up in the Yeshiva of Gamaliel in Jerusalem. Plus, he was 
a Jew and a freeborn Roman. That combination doesn’t happen 
by accident! Like Moses, Paul grew up without any idea of how 
God would use him in his plan, yet he was completely prepared 
in every way. The stories of Paul and Moses give great encour-
agement to those who become God’s partners in mission.

In his own walk of faith, Paul was intensely passionate about the 
Torah and its application. He vehemently opposed those who 
interpreted it differently from the tradition he believed. That 
zeal— whether triggered by a particular teaching of the early 
followers of Jesus that he strongly objected to or the idea of 
opening the kingdom of God to Gentiles who had not converted 
to Judaism— likely played a part in Paul’s persecution of the early 
church. But then, when Paul was on his way to Damascus in 
about 34 AD, he met Jesus.

Whatever else changed as a result of that encounter— his view 
of God’s kingdom, his view of the nature of Messiah, his under-
standing of Jesus, his view of the Gentiles— Paul’s life mission 
changed. He discovered that the long- awaited Messiah had come, 
and the mission of being God’s kingdom of priests— displaying 
God in words and actions— was to extend to all nations and all 
people. In a sense Paul became the “Moses” to the Gentiles— a 
rabbi through whom God spoke in action and in word to lead 
people out of their bondage to the pagan worldview of Imperial 
Rome and into the gospel of Jesus and the shalom of the king-
dom of God.

No longer would Paul’s sole focus be on seeking to influence the 
Jewish people to faithfully live out the mission God had given 
them at Mount Sinai. God would use Paul, a brilliant scholar of 
Torah, a man who had been trained in Greek thought and who 
knew every biblical reason to keep the unclean Gentiles out of 
God’s kingdom, to bring the message of God’s redemption to the 
Gentiles! No longer would Paul fight for God’s kingdom by exert-
ing the power of this world. He devoted himself to follow the 
example of Jesus, the suffering servant, who sacrificed himself 
for the benefit of all who would believe.
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When Paul met Jesus, he did not renounce his Jewish faith or 
allegiance to the Hebrew Bible. In fact, he took pride in being 
Jewish— circumcised on the eighth day, fluent in Hebrew, and a 
Pharisee of Pharisees.15 But his understanding of God’s plan of 
redemption changed. It was the same Bible, the same mission 
to the nations, the same kingdom of priests and kingdom of 
heaven. But the way God’s kingdom would come had changed 
radically in his thinking. He realized that Jesus was the Messiah, 
the kingdom of God was at hand, and it came not by military 
conquest or deliverance but as a result of the redemptive suffer-
ing of Jesus.

Paul’s journey through the great Roman cities of Macedonia 
shows his commitment to God’s calling on his life as a continua-
tion of the mission God gave to Israel. Through his story we will 
see the Hellenistic world of the first century and the Imperial 
theology of a Roman colony. We will discover the exhilarating 
power of the kingdom of heaven in the midst of great conflict. 
We will thrill with God’s continued desire to restore shalom to all 
things and be amazed by how he continues to use the small and 
the weak to bring about his great plan of redemption.

As we join Paul in his context, we should find great hope for 
ourselves as we continue to partner with God in the same mis-
sion his people have always had. The increasing Hellenism of 
our own culture will not defeat us no matter how pervasive and 
powerful it appears to be. Rather, as Paul wrote from a Roman 
prison, I pray that we will “become more confident in the Lord 
and dare all the more to proclaim the gospel without fear.”16 As 
citizens of heaven, may we live “in a manner worthy of the gos-
pel of Christ.”17 Our mission, like Paul’s, is not simply to proclaim 
the great commission but to step into our role as partners in 
God’s great plan of redemption for his people from Genesis to 
Revelation.
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T H E  A P O S T L E  PA U L :  A  T I M E L I N E 
F O R  H I S  L I F E  A N D  M I N I S T RY 1

Birth and Rabbinic Training
6 BC Birth of Jesus (Luke 2).

5–6 BC Saul born in Tarsus in Cilicia to Jewish parents of the Phari-

see tradition who were Roman citizens.2

4 BC Family moves to Jerusalem where he was brought up (Acts 

22:3).

6–30 AD Studies “at the feet of” Gamaliel, one of the great Jewish 

sages (Acts 22:3).3

24 AD Jesus begins teaching (Luke 3:23).

27–28 AD Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension (Luke 22–24).

Damascus Road
30–34 AD Saul persecutes followers of Jesus (Acts 5–7, 9).

34 AD Meets Jesus on the road to Damascus (Acts 9; Galatians 1).

35–38 AD Further preparation and training in Damascus, Arabia, Syria, 

Cilicia, and Jerusalem (Acts 9, 26; Galatians 1).

38–45 AD In Tarsus.

43 AD Peter is arrested, James is executed.

44–45 AD Is discipled by Barnabas (Acts 9, 11).

First Teaching Journey
46–48 AD First teaching journey begins in Cyprus. Changes name to 

Paul. Goes to Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe 

(Acts 13–14).

49 AD Emperor Claudius expels Jews from Rome.

49 AD Jerusalem Council (Acts 15). Probably writes Galatians.

Second Teaching Journey
50 AD Travels from Tarsus to Galatia, but Spirit would not let him 

go to Asia, Mysia, Bithynia. In Troas receives vision of man 

from Macedonia (Acts 16).
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50 AD Goes to Macedonia: Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens 

(Acts 16–17).

51–52 AD In Corinth with Aquila and Priscilla for eighteen months 

(Acts 18).

52 AD Returns to Jerusalem; visits Ephesus, Antioch, Galatia (Acts 

18). Probably writes 1–2 Thessalonians.

Third Teaching Journey
54–57 AD In Ephesus (Acts 19). Probably writes 1–2 Corinthians, Ro-

mans.

57 AD In Troas, Macedonia, Achaia for three months (Acts 20).

 Then in Corinth for winter. Heads back to Jerusalem for 

Pentecost, traveling through Macedonia— Thessalonica, 

Philippi— and on to Troas and Miletus where he meets with 

the Ephesian elders (Acts 20).

Arrest in Jerusalem
57 AD Arrest in Jerusalem (Acts 21–23).

57–59 AD Imprisoned in Caesarea; has audiences with Herod Agrippa, 

Festus, Felix (Acts 23–26).

“Fourth” Teaching Journey
59–61 AD Travels toward Rome; is shipwrecked and spends winter on 

Malta. A prisoner in Rome for two years but continued writ-

ing and teaching (Acts 27–28). Probably writes Ephesians, 

Colossians, Philemon, Philippians.

62–64 AD Apparently released from prison and may have traveled to 

Crete, Colossae, Ephesus, Philippi, Spain, Corinth, Miletus,4 

and probably writes 1 Timothy and Titus.

Martyrdom
65–68 AD Arrested, possibly in Asia Minor, and returned to Rome. 

