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The Early History Of

The church
Matthew 16:18 – “I Will Build My church…”

Chapter 23
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Acts 23:9 (NKJV) Key Verse

9 Then there arose a loud outcry. And the 

scribes of the Pharisees’ party arose and 

protested, saying, “We find no evil in this 

man; but if a spirit or an angel has 

spoken to him, let us not fight against 

God.”



When Paul was before the Sanhedrin council, he stated 
that he had lived in "all good conscience before God.“

The idea of a “conscience” (Greek, syneidesis) is 
something that Paul alone of New Testament writers 
spoke about (Romans 2:15; 9:1; 13:5; 1 Corinthians 
8:7, 10, 12; 10:25, 27-29; 2 Corinthians 1:12; 4:2; 
5:11). 

For Paul, the “conscience” was the moral aspect of 
one’s awareness and thinking. The aim of a Christian 
life was to live with a pure, good or clean conscience 
before God (1 Timothy 1:5, 19; 3:9; 2 Timothy 1:3).
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 Ananias, the high priest, commanded that he be struck on the 
mouth. 

 The high priest in this case was Ananias. He had received his 
office from one of the Herods in about A.D. 47, and held his 
position for about 12 years. 

He was known for his greed. Josephus accused him of 
embezzling the tithes of the ordinary priests and for 
handing out lavish bribes (Antiquities 20:205-207, 213).

 Ananias was hated by Jewish nationalists because of his pro-
Roman policies. They burned his home in A.D. at the beginning 
of the Jewish-Roman war. Then, the nationalists hunted him 
down and he was killed along with his brother (Josephus, Wars 
2:426, 441-442, 448).
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 Paul responded, not knowing that he was the high priest, "God 
will strike you, you whitewashed wall! For you sit to judge me 
according to the law, and do you command me to be struck 
contrary to the law?“

 Paul had not been tried and found guilty of any infraction of 
Jewish law. He hadn’t even been officially charged with any 
infraction. For him to be struck as though he was guilty of a 
crime violated the very law the high priest claimed to uphold.

 Those standing nearby asked Paul if he would "revile" the high 
priest.  

 Paul then quoted the scriptures, "You shall not speak evil of a 
ruler of your people.“ – cf Exodus 22:28 
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 Some commentators have issue with Paul’s sharpness of answer 
here - They note that it contradicts the spirit of Jesus’ call to turn 
the other cheek (Matthew 5:39) as well as Paul’s own advice to 
bless when cursed (1 Corinthians 4:12). 

 Though he spoke the truth about Ananias, it was probably not 
something he would have said under more ideal 
circumstances.

We should not forget that Jesus in a similar situation also 
protested the action of the high priest Annas, who had slapped 
him (John 18:21-23). (Luke was drawing a parallel between the 
two events.) Jesus also spoke out in biting terms against the 
corruption and hypocrisy of the Jewish teachers (Matthew 23:13-
33).
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 Paul recognized that there were Sadducees and Pharisees 
present in the Sanhedrin.  He made it known that he was a 
Pharisee, and that he was being judged concerning "the hope and 
resurrection of the dead.“

 Luke had already defined the Sadducees, one of the major 
Jewish sects of the time, as a group “who say there is no 
resurrection” (Luke 20:27). Josephus, who briefly described 
the three major groupings of the Judaism of the time—
Essenes, Pharisees and Sadducees—said the latter believed 
that the soul died with the body (Antiquities 18:16). Hence, 
there would be no resurrection. The Pharisees, however, 
believed in a resurrection (23:8). Josephus also attested to 
this. 
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Those who “have lived virtuously” the Pharisees believed 
“shall have power to revive and live again” (Antiquities 
18:14; Wars 2:164-165). Many references in rabbinic 
writings also attest to their belief in the resurrection.

This is the first time Paul was identified in the book of 
Acts as being a member of the Pharisaic sect. He will 
again be so identified in 26:5. Paul also spoke of himself 
as a Pharisee in his epistle to the Philippians (3:5). 

This caused a dissension among the Sanhedrin, as the 
Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection and the 
Pharisees did believe in the resurrection.
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We see this interest in Jesus’ resurrection at various places in 
Acts. 

 It began with Peter’s speech at Pentecost (2:24, 31-33) and 
was found in Paul’s earliest preaching in Pisidian Antioch 
(13:30-35). For Paul, the resurrection of Christ was the 
basis of hope—and the good news—that Christians also 
would be raised to immortal life (1 Corinthians 15:1-4, 12-
20).

 For Paul, the belief in the general resurrection was 
dependent on understanding and accepting that Jesus had 
been raised from the dead and glorified – something that he 
had already established as a fact in Acts 22.
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 The scribes of the Pharisees spoke out that they found nothing 
evil in Paul. The Roman commander {Lysias} became afraid that 
harm would come to Paul, so he ordered the soldiers to take Paul 
back to the barracks. Now in protective custody by the Roman 
authority. 

