BIBLE ENCYCLOPEDIA & DICTIONARY OF TERMS

PAUL, THE APOSTLE

Next to Jesus, Paul may be the most influential person in the history of the Christian faith. His dramatic conversion from a zealous enemy of Christians to a tireless advocate of the gospel ranks as one of the most dramatic stories in Scripture. His years of ministry took him to countless towns and cities throughout Asia Minor and Europe. He also wrote thirteen letters that are included in the New Testament.

FAMILY AND CULTURAL BACKGROUND

Paul was born around AD 10, a Jew in a family of Pharisees (Acts 23:6) of the tribe of Benjamin (Philippians 3:5) in Tarsus of Cilicia (Acts 9:11; 21:39; 22:3). At that time, Tarsus was a center of commerce and learning that embraced Greek culture and Roman politics. The city was a source of pride for him (21:39). His parents named him Saul, perhaps after the first king of Israel, who was also a Benjaminite (1 Samuel 11:15; Acts 13:21), but 13:9 notes that he “was also called Paul.” He used his Roman name Paul throughout his letters.

With the encouragement of devout parents, Paul studied the law and prophets and the Hebrew and Aramaic languages (Acts 21:40; 22:2-3; 23:6; Galatians 1:14; Philippians 3:5-6). Tarsus, however, was not a Jewish city. It was a place where the Greek language was spoken and Greek literature was cultivated. This accounts for Paul’s familiarity with Greek (Acts 21:37), the language of the streets and shops of Tarsus.

Many Jews migrated to Tarsus, the capital of the Roman province of Cilicia, in 171 BC to promote business in the region. At that time Paul’s ancestors were probably given Roman citizenship. Paul inherited from his father Roman citizenship, which would prove to be of great value to Paul as he traveled throughout the Roman Empire (Acts 16:37; 22:25-29; 23:27). Paul may have had several brothers and sisters, but 23:16 mentions only a nephew, who warned Paul about a plot against his life.

Paul was a tentmaker (Acts 18:3). He may have learned this trade from his father, or he may have learned it as a way of making a living, as many rabbis did in his day. The artisans of Tarsus were well known for their goat’s-hair cloth called cilicium. By knowing how to weave this cloth and fashion it into tents, sails, awnings, and cloaks, Paul gained a measure of economic independence during his ministry (18:3; 20:34; 28:30; 2 Corinthians 11:9; 1 Thessalonians 2:9; 2 Thessalonians 3:8).

EDUCATION

Although born in Tarsus, Paul testified that he had grown up in Jerusalem and had studied under Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). It is not clear when Paul arrived in Jerusalem, but it is likely that he began his formal rabbinical studies sometime between the ages of 13 and 20. His teacher, Gamaliel, was the grandson of Hillel, an influential Pharisee and teacher. (Hillel’s teachings appear in Talmudic writings to this day.) The same Gamaliel persuaded the Sanhedrin to spare the lives of Peter and the apostles (5:33-40). With little doubt we can conclude that while studying under Gamaliel, Paul’s understanding of his faith progressed far beyond that of his peers. He became extremely zealous for the traditions of his fathers (Galatians 1:14). Perhaps Paul also then began to experience the struggles with the law he would later describe in Romans 7.

SAUL THE PERSECUTOR

Shortly after the world-changing events of Jesus’ resurrection and Pentecost, the members of certain synagogues in Jerusalem, including the Cilician synagogue of Paul’s native land (Acts 6:9) acted to quash the new church. In particular, they battled the wisdom and spirit (6:10) of Stephen (6:5, 8). They accused him of blasphemy before the Sanhedrin (6:11-15) and, after his eloquent defense (7:1-53), dragged him out of the city, where he was stoned to death. He became the first Christian martyr. The record does not fully reveal the role Paul played in these proceedings, but we know that he was an active participant. The witnesses against Stephen, who were required to throw the first stones in the execution, “laid their clothes at the feet of a young man called Saul [Paul]” (Acts 7:58, NIV).

Stephen’s death initiated the events that would result in Paul’s conversion and commission as the apostle to the Gentiles. But at that time Paul was a leader of the oppressors of the church. He breathed threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord (Acts 9:1); he persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it (Galatians 1:13) by imprisoning Christian men and women (Acts 22:4) in many cities.

CONVERSION AND CALLING

Paul obtained letters from the high priest in Jerusalem, addressed to the synagogues in Damascus, authorizing him to arrest the believers there and bring them to Jerusalem for trial (Acts 9:1-2). As he neared the outskirts of Damascus, a light from heaven brighter than the midday sun shone around Paul and his traveling companions, and they fell to the ground (26:13-14). Only Paul, however, heard the voice of Jesus, who told him that he would be Christ’s chosen instrument for bringing the Good News to the Gentiles (26:14-18). Temporarily blinded, Paul was led into Damascus (9:8). There, the disciple Ananias and the Christian community helped him through the unsettling event of his conversion (9:10-22). After a short time with the church there, Paul began to publicly proclaim the risen Christ, and the Jews threatened Paul with death (9:20-22). He was protected by the believers and ingeniously delivered from his persecutors (9:23-25).

Paul’s conversion was of such revolutionary and lasting importance that three detailed accounts of it are given in the book of Acts (Acts 9:1-19; 22:1-21; 26:1-23). Paul himself refers to it many times in his own writings (1 Corinthians 9:1; 15:8; Galatians 1:15-16; Ephesians 3:3; Philippians 3:12). The transformation of this zealous persecutor of Jesus Christ into the chief advocate of the gospel (1 Corinthians 3:10; 1 Timothy 1:13) would profoundly change the course of world history.

PREPARATION FOR MINISTRY

After his escape, Paul began a period of preparation that lasted about thirteen years. During this time, Paul lived in the desert of Arabia for three years. He took this opportunity to pray and undoubtedly to reflect on Stephen’s defense of the gospel, his conversion, the vision he received of Jesus Christ, and the meaning of all this in light of the law he had studied so passionately for years. Following this, Paul returned to Damascus and then visited Peter in Jerusalem for fifteen days (Galatians 1:17-18).

At first, the disciples in Jerusalem were afraid of Paul because they did not believe he was a disciple of Jesus (Acts 9:26), but Barnabas spoke fervently on his behalf and won over the believers (9:27-28). While there, Paul may have heard an oral telling of the gospel, a summary of the words and deeds of Jesus handed down to all converts. 

This would have included the institution of the Lord’s Supper (1 Corinthians 11:23-25), specific words of the Lord (Acts 20:35; 1 Corinthians 7:10; 9:14), the appearances of the resurrected Christ (15:3-8), and the spirit and character of Jesus (2 Corinthians 10:1; Philippians 2:5-8). Paul also preached in Jerusalem, perhaps in the same synagogues in which he had heard Stephen. However, when the Jews marked him for death again, the believers sent him away to Tarsus (Acts 9:29-30; Galatians 1:21).

The end of Paul’s preparation came when Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for him and bring him to Antioch. By this time Paul had lived for ten years in Cilicia. Since his conversion, he had proclaimed Jesus (Acts 9:20), speaking boldly in the name of the Lord (9:27). There is no reason to think he did otherwise while living among the Gentiles in Cilicia. In fact, his work may have been so effective that he began to attract attention in Antioch. During these years, Paul probably underwent many of the sufferings he mentions in 2 Corinthians 11:24-26. Several scholars think that the ecstatic experience mentioned in 12:1-9, with its accompanying thorn in the flesh, also took place before he came to Antioch.

In a way, the church in Antioch had been a product of Paul’s pre-conversion persecution of the church in Jerusalem. Until they arrived in Antioch, the scattered believers had only presented the gospel to Jews (Acts 11:19). It was here that the Gentiles first heard the Good News (11:20), and many became believers (11:21). It is fitting that Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles (Acts 22:21; Romans 11:13), should appear in Antioch to formally begin the ministry to which he was called (Acts 26:17-18).

Barnabas and Paul stayed with the church in Antioch for a year. Their work there was so far-reaching that a new name, Christian, was coined to distinguish the believers in Antioch from Gentiles and Jews (Acts 11:26). Hearing of a famine in Judea, the disciples in Antioch sent relief to the believers in Judea and entrusted Barnabas and Paul with the delivery of the gift (11:30). When their mission was complete, Barnabas and Paul returned to Antioch with John Mark (12:25), Barnabas’s cousin (Colossians 4:10).  Until this time, the spread of the gospel had been local and inward-looking. Contacts were made in the homes, the marketplace, the streets, synagogues, and highways (Acts 3:1; 5:12, 42; 8:26-29; 10:22). But in Antioch, the Holy Spirit began a determined effort to evangelize the Roman Empire (13:1-3). By the Holy Spirit’s instructions, the church appointed Barnabas and Paul for this work. With the prayers and encouragement of the Antioch assembly, and with John Mark as their assistant, Barnabas and Paul sailed for Cyprus (Acts 13:4).