This is based on church tradition with no biblical referenc-

es. Probably writes 2 Timothy. Martyred during Nero’s per-

secution, traditionally by beheading, which was the penalty 

for a Roman citizen.
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I love walking on the Via Egnatia, the ancient Roman Road that 
stretched nearly 650 miles from Byzantium (the European side of 
modern Istanbul) in the east to Dyrrhacium (Durres in present- 
day Albania) in the west, where it connected via the Adriatic Sea 
to the Appian Way in Italy. The large paving stones that Roman 
soldiers placed almost 200 years before Paul walked on the Via 
Egnatia are still in remarkably good repair. As I walk a section of 
this ancient road between Neapolis (Kavala today) and Philippi, 
I find myself surrounded by the silence of a pine forest— quite 
isolated from the bustling, modern world of northern Greece and 
the tour buses that pass nearby. Step by step I hear the sound of 
my sandals on the stones, and it feels as if I have traveled back 
in time to the world of Paul. I imagine what it might have been 
like to walk with him as he journeyed from the Roman province 
of Asia into Macedonia to share the gospel of Jesus Christ, Savior 
and Lord of all.

As I walk that narrow, ancient road, I wonder what Paul thought 
about as he walked.

Did he recall his experience on another road— the Damascus 
Road— where the resurrected Jesus met him as he urgently pur-
sued the early followers of Jesus so that he might arrest and pun-
ish them? That encounter radically changed Paul’s understanding 
of Jesus the Messiah and his life’s calling.

Did he consider the importance of Macedonia to the Greek, and 
now Roman, empires? Did he ponder its Hellenistic, human- 
centered worldview that was so antithetical to that of his own 
Jewish training in the teachings of the Torah?

9780310085737_ClashofKingdoms.indd   19 5/3/17   1:41 PM



20 L E S S O N S  O N  A  C L A S H  O F  K I N G D O M S

Did he anticipate how his journey was bringing him ever closer 
to the heart of Imperial Rome and the emperor who claimed to 
be the Son of God and declared that he had brought peace to all?

Whether such thoughts occupied his mind is impossible for us to 
know. But we do know that Paul had studied the Torah (the Text, 
God’s Word) extensively and understood it to be the summary 
of God’s great story of redemption. He knew that God chose the 
Hebrew people to be his partners in bringing the message of 
redemption to a world in chaos because of sin. At Mount Sinai, 
God assigned to his people a task of utmost importance: to be a 
light to the Gentiles and make God’s name known to all nations 
so that all people would be blessed and the whole earth would 
be filled with the knowledge of God, liberated from bondage to 
sin, and join the hosts of heaven in praising him.1

Paul not only understood the mission God gave to his people at 
Mount Sinai, he recognized that Jesus, the promised Messiah, had 
carried out that mission and commissioned all of his followers to 
continue it by bringing the good news— the gospel— of his com-
ing to the ends of the earth. Thus Paul’s calling was to announce 
the arrival of the Messiah who died to redeem all of humanity 
from bondage to sin, and afterward rose again and ascended 
to be seated at God’s right hand as the true Son of God, Savior, 
King, and Lord of all. In fervent, but humble, obedience to Jesus, 
Paul pursued the mission to be God’s light to the Gentiles by 
living a righteous life that would invite others to know and give 
glory to God.

In his brilliant defense before governor Festus, Paul described his 
calling in those very terms: 

But God has helped me to this very day; 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 Messiah would suffer and, as 

the first to rise from the dead, would bring the message of light to his 

own people and to the Gentiles.

Acts 26:22–23
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Eager to fulfill his God- given mission, Paul entered the Roman col-
ony of Philippi. Despite the fact that an opposing gospel ruled the 
hearts and minds of the Philippians, he began sharing the gospel 
of Jesus.

Opening Thoughts (3 minutes)

The Very Words of God

After Paul had seen the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedo-

nia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them.

From Troas we put out to sea and sailed straight for Samothrace, and 

the next day we went on to Neapolis. From there we traveled to Philippi, a 

Roman colony and the leading city of that district of Macedonia.

Acts 16:10–12

Think About It

There can be no more life- changing event than to accept God’s 
free gift of redemption and submit ourselves to his reign in our 
lives. The Bible makes it clear that being a follower of Jesus makes 
us partners with God in his great story of redemption and resto-
ration. As his partners, God gives us the mission of making him 
known to all people. But when we submit ourselves to his lord-
ship and pursue what we believe that mission to be, what do we 
expect will happen?

What are our expectations for how our service for Christ will 
be received?

How do we respond when we think we are supposed to do 
one thing but the doors keep closing?

How easy or difficult do we anticipate accomplishing our mis-
sion will be, and what keeps us motivated to pursue it when 
we face obstacles?
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Video Notes (32 minutes)
God’s great story

Paul proclaims the gospel of Christ to people who live by 
the gospel of Rome

The Via Egnatia: Paul’s route into Macedonia

Philippi: battles that changed the world
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The emperor establishes his claim as lord and god

Heroon: built to honor and deify the most accomplished 
heroes

Jesus: exalted to the highest place by being a humble 
servant

Video Discussion (6 minutes)

1. How aware were you that in the Roman Empire there 
was an existing gospel— the gospel of Caesar, the deified 
emperor— that conflicted with the gospel of Jesus Christ?
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What was the gospel of Caesar, and what insight does it 
give you into what Paul and the early Christian commu-
nity faced as they sought to obey Jesus’ command to take 
his gospel to the ends of the earth?

How does being aware of conflicting gospel(s) affect the 
way we might approach sharing the gospel in our culture?

2. The battles that took place on the Plain of Drama near 
Philippi literally changed the course of world history. 
What impact did those battles have on the beliefs and life-
style of the people who lived in Philippi, which Octavian 
(Caesar Augustus) designated as a Roman colony?

3. If you had grown up in Philippi, immersed in a culture 
that sought honor for oneself above all else and at any 
cost, how do you think you would have responded to the 
gospel message of Jesus that Paul and Silas brought to 
town?
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4. Paul was on his second teaching journey, visiting 
churches he had established previously in Asia Minor, 
when he had a vision that he interpreted to mean that 
God wanted him to go to Macedonia. Eager to fulfill 
his God- given mission to tell the world of God’s plan of 
redemption, he immediately headed to Philippi, a major 
city in Macedonia, which we know of as northern Greece.

