
Downloaded from https://yetanothersermon.host - 2025-05-10 19:29:08

Acts 22:23-23:11: Biblical Reading and Reflections

Disclaimer: this is an automatically generated machine transcription - there may be small errors or
mistranscriptions. Please refer to the original audio if you are in any doubt.

Date: 28 November 2020

Preacher: Alastair Roberts

[0:00] Acts chapter 22 verse 23 to chapter 23 verse 11. And as they were shouting and throwing
off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, the tribune ordered him to be brought into the
barracks, saying that he should be examined by flogging, to find out why they were
shouting against him like this. But when they had stretched him out for the whips, Paul
said to the centurion who was standing by, Is it lawful for you to flog a man who is a
Roman citizen and uncondemned? When the centurion heard this, he went to the tribune
and said to him, What are you about to do? For this man is a Roman citizen. So the
tribune came and said to him, Tell me, are you a Roman citizen? And he said, Yes.

The tribune answered, I bought this citizenship for a large sum. Paul said, But I am a
citizen by birth. So those who were about to examine him withdrew from him immediately,
and the tribune also was afraid, for he realised that Paul was a Roman citizen and that he
had bound him. But on the next day, desiring to know the real reason why he was being
accused by the Jews, he unbound him and commanded the chief priests and all the
council to meet, and he brought Paul down and set him before them.

And looking intently at the council, Paul said, Brothers, I have lived my life before God in
all good conscience up to this day. And the high priest Ananias commanded those who
stood by him to strike him on the mouth. Then Paul said to him, God is going to strike you,
you whitewashed wall. Are you sitting to judge me according to the law? And yet contrary
to the law, you order me to be struck?

Those who stood by said, Would you revile God's high priest? And Paul said, I did not
know, brothers, that he was the high priest, for it is written, You shall not speak evil of a
ruler of your people. Now when Paul perceived that one part were Sadducees and the
other Pharisees, he cried out in the council, Brothers, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees.
It is with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the dead that I am on trial. And when
he had said this, a dissension arose between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the
assembly was divided. For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor
spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledged them all. Then a great clamour arose, and some of
the scribes of the Pharisees' party stood up and contended sharply, We find nothing
wrong in this man. What if a spirit or an angel spoke to him? And when the dissension
became violent, the tribune, afraid that Paul would be torn to pieces by them, commanded
the soldiers to go down and take him away from among them by force, and bring him into
the barracks.

In Acts chapter 21, Paul was taken in the temple by the Romans after the Jewish crowd
were on the verge of killing him, following the accusations of the Jews from the province of
Asia. What had initially been intended to serve as a visit to strengthen relations between
Jewish Christians in Jerusalem and Judea, and Gentile Christians elsewhere in the
empire, was now provoking the most hostile of reactions among the Judean Jews. Of
course, Paul had been told this already by the Holy Spirit and various prophets had
warned him about what awaited him in Jerusalem on his journey back. However, now he
is in captivity, with people seeking his life. His first attempt to defend himself before the
crowd in the temple had just failed. The moment that he mentioned that he was sent by
God to the Gentiles, the crowd wanted him to be put to death. The extreme hostility
provoked by the prospect of the Gentile mission might recall the reaction that Jesus
received after his sermon in Nazareth, back in Luke chapter 4 verses 25 to 29.
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[3:42] But in truth I tell you, there were many widows in Israel in the days of Elijah, when the
heavens were shut up three years and six months, and a great famine came over all the
land. And Elijah was sent to none of them but only to Zarephath in the land of Sidon, to a
woman who was a widow. And there were many lepers in Israel in the time of the prophet
Elisha, and none of them was cleansed, but only Naaman the Syrian. When they heard
these things, all in the synagogue were filled with wrath, and they rose up and drove him
out of the town, and brought him to the brow of the hill on which their town was built, so
that they could throw him down the cliff. To the Jews in the temple, Paul's reference to
going to the Gentiles would seem to confirm the accusations of the Jews from Asia,
showing that Paul really had pro-Gentile beliefs, and that he was probably compromising
the covenantal purity and uniqueness of Israel. The fact that all of these things are
occurring in Jerusalem should be considered.