            TRAVELING WITH BARNABAS

Arriving in Salamis, they preached in the synagogues as they traveled the length of Cyprus to Paphos (Acts 13:5-6). There, the Roman proconsul, Sergius Paulus, wanted to hear the word of God (13:7). A magician named Elymas Bar-Jesus, a jealous associate of Sergius, tried to interfere but was stricken with temporary blindness at Paul’s command (13:8-11). This was the first manifestation in Paul of the authority given to apostles (2 Corinthians 12:12). From then on, Luke uses the name Paul exclusively in the record of Acts (Acts 13:9). Luke declares that “Paul and his company” set sail from Paphos and arrived in Perga of Pamphylia (13:13). John Mark deserted them at Perga and returned to his home in Jerusalem (13:13). This caused discord (15:39), but Paul and Mark were later reconciled (Colossians 4:10; 2 Timothy 4:11).

            Paul’s travels with the gospel now continued through the Roman province of Asia, specifically the areas of Pamphylia, Pisidia, and Lycaonia in the southern portion of Galatia. The coastal area where the party landed is a hot, disease-infested region. It is thought that Paul contracted malaria there and so traveled inland through the mountains to the higher elevation of the tablelands. Such a journey would have been full of treacherous rivers and bandits (2 Corinthians 11:26), but Paul was well cared for by the Galatian highlanders when he arrived (Galatians 4:13-15) and was rewarded with a warm reception to his message (Acts 13:48-49).

Paul and Barnabas next traveled to the synagogue of Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 13:15), and Paul delivered a rich description of the gospel he would later record in his letters to the churches (13:16-41). He was invited to speak at the synagogue the next week (13:42), and nearly the whole city gathered to hear the word of God (13:44). This stirred up jealousy in the Jews who opposed Paul’s words (13:45), causing Paul and Barnabas to turn their attention to the Gentiles (13:46-47). Many Gentiles in Antioch believed and spread the word throughout the region, but Paul and Barnabas were forced out and went to Iconium in Lycaonia (13:48-51).

Their success in Antioch was duplicated in Iconium, but so was the Jews’ resistance (Acts 14:1). To avoid stoning, the apostles fled to Lystra and Derbe in Lycaonia (14:5-6). Here Paul healed a man who had been crippled since birth (14:8-10). The pagan citizens of the town worshiped Paul and Barnabas as the reincarnation of Zeus and Hermes (14:11-13). Paul and Barnabas argued passionately against their desire to make a sacrifice to them, and barely succeeded (14:14-18).

In Lystra, Paul nearly lost his life when the Jews stoned him, dragged him out of the city, and left him for dead (Acts 14:19). Timothy (16:1-3) may have been among the new disciples surrounding Paul as he lay outside the gate (14:20). Timothy was Paul’s son in the faith (1 Corinthians 4:17; 1 Timothy 1:2), eyewitness to his suffering (2 Timothy 3:10-11), faithful companion, and fellow worker (Acts 19:22; 20:4; Romans 16:21; 1 Thessalonians 3:2). The next day, however, Barnabas and Paul were able to journey to Derbe (Acts 14:20).

After making many disciples in Derbe, the apostles retraced their steps through Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch of Pisidia, strengthening and encouraging the new believers and appointing elders in each church (Acts 14:21-23). Arriving again in Perga, they sailed back to Antioch in Syria, where they reported to the church the wonderful news that God had opened a door of faith for the Gentiles (14:25-27).

THE COUNCIL OF JERUSALEM

The Jews, who had dogged the steps of Paul and Barnabas throughout Galatia, continued to undermine the gospel among the Gentiles there, convincing them to desert Christ and submit to the Jewish law (Galatians 1:6; 3:1). Shortly after the apostles’ return to Antioch, Judaizers came from Judea to Antioch, teaching salvation by the law (Acts 15:1). This began the war against the gospel of grace preached by Paul.  The church in Antioch sent Paul, Barnabas, and others to Jerusalem to settle the controversy of the law versus grace with the apostles and elders there (AD 49, Acts 15:2). Along the way to Jerusalem they spread the news of the conversion of the Gentiles. This brought great joy to the believers (15:3). Such joy was not shared by some in Jerusalem, who said that the Gentiles should be ordered to keep the law of Moses (15:5).

After this meeting, Paul and Barnabas met privately with Peter, John, and James (Galatians 2:1-10) and explained the gospel they had been preaching to the Gentiles. These three leaders of the church in Jerusalem saw the grace that had been given to Paul to bring the gospel to the Gentiles and extended to him the “right hand of fellowship.” 

            This private meeting seems to have decided the question of compliance with the Jewish law because in the next general meeting Peter said, “We believe that we shall be saved through the grace of the Lord Jesus” (Acts 15:11, RSV), and James reached the decision that “we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God” (Acts 15:19, RSV). This was a great victory for Paul and Barnabas, and the news was received with rejoicing by the church in Antioch (Acts 15:30-35).

This victory, however, was far from complete. Later, Paul had to confront Peter about his reluctance to embrace Gentile believers and his willingness to conform to the wishes of the Judaizers. Peter’s action influenced others, including Barnabas, to do the same (Galatians 2:12-13). Paul confronted Peter publicly and charged him with Judaizing and hypocrisy (2:14). Paul won the battle (2:15-21), but the Judaizers would not relent and continued their hostility to Paul.

FURTHER TRAVEL

Always deeply concerned about the churches in his care, Paul proposed to Barnabas that they return to the cities where they had previously preached (Acts 15:36). Barnabas wanted to take John Mark with them, but Paul refused since Mark had deserted them during their earlier journey (13:13). This sharp disagreement ended Barnabas’s association with Paul (15:37-39). Silas, a leader among the brothers in Jerusalem (15:22), accompanied Paul as he set out by land through Syria and Cilicia.

Starting from Derbe in Galatia, Paul and Silas revisited the churches Paul had established with Barnabas. While in Lystra, they were joined by Timothy. The apostles delivered to these young churches the letter drafted by the apostles in Jerusalem that welcomed the new believers and provided them with guidelines (Acts 15:23-29).

It is likely that Paul and Silas wanted to reach Ephesus, a major city in the Roman province of Asia, but they were “forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia” (Acts 16:6). Then they attempted to turn north and enter the region of Bithynia, “but the Spirit of Jesus did not allow them” (16:7). In this way they were forced by God to continue straight westward to Troas on the Aegean Sea, where Luke joined them (“we” in 16:10). Paul had a vision in which he was called out of Asia into Macedonia (16:8-9). Paul and his party immediately crossed by boat into Europe (16:11) where they carried the gospel to Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth.

Philippi was a Roman colony and military outpost where there were few Jews, so Paul went to a place by the river where the local Jews prayed. He spoke to some women there, notably Lydia, who believed Paul’s message and with her household was baptized (Acts 16:12-15), beginning the first church in Europe. Paul cast a spirit of divination out of a girl in Philippi, and as a result he and Silas were jailed (16:16-24). The events of their night in jail made their warder a believer in God (16:25-34), and he and his family were added to the church in Philippi, which met in Lydia’s home (16:40). The next day Paul was released and was asked to leave the city (16:35-39).

            At Thessalonica, Paul’s next destination, the Jews roused a mob to hunt down the apostles and complained to the city authorities. Paul and Silas quickly left Thessalonica by night and arrived in Berea, a city distinguished by citizens who eagerly and thoughtfully received the gospel (Acts 17:10-12). Unfortunately, the Thessalonian Jews had pursued Paul to Berea to incite the crowds. The new believers then sent Paul away to Athens, while Silas and Timothy stayed behind (17:13-15).

The Athenians called Paul a babbler but let him air his views in the Areopagus. Paul’s famous speech brimmed with his broad knowledge. He alluded to Greco-Roman philosophy (Acts 17:27), poetry (17:28), sculpture (17:25, 29), architecture (verse 24), and religion while proclaiming the existence of an “unknown god” he observed in Athens (17:23). But he was rudely cut short by scoffing and indifference when he mentioned the resurrection (17:32). Paul’s words intrigued the minds of many but influenced the wills of few. Resultingly, when he arrived in Corinth, he decided not to proclaim the mystery of God in lofty words of wisdom. He wanted people to believe not because of the persuasiveness of human wisdom but on the power of God (1 Corinthians 2:1-5).

In Corinth, Paul met Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:2-3), Roman Jews with whom he lived and worked as a tent maker. This husband-and-wife team would become well known among the churches (18:26; Romans 16:3; 1 Corinthians 16:19; 2 Timothy 4:19). Paul stayed in Corinth about 18 months, from AD 50 to 51, raising up the church there (Acts 18:11) on the strength of a vision from God (18:9-10) and in spite of the attacks of the Jews (18:12-17). Accompanied by Priscilla and Aquila, Paul sailed from Corinth for Syria. He left his fellow workers in Ephesus, sailed to Caesarea, briefly visited Jerusalem, and returned to Antioch (18:18-22). 

            Paul stayed in Antioch for a while but did not remain absent from the field of his labors for long. Alone, he departed from Antioch and went from village to village in Galatia and Phrygia, strengthening the disciples. Eventually Paul arrived in Ephesus (18:23; 19:1).

LABOR IN THE GOSPEL

A Jew named Apollos had ministered in Ephesus prior to Paul’s arrival and had visited Corinth (Acts 18:24-28). There Apollos innocently became the cause of such discord (1 Corinthians 3:3-9) that he left and refused to return even at Paul’s request (16:12). Even so, Paul’s earlier visit to Ephesus (Acts 18:19-20), Apollos’s brief ministry, and the presence of Priscilla and Aquila had prepared Ephesus for the gospel.