On the map of Paul’s second teaching journey, locate 
Philippi and trace Paul’s route from Troas to Neapolis, 
where he headed west on the Via Egnatia. Also consider 
Philippi’s strategic location and the role of the Via Egna-
tia in the battles of 44 BC that effectively ended Rome as 
a republic and ensured its future as an imperial power.
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Small Group Bible Discovery and Discussion  
(14 minutes)

Paul Brings the Gospel of Christ to Philippi

Philippi was established on a hill above the Plain of Drama in 
about 360 BC and was soon ruled by Phillip II of Macedonia, 
father of Alexander the Great. Gold and silver from the mines of 
Mount Pangaion above the city are believed to have financed the 
military campaigns of both Phillip II and Alexander the Great 
that spread the worldview and self- serving lifestyle of Hellenism 
throughout the known world. More significant, Philippi’s close 
proximity to two ancient seaports and its location on the Via 
Egnatia made it vitally important commercially and militarily. 
The city served the Greek objectives well and later played a stra-
tegic role in the expansion of the Roman Empire.

In 42 BC, about two years after the assassination of Julius Caesar, 
one of the most far- reaching battles in Roman history was fought 
on the Plain of Drama, just beyond the city walls of Philippi. The 
battle changed the course of Western civilization. On one side, 
Octavian and Anthony envisioned Rome as an empire ruled by 
an emperor. On the other, Cassius and Brutus wanted to restore 
Rome as a republic. Octavian and Anthony were victorious, put-
ting into motion what would become Imperial Roman rule by a 
deified emperor.

Octavian, the adopted son and heir of Julius Caesar who would 
become known as Caesar Augustus, then designated Philippi as 
a Roman colony.2 He populated it with soldiers from the legions 
he defeated on the Plain of Drama (and later veterans of other 
Roman legions) who would influence the local culture and 
demonstrate the advantages of the Roman way. As citizens of 
a Roman colony, they enjoyed all the benefits and privileges of 
citizens of Rome, and those privileges were highly regarded and 
protected.

By the time Paul arrived in Philippi in 50 AD, the city had 
become like a miniature Rome. Luke refers to it in the book of 
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Acts as the “leading city of that district” (Acts 16:12). As in all 
Roman colonies, temples for the worship of Greek, Egyptian, and 
local gods were permitted as were Jewish synagogues, but the 
worship of Roman gods and the emperor as lord and god was 
predominant. In fact, the imperial temple dominated one side of 
the forum in Philippi, and historic references include mention of 
an altar of Augustus.

So when Paul came, a powerful gospel message was being lived 
out in Philippi— the gospel of Caesar, the deified savior and lord 
who brought peace and prosperity to those who served him well. 
What would happen when Paul brought a different gospel to the 
forum of Philippi— the good news of redemption for all people 
through the shed blood and resurrection of Jesus, the true Son of 
God? Certainly, the stage was set for confrontation between two 
“sons of god,” two “lords,” and two “saviors” representing two 
opposing kingdoms— the kingdom of heaven and the kingdom 
of this world.

THE PLAIN OF DRAMA AS SEEN FROM THE ANCIENT CITY OF PHILIPPI
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1. Paul came to Philippi with a mission— the same mission 
God gave to Israel at Mount Sinai, the same mission Jesus 
fulfilled by his life and ministry, and the same mission 
Jesus gave to his followers who would come after him. 
That mission is to be a light to the world and represent 
God in such a way that all the world will come to know 
him.

a.  What do you learn from the following passages about 
the nature of the mission God has given to all of his 
people and the impact he wants them to have on the 
world around them? (See Exodus 19:3–6; Isaiah 12:4–
6; 42:6; 43:10–12; 49:6; Matthew 5:14–16; 28:18–20.)

b. From what you have learned about the Roman colony 
of Philippi, what potential conflicts do you see occur-
ring as Paul seeks to fulfill his mission there?
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2. When Paul came to Philippi in 50 AD, he came to a 
Roman colony where the Roman way was put on display. 
So the city already had a gospel— the gospel of Caesar 
as lord, god, and savior— that brought peace and pros-
perity to its citizens. As a result, the citizens of Philippi 
were devoted to Roman privilege and law as the way to 
peace and a good life. Let’s consider how the gospel of 
Jesus challenged the fundamental claims of the gospel 
of Caesar. Read Philippians 2:5–11 and then consider the 
contrasts between the two gospels.

a. Caesar Augustus claimed a miraculous birth that 
made him a descendant of the Roman gods Venus and 
Apollo. Furthermore, he was the adopted son of Julius 
Caesar who was deified following his death, making 

FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
What Is a Kingdom of Priests?
The Bible uses the concept of a priesthood to describe the mission God has 
given to his people (Exodus 19:3–6). In ancient times, priests would medi-
ate between the gods and the people. A priest represented and acted on 
behalf of the god; so, in a sense, to observe the priest was to know the god.

At Mount Sinai, God gave his people the mission of being his “priests” to 
the whole world. The nature of that mission is for God’s people to serve him 
and humanity by demonstrating through their words and actions God’s will 
and character. God’s people are not only to bring the message but to be the 
message in everything they do.

In what we know as the “Great Commission” (Matthew 28:18–20), Jesus 
extended this mission to all of his followers. Thus the apostle Peter reminds 
followers of Jesus that they are “a royal priesthood” (1 Peter 2:9, 12). For 
this reason, God has called and commissioned all redeemed followers of 
Jesus to this day to make him known to the whole earth and to live good 
lives that are worthy of that calling— the same mission God gave to the 
Hebrews at Mount Sinai.
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Augustus the deified son of a god. What does the Bible 
say about Jesus and his divinity? (See Mark 1:1–3; Luke 
2:11; Philippians 2:5–8.)

What is ironic about Jesus’ claim to deity when com-
pared to that of Caesar Augustus?

b. Caesar Augustus became “lord” by political action, mil-
itary victory, and official decree. Many thousands sac-
rificed their lives in battle so that he could gain power 
and recognition for himself. The divine right to rule that 
Caesar Augustus claimed for himself was confirmed by 
the authority and dominance he wielded. In contrast, 
what was Jesus willing to sacrifice for the benefit of 
others, and why did that make him worthy in the eyes 
of God? (See Philippians 2:6–11.)

Explain how the attitude and actions of Jesus that God 
deemed worthy of recognition and honor were opposite 
those held by Caesar and the community of Philippi.
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DATA FILE
Octavian Becomes “Lord” and “Savior”
After Octavian crushed the republican resistance to Rome becoming an 
empire in 42 BC and later defeated Antony in 31 BC, the way was clear 
for him to seize power in Rome. But in a surprising move, he actually for-
gave some of his enemies, returned power to the Roman Senate, and relin-
quished control over his armies. In response, the Roman Senate granted 
him the title “Augustus,” meaning the honored or worshiped one!

The title “Augustus” conveyed power far beyond political power, giving 
Octavian absolute authority over humanity and nature. Gradually he accu-
mulated all the political powers of an emperor. After Julius Caesar’s spirit 
was declared to be enthroned in heaven with the gods (deified), as affirmed 
by a bright comet that appeared during his memorial, Octavian began to 
accept honor as the son of a deified one. Thus Caesar Augustus became the 
worshiped son of a deified one, or the son of god!

