Acts 23 – 24

I. Paul before the Jewish authorities in Jerusalem (Acts 23:1-10)

A. The meeting is on the steps of the Roman barracks near the Temple.  The Jewish priests won’t enter the barracks, and the Romans are not allowed into the Temple, because either would create an “unclean” situation for the priests.  So they meet on religiously neutral ground.

B. This is an effort by the Romans to figure out just why Paul is the focus of so much uproar.  They were going to have Paul whipped and interrogated, but when the found out he was a Roman citizen, they could not proceed.  So the meeting with the priests is an effort to see what Paul is about (Acts 22:30).
C. When Paul speaks of his conscience being clean, the High Priest Ananias orders his entourage to slap Paul in the face.  (Acts 23:2).  This seems to violate Leviticus 19:15, which forbids unjust actions in a hearing and demands righteous standards of justice.
D. High Priests rotated terms of office, and Paul had been away from Jerusalem for a long time.  So it is possible that he did not realize that Ananias was the High Priest (Acts 23:5).  Angered at the unjust actions of the hearing, Paul insults Ananias with language that Jesus himself used to criticize religious leaders (Acts 23:3; Matthew 23:27).  A “whitewashed” structure might look good on the outside but was unclean on the inside.  Paul is calling Ananias a hypocrite for wearing the signs of holy office while practicing unrighteous deeds.

E. Paul apologizes when it is pointed out that he’s insulted the High Priest.  Paul quotes Exodus 22:28 to show that he honors the Law of Moses.

F. Paul exploits the Jewish religious factions in order to stall the hearing.  Pharisees believed in afterlife and supernatural realities; Sadducees were more “secular” in their view.  Paul asserts that his faith in the resurrection is on trial, which sets the Pharisees and Sadducees against each other.  (Acts 23:6-9).  
G. The Pharisees wind up arguing that Paul be released, but the argument becomes violent and the Romans retain custody of Paul for his own safety (Acts 23:9-10).

II. A “red letter” passage and opportunity for prayer.  (Acts 23:11)
A. Jesus appears to Paul in the Roman barracks and encourages him.  If you have a “red letter” Bible, the words of Jesus really leap out!  

B. Jesus “stood by” Paul and encouraged him.  Perhaps take a moment to share Jesus’ work, inviting each member of your group to say a short prayer for the person on their left.
C. Acts 23:11 seems to fulfill what Jesus said of Paul in Acts 9:15, “he is a chosen instrument of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles and kings and the children of Israel.”
III. A Jewish plot to kill Paul, and his journey continues (Acts 23:12-35)

A. A group of 40 zealous Jews vows to kill Paul.  It is a religious act – they promise to fast as part of it.  As Jesus says in John 16:2, “They will put you out of the synagogues. Indeed, the hour is coming when whoever kills you will think he is offering service to God.” They ask the Priests to request another hearing in order to get Paul out of the barracks.

B. It turns out that Paul has a sister in Jerusalem.  We don’t know if she’s a resident or visiting.  (Acts 23:16).  Her son (Paul’s nephew) hears about the plot and is able to report this to Paul and to the Roman Tribune (commander of the military garrison).
C. The Tribune assembles a large military escort for Paul, with instructions to move him at night (the “third hour of the night” would be 9 p.m.).  He also writes a letter to Felix, the Roman Governor of Syria, because Paul’s Roman citizenship is in that region.  In v. 29, the Tribune reports that Paul doesn’t appear to have broken any Roman laws, but is in the middle of disputes about Jewish law.
D. Paul is taken to Felix at Antipatris, about 35 miles from Jerusalem.  Felix agrees to give him a hearing, and Paul is kept in one of King Herod’s buildings, where the Romans are quartered (Acts 23:34-35).

IV. Paul’s hearing before Felix (Acts 24)

A. The Jewish religious leaders come to Antipatris (24:1).  They bring Tertullus, who in Greek is called a “rhetor” (the same root as “rhetoric,” meaning that he is a trained public speaker.  That and his Latin name suggest that he might be a gentile lawyer hired by the priests.

B. Tertullus argues the priests’ case to Felix.  He calls Paul a “disease” (verse 5 – see what your group’s various translations say for fun).  He says that Paul stirs up riots, is a sect leader, and profaned the Jewish Temple.

C. Note: some of your Bibles will have verses 6 - 8, and some won’t.  This is because it appears in some ancient manuscripts of Acts and is absent from others.  It’s simply extra detail that doesn’t really change the meaning of what is being related.
D. Paul represents himself (verses 10-21).  He says that the charges are empty, and points out that it was the Jews from Asia who made them up and haven’t even come to represent what they said.  Paul continues to assert that he is a faithful Jew, and that his belief in the resurrection is on trial (again trying to divide his accusers against one another.)

E. It turns out that Felix has investigated Christianity, and rather than rehash the religious matters delays the hearing until the Tribune from Jerusalem can be present to supply more details of the original disturbance (verse 22).

F. Felix turns out to have all kinds of conflicting motives; his wife is Jewish, religious teaching pricks his conscience, and at the same time he keeps dragging things out in hopes that Paul might offer a bribe to get a favorable decision (verses 24-26).
G. Paul remains there under cushy house arrest for two years, the matter is unresolved, and Felix is replaced by Porcius Festus.  To keep the Jews calm for his successor, Felix simply leaves Paul in custody.

H. The key here is that Paul, in all of these circumstances, is preaching about Jesus Christ (Acts 24:24-25).  This is more fullfilment of Jesus’ words in Acts 9:15!

I. Worth discussing: How can we find purpose and meaning in circumstances that are out of our control?

Next month: Acts 25 – 26, Christ continues to move Paul toward Rome