 For the rest of Acts, for a period in excess of four years, Paul 
would remain a prisoner of the Romans.(1-10)

 The following night, the Lord appeared and spoke to Paul.  He was 
to be the Lord's witness at Rome, as he had testified for Him in 
Jerusalem.

 As during other critical moments of Paul’s ministry and life, God 
gave him special reassurance through a vision (9:4; 16:9; 18:9-
10; 22:17; 27:23). 
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 Earlier, Paul had voiced his desire to visit Rome (19:21).

 The vision shows that Paul had Christ’s approval in his desire to 
move the center of his preaching westward to Rome.

 Some Jews then planned to kill Paul.  More than forty Jews 
banded together and took an oath to kill him before they ate or 
drank anything. The plotting Jews went to the chief priests and 
elders to present their plan. 

 Presumably, the chief priest was willing to go along with the 
plot, which shows something of his violent and evil character. 
He represented the epitome of the Jewish opposition, which 
was shown to be irrevocably antagonistic to Paul, and willing to 
use any means possible to “rid the earth of him” (22:22). 
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We may wonder what happened to the 40 men who had vowed 
not to eat or drink until they killed Paul. Rabbinic custom would 
allow such vow-takers an escape clause. 

 The rabbis provided relief from vows that were “broken under 
constraint.” The example given in the Mishnah is that of a 
person who imposed a vow on a friend to eat with him. 
However, the friend became sick or he couldn’t cross an 
overflowed river. Such unforeseen “constraints” freed him of 
the vow (Nedarim 3.1, 3). In short, if circumstances prevented 
one from fulfilling a vow, then he or she was absolved from it. 
In this case, the plotters couldn’t get at Paul because he was 
protected by the military and sent away. Thus, they were 
excused from their vow not to eat or drink.
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 They requested that the chief priests and elders would contact 
the commander, and have Paul appear before the council again 
for further inquiry.  The forty or more Jews would lie in wait to 
kill him along the way. 

 Paul's nephew heard of the ambush plot.  He went to Paul in the 
barracks and told him what he heard.  Paul had his nephew taken 
to the commander. 

 The commander took him aside and heard the plot.  The 
commander told the young man to tell no one that they had 
spoken about the plot.  Paul's nephew then departed from the 
commander.  (11-22)

Next, Paul was to be sent to Felix at Caesarea by night.  
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The commander had two centurions prepare the men to 
take Paul. 200 Soldiers, 70 horsemen, and 200 spearmen 
were readied.  They were to take Paul to Caesarea 
Maritima, at the third hour (9pm)of the night.  

Paul was to go before governor Felix.  The commander wrote 
a letter to Felix to accompany Paul.  The commander, 
Claudius Lysias, addressed the letter to "the most excellent 
governor Felix."  The letter summarized the situation with 
Paul.  The Jews had seized Paul and were about to kill him.  
Troops were sent to rescue Paul. 

 In an attempt to learn of the Jews' accusation of Paul, he 
took him before the Sanhedrin council.  
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He only learned that Paul was accused "concerning 
questions of the law," but nothing deserving death or 
imprisonment.  

The commander learned of a plot to ambush and kill 
Paul.  Due to this discovery, he sent Paul to Felix and 
ordered his accusers to appear before Felix to state their 
charges against him.  

The letter gave Felix the background.  The soldiers, 
horsemen, and spearmen took Paul by night to 
Antipatris.  
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David Williams writes, “Its realistic style makes it possible 
that Luke had seen it [the letter about Paul] or at least heard 
it read, perhaps in open court before Felix. Or a copy may have 
been given to Paul as part of the documentation for his appeal 
to Caesar. It bears the impress of what a Roman officer might 
have said” (Acts,New International Biblical Commentary, page 
391).

His Excellency, Felix (Acts 23:26)- This is an opportune time to 
introduce the procurator who will be hearing Paul’s case. Lysias 
addressed Felix as “Excellency” (Greek, kratistos). It was a polite 
address, used as a title of honor for important officials in the 
Roman government. The same title was applied to the recipient 
of Acts, Theophilus (Luke 1:3). 
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 The next day, the horsemen continued, and took Paul to Caesarea, 
while the soldiers and spearmen returned. They presented Paul 
and the letter to Felix. 

 Antonius Felix was born a slave and freed by Antonia, the 
mother of the emperor Claudius. He was the first ex-slave in 
Roman history to become governor of a province. According to 
Josephus, Felix was appointed governor by the emperor 
Claudius, succeeding Ventidius Cumanus (Antiquities 20:137; 
Wars 2:247-249). This occurred about A.D. 52.  

 The governor inquired where Paul was from and understood 
that he was from Cilicia.  