Jerusalem is the city that kills the prophets in the New Testament. Jesus was rejected as
a prophet in Jerusalem, and his servant Paul must be rejected there too. Taking up the
story at the end of chapter 22, the tribune, who had let Paul speak to the crowd to try to
calm things down, now wants to get to the bottom of why the crowd so violently worked up
about him. The tribune probably did not understand Aramaic, so didn't hear what it was
that made the crowd so furious at him. The tribune determines to take Paul back to the
barracks and to flog him, hoping thereby to get the truth out of him. While Paul had
received a beating with the rods in Acts chapter 16, here a whip would have been used,
and the whip would be one with a wooden handle and leather thongs, with bits of metal
and bone within it. In Acts chapter 16 in Philippi, Paul had revealed that he was a Roman
citizen after he had already been beaten. Here he does so just as they are stretching him
out on the whipping frame to be whipped. Daryl Bach notes that this is likely at Gabbatha,
where Jesus was probably also whipped. On several occasions in the book of Acts,

Paul uses some aspect of his identity to his advantage. He will do so again shortly after
this, when he will identify himself as a Pharisee, suffering on account of his belief in the
resurrection of the dead. We see Paul becoming all things to all men in 1 Corinthians
chapter 9 verses 19 to 23, so as better to reach them with the gospel. That sort of
adoption of different identities is in order to remove any obstacle to the acceptance of the
gospel. However, here Paul is employing his ability to move between identities as a
means of disguise and evasion. One moment, Paul is a Hebrew of the Hebrews, a man
raised in the city of Jerusalem, learning at the feet of the great Rabbi Gamaliel, speaking
fluently in Aramaic and deeply conversant in the Jewish law. A few moments later, he is
an eloquent Greek-speaking Roman citizen from a cultured city in Cilicia. The next day, he
will be the Pharisee born of Pharisees who is being tried because of his belief in the
resurrection of the dead.

None of these identities is a false one, but Paul's adeptness in adapting his identity and
approach to his circumstances and audiences is very clearly an important skill for his
mission.

Bach quotes Cicero and Roman citizenship, Paul presumably has evidence on his person
to demonstrate his identity. Paul received his citizenship from birth, while the tribune had
to pay a large sum to obtain his, possibly with a bribe.

[7:21] We might wonder whether Paul's father was a man of some status. Ben Witherington
makes the point that Paul was probably reluctant to reveal his Roman citizenship,
especially in a situation where he was being accused of compromising with Gentile
identity and behaviour. As soon as Paul's Roman citizenship is known, though, they
withdraw and they call off the flogging. The next day, however, the tribune wants to
discover the nature of the accusations against Paul and summons the Sanhedrin to meet,
placing Paul before them.
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Paul begins by looking intently at the Sanhedrin. Perhaps he is seeking to get their
attention, or perhaps he is carefully sizing them up in preparation for his use of their
divisions against them later on. He was presumably fairly familiar with the Sanhedrin from
past involvement with them.

He had lived in Jerusalem for several years, been an outstanding student of the law, was
taught by Gamaliel, one of their members, and had also been authorised by them in his
persecution of the church.

There are probably still a number of familiar faces on the Sanhedrin, even though many of
them had changed. Luke draws close parallels between Jesus' trials and Paul's trials.
Jesus was tried before the council, before Pilate, before Herod, and then was brought
before Pilate again. In Acts, Paul is tried before the council, before Felix the governor,
before Herod Agrippa II, and before Festus. Luke is eager for his hearers to recognise that
Paul, like other key figures in the book of Acts, is conformed to his master. Paul begins his
defence by declaring that he has lived his life before God in good conscience, similar to
the claim that he will later make in chapter 24 verse 16.