Paul began his work in Ephesus by correcting some ill-informed disciples of John the Baptist who had not heard of Christ (Acts 19:1-7). He then spent three months preaching at the local synagogue until members of the congregation began sowing discord. Paul took the new believers with him and continued his arguments at a nearby lecture hall where Jews and Greeks were free to come. He continued teaching for two years and “all the residents of Asia, both Jews and Greeks, heard the word of the Lord” (19:10).

The work in Ephesus was a great success (Acts 19:10, 20, 26). Paul enjoyed an open door for effective work (1 Corinthians 16:9), bolstered by extraordinary miracles (19:11-17), a public burning of sorcery texts (19:18-19), and the assistance of friendly officials from the province of Asia (19:31). Yet Paul continued to face hostility, especially among the artisans associated with the temple of Diana. Blaming Paul for the decline of their trade, they stirred up a local riot (19:23-41). Paul had intended to stay in Ephesus until Pentecost (1 Corinthians 16:8), but this tumult seems to have hastened his departure (Acts 20:1).

            During his stay in Ephesus, the household of Chloe in Corinth sent word to Paul that there were divisions in the church there (1 Corinthians 1:10-13). This report generated a flurry of letters and travels. Paul wrote a letter, which is now lost, to this church (5:9). The church in Corinth responded (7:1) and sent messengers to Paul (16:17), and Paul sent Timothy to them (4:17; 16:10). Paul then wrote 1 Corinthians (AD 53) and sent it with Titus, who was to meet him in Troas to report the results (2 Corinthians 2:12-13).

            After his hasty exit from Ephesus, Paul found an open door for the gospel in Troas in Asia Minor, but he so longed to hear from Corinth that he pushed on into Macedonia (2 Corinthians 2:12-13). There he was finally comforted by Titus (7:5-7) and rejoiced at the news of the Corinthians’ repentance, earnestness, longing, and zeal (7:8-16). From Macedonia Paul wrote 2 Corinthians (AD 54), toured northwest to proclaim the good news of Christ in Illyricum (Romans 15:19), and then turned south for Achaia and his third visit to Corinth (Acts 19:21; 20:1-3; 2 Corinthians 13:1).

A three-month winter stay in Corinth (AD 55-56) produced the letter to the Romans, a memorable document expounding the meaning of the gospel. Paul had many personal friends in Rome (Romans 16) and had long intended to visit there (1:10-15). His plans were to deliver a collection from the Gentile churches to Jerusalem (Acts 20:35; Romans 15:25-26; 1 Corinthians 16:1) and then visit Rome (Acts 19:21) on his way to Spain (Romans 15:23-24).

THE ARREST IN JERUSALEM

Paul’s trip from Corinth to Jerusalem was marked by abundant warnings of the danger awaiting him in Jerusalem. The Judaizers’ acrimony toward Paul was well known, but he seems to have brushed off the threat (Acts 20:22-24, 38; 21:4, 10-15). However, the request for prayer in Romans 15:30-32 shows that Paul knew he might soon need a divine rescue from his enemies in Judea.

The travelers, carrying the collected funds, journeyed swiftly in order to reach Jerusalem by Pentecost (Acts 20:16). They proceeded by land from Achaia, through Macedonia, and to Philippi in time for the Passover (spring AD 56, 20:6). Crossing by sea to Troas, they visited the believers there (20:7-12) and then sailed by the islands of the eastern Aegean Sea to Miletus (20:13-16). From Miletus, Paul sent for the elders of Ephesus, to whom he delivered an impassioned speech containing his own dire warnings for them (20:17-38).

            Parting from them, Paul and his companions set sail to Cos, to Rhodes, and then to Patara, where they changed ships for Phoenicia (Acts 21:1-2). A straight course to Tyre brought them within sight of Cyprus, with its memories of Barnabas and Sergius Paulus (21:3). “Through the Spirit” the disciples in Tyre “told Paul not to go on to Jerusalem” (21:4), but he pressed on to Caesarea, where he and his company stayed with Philip, who had formerly served with the martyred Stephen (21:8; compare with 6:5). In Caesarea, Paul would not be deterred by an especially dramatic prophecy of his coming arrest (21:10-14).

In Jerusalem the apostolic band stayed with Mnason, an early disciple, and were warmly welcomed by the brothers there (Acts 21:15-17). James and the elders of the church praised God when they heard of the things he had done through Paul among the Gentiles (21:18-20), and they received the collection from the churches (24:17). 

            They told Paul of his damaged reputation among the thousands of Jewish believers in Jerusalem and urged him to set right the Judaizers’ claims that he encouraged Jewish Christians to forsake the Mosaic customs (21:21-24). 21:25 shows that the Jerusalem elders understood that the Gentiles had no obligation to follow Mosaic law. They wanted Paul to merely affirm that Jewish believers were free to continue their traditional observances. Paul himself had kept the Jewish feasts (20:6), as had Jesus and the early disciples in Jerusalem. He had also shaved his head according to Jewish custom after taking a vow (18:18). Thus the elders suggested that Paul participate in a purification ceremony to demonstrate that he continued to practice traditional customs. Paul agreed and took part in the ritual the next day. For seven days, all was quiet. But then Jews from Asia, visiting Jerusalem for the Pentecost feast of AD 57, found Paul and made public statements about his disregard for the laws of Moses (21:27-29). Their charges inflamed the public, and a violent crowd dragged him out of the temple just as Stephen had once been carried to his martyrdom.

            As they tried to kill Paul, Roman soldiers came to his rescue. Paul’s educational and cultural breadth proved to be just as helpful. As he was carried for safety to the Roman barracks, he spoke in Greek to the tribune, who had mistaken him for an Egyptian assassin (Acts 21:37-38). Given permission to speak to the crowd, he did so in the Aramaic language then common in Israel (21:39-40). The hushed crowd eagerly heard Paul’s defense until he uttered the word “Gentiles.” At this, the crowd resumed its mayhem, and Paul was brought into the barracks (22:1-24). There, the Romans prepared to flog him until Paul revealed that he was a freeborn Roman citizen. The Roman commander, knowing he could not flog a citizen, instead assembled the Sanhedrin to discover the cause of the trouble (22:25-30).

This meeting of the Jewish judiciary quickly became bitterly divided. Paul brought up the subject of resurrection, which caused a clamor between the Pharisees and Sadducees (Acts 23:1-9). Paul again was rescued, this time from the contending factions of the Jewish leadership, and taken to the barracks, where the Lord encouraged him, promising that he would go to Rome (AD 56, 23:10-11).

In the meantime, a faction of Jews conspired to murder Paul. They vowed not to eat or drink until they had killed the apostle (Acts 23:12-15). They almost succeeded, but with the help of Paul’s nephew (23:16), the plot was exposed. For safety, Paul was taken from Jerusalem to Caesarea under the guard of 470 soldiers and handed over to Felix the governor (23:16-35). Inconclusive hearings before Felix (24), his successor, Festus (23:25), and King Agrippa (25:23-26:32) occupied Paul in his two years of imprisonment in Caesarea. Festus, wanting to please the Jews, suggested that Paul be returned to Jerusalem for trial, but Paul knew the murderous intent of his accusers and again asserted his Roman citizenship by making a dramatic appeal to Caesar (25:9-12).

VOYAGE AND STAY IN ROME

To plead his case at Caesar’s court, Paul and his companions, Aristarchus and Luke, were taken on a perilous voyage (AD 58, Acts 27:1-28:16). Their passage by ship from Caesarea to Rome is remarkable for its detail and drama. Luke’s account is a treasure of information on ancient ships, navigation, and seamanship. It is also a beautiful portrait of a heroic and dignified Paul, the gospel’s ambassador in chains (Ephesians 6:20). With the guidance and assurance of his God (Acts 27:23-26), Paul led the 276 people on board to safety after the ship went aground (27:37). Luke traces the voyage stage by stage through every crisis, with a change of ship at Myra, the delay at Fair Havens on Crete, and the shipwreck on Malta. 

            Finally, in the spring of AD 59, the soldiers and their prisoner arrived at Puteoli, Italy, and made their way to Rome. Believers along the Appian Way welcomed Paul (Acts 28:13-16).

            Luke’s account of Paul’s life ends quietly, despite the fact that the apostle was waiting for his trial before the Emperor Nero. Paul lived by himself in his own house, chained to a Roman guard (Acts 28:16, 30). There he received the local Jewish leaders—to calm any misgivings they may have had about him and to convince them about Jesus. His efforts had mixed success (28:17-28). During Paul’s two or more years in Rome, the Judaizers seem to have withdrawn, only to be replaced by the peril of Gnosticism. Paul attacks this spiritual threat in letters to the Philippians, Colossians, and Ephesians, and to Philemon, all written at this time. It is unlikely that Paul’s accusers appeared in Rome to bring formal charges before the emperor, so Paul was probably released in AD 61.