Then Augustus came to be viewed as savior because he saved the Roman 
republic from the disaster of constant civil war. And finally peace, the Pax 
Romana, came as a result of his reign. No wonder there was conflict when 
Paul brought the good news of Jesus— the true Son of God, the Lord and 
Savior who offers peace to all who believe— to Philippi.

Even though there is no indication that Paul overtly 
critiqued Caesar Augustus or labeled his claims to be 
lord and god as fraudulent, what impact do you think 
his presentation of the news about Jesus might have 
had on people in Philippi?
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c. At the beginning of the video presentation, we saw 
the Roman gate of the city of Jerash, which testified 
to the gospel of a later Roman emperor, Hadrian. The 
gospel of Caesar claimed to be a gospel of peace and 
security— the Pax Romana. It brought running water, 
paved streets, temples, fountains, baths, education, 
theaters, art, the games, recognition of accomplish-
ment, accumulation, and other things that made life 
pleasant and happy (at least for the upper classes). A 
Roman emperor who brought an end to wars and ush-
ered in such peace, which Caesar Augustus did, was 
viewed as lord, god, and savior of the world.

In contrast to the Roman peace, Paul preached the 
gospel of the Savior who brought peace by restoring 
God’s shalom— harmony, meaning, purpose, beau-
ty, and wholeness— to a world suffering under the 
chaos of sin. Read Acts 10:34–38, John 14:27, and 
Philippians 1:1–2 and discuss specific differences 
between God’s message of peace through Jesus Christ, 
Lord and Savior, and the peace Caesar offered. What 
thoughts and questions might the people of Philippi 
have had as they listened to Paul’s message?

3. When Paul brought the good news of Jesus Christ to 
Philippi, it quickly became clear that he was not repre-
senting the gospel of Caesar or advocating the Roman 
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idea of peace. What about the gospel of Christ seems to 
have caused great concern for the people of Philippi, and 
how did they respond? (See Acts 16:19–21.)

Faith Lesson (4 minutes)
For the most part, those of us who follow Jesus and live in West-
ern cultures aren’t radically different from other people in our 
communities. Christianity has always been a significant part of 
our cultural heritage. Although we may face opposition to our 
beliefs or slander, we generally do not face the severe persecu-
tion that Christians who live in some other cultures have endured 
(and endure to this day).

Ours is not the situation Paul faced in Philippi when he brought 
the gospel— the good news that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the 
Lord, the Savior of the world had died and rose again so that all 
who submit to him could know true peace. Everyone who heard 
Paul’s message already knew the gospel of Pax Romana— the 
Roman peace. Their son of god, lord, and savior who reigned 
supreme and brought the benefits of peace was Caesar. To even 
suggest that any other gospel existed was radical and dangerous.

For Paul to proclaim the gospel of Christ in Philippi was to imply 
that Caesar’s gospel was a fraud. Would anyone believe Paul? 
Would he survive the reaction of those who realized that the gos-
pel he proclaimed would turn their world upside down? As we 
continue this study, we will see that men and women, rich and 
poor, slave and free became convinced that Caesar wasn’t really 
god and savior, and that what Rome called peace really wasn’t. 
They too chose the radical gospel of Christ over that of Rome.
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What does this have to do with us? We live in a culture that, like 
Rome, proclaims a gospel of its own making. All too easily we 
bow to the gospel of humanism, making ourselves our own Lord: 
“I am lord of my life; I decide what is right and wrong; I do it my 
way.” We serve the gospel of hedonism by living for pleasure and 
leisure. We honor the gospel of materialism by making life all 
about what we have and what more we can get. And we worship 
as heroes those who make it to the top of the heap.

1. Just as God brought Paul to Philippi to share the radical 
news of the gospel of Christ, God has led each follower 
of Christ to this time and place so that we can continue 
the mission he gave to his people at Mount Sinai and 
bring by word and example the good news of Christ. The 
question is, are we willing to take our place in fulfilling 
the mission God has given?

How willing are you to not only bring the message but be 
the message?

2. As followers of Jesus, we bring a radical message: the 
good news of the Son of God, Lord and Savior, who sac-
rificed himself to bring true peace— harmony with God, 
harmony with others, and to the best of our ability, har-
mony with all of creation. Words alone will not convince 
our broken world of the truth of the gospel of Christ. If 
we live a self- righteous, self- serving, self- absorbed, nar-
cissistic lifestyle, we won’t persuade anyone of the radical 
truth of the gospel— they already live this way. Many in 
Philippi became convinced that the gospel of Christ was 
true by what they heard and saw in Paul, Silas, Timothy, 
and Luke. It is no different for us.
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By which gospel do you live? The gospel of this world or 
the gospel of the kingdom of heaven?

What needs to change in your heart, mind, and life so 
that people will come to know who God really is?

Closing (1 minute)
Read Philippians 1:1–6 aloud together: “To all God’s holy people 
in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the overseers and dea-
cons: Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ. I thank my God every time I remember you. In all 
my prayers for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your 
partnership in the gospel from the first day until now, being con-
fident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it 
on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”

Then pray, thanking God for giving us the true gospel, the good 
news that Jesus has come and sacrificed himself so that we 
can be restored to a relationship with God who gives peace to 
everyone who calls on him. Thank him for that great kingdom 
of priests he raised up and commissioned to be his partners in 
bringing and being the gospel message so that we could hear it 
and praise God for who he is. Ask him to help us to be faithful 
in carrying out that mission in our world. May we not live for 
ourselves, but empty ourselves as Jesus did and thereby com-
plete the work of making the God of heaven known on earth!
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Memorize

To all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the 

overseers and deacons: Grace and peace to you from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all 

of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel 

from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began 

a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ 

Jesus.

Philippians 1:1–6
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T h e  G o s p e l  o f  C h r i s t  P r o v o k e s 
I m p e r i a l  R o m e
In- Depth Personal Study Sessions

Study 1 | Heroes Worthy of Honor

The Very Words of God

The greatest among you will be your servant. For those who exalt 

themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be 

exalted.

Matthew 23:11–12

Bible Discovery

A Hero in the Roman World
In the Roman world, not everyone got to be a hero. The bar was 
set very high. A hero (or heroine) was either a demigod who 
had been born of one divine parent and one human parent or 
a person who, in the face of danger and adversity, displayed 
exceptional courage and self- sacrifice for the benefit of humanity. 
The hero also must have suffered during his or her life, struggled 
against death, and died sacrificially. Following the person’s death, 
societies would organize and evaluate the evidence to determine 
whether the person had lived a life that was worthy of deifica-
tion and veneration. If so, the person was given divine status in 
recognition of his or her extraordinary accomplishments.