He agreed to hear Paul when his accusers arrived.  Felix had 
Paul held in Herod’s Praetorium.  (23-35)
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I. PAUL BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN COUNCIL (1-10)

A. THE HIGH PRIEST ANANIAS COMMANDED FOR PAUL 
TO BE STRUCK ON THE MOUTH (1-3)

1. Paul stated he had lived in "all good conscience 
before God“

2. Ananias commanded that Paul be struck on the 
mouth

3. Paul responded, not knowing that Ananias was 
high priest
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a. Paul said, "God will strike you, you 
whitewashed wall!“

b. Paul noted that he had commanded him to be 
struck contrary to the law

B. PAUL DID NOT RECOGNIZE ANANIAS AS HIGH 
PRIEST (4-5)

1. When Paul spoke to Ananias, those standing near 
asked, "Do you revile God's high priest?"

2. Paul did not know Ananias was the high priest

a. Paul quoted scripture in response
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b. "You shall not speak evil of a ruler of your 
people"

C. THE SANHEDRIN WAS DIVIDED (6-10)

1. Paul recognized that there were Sadducees and 
Pharisees present in the Sanhedrin

2. Paul made it known that he was a Pharisee and 
was being judged concerning "the hope and 
resurrection of the dead"

a. This caused a dissension among the Sanhedrin

20



b. The Sadducees did not believe in the 
resurrection; the Pharisees did believe in the 
resurrection

c. The scribes of the Pharisees spoke out that 
they found nothing evil in Paul

3. The Roman commander became afraid that harm 
would come to Paul

4. The commander ordered the soldiers to take Paul 
back to the barracks
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II. THE JEWISH PLOT AGAINST PAUL'S LIFE (11-22)

A. THE LORD SPOKE TO PAUL (11)

1. The Lord appeared and spoke to Paul the 
following night

2. Paul was to be the Lord's witness at Rome

B. THE JEWS PLANNED TO KILL PAUL (12-15)

1. More than forty Jews banded together and took 
an oath to kill Paul before they ate or drank 
anything
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2. The plotting Jews went to the chief priests and 
elders to present their plan

a. The chief priests and elders were to contact the 
commander

b. They wanted Paul to be called before the 
council again for further inquiry

c. The forty Jews would lie in wait to kill him 
along the way

C. THE PLOT WAS DISCOVERED (16-22)

1. Paul's nephew heard of the ambush plot
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2. He went to Paul in the barracks and told him 
what he had heard

3. Paul had his nephew taken to the commander

a. The commander took him aside and heard the 
plot

b. The commander told the young man to tell no 
one that they had spoken about the plot

c. Paul's nephew departed from the commander

III. PAUL WAS SENT TO FELIX AT CAESAREA BY NIGHT 
(23-35)
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A. THE COMMANDER HAD TWO CENTURIONS PREPARE 
TO TAKE PAUL (23-24)

1. 200 soldiers, 70 horsemen, and 200 spearmen 
were prepared

2. They were to take Paul to Caesarea at the third 
hour of the night

3. Paul was to go before governor Felix

B. THE COMMANDER WROTE A LETTER TO FELIX (25-
30)

1. Claudius Lysias was the Roman commander's 
name
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2. The letter was address to "the most excellent 
governor Felix"

3. The letter summarized the situation with Paul

a. The Jews had seized Paul and were about to kill 
him

b. Troops were sent to rescue Paul

c. To learn of the Jews' accusation, the 
commander took Paul before the Sanhedrin

d. He only learned that Paul was accused 
"concerning questions of the law," but nothing 
deserving death or imprisonment
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e. The commander learned of a plot to ambush 
and kill Paul

f. Due to this, he sent Paul to Felix and ordered 
his accusers to appear before Felix to state their 
charges against him

C. PAUL WAS TAKEN TO CAESAREA AND PRESENTED 
TO FELIX (31-35)

1. The soldiers, horsemen, and spearmen took Paul 
by night to Antipatris

2. The next day, the horsemen continued, and took 
Paul to Caesarea, while the soldiers and spearmen 
returned
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 3. They presented Paul and the letter to Felix

 a. Felix inquired where Paul was from and understood that 
he was from Cilicia

 b. He agreed to hear Paul when his accusers arrived

 c. He had Paul held in Herod's Praetorium

 Felix was the governor of Judea from A.D. 52 to A.D. 58 or 59. He was 
then recalled to Rome by Nero and replaced by Porcius Festus 
(24:27). We can fix the date of Paul’s imprisonment for two years in 
Caesarea with some degree of certainty because it occurred during 
the governor’s last two years of rule (24:27). It is under the 
governorship of Felix that a fateful turning point was reached in the 
affairs of Judea. Violence in the province escalated and got so out of 
control that it ultimately led to the Jewish-Roman War of A.D. 66-70.
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