FINAL YEARS AND MARTYRDOM

If we assume that Paul is the author of the pastoral letters (1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and Titus), we can plot the probable course of events of Paul’s final years. Romans 15:28 shows that Paul intended to deliver the collection to Jerusalem and then to “set out by way of you [Rome] to Spain.” His arrest and imprisonment in Jerusalem not only wrecked these plans but also cost him time that he wanted to spend elsewhere. Although Clement of Rome implied that Paul did fulfill his desire to go to Spain, it is certain that the daily pressure of Paul’s anxious care for all the churches (2 Corinthians 11:28) never went away. If Paul went to Spain, he may have been there when Rome was burned on July 19, AD 64.

We do know that sometime after AD 61 Paul left Titus in Crete (Titus 1:5) and traveled through Miletus, south of Ephesus. Traveling toward Macedonia, Paul visited Timothy in Ephesus (1 Timothy 1:3). On the way, Paul left his cloak and books with Carpus in Troas (2 Timothy 4:13). This indicates that he intended to return there for his possessions. From Macedonia Paul wrote his loving yet apprehensive first letter to Timothy (AD 62-64). He had decided to spend the winter in Nicopolis (Titus 3:12), northwest of Corinth on the Adriatic Sea, but was still in Macedonia when he wrote his letter to Titus. This letter is similar to 1 Timothy, but with a somewhat stricter tone. In it is a final glimpse of the eloquent and zealous Apollos (Titus 3:13), who still labored for the gospel more than ten years after first meeting Paul in Ephesus (Acts 18:24).

From here Paul’s path is obscure. He may have spent the winter in Nicopolis, but he did not return to Troas as he had planned (2 Timothy 4:13). At some point the Romans likely arrested him again, because he spent a winter in Rome’s Mamertine Prison, suffering from the cold stone cell while writing his second letter to Timothy (AD 66-67). He may have been anticipating the coming winter when he requested that Timothy bring his cloak (2 Timothy 4:13, 21). We can only speculate what charges had been brought against Paul; some have suggested that Paul and other Christians may have been suspected (falsely) of burning Rome. It was, however, now illegal to profess the Christian faith. The protection that had been afforded to Jews was withdrawn from this new alien religion.

Paul felt the weight of this persecution. Many deserted him (2 Timothy 4:16), including all his coworkers in Asia (1:15) and Demas, who “loved the world” (4:10). Only Luke, the physician and author of Luke and Acts, was with him when he wrote his second letter to Timothy (4:11). Faithful believers in hiding in Rome also kept in contact (1:16; 4:19, 21). 

            He pleaded with Timothy to come to him in Rome (4:11), and apparently Timothy did. Paul’s request that Timothy bring books and parchments (4:13) discloses that he was reading and studying the Scripture to the end.

The apostle Paul had two hearings before the Romans. At his first defense only the Lord stood by him (2 Timothy 4:16). There he pleaded not only his own cause but also that of the gospel, still longing that all the Gentiles would hear its message. Apparently, no verdict was rendered, and Paul was thus “rescued from the lion’s mouth” (4:17). Though Paul knew he would soon die, he was not afraid. He was assured that the Lord would give him a crown of righteousness on the last day (4:8). Finally, the apostle himself recorded his encouragement to all believers: “The Lord be with your spirit. Grace be with you” (2 Timothy 4:22, RSV). After this, the Scripture is silent regarding Paul.

Nothing is known of Paul’s second hearing, but it most probably resulted in a death sentence. We have no written record of Paul’s end, but he was likely executed before Nero’s own death in the summer of AD 68. As a Roman citizen, he must have been spared the lingering torture that had recently been suffered by his fellow martyrs. Tradition says that he was beheaded on the Ostian Road just outside of Rome and buried nearby. His death released Paul “to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better” (Philippians 1:23, RSV).

APOSTLE, APOSTLESHIP

An apostle is a person sent with a special message. Certain leading individuals in the New Testament were called apostles. Apostleship refers to the duties of those who served as an apostle.  The Greek word for apostle is not used outside the New Testament in the same sense it is in the New Testament. It is derived from a sailing term, the verb “to send.” It means a particular ship or group of ships, a marine expedition or the leader of such. It doesn’t speak of authority, just an understanding of something being sent. Later, the word meant bill, invoice, and even passport.  In the New Testament, the word was used to point out those who had been sent by Jesus with the message of the gospel. From among the wider group of those who followed him, Jesus selected twelve men (Matthew 10:1-4; Mark 3:13-19; Luke 6:12-16). These men maintained a particularly close relationship with him. They received private instruction and witnessed his miracles and controversy with the Jewish authorities. On one occasion, Jesus sent these men out to preach the message of repentance. They were also told to cast out demons and to heal the sick as Jesus himself was doing (Matthew 10:1-15; Mark 6:7-13, 30; Luke 9:1-6). This relationship is expressed in the saying, “He who hears you hears me, and he who rejects you rejects me, and he who rejects me rejects him who sent me” (Luke 10:16, RSV; compare with Matthew 10:40). The Twelve were not merely to pass Jesus’ teachings on but to represent his very person.

After the Resurrection, Jesus commissioned the Twelve (Matthew 28; Luke 24; John 20–21) to proclaim God’s message on behalf of all men. Only those who had been with Jesus from the beginning of his ministry to his resurrection were called his apostolic witnesses (Acts 1:21-22). Paul qualified because he had seen the risen Christ (1 Corinthians 15:4-10).  In his writings Paul showed two ways to use the word “apostle.” On occasion, it refers to persons given authority by local congregations to deliver safely specific gifts for other members of the Christian community (2 Corinthians 8:23; Philippians 2:25). 

More important are those passages where “apostle” takes on more meaning through the phrase “of Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:1; 2 Corinthians 1:1; 11:13; Galatians 1:1; Ephesians 1:1; Colossians 1:1; 1 Thessalonians 2:6). The “sent one” is the “sent one of Jesus Christ” (Romans 16:7; 1 Corinthians 9:1, 5; 1 Corinthians 12:28; Galatians 1:17-19). Where Paul claims his own right to this title, he always links this claim to a specific event in the past in which the risen Lord had appeared to him (1 Corinthians 9:1; Galatians 1:12, 16). He ranked this appearance alongside the first resurrection appearances (1 Corinthians 15:3-8). Paul understood his experience outside Damascus (see Acts 9:1-19a; 22:6-16; 26:12-18; Galatians 1:17) as a lifelong commission to preach the now-resurrected One (1 Corinthians 1:17; 2:1-2). His calling was chiefly among the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 22:15; 26:17, 23; Galatians 1:15-16). It was through his preaching ministry that Christ continued to work, creating the new people of God (1 Corinthians 9:1-2; Galatians 2:8).

SALVATION

INTRODUCTION

Salvation is God's plan to provide all people with an escape from sin and death. The Bible reveals this plan. God sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to earth to die in our place. This is why we call it salvation—by doing that, God saved us from the punishment and death we deserve. Salvation is a major theme in both the Old Testament and the New Testament. 

SALVATION IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

WORDS FOR SALVATION

Various terms and situations in both the New and the Old Testaments depict salvation. The Hebrew verb yasha' is frequently translated into English as "save" or "salvation." In the Old Testament, salvation is not used as a technical term as much as it is a personal one. In the Old Testament, salvation is used to describe the role of prominent individuals as well as God himself. For example, God uses leaders like Samson (Judges 13:5) and David (2 Samuel 8:6) to deliver God's people and protect Israel.

SALVATION IN HISTORY

Israel's concept of salvation was rooted in the Exodus—when God delivered his people from Egypt and guided them to the Promised Land. In the Exodus, Israel witnessed the salvation of the Lord firsthand. Poets and prophets often spoke of God's salvation in relation to the Exodus experience. Other historical events helped shape Israel's understanding of salvation. In Sennacherib's attack on Jerusalem in 701 BC, the Lord declared that he would save the city for his name's sake (2 Kings 19:34).

Israel responded to God's deliverance with praise, as is evidenced in the psalms (Psalms 3:8; 9:14; 21:1) and earlier poetic passages (Exodus 15:2; 1 Samuel 2:1). They praised God for saving them from their enemies and for delivering them from evil. In addition, they directed prayers and pleas for help to the Lord. They specifically asked for his salvation—whether from enemies (Psalms 35:3; 38:22), sickness (69:29), or battle (140:7; 144:10-11).

SALVATION ADDRESSES OUR NEEDS

The Bible says that every person who ever lived is a sinner (Romans 3:23). Sin results from disobeying God's commands, for example, lying, cheating, stealing, and being jealous of other people. Sin separates us from God since God is holy and sin and holiness cannot coexist. The Bible says that the punishment for sin is death for everyone (6:23).  When the Israelites cried out to God, they expected and believed God would save them (Psalms 35:9; 65:5). This was an act of faith, and it set the stage for the New Testament's teaching of accepting Christ's work on the cross by faith (Ephesians 2:8-9). We can never earn God's favor; salvation is his gift to us.