Although designated heroes were worshiped, they were not 
divine in the same sense as gods such as Jupiter or Apollo. 
Even so, deified heroes such as Heracles, Achilles, and Alex-
ander played an important role in Greek and Roman religion. 
Permanent altars and shrines were erected in their honor. They 
were feared, respected, venerated, and petitioned by those who 
worshiped them in the hope of receiving protection, prosperity, 
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DID YOU KNOW?
Gaining a Name Above All Others
In the context of his time, Paul’s statement that God gave Jesus “the name 
that is above every name” (Philippians 2:9) meant more than we might 
realize. People of ancient times understood a name was more than just a 
label that identified a particular person. A person’s name was significant 
because it also conveyed an understanding and knowledge of the person’s 
character. A name expressed the essence of a person’s reputation, honor, 
and authority.

Because Jesus humbled himself, submitted to God, and suffered on behalf 
of all sinners, God considered him to be worthy and rewarded him with a 
name— honor, reputation, authority— above all others. This was the oppo-
site of how the Roman way worked. To the Romans, a person’s name was 
exalted by climbing to the top of the pile for one’s own benefit, and it didn’t 
matter if others were harmed in the process. To be exalted was to have 
one’s name on a heroon or to have one’s statue in an imperial temple, and 
those honors weren’t achieved through humility or self- sacrifice.

success, and fertility. Sacrifices, offerings, and libations were made 
in their honor. Worship of specific heroes included public proces-
sions, games, and festivals.

What would the Philippians think when Paul brought a message 
of a great hero— indeed, the very Son of God— who displayed his 
greatness through humility and sacrificial service to others?

1. In Philippians 2:9, Paul explains that God exalted Jesus 
“to the highest place and gave him the name that is above 
every name.” This meant that Jesus had a higher, more 
honorable name than Philip II or Caesar, whose names 
were inscribed around the city of Philippi! Even more 
remarkable, Jesus did not gain honor because he tried to 
elevate himself to a higher class as the Romans did; he 
did the opposite. Instead of claiming his rights of equality 
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with God and seeking the glory due him, he “made him-
self nothing” or “emptied himself” and became human so 
that he could be a servant to all!

To better understand the values of God’s kingdom as 
demonstrated by Jesus, take note of what Jesus did that 
God deemed worthy of honor, worthy of the names “King 
of kings,” “Savior,” and “Lord of lords.” Read Philippians 
2:6–11 and compare Paul’s description of Jesus in that 
passage to Isaiah’s description of God’s servant in Isaiah 
52:13–15; 53:2–3, 12.3 Feel free to highlight the common 
descriptions in these passages.

Isaiah 52:13–15 (NRSV) Isaiah 53:2–3, 12 (NRSV) Philippians 2:6–11 (NRSV)

See, my servant shall pros-

per; he shall be exalted and 

lifted up, and shall be very 

high.

Just as there were many who 

were astonished at him— so 

marred was his appearance, 

beyond human semblance, 

and his form beyond that of 

mortals— 

so he shall startle many 

nations; kings shall shut their 

mouths because of him; for 

that which had not been told 

them they shall see, and that 

which they had not heard 

they shall contemplate.

For he grew up before him 

like a young plant, and like a 

root out of dry ground; he had 

no form or majesty that we 

should look at him, nothing 

in his appearance that we 

should desire him.

He was despised and rejected 

by others; a man of suffering 

and acquainted with infirmity; 

and as one from whom others 

hide their faces he was 

despised, and we held him of 

no account. . . .

Therefore I will allot him a 

portion with the great, and he 

shall divide the spoil with the 

strong; because he poured 

out himself to death, and was 

numbered with the transgres-

sors; yet he bore the sin of 

many, and made intercession 

for the transgressors.

 . . . though he was in the 

form of God, did not regard 

equality with God as some-

thing to be exploited,

but emptied himself, taking 

the form of a slave, being 

born in human likeness.

And being found in human 

form,

he humbled himself and 

became obedient to the point 

of death— even death on a 

cross.

Therefore God also highly 

exalted him and gave him 

the name that is above every 

name,

so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bend, in 

heaven and on earth and 

under the earth,

and every tongue should 

confess that Jesus Christ is 

Lord, to the glory of God the 

Father.
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What do you notice from these passages about how God’s 
servant gains honor?

How readily does the kingdom of this world recognize 
and value what God considers worthy of honor?

When those who pursue the honor offered by the king-
dom of this world see the contrast to what God regards 
as worthy and how he bestows honor, what is their 
response? Why?

2. What do the following verses reveal about the difference 
between the values and lifestyle of people God honors 
and rewards as heroes versus the values and lifestyle of 
those who seek to be honored as heroes by this world?

a. Matthew 6:1–4
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b. Matthew 23:1–12

c. Mark 12:38–40

d. Luke 14:11

3. Glory, honor, and peace as defined by Rome were highly 
valued and ruthlessly sought after in the Roman Empire. 
In a letter Paul wrote sometime after leaving Philippi, 
he emphasized how a person receives glory, honor, and 
peace in God’s kingdom. Read Romans 2:6–11 and note 
the differences between the gospel of Christ and the gos-
pel of Caesar.

What does this passage communicate about the gospel of 
Caesar and the peace offered by Rome?
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FOR GREATER UNDERSTANDING
To Be Honored as Divine
On the north side of the agora (Greek) or forum (Roman) of Philippi are the 
ruins of a small temple called a heroon. Such shrines were normally erected 
over the tomb and interred bones of an ancient Greek or Roman hero and 
were used for the veneration or worship of that hero. Many examples can 
be found in or near ancient Greek and Roman cities. 

Although scholars are not certain, the heroon of Philippi (see photo of steps 
and artist’s rendering of the shrine) may have been dedicated to the wor-
ship of Philip II of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great. We know the 
Greeks recognized and honored Phillip II as a deified hero because of his 
leadership genius and military success that made the Greek Empire pos-
sible. We also know that a heroon was built for his veneration in the city of 
Aigai where he died.

The honors of a heroon would have greatly pleased Philip II, who thought 
of himself as one of the gods and arrogantly sought the honor of deification 
during his lifetime. His pursuit of such recognition may have cost him his 
life. During his daughter’s wedding, the procession included statues of all 
twelve Greek gods in their finest splendor. But Philip II made an addition to 
the procession: a thirteenth statue— of himself— in equal splendor as if he 
were one of the gods!4 Not long afterward, he was killed by one of his own 
guards, possibly because of his efforts to proclaim his own deity.

How do you think people who had conducted their lives 
according to the value of the gospel of Caesar might 
have responded to the statement that God does not show 
favoritism (v. 11)?
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During the first century, heroes of the Roman Empire were honored and 
worshiped as being divine in the same way that Philip II was. Emperors 
also claimed to be divine, but in a different sense. No heroons dedicated 
to the worship of any emperors have been found, but this did not diminish 
their right to be honored and worshiped. It did not lessen the expectation 
of divine status that would be granted upon their death. Emperors often 
claimed divine status based on the deification of their deceased ancestors, 
and some even sought deification while they were alive. So imagine the 
impact that Paul’s teaching about the deity of Jesus would have on a city 
named for Philip II, who was also worshiped as a deified one.