As Craig Keener notes, he is almost certainly speaking in Greek, the Jerusalem elite
would be fluent in Greek, and more importantly the tribune would be able to understand,
and finally discover what the nature of the complaint against Paul actually was. The high
priest Ananias, before whom Paul is being tried, was high priest from around 47 AD to 58
or 59 AD. He had a reputation as a corrupt man, using wealth and force to get his way.
Ananias orders that Paul be struck on the mouth by those standing near him. Paul
rebukes him in response, calling God to judge him, saying that God will strike him,
describing him as a whitewashed wall, perhaps a reference to his hypocrisy, in the same
way as Christ refers to whitewashed tombs in the book of Matthew. He accuses Ananias
of sitting to judge him, according to the law, but yet actually not observing the law. As a
whitewashed wall, he appears clean, but there is nothing behind the surface. He is not
offering the impartial justice that the law requires, but has already determined Paul's case
in his mind. He is immediately rebuked by those standing nearby him. Why would Paul
declare such a judgment or a curse upon the high priest of God's people? And strangely
enough, Paul seems to accept this rebuke. He says that he would not have declared this
had he known that he was the high priest, and then goes on to quote Exodus chapter 22
verse 28,

[10:25] You shall not revile God nor curse a ruler of your people. It is a strange series of events,
and a number of different proposals have been made to try and explain it. Some have
suggested that, for some reason or other, Paul did not recognise that it was the high priest
that gave the order. He was struck by those standing alongside him. Perhaps the signal
was given by the high priest and Paul was looking elsewhere.
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Or perhaps his failure to recognise was a result of his poor eyesight, an affliction that
many scholars have speculated that Paul suffered from. Maybe he's just been away from
Jerusalem for so long, and he doesn't know that Ananias has become the high priest.
Maybe it's just an immediate reaction, and he doesn't consider that it is the high priest that
he's speaking of. Or perhaps he is giving a response that is purposefully ironic. He is
affirming the law and his knowledge of it, but he is implying that the high priest is not to be
recognised as the legitimate high priest. Determining between these positions is not easy,
though perhaps we should see, whatever position we hold, that there is some irony here.
Whether Paul intends it to be so or not, his statement concerning the high priest is true,
and though seemingly retracted, it still stands as such. Paul, as we have noted, is familiar
with the Sanhedrin, and as he looks out at them, he can recognise that there are different
camps among them. They are divided among themselves between the sect of the
Pharisees and the sect of the Sadducees. Perhaps now that he recognises that he is not
going to get a fair hearing, he decides to exploit this, and also to make his trial about the
resurrection. This serves in part as a calculated means of causing confusion, but it also
functions to make Christ central to the trial, rather than the hearing merely being about
Paul himself. The reason why he is on trial, he insists, is because he believes in the
resurrection. That is the hope of Israel, but it's also the reason why he has faced so much
opposition. Paul knows the Sanhedrin well, and as a result of his statement, they're
instantly divided between the two camps of the Pharisees and the Sadducees. The
Sadducees, as Luke describes them, deny that there is a resurrection, nor angel, nor
spirit. The exact meaning of these denials is not entirely clear. The resurrection,
presumably, is the bodily resurrection. The angel or spirit might be a reference to different
modes of intermediate state. Perhaps it's a reference to different angelic hierarchies, or
maybe it's a reference to speculation about angels, or maybe it is a reference to not
different modes of post-mortem life prior to the resurrection in an intermediate state, but
different modes of resurrection itself. Resurrection as a sort of angelic being, or
resurrection as a spirit. There is immediately after this a reference to an angel or spirit in
verse 9. What if a spirit or an angel spoke to him? Elsewhere in the Gospels, and also in
Acts chapter 12, there are references to angels or spirits in association with persons.
These angels or spirits seem to be some sort of post-mortem manifestation of the person,
a post-mortem expression that isn't just connected with the shadowy beings of Sheol. The
Pharisees raise the possibility that some spirit or angel has spoken to Paul. As the
assembly is thrown into tumult and becomes violent, the tribune takes

Paul away from them, fearing that he will be torn to pieces. That night the Lord appears to
Paul again, declaring that he will testify concerning him in Rome, just as he has in
Jerusalem. Whatever dangers face him on the way, whatever dangers await him, to all
intents and purposes, Paul is immune until he reaches the city of Rome, where the Lord
has a great purpose for him. A question to consider. In this chapter we see Paul using
different aspects of his identity in a chameleon-like fashion, using them as shrewd means
of disguise and evasion. Are there any ways in which we might follow his example in our
own situations?