THE PROPHETS AND SALVATION

The prophets looked forward to being delivered from their present dilemmas. They wrote specifically of their return from exile (Isaiah 49:25-26; Jeremiah 46:27), but they also spoke of a future salvation (Isaiah 51:6-8). This future hope was not just for the nation of Israel (45:17). They realized God would save the entire world (49:6). They focused their hope on a specific individual called the Messiah. They hoped the Messiah would bring God's salvation to everyone.  The prophets described the Messiah in many passages and gave clues to the nature of God's plan of salvation. Isaiah spoke of the Servant who brings salvation to the ends of the earth (Isaiah 49:6). Jeremiah wrote of deliverance by God's righteous Branch (Jeremiah 23:5-6). The mention in Zechariah 9:9 of the king who brings salvation reflected this same hopeful theme and was applied to Jesus Christ in Matthew 21:4-5. For the prophets, salvation was found in the person of the Messiah—whom we know as God's Son, Jesus Christ.

The prophets also anticipated God's salvation at the end of time. They preached the final triumph of good over evil. They did not doubt God's ability to save his people—his great works in the past were evidence enough. God assured them that his faithfulness in the future would not differ from his faithfulness in the past.

SALVATION IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

WORDS FOR SALVATION

The Bible uses a variety of words to describe the idea of salvation. In classical Greek the verb sozo ("to save") and noun soteria ("salvation") are used for the concept of rescue, deliverance, salvation, and even well-being or health. The Septuagint (a Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament) most frequently uses sozo the same way one would use the Hebrew yasha'. The New Testament primarily uses sozo for the idea of salvation.

These Greek terms are generally used to describe salvation in a spiritual sense. However, in Acts 27, these words are also used show the physical threat and deliverance of survivors from a shipwreck (Acts 27:20, 31), as well as their well-being (Acts 27:34).  In the Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), salvation is clearly connected with the Old Testament understanding of the word salvation. It is used to describe the coming of Christ in Zechariah's prophecy (Luke 1:69, 71; compare to Psalms 106:10; 132:17) and in Simeon's hymn of praise (Luke 2:30). While soteria does not occur frequently in the Gospels, the idea of salvation is implied in Jesus' statements about entering the kingdom of God (Matthew 19:24-26) and in his miracles of healing (Luke 17:19; 18:42).

JESUS CHRIST AND SALVATION

The New Testament teaches that Jesus Christ is the source for salvation. (2 Timothy 2:10; Hebrews 5:9). As God's Son, Jesus lived a sinless and perfect life. However, God allowed Jesus to pay for our sins. We deserved the death sentence for our sin, but Jesus Christ paid the penalty. He became our substitute. The Bible says Jesus suffered death on a cross to pay the price for our sin (Romans 5:8). He had to be punished so we could have peace with God.

Jesus' role in salvation is described as that of a "mediator”—one who represents us before God (Hebrews 2:10; Hebrews 7:25). The Bible teaches that salvation is not accomplished by human effort. It is God's work (1 Thessalonians 5:9) and is offered as a gift by his grace (Ephesians 2:8-9). From the beginning, salvation was God's amazing plan. This plan is shown in the Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:15) and is shared by those who tell about God's grace (Ephesians 1:13).

RESPONSE TO SALVATION

Those who hear God's plan of salvation must respond. The appropriate response is to repent of all sin (2 Corinthians 7:10) and to have faith in what God has accomplished through Jesus Christ (2 Timothy 3:15; 1 Peter 1:9). Because of Jesus' death on the cross, every man, woman, boy, and girl can be saved from death and eternal separation from God. The Bible says we must believe and confess that Jesus is the Lord of our lives (Romans 10:8-10). If we do that we can have a personal relationship with God and spend eternity in heaven with him.

SPREADING THE MESSAGE OF SALVATION

This simple message was the theme of the early church (Acts 4:12; Acts 13:23-26; Acts 16:30-31). The apostle Paul played a unique role in taking the message of salvation to all people. He taught that God's gift of salvation was available to anyone in need (Romans 1:16; 1 Timothy 2:11). As a Jew, he naturally wanted Jews to be saved (Romans 10:1). However, he also had a passion for bringing the good news of God's grace to the non-Jewish people—the Gentiles (Romans 11:11-13).

SALVATION IN THE BIBLE

The Bible uses many other terms to give us a picture of what salvation means. The Bible speaks of being made alive in Christ. Jesus describes this as being "born again" (John 3:3). Justification is a lengthy courtroom term that describes our innocent standing before God. The word redemption tells us how we were rescued: Jesus redeemed us. He purchased our freedom from sin with his own death. The word reconciliation describes the change in our relationship with God—we now are reconciled, or have peace, with him. The word propitiation ties together the Old Testament system of animal sacrifice with the New Testament description of Christ's death as a means of turning away God's wrath. Each of these terms (and others) shares some common ground with the biblical concept of salvation. They are like pieces of a puzzle that come together to portray the person and work of Jesus Christ, the Savior.

RIGHTEOUSNESS

Righteousness is the establishment of a right relationship-primarily between God and people, but also between individuals. It is the fulfillment of just expectations in any relationship, whether with God or other people. It is applicable at all levels of society and is relevant in every area of life. Therefore, righteousness denotes fulfilled expectations in relationships between husband and wife, parents and children, fellow citizens, employer and employee, merchant and customers, ruler and citizens, and God and people. Depending on the fulfillment of one’s expectations, an individual could be called righteous and his or her acts and speech could be designated as righteous. The opposite of righteous is “evil,” “wicked,” or “wrong” (Psalm 1:6; Zephaniah 3:5).

In Israel the concept of righteousness transformed all of life, both religious and secular. Israel had been called into existence as a separate nation through which Yahweh (the Hebrew term for God) was to witness to the nations concerning his universal rule, his nature, and his expectations of life on earth. This meant that Israel required a revelation from God so that they might learn his will and be instructed in maintaining a relationship with him. The quality of a person’s relationship with God is directly linked to his or her relationship with others.

God is righteous (2 Chronicles 12:6; Psalm 7:9). His righteousness is dynamic, since it describes his acts on behalf of his people and also the nature of his relationship with them. All of God’s acts are righteous (Deuteronomy 32:4; Psalm 103:6), and God’s people rejoiced in the righteous acts of God (89:16). Because God is righteous, he expects righteousness of others, who are to reflect the nature of their Creator. The expected response to God’s rule is in the form of righteousness, that is, conformity to his rule and will. In this basic sense, Noah is called “righteous” because he walked with God and showed integrity in comparison to his contemporaries (Genesis 6:9). After humanity’s fall and acts of rebellion, culminating in the Flood and the dispersion at Babel, God renewed his relationship with humanity in Abraham and his descendants. Abraham was righteous because he believed God’s promises and ordered his life by the revealed will of God (Genesis 15:6).

The Lord revealed to Israel even more clearly how they were to relate to him and to each other. The law in Israel was for the purpose of helping the people of God to live in conformity to the will of God and thereby be righteous. The person who was devoted to the service of God in worship and life was called righteous (Malachi 3:18). 

Thus, righteousness is a state of integrity in relation to God and one’s neighbor, expressing itself in one’s acts and speech.

The hope for an era characterized by righteousness was rooted in the prophetic revelation of the messianic rule and the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth (Isaiah 11:1-9), whose rule will extend to the nations (11:10-16) and last forever (9:7). Isaiah developed the revelation of the glorious, victorious entrance of the kingdom of God in a most exquisite way, when his enemies will be subdued and his people will be gathered together and will live in a state of peace in his presence. The acts of restoration, extending from Israel’s return from exile until the final coming of the external kingdom are, in his prophetic purview, the demonstration of God’s righteous acts. He forgives, restores, remains faithful, loves, elects, and sends his Spirit to renew his people and to bestow on them all the benefits of the renewed covenant relationship. Both Jews and Gentiles will be the recipients of his righteous acts (45:8, 23).

Out of concern for the salvation of his people and the establishment of his everlasting kingdom, God revealed his righteousness in the sending of his beloved Son. The coming of Christ marks an era of renewal of his relationship with people, the renewal of the covenant and renewal of his kingdom on earth. The older covenant was mediated by Moses; the covenant was renewed by the Son of God, who came “to fulfill all righteousness” (Matthew 3:15). The message of Jesus is consistent with the Old Testament in the close identification of God’s kingdom with his righteousness (6:33; 13:43). Jesus also taught that God expects all people to live in harmony with his will (7:21). Jesus is God’s final revelation of what God requires of individuals so as to enter the kingdom and to live righteously.

But individuals cannot attain this righteousness by their own merits; it is a gift from God (Romans 3:21-5:21). There is no righteousness apart from Jesus Christ. In the proclamation of the gospel of Jesus we discover that “it is through faith that a righteous person has life” (1:17). Therefore, the Father requires acceptance of his Son as his appointed means of justification (3:25-26; 5:9). God declares people to be righteous when they put their trust in his Son (8:33-34; 2 Corinthians 3:18). God pardons sins, is reconciled with sinners, and grants his peace to them (Ephesians 2:14-17). Those who have been declared righteous enjoy a new relationship. They are “sons of God” by adoption. The Father relates to his children righteously and expects them to relate righteously to him.

The fullness of righteousness will be manifest at the coming of the Lord Jesus, when all those who have been justified will also be glorified (Romans 8:30). The goal of salvation history moves toward the final glorious manifestation of God’s kingdom, when all creation will be renewed in “righteousness”-that is, all creation will be right with God (2 Peter 3:13).