THE STAIRS OF THE HEROON 
AT PHILIPPI (TOP). ARTIST’S 
SKETCH OF WHAT THE HER-
OON AT PHILIPPI MAY HAVE 
LOOKED LIKE (BOTTOM).
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Reflection
It’s all too easy for us to believe that the gospel of Caesar is sim-
ply ancient history that has nothing to do with us today. How-
ever, the Hellenistic values displayed by the gospel of Rome are 
very much alive in our world. That gospel still holds people in 
self- serving bondage to sin. And those of us who seek to follow 
Jesus today are not immune to its influence.

Paul went to Philippi with one mission: to proclaim and display 
the gospel of Christ so that other people would come to know 
God and follow Jesus Christ as Savior, Lord, and King. To peo-
ple who lived under the influence of “lord” Caesar— where the 
heroon and the imperial temple declared the glory of human 
heroes who spent their lives trying to be divine— Paul explained 
that Jesus was the hero God honored above all others because 
he humbled himself and willingly suffered for others. Paul taught 
the Philippians who chose to follow Jesus to be faithful disciples 
who would declare and display the glory of God by having the 
same mindset as Jesus (Philippians 2:1–6). As followers of Jesus 
today, we have the same calling.

We live in a world that is still sold out to the gospel of Caesar— 
the values of Hellenism that advocate the selfish pursuit of one’s 
own best interests, recognition of one’s accomplishments, the 
acquisition of power and possessions, and pride in one’s status. 
In order for us to turn that value system upside down and 
acknowledge Christ’s lordship and display God’s glory by seek-
ing to be like Jesus in all that we do, what changes in character 
and priorities must we make?

Read Philippians 2:1–6, then write down practical ways you 
can display in your life the qualities Paul outlined for the 
Philippian believers.
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In what ways do you think believing in Jesus Christ as Lord, 
accepting him as King, and submitting to his authority in 
every part of life is as foreign to the culture in which we live 
as Paul’s message was to the Philippians who had known no 
gospel other than that of Caesar?

How willing are you— in your own “Philippi,” where the 
values of Rome reign— to radically live out and proclaim the 
lordship of Jesus Christ?

Study 2 | Paul Pursues the Mission

The Very Words of God

 . . .because of the grace God gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to 

the Gentiles. He gave me the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of 

God, so that the Gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God, 

sanctified by the Holy Spirit.

Romans 15:15–16

Bible Discovery

The Apostle Paul: Itinerant Rabbi to the Gentiles
Paul has been described as the first “rabbi to the Gentiles.” That 
designation acknowledges Paul’s faithful commitment to the 
Torah and his great passion to bring the gospel of Jesus to people 
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who were not Jews. It also recognizes Paul’s commitment to con-
tinue the mission God gave to Israel: to be a light to the Gentiles 
and to make God’s name known to all nations. Paul pursued that 
mission as a teacher— a “rabbi” in the Jewish way of thinking— 
who traveled widely in order to present Jesus as Savior and Lord 
and invite all people to accept the reign of God in their lives and 
become disciples who lived as Jesus lived (1 John 2:6).

1. What do we know from the Text about Paul’s training in 
the Torah and his commitment to obey God according to 
the practices of the Jewish faith? (See Acts 22:1–5; 26:4–5; 
Philippians 3:3–7.)

Considering Paul’s background, how well had God pre-
pared him for his ministry to the Gentiles?

2. At the time Paul met Jesus, he was zealously committed 
to his Jewish faith even to the point of defending God’s 
name (meaning his character and reputation) by persecut-
ing early followers of Jesus. From that perspective, how 
did Paul come to know that God had chosen him to be a 
rabbi who would testify that Jesus was Savior and Lord, 
and specifically that he was to fulfill that mission to the 
Gentiles? (See Acts 9:1–17; 26:12–18.)
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DATA FILE
Paul, Itinerant Rabbi to the Gentile World
After meeting the resurrected Jesus on the Damascus Road, Paul accepted 
the same commission God gave to Paul’s ancestors at Mount Sinai, the 
same commission Jesus gave to his disciples— to display him accurately to 
the world so that people of all nations would come to know him. In pursuit 
of this God- given mission, Paul lived out the message of kiddush ha shem 
(seeking to honor God and increase his reputation by everything he did) 
with a level of dedication and fervor rarely seen. Toward that end, he made 
three teaching journeys that are documented in the book of Acts. There is 
also a hint that he made a fourth teaching trip, although we know little or 
nothing about it from the Text.

On his first journey (Acts 13–14),5 Saul (his name at the time) and Barnabas 
were sent out by the faith community of Antioch. They spent time in Cyprus, 
the homeland of Barnabas, where Sergius Paulus, the Roman proconsul, 
decided to follow Jesus. He is the first named believer of Saul’s teaching and 
presumably the reason Saul began using the name Paul. From Cyprus, they 

How committed was Paul to carry out his God- given mis-
sion of preaching the gospel of Jesus? (See Acts 9:19–28; 
26:19–20.)

How did he view his role as a Jew in fulfilling that mis-
sion to the Gentiles? (See Romans 15:8–19.)
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went to Antioch of Pisidia, the hometown of Sergius Paulus. Then they moved 
on to Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, and Perga. Finally, they returned to Antioch, 
retracing their steps to visit believers in the cities where they had taught.

On Paul’s second teaching tour (Acts 15:36–18:22), he was accompanied 
by Silas, not Barnabas. They retraced the route of Paul’s previous tour, stop-
ping in all the cities where he had taught previously. They continued west, 
but the Spirit prevented Paul from going into the province of Asia or into 
Bithynia. Then, while in Troas, Paul had a vision of a man from Macedonia 
(Greece) pleading for help, which Paul took as God’s leading to teach in that 
region. Immediately he sailed across the Aegean Sea to Neapolis, where he 
continued his journey on the Via Egnatia toward Philippi.

After establishing a community of believers in Philippi, Paul went on to 
Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth, where he stayed for an extended 
period of time. When he left Corinth to return to Jerusalem, Paul stopped in 
Ephesus and left his coworkers Aquila and Priscilla there to continue teach-
ing the gospel. After spending time with followers of Jesus in Jerusalem, 
Paul returned to Antioch, from where he started his third teaching tour (Acts 
18:23–21:19).6
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On his third teaching journey, Paul followed the interior road from Antioch to 
Ephesus, passing through the cities where he had established faith commu-
nities on his first tour. After spending more than two years in Ephesus, the 
commercial center for the entire province of Asia, he then visited believers in 
the cities of Greece where he had taught previously and sailed back to Troas. 
From there he sailed to Miletus where he met with leaders of the Ephesian 
believers, then sailed to Caesarea and walked to Jerusalem.