GOSPEL

The Bible is a book of Good News. For Christians, the Good News is that Jesus came to this world. He brought a message of hope to all people. Later, he would die on the Cross to save people from their sins. In fact, the word gospel is an old English word that means "glad tidings" or "good news."

THE GOSPEL MESSAGE OF ISAIAH

The prophet Isaiah, who lived more that seven hundred years before Jesus was born, gives us a preview of the Good News Jesus would bring. At the time Isaiah lived, Israel was in a desperate situation. After years of sinful behavior, God's people had finally exhausted God's patience. Assyria had conquered most of the land. Their soldiers had captured many people and sent them away from their homes to live as slaves in a strange land.

The situation looked hopeless, but God had other plans. He told Isaiah that he wanted to restore his people. Isaiah knew that God's people did not deserve help. They had suffered greatly at the hands of their enemies, but their suffering had not removed their sin.  God revealed that he would save his people by his grace. Since they did not have any righteousness, God declared that he would create righteousness in Israel. Did that mean God had relaxed his standards of justice? Would Israel's sin be ignored? No, the penalty for Israel's sins still had to be paid in full. But who would pay the price for Israel's great debt? God, through his mercy, would appoint his Servant to stand in the place of his disobedient people. Isaiah proclaimed that through the Servant's work, many would be made right with God. 

God also showed Isaiah that a messenger would be sent before the Servant. This person was called the Anointed One who would announce the Good News of the Lord's favor. God would be glorified through his preaching (Isaiah 53:3). This prophecy was fulfilled by John the Baptist, who would prepare God's people for the arrival of Jesus.

THE GOSPEL IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

The big event that New Testament writers describe with such excitement is the work of Jesus Christ. It is so important that we can say that it starts a new era in God's history with his people. Before this, the people of God only had a dim idea of what God had in store for them. In fact, say the New Testament writers, the Good News was only revealed on rare occasions until Jesus came to our world. It is true that careful students of the Old Testament could find evidence that God had plans to rescue his people. It is also true that many Old Testament prophecies clearly pointed to the birth of a Messiah. But the Old Testament authors could only anticipate what would happen. The New Testament writers tell us that the Good News happened. The gospels and letters of the New Testament tell us more about the news of salvation than the promises of salvation.

If you study the New Testament carefully, you will find that the words "good news" and "gospel" almost always refer to the events that are associated with Jesus. According to Mark 1:1-4, the gospel began not in the Old Testament, but with the life of John the Baptist. Paul also tells us the gospel was a blessing promised in the Old Testament, but it was not revealed until Jesus came (Romans 1:1-5; see also Acts 13:32-33).

THE GOOD NEWS OF CHRIST'S COMING

John the Baptist is an important figure in the history of the gospel. His birth was good news not only for his parents but also for people everywhere. John's mission was to share what God had told him about the Messiah's coming. John told the crowds that the Messiah would be coming both to judge and to save. He warned sinners of the punishment ahead and told them to repent before it was too late. He also revealed the Good News: if they stopped sinning and changed their lives, they would receive forgiveness. The Messiah, who was coming soon, would welcome such people into his kingdom.

THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JESUS

THE COMING OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

Jesus began his ministry with God's authority and the blessing of the Holy Spirit. His message was simple and powerful: "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent, and believe in the gospel" (Mark 1:15). His telling of the Good News was important for several reasons:

1. God will make things right. God's work on earth is not finished. With the coming of the kingdom, God's rule will be completed. Wrong will be judged, righteousness established, and his people blessed.

2. The waiting is over. "The time is fulfilled," declares Jesus (Mark 1:15a). After centuries of waiting, the time has come for God's promise to be delivered.

3. God's people will be saved. The Good News was meant for the whole person. God will meet all of our physical and spiritual needs. God sent Jesus to rescue the lost, to free those enslaved to sin and wrongdoing, to cure the sick and crippled, to heal broken hearts that are broken, and to forgive the guilty. To receive this power, we must turn from our sin (Mark 1:15).

THE SALVATION OF THE POOR

Jesus began one of his first messages by telling listeners in the synagogue in Nazareth what the Good News really meant. He first read Scripture from the book of Isaiah, chapter 61: "The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord" (Luke 4:18-19, RSV).  As Jesus would remind his disciples many times, the Good News was meant for the poor. Among those he came to save were the following:

1. Those with illnesses and disabilities. Jesus always had compassion for those suffering physically, including lepers and the blind.

2. Those with few possessions. Jesus once described those who were hungry and poor as "blessed." (Luke 6:20-21).

3. Those who were spiritually poor. Jesus spoke of the "poor in spirit" (Matthew 5:3). These people were broken by suffering, injustice, and personal sin. 

They realized their own helplessness and looked to God to restore them. God sent Jesus to usher in his kingdom, to rescue the lost, to free those in spiritual slavery, to cure the sick, to heal the broken-hearted, and to forgive the guilty.  The great news is that Jesus' words are just as relevant today as they were two thousand years ago. If we are troubled by anything, we should take it to God, and he will help us with the problem.

THE GIFT OF GRACE

Jesus emphasized that the Good News has nothing to do with our behavior or effort. We are saved simply because God loves us. We did not do anything to deserve this love. In fact, we can't do anything to earn God's love. Our sin is too great a debt to pay. Jesus told many parables to help us understand how God shows his mercy to us.  Do you remember the story of the prodigal son? He had taken his inheritance, left for another land, and wasted all of his money on foolish pleasures. When he became poor, his friends left him, and he decided to return home. The prodigal son realized he hardly deserved to be his father's servant, much less his son. He went back home, yet even before he could say a word, his father saw him as he came up the path and ran to greet him. The father took him back with open arms. Nothing the son did, not even his apology, was greater than his father's love. Jesus made the same point in other parables:

1. In the parable of Matthew 20:1-16, the employer gives the workers who spent just one hour in the field a full day's wages.

2. The first debtor in the story of Matthew 18:23-35 could have been sold into slavery because he could not pay. Instead, the king canceled his enormous debt.

3. The sinful publican, who could only beg for mercy, went home right with God (Luke 18:13-14).

4. Jesus told us that keeping God's commands does not earn us special credit. Obeying God is simply our duty. Even the most obedient people need mercy. Those who are most eager to obey God's law find themselves falling short. Like the first servant in the parable described Matthew 18:23-35, we owe more than we can possibly repay. Grace is given to those who are completely helpless.

THE CALL TO SALVATION

Jesus taught that salvation is for all of God's people. His grace has made it possible for everyone, from the least important to the most exalted, to enter his kingdom. Still, we must respond to the invitation if we are to realize what a great gift it is (Mark 10:15). It costs us nothing to receive the Good News. The gospel is such a priceless treasure, however, that we should be willing to sacrifice everything else in order to gain it. The Good News is only good to people who are held captive by sin and know it. Even those who are poor or sick must repent of their sins. More than that, Jesus tells us that we cannot receive the gospel without committing ourselves to him personally (Matthew 7:21-27). It is the living Christ who changes us.

JESUS' MISSION ACCOMPLISHED

Jesus preached the Good News of the coming of God's kingdom to the people of Israel. Jesus knew, however, that the final ingredient would not be revealed until he faced the Cross. He always associated his life with the Gospel (Mark 8:35 and Mark 10:29). For example, when a woman anointed his head with oil, Jesus said that she was preparing his body for burial. And then he said, "I assure you, wherever the Good News is preached throughout the world, this woman's deed will be talked about in her memory." (Mark 14:9) He knew that someone, like the Suffering Servant that Isaiah described, would have to accept God's penalty for sin. He also knew that he would be raised to life, and that the Good News would be complete once his work on earth was finished. Only later would the followers of Jesus realize how important the Cross would be for the meaning of the gospel.

THE CHURCH SPREADS THE GOOD NEWS

After Jesus rose from the grave, those who saw the risen Lord were anxious to spread the Good News through Jerusalem, and then to the whole world. The book of Acts, written by Luke, tells the story of how the gospel was first spread by just a few followers who grew into the thousands. Soon, the Good News traveled to every part of the world and changed history forever.

The New Testament writers said many things about what Good News meant. We can summarize some of their key ideas below.

THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST

Having risen from the dead, Jesus Christ continues to spread the Good News, but through his human representatives. In fact, Jesus had already become the Good News in the early church. 

The work and life of Christ, his death, and his Resurrection are the message that is delivered far and wide. Paul and other New Testament writers always speak of the gospel of Christ-never the gospels. The message that was delivered to Israel was the same that would be shared with people who had never heard God's law or witnessed the work of Jesus. But how would that be done? Paul believed that different people are equipped to share the gospel to different mission fields. Paul often saw himself as the apostle to the Gentiles, while Peter was the apostle to the Jews. The same message applies for the salvation of Jews and Gentiles alike. The "different gospel" that Paul criticizes in the book of Galatians is not another gospel about Jesus. It is a message about "another Jesus"-not the real one, but one who exists only in the minds and the messages of those who proclaim him. To preach the true Christ is to preach the true gospel. The right response to this news is to turn to the person of Christ and be saved.