In Jerusalem, Paul was falsely accused and arrested. Because of threats to 
his life, he was imprisoned in Caesarea where he appealed his case to Caesar 
in Rome. So Paul’s fourth and final teaching journey (Acts 22–28) began with 
a trip to a prison in Rome. While in prison, Paul continued to write and teach. 
He apparently was released for a time and may have traveled to Crete, Colos-
sae, Ephesus, Philippi, Spain, Corinth, and Miletus. Tradition holds that Paul 
was again arrested in Asia and taken to Rome where he was beheaded— as 
was his right as a Roman citizen— during the persecutions of Emperor Nero.
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3. When Paul began his second teaching journey in pursuit 
of his mission to teach the gospel and make God known, 
he retraced the route of his first teaching tour and visited 
the churches he had established in Galatia. He was eager 
to move on to new territory, but for a reason unknown 
to him, what happened— not once, but twice? (See Acts 
16:1–7.)

4. How did Paul respond to this unexpected circumstance? 
(See Acts 16:8–12.)

What did Paul do when he felt he at last received leading 
from God?

Do you think Paul had any idea what would result when 
he took the next step, or what the step after it would be? 
Why or why not?
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What enables a follower of Jesus to faithfully take that 
next step into the unknown?

Reflection
Like Paul, every follower of Jesus has been called to be a priest 
of God’s kingdom who puts God on display by everything he or 
she does or says. In order to serve God passionately, we must 
be “all in” in our commitment to be in the place he desires— 
whether it’s the college we choose, the career we pursue, where 
we decide to live, or what our family lifestyle will be. We need to 

DATA FILE
How Paul Understood His Mission

Paul’s Account of His Mission Hebrew Bible Account of Israel’s 
Mission

Acts 26:12–18 Ezekiel 1:25–2:1

Jesus appeared as a light brighter than 

sun

Paul fell to the ground

Jesus told Paul to “get up”

Jesus spoke to Paul and gave a mission

Paul sent to Israel and Gentiles

God appeared as brilliant light

Ezekiel fell face down

God told Ezekiel to “stand up”

God spoke to Ezekiel and gave a mission

Ezekiel sent to Israel

Galatians 1:13–16 Isaiah 49:1–6

Paul set apart from birth

Paul sent to Israel and Gentiles

God chose Isaiah before he was born

Isaiah to be light to Israel and Gentiles

Galatians 1:13–16 Jeremiah 1:5

Paul set apart from birth

Paul sent to Israel and Gentiles

Jeremiah set apart before conception

Jeremiah sent as prophet to Gentiles
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make every significant life choice in light of how we demonstrate 
what God is like in that environment.

No matter how committed we are to the mission, none of us 
knows what lies ahead. We will, as Paul did, encounter obstacles 
to going where we believe God wants us to be. Paul demon-
strated faithfulness by being willing to adjust his plans when 
God seemed to close the doors, even when it must have seemed 
strange to him. As he confronted obstacles, he kept trying differ-
ent possibilities, all the while trusting God to determine the final 
destination by removing some possibilities and making new ones 
available.

So what will we do? How will we be faithful when we face unex-
pected obstacles in pursuing the mission Jesus has given to us? 
How will we respond when we find ourselves in a totally dif-
ferent place or situation than we thought Jesus wanted? Will we 
trust God to lead us when it’s not where we think we should go? 

Read Mark 6:45–56 and consider the unexpected lesson Jesus’ 
disciples experienced as they obeyed Jesus and set off for a brief 
boat trip along the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee— from 
near Capernaum to Bethsaida.

The disciples had just witnessed a great miracle, so they 
probably were excited when they launched their boat. But, 
despite their best efforts, what happened to the disciples, and 
how difficult was it for them?

If you had been one of the disciples, what might you have 
thought about that experience and what Jesus wanted you to do?
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Where did the disciples end up, and what happened when 
they got there? What do you think the disciples may have 
realized about following Jesus and understanding his leading?

As you consider what you have explored through this study, 
what have you realized about pursuing the mission Jesus has 
given you to make him known in your world?

What is your commitment to be a “partner” with God in that 
mission, and how much personal effort and sacrifice are you 
willing to put into the task?

What tests your faithfulness in pursuing the mission, and 
what is your commitment to taking that one next step into 
the “unknown”?
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Study 3 | Paul Presents God’s Formula for Peace 

The Very Words of God

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give to you as the 

world gives. Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.

John 14:27

Bible Discovery

Two Kingdoms Promise Peace
Philippi is an ideal place to consider the Roman concept of 
peace that Paul encountered as he shared the gospel of Jesus 
throughout the Roman Empire. After all, the Roman way to 
peace had unfolded before the Philippians’ eyes. Its foundation 
was laid in 42 BC on the Plain of Drama outside Philippi when 
Octavian, soon to become Caesar Augustus, defeated the assas-
sins of his adoptive father, Julius Caesar. That battle ushered in 
the golden age of Pax Romana, an accomplishment that helped 
to earn Octavian the title of “savior” because he brought peace 
and public safety to the Roman Empire. Ironically, Octavian 
expressed his gratitude for the victory that brought his brand of 
peace by building a temple to war and vengeance— Mars Ultor, 
Mars the Avenger— in the forum in Rome.

So what would happen when Paul came to Philippi bearing 
news of the kingdom of God and its promise of peace when the 
kingdom of Rome had already established what it called peace? 
What would happen when Paul claimed that Jesus the Messiah, 
Lord and Savior, had sacrificed his own life to bring peace to 
the whole world when Caesar had slaughtered and conquered 
in order to bring peace? What formula for peace would Paul 
advocate, and what would people see and understand when he 
presented the gospel of Jesus to them?
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1. The peace of Rome was obtained through brutality and 
domination and maintained by power and privilege. In 
contrast, what does the Text reveal about the source and 
nature of God’s peace? (See Psalm 4:8; 29:11; 128:5–6; 
John 14:27; Acts 10:36; Galatians 5:19–24.)

What does the Text say about the peace the world 
offers— epitomized by Pax Romana— and those who 
pursue it? (See Psalm 53:3–4; Isaiah 48:22; 57:21; 59:8; 
Romans 3:10–18.)

DID YOU KNOW?
Shalom, God’s Answer to the Pax Romana
The Hebrew understanding of peace, or shalom, can be defined as any con-
dition that is exactly as God intended it to be. Peace is God’s creation before 
sin entered the picture. It is harmony between God and his creation, God 
and humanity, and between people. Shalom is life without hate, prejudice, 
envy, violence, injustice, disease, disaster, and death. It is life with meaning, 
purpose, beauty, and wholeness— without imperfection. It is the essence of 
who God is and satisfies the longings of every human heart.
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2. The Pax Romana was built on domination, pride, and the 
spoils of war that brought comfort, pleasure, and safety 
to the Roman Empire. It enabled a privileged few to live a 
very “good life” at the expense of many. In contrast, what 
does living in peace look like for those who are follow-
ers of Jesus? (See Romans 12:18–21; 14:19; 2 Corinthians 
13:11; 1 Timothy 2:1–2.)

What evidence do we find that the early communities 
of Jesus followers understood the gospel message and 
had received the gift of God’s peace? (See Acts 2:42–47; 
3:1–10; 4:32–35; 5:12–16.)

3. Caesar Augustus wrote his own first- person account of his 
life and accomplishments, called Res Gestae Divi Augusti 
or The Acts of Divine Augustus,7 which defined Roman 
peace. In contrast, Paul presented an entirely different 
formula for peace. Both perspectives are summarized in 
the chart on the next page.
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a. How would you describe the differences in the under-
standing and practice of peace between the kingdom 
of Caesar and the kingdom of God? 

What about the peace of the gospel of Jesus do you think 
attracted or offended the people of Philippi, and why?

The Acts of Divine Augustus The Acts of the Apostles

Describes in three points how Augustus subject-

ed the whole earth to the rule of Rome, ushering 

in Rome’s golden age of peace. Written by Au-

gustus and inscribed on bronze pillars in Rome.

Describes how God’s kingdom of peace came 

through the shed blood of Jesus and is spread 

to the world by God’s human ambassadors. 

Written by Luke.

First, Augustus reformed the priesthood and 

restored 82 temples and built more than a 

dozen more in order to renew the worship of 

traditional Roman gods.

First, peace comes only from God through Jesus, 

who shed his blood to reconcile all things and 

restore harmony with God. Peace is a result of 

what God has done, not what we seek to do.

Second, Augustus brought peace by leading 

the Roman legions to conquer and subjugate 

the entire earth. These conquests, in which 

thousands were killed or captured as slaves 

and cities were destroyed, brought (in his 

mind) an end to war and resulted in peace. 

The Roman peace brought glory and reward 

for some, suffering and struggle for others.

Second, peace does not come through the 

bloody effort of human conquest. Peace is 

not earned or deserved; it is not reserved for 

the rich, the powerful, or the wise. It is God’s 

free gift for everyone— rich or poor, Jew or 

Gentile, slave or free.

Third, Augustus took credit for the prosperity 

the spoils of war brought to the Roman Em-

pire. He built and rebuilt temples, roads, and 

public buildings, and funded public spectacles 

such as gladiatorial contests and the Olympic 

games.

Third, real peace is not dependent on material 

prosperity; it is not the same as comfort 

and enjoyment. While these benefits are a 

pleasant blessing, peace that truly satisfies 

has to do with finding harmony with God, with 

others, and with God’s creation itself. 
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b. If you were to write a three- point description of what 
our culture considers peace to be, how would you 
describe it? First, how does peace come?

Second, who deserves or earns peace?

Third, what does peace look like?

4. The differences between the peace of the gospel of Cae-
sar and the peace of the gospel of Jesus Christ did not go 
unnoticed. What kind of response did Paul receive when 
he presented the gospel message and sought to establish 
communities of Jesus followers wherever he went? (See 
Acts 14:1–7; 16:13–21; 17:1–8; 19:23–31.)

9780310085737_ClashofKingdoms.indd   58 5/3/17   1:42 PM



Session One:  The Gospel of Christ Provokes Imperial Rome 59

THINK ABOUT IT
Pax Romana: Peace for Some, Not for All
Following in the footsteps of Julius Caesar, who based his right to rule on 
the peace he brought to Rome through conquest, Caesar Augustus con-
tinued the push for Roman security and peace. To Caesar Augustus, Pax 
Romana not only meant the cessation of war, it meant Rome could use 
the resources of its conquered territories and people for its own benefit. 
The plunder of conquest made Rome the envy of nations, bringing security, 
economic prosperity, leisure, beauty, and the pleasures of life to Rome’s 
wealthy and powerful.

But not everyone lauded the Pax Romana. Tacitus, the Roman historian, 
recounts the words of a conquered chieftain: “Robbers of the world, they 
have by their universal plunder exhausted the land. . . . If the enemy be rich, 
they are rapacious; if he be poor, they lust for dominion; neither the east 
nor the west has been able to satisfy them. To robbery, slaughter, plunder 
they give the lying name of empire; they make solitude and call it peace.”8

His comments are not unlike those of Paul, who quotes several Old Tes-
tament passages in his Romans 3:10–18 description of those who do not 
know peace:

• “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who under-
stands; there is no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have 
together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even 
one.”9

• “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.”10

• “The poison of vipers is on their lips.”11

• “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.”12

• “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and 
the way of peace they do not know.”13

• “There is no fear of God before their eyes.”14
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Reflection
Peace was highly valued— a coveted commodity— in the danger-
ous, tumultuous world of the first century. That is one reason 
Caesar Augustus was considered divine: he had accomplished the 
impossible by bringing his gospel of peace, safety, and prosperity 
to the Roman Empire. So it shouldn’t surprise us that Paul taught 
about peace. It was essential that followers of Jesus in the Roman 
Empire realize that God’s peace— shalom— was far more than the 
absence of conflict or the ability to achieve happiness and com-
fort in life.

In every letter of instruction in Christian living that Paul wrote 
to the churches he established on his teaching journeys, his 
greeting included blessings of “grace and peace from God.” To 
the Philippians, Thessalonians, Corinthians, Ephesians, Colos-
sians, Galatians, and Romans as well as to Timothy, Titus, and 
Philemon, Paul began by reminding them of the gift of grace and 
peace that comes from God to all those who believe. Further-
more, his instructions to the communities of Jesus followers he 
had established frequently included reminders of how to demon-
strate what God’s peace— shalom— looked like. As a reminder 
of how foundational is the peace that comes from God, read the 
beginnings of Paul’s letters (Romans 1:7; 1 Corinthians 1:3; 2 Cor-
inthians 1:2; Galatians 1:3; Ephesians 1:2; Philippians 1:2; Colos-
sians 1:2; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:2–3; 1 Timothy 
1:2; 2 Timothy 1:2; Titus 1:4; Philemon 1:3).

Each of these communities of Jesus followers (and individ-
uals) faced challenges in living out the gospel of Christ, in 
bringing shalom to a world that pursued a different kind 
of peace. In what ways do you think being firmly rooted in 
God’s grace and peace helped them to fulfill the mission to 
which God had called them?
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How do you live differently when the peace of God is your 
foundation, the starting point for everything you do?

As followers of Jesus today, we also live in a Hellenistic world 
that pursues a different kind of peace from the peace God 
gives. Which obstacles, desires, or distractions of the world 
around you hinder you from experiencing the peace of Jesus 
in your life?

What hinders you from demonstrating shalom in the broken, 
suffering world in which you live?
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