THE GOSPEL TELLS US OF GOD'S SAVING WORK

Every aspect of Jesus' life is worthy of praise, from his birth and public ministry to his Second Coming and the last judgment. But it is the death and the Resurrection of Christ that makes our salvation possible. That is why these events receive so much attention in the New Testament. Mark, for instance, describes in detail the events that lead to the Cross and empty tomb. He also includes many of Jesus' remarks about the importance of the Cross, including Jesus' prediction that he would give his life "as a ransom for many" (Mark 10:45). Jesus, the sinless sacrifice, takes on God's anger for our sin. But Jesus' death did not finish the story. Christ was able to conquer death and the grave. His Resurrection was our cause for hope of a future life with him. Paul tells us that the miracle of the Cross cannot be separated from the Good News. If Christ had not risen from the dead, the preaching of the gospel would be a waste of time (1 Corinthians 15:2). In the same way, the book of Acts proclaims Jesus' death and Resurrection, which exalted him as "judge of all-the living and the dead" (Acts 10:42)

THE GOSPEL IS GOD'S POWER

The gospel is more than just history or theology-it is the very power of God. Paul tells us that the Good News is powerful-so powerful it cannot be contained or limited (2 Timothy 2:8-9). "When we brought you the good news, it was not only with words but also with power," declared Paul to the Thessalonians (1 Thessalonians 1:5). The Holy Spirit gives power to the gospel. By hearing the Good News and accepting it, a person invites the Holy Spirit to change his or her life. The gospel has power both to save and to give life. People who are unable to free themselves from sin's power can turn to God, and he will save them. The Good News of Jesus' death and Resurrection makes saving power available. By receiving the gospel, the power of the Spirit is given to us. The gospel is the place where sinners meet the Savior.

THE GOSPEL SHOWS US GOD'S GRACE

For Paul, Peter, and the other writers of the New Testament, grace is an essential part of the gospel. Paul in particular discussed in great depth the idea of God's righteousness imparted to us through Jesus Christ. He emphasized that grace was a divine activity-a miracle happening in "this present time" (Romans 3:26) to those who place their faith in Christ.

The meaning of this gospel of grace has two parts. First, Paul calls the Good News a witness to God's grace. By allowing his Son to stand in our place, God shows his righteousness. God accepts the blameless sacrifice of Jesus as the atonement for our sin and withholds the punishment that we deserve. Judgment is passed to the One appointed to act on the sinners' behalf. Only by this loving act are sinners pardoned. Christ himself reveals grace by showing compassion for the lost and suffering the consequences of their wrongdoing (Galatians 2:20)

The gospel is also a channel of God's grace. In other words, it is the way by which God changes lives. According to Paul, God is constantly at work showering his grace on sinners. God's righteousness becomes something that humans are invited to share. We become righteous in God's eyes by being personally united with Jesus Christ. In Paul's view the saved person is one who has been acquitted, justified, "declared righteous" by God the judge. By ourselves, we are not righteous. Nor does God pretend that we are righteous when we are not. According to Paul, we are declared righteous because we really are righteous-not in ourselves but in Christ. We are made right with God through the revelation of the gospel.

HOW SHOULD WE RESPOND TO THE GOOD NEWS?

First, we should believe what God tells us about ourselves and about Jesus. The gospel, says Paul, tells us that we should forget any idea that we can earn approval with God. We have to rely on the grace of God that was shown through the work of Christ, especially his death. We must believe in God, but we also must belief what the gospel tells us. The gospel is the way by which God's salvation comes to us-there is no other way. We should respond to the gospel by putting aside our old way of life and by obeying the Lord. Gospel entails repentance and obedience.

Second, we should grow in the Good News. The gospel is more than a message-it is also the soil in which we can grow. It is sustainer of life as well as giver of life. One grows as a Christian not by turning from the gospel to other things, but by planting our roots more deeply in the gospel. It is so rich and deep, says Paul, that we will never reach the limits of its power.  

Finally, we should place our hope in Christ. "The hope of the gospel" includes not only the return of Christ and the glory of heaven but the final judgment as well. For those who believe the gospel, the last judgment holds no terrors. Christ the Judge is the very one who rescues us from punishment. Even though our earthly bodies shall one day die, we have the assurance that the Lord shall welcome us in our eternal home in heaven.
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CONVERSION

Conversion is changing one’s direction in life. For Christians, this means a change from a way of life that does not include God into one in which the person submits to Jesus Christ and tries to be like him. Conversion is the result of repentance.

In the Old Testament, conversion means turning or returning toward the God of Israel. Israel often had to return to their God (Deuteronomy 4:30), either as individuals (Psalm 51:1) or as a nation (Jeremiah 4:1); foreign nations needed to turn to God for the first time (Psalm 22:27). One turns from wickedness (Jeremiah 26:3; 36:3; Ezekiel 18:21, 27; Ezekiel 33:9, 11), from a life of disloyalty to God, to a life of obedience to God (Isaiah 10:20-21; 14:2; Jeremiah 34:15; Hosea 14:4). Conversion means an inward change that is expressed through a changed lifestyle.

In the New Testament, John the Baptist begins the call to conversion (Matthew 3:2; Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3), exhorting people to change their minds (which is the root meaning of the Greek term) because God’s kingdom is near. This change of life includes changed actions (Matthew 3:8; Luke 3:8). Jesus preached the same message (Matthew 4:17; Mark 1:15), adding that since the kingdom of God had arrived in him, obedience to him was part of the good news of conversion. Yet it was also bad news, for one would be damned for failing to make this radical change (Matthew 11:20; Luke 13:3-5). Conversion is radical but also simple. It requires the simplicity of children, who commit their whole selves, not the careful, calculating self-protectiveness of adults (Matthew 18:3).

Outside the Gospels, “conversion” is not a frequently used term except in the book of Acts, where it is used at the end of the sermons that the early Christians preached to tell non-Christians about the gospel (Acts 2:38; 3:19; 8:22). It also describes the commitment of new Christians to the Lord (9:35; 11:21) and lives turning from darkness to light (26:18-20). 

Later writers look back upon their own conversions (2 Corinthians 3:16), worry about Christians converting to paganism or Judaism (Galatians 4:9), and call for the repentance of Christians who have left the faith and are in danger of judgment (James 5:19-20; Revelation 2:5, 16, 22; 3:19).

As in the Old Testament and in the preaching of John and Jesus, conversion involves three things. First, it is a turning from something, such as sin or false gods (1 Thessalonians 1:9; Revelation 9:20-21; 16:11). Second, conversion comes from the will of God and from his grace working in the world (Acts 11:18; Romans 2:4; 2 Corinthians 7:10; 2 Timothy 2:25; 2 Peter 3:9). Third, conversion is a turning to someone, a commitment of one’s whole life to God in Jesus Christ (Acts 14:15; 1 Thessalonians 1:9; 1 Peter 2:25). It is thus a total new orientation toward life; it can be exciting or undramatic, sudden or slow, emotional or calm, but it always involves a person transferring his or her loyalty from the self to God.

SIN

To sin is to do evil, to disobey God. It is also to do evil against humanity, society, others, and oneself; but these are secondary meanings.

If sin is disobeying God, then it is the idea of God that gives the word its meaning. Before God revealed himself to the Hebrews, and then to the entire world through Jesus Christ, most cultures imagined a sky full of unstable, selfish gods who followed every momentary whim-gods, in fact, who acted very much like immature, immoral human persons. 

Israel’s God, perfect, holy, and unchanging, was the first to inspire the idea of “sin” as we know it.

TERMINOLOGY

Israel’s God sets the rule for all human behavior. The Hebrew words for sin, therefore, are usually words that speak of violating a standard, of missing a mark. The word hata and the Greek word hamartia originally meant “to miss the mark; to fail in carrying out a duty” (Romans 3:23). As the one who gives us laws, God sets limits on our freedom, telling us we cannot do certain things; so another word (Hebrew abar; Greek parabasis) describes sin as “overstepping one’s limits.” Other terms meaning “rebellion,” “transgression,” “intruding on God’s territory,” “a false step,” “lawbreaking,” “lawlessness,” and “trespassing” also appear in the Bible, and these words each give us an idea of what sin can mean.

IN THE OLD TESTAMENT

In the book of Genesis, Adam and Eve are given freedom by God; when they misuse that freedom to eat from the tree of knowledge, sin is born. Ezekiel tells us that sin is a matter of each person’s individual choices (Ezekiel 18), and that good outward behavior can only come from a cleansed, renewed inner life; sin is overcome when people desire to follow God’s law (Jeremiah 31:29; Ezekiel 36:24-29).

Psalm 51 carefully and deeply describes the inner workings of sin in human lives. We are sinful from the very beginning, down to our roots: “In sin did my mother conceive me.” The writer of the Psalm says that his whole personality needs “purging” because he is defiled. Ritual sacrifice of animals is no solution. Only a broken, repentant heart prepares a sinner for God’s cleansing; only God’s steadfast love and mercy allow that sinner to be cleansed. No other hope exists. But in spite of its stern view of sin, the Old Testament assures us of God’s forgiveness (Psalm 103:8-14; Isaiah 1:18, 55:6-7).

IN JESUS’ TEACHINGS

Jesus took up the Old Testament’s offer of God’s forgiveness, forgiving sins and showing such compassion that he came to be known as a friend of sinners. He called people to repent, restoring their sense of hope and dignity (Matthew 9:1-3; 11:19; Luke 15; 19:1-10). Jesus tells us little about the origin of sin, only that it comes from the human heart and will (Matthew 6:22-23; 7:17-19; 18:7; Mark 7:20-23); but he did change the scope of sin. While the Old Testament law addressed people’s outward behavior, telling them not to murder or commit adultery, Jesus showed that inner attitudes and feelings-hatred, contempt, lust, hardness of heart, deceitfulness-were also sinful. He also spoke of sins of neglect, good left undone, talents left unused. Priests who ignore the injured and people who fail to show love were sinners in Jesus’ eyes (Matthew 25:41-46). He especially condemned sins against love-unbrotherliness, the refusal to forgive, selfishness, insensitivity (Luke 12:16-21; 16:19-31). He hated self-righteousness and spiritual blindness (Matthew 23:16-26; Mark 3:22-30). He spoke of sin as a sickness (2:17) and as folly (Luke 12:20). But with God’s help, Jesus declared, humans can be set free from sin’s bondage (7:36-50).

IN JOHN’S WRITINGS

The Gospel of John assumes that humanity needs forgiveness for its sin, and that Christ, our sacrifice, takes away our sin, offering light and life. John stresses a new kind of sin that Christ’s death makes possible-refusing to accept the salvation provided in Christ, refusing to believe. Humans are judged for loving darkness, rejecting light, and refusing to accept Christ the Savior (John 3:16-21).

Early in Christianity’s history, a belief called Gnosticism claimed that highly advanced Christians did not need to worry about sin. John firmly rejected this. In 1 John, he offers fifteen reasons why sin cannot be tolerated in the Christian life. Sin is ignorance of the truth and lack of love (1 John 3:3-10). Yet God forgives those who confess their sins, while Christ makes up for their sins and prays for them (1:7-2:2).

IN PAUL’S WRITINGS

Paul used both his observations and Scripture to argue that all people have sinned (Romans 1-3). To him, sin is a force, a power, a “law” that rules within people, in their “flesh” (5:21; 7:23; 8:2; 1 Corinthians 15:56). The force of sin produces all kinds of evil-the hardening of the conscience, so that we no longer care about right and wrong (Romans 7:21-24), alienation from God, and the certainty of death (5:10; 6:23; Ephesians 2:1-5, 12; Colossians 1:21). Humans cannot change themselves (Romans 7:24). Paul says that “everyone is his or her own Adam,” which means that every person is fully responsible for her or his sin, even if we inherited our sin from Adam. The solution to sin is to die with Christ-die to sin, to the world, to oneself-because Christ provided our justification. 

The Spirit, at the same time, gives us new life, making us new people by changing our inner selves into imitations of Christ in a process called sanctification (Romans 3:21-26; 5:6-9; 6; 8:1-4, 28-29; 2 Corinthians 5:14-21).

GENTILES

Gentiles are people belonging to any of the non-Jewish nations, known as goyim in Hebrew and ethnoi in Greek. According to the Old Testament perspective, there are but two categories of people, the Jews (God’s elect) and the nations. According to the New Testament perspective, salvation is offered to Jew and Gentile alike. Both Peter and Paul took the lead in bringing the gospel to the Gentiles. Paul spent his entire ministry trying to unite Jewish and Gentile Christians into one body, the church.

DIASPORA OF THE JEWS

The Diaspora refers to the spreading out of the Jewish people from Israel to foreign lands. This occurred as the Jews were forced to leave their homeland due to war, captivity, or other persecution. It is also known as the Dispersion. The word means a “sowing” or “scattering.” It can also mean “exile.” The word occurs twice in the New Testament (James 1:1; 1 Peter 1:1). Both times it refers to Christian Jews living outside Palestine as a result of the several dispersions in Israel’s history. Diaspora sometimes refers to the exiled people, sometimes to the place of exile.

MAJOR DIASPORAS

From the end of the eighth century BC onward, Jewish history was marked by several major dispersions.

DIASPORA OF THE NORTHERN KINGDOM

After Solomon’s death, his kingdom broke in two. The northern kingdom of Israel sunk deeper into idolatry and immorality (2 Kings 17:14-18). Jeroboam, the first king of the divided Israel, established a pattern of falling away from the faith. The Old Testament regularly records that succeeding kings “did not turn from the sins of Jeroboam” (10:31; 13:11; 14:24; 15:9, 18, 24, 28, RSV). Assyria conquered the northern kingdom in 722 BC. They took more than 27,000 Israelites into exile, as had been predicted (2 Kings 17:23). They were settled in cities near the Euphrates River and in Media, areas of ancient Asia. Assyrians from cities around Babylon, in turn, colonized Israel (17:6, 24).

DIASPORA OF THE SOUTHERN KINGDOM

The southern kingdom of Judah suffered exile to the east in Babylonia and to the south in Egypt. The Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar captured Judeans in several journeys from 605 BC to the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC. The first expedition to Babylon took Jerusalem’s treasures from the temple and palace. That included “all the princes, and all the mighty men of valor, ten thousand captives, and all the craftsmen and the smiths; none remained, except the poorest people of the land” (2 Kings 24:12-14, RSV; compare 2 Chronicles 36:10; Jeremiah 52:29-30).

A year later a second expedition focused on the rebellious Jewish king Zedekiah and his sons (2 Kings 25:1, 6-7; Jeremiah 52:4-11). In the 19th year of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign, Babylonia struck Judah again. This time the temple and the king’s palace were destroyed, and the city’s walls were broken down. All but the very poorest people were carried away captive (2 Kings 25:8-21; Jeremiah 52:12-16).

In the 6th century BC, Johanan, a Judean, thought he could escape from Nebuchadnezzar by fleeing to Egypt. Johanan forced Jeremiah and a group of other Jews to go with him. They settled at Migdol, Tahpanhes, and Memphis. Nevertheless, the Babylonians pursued them and took control of Egypt. Many Jews were executed there (Jeremiah 43:5-44:30). Records of property ownership and an altar suggest that the few surviving exiles established permanent colonies in Egypt (Isaiah 19:18-19).

OTHER DIASPORAS

The Egyptian king Ptolemy I (323-285 BC) captured many Jews and carried them off to Egypt about 300 BC. Those exiles populated Alexandria. Thereafter, the city was noted as a center of both Greek and Jewish learning. Large colonies of Jews were also sent out from Babylonia to Phrygia and Lydia by Antiochus III (the Great) of Syria (223-187 BC). The Romans sent a sizable group of Jews to Rome. The Roman general Pompey took many there as slaves in the first century BC.

The Jews were widely scattered. In the New Testament book of Acts, Luke listed Jerusalem’s visitors: Parthians, Medes, Elamites, people from Mesopotamia, Judea, Cappadocia, Pontus, the province of Asia, Phrygia, Pamphylia, and Egypt. 

The list also included the areas of Libya toward Cyrene, visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism), Cretans, and Arabians (Acts 2:9-11). Those Jews of “the Diaspora” were in Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Pentecost.

Other Jewish communities were located in the Macedonian cities visited by the apostle Paul. On his missionary journeys he visited Jews in Thessalonica, Berea, and Corinth (Acts 17:1, 10; 18:2-4). Around AD 50, the Roman emperor Claudius commanded all Jews to leave Rome (18:2). The Jewish population in Palestine at the time of Jesus’ birth is estimated from about four to six million. The dispersion population numbered several times that of Palestine. Communities with more than a million each flourished in Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, and Alexandria. Today, even with a national homeland, far more Jews still live outside Israel than inside.  In spite of their scatterings, Jews of various diasporas retained a basic unity with Palestinian Jews through several practices.

1. The great national feasts—Passover, Harvest, and Tabernacles (Exodus 23:12-17; Deuteronomy 16:1-17)-continued to be observed abroad.

2. The temple tax used for the temple’s upkeep (Exodus 30:11-16) was collected in foreign Jewish communities even after the temple had been destroyed.

3. All Jews everywhere recognized the authority of the Sanhedrin (the Jewish religious council) over them.

POSITIVE ASPECTS

In exile the Jews tended to give up the idol worship that had in part kept them from God. Their exile led them to establish synagogues as places for prayer and education. Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, translated the Old Testament Scriptures into Greek, at that time the international language.

From the Christian point of view, the network of dispersed Jewish communities had a special significance. They provided important bases for the spread of Christianity from these communities into the surrounding gentile world. Thus, God used the dispersions to bring the gospel to the Gentiles (Romans 1:11-15; 1 Corinthians 10:11-12).

Finally, the arts, sciences, and humanities have been greatly enriched by the Jews scattered throughout Western culture. Few other peoples have endured so much ethnic prejudice as the Jews. Yet, they gave the world cultural gifts and excellence in many areas. The church of Jesus Christ has become a “new Israel” and a “chosen race” (1 Peter 2:9). But the testimony of history and of Scripture indicates that God still has a unique interest in the Jews.

