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Acts 23:12-35 

        I have come to the conclusion that it would be easier to preach this whole 
section of the book of Acts in one chunk. I suspect it would take about 8 hours. 
So, I’ve decided to extend my remarks for the rest of the day in order to do so. 
I’m sure you won’t mind, right? 

        The problem is that this is an unfolding drama. It is an account of a series 
of events, events that don’t easily break down into nice chunks that have a point 
that can be brought home and applied the next week. In essence, this section of 
Acts is a lesson in how God formed and preserved His Church through an 
especially difficult time at its founding. We are seeing it through the eyes of the 
Apostle Paul. The focus is on him. In this section, we hear nothing of Peter, 
nothing of the other disciples, it is all about Paul. 

        So, it would make a great adventure movie, it would be easier to teach 
perhaps, but how do you preach this ongoing drama? For I am convinced that 
the text has been written down to do more than just relate the events of the 
story. The text has been written down and shaped to reveal things about God, 
about us, about how people like us can have a relationship with a God like that. 
It is meant to change our lives. So, how is it that God wants to change our lives 
with a text like this? That is my challenge this morning. Next week, Pastor Zach 
is taking up the challenge, so pray for him. 

        But for now, listen as I read today’s text and see if you might notice things 
intended to change our lives. READ Acts 23:12-35. 

  

Main point: You can trust God’s unseen hand to guide His work, even in 
unusual ways. 

  



In other words, I see here a history of how God guided His work forward, the 
Church forward, protecting the life of His servant, using perhaps least likely 
tools in His hand to do the guiding. I think this provides clear and needed 
information for us. If this is what God did, then does it make sense that He still 
does so today? I think so, and that’s the point. As you look at your life, as we 
look at our life as a church, we must live a life demonstrating a trusting in God 
to protect, provide, guide. And we must grant that He can and often does use 
people and events we would never expect Him to use…but He does! This is a 
glimpse into God’s character, a glimpse that ought to shape us. (2 parts) 

 

I.           There will always be serious threats to the work of God. vv.12-22 

        As students of the book of Acts, we have been seeing this throughout our 
study. How many times could the whole movement have fallen apart? How many 
times have enemies of the followers of Jesus sought to stop the movement in its 
tracks? And yet, in each situation, God showed Himself, even if the text does not 
explicitly credit Him for the rescue. Here we see another plot to kill Paul and the 
Church he represents. 

  

        v.12- When it was day, the Jews made a plot and bound themselves by an 
oath neither to eat nor drink till they had killed Paul. 13 There were more than 
forty who made this conspiracy. 

  

        We left off last week with Paul causing a scene before the Sanhedrin by 
announcing that he was on trial for believing in the resurrection. This led the two 
opposing parties to shift their focus off of Paul and onto their disagreement 
among themselves. Paul was then led into protective custody by the Roman 
official. But the problem was not solved. This Roman official still had an angry 
mob who wanted Paul dead. So, the next day, we pick up with that plot line: the 
Jews who hate Paul. And we see here in v.12 that they are even more committed 
to getting rid of Paul. They plot together on how to do it, vowing to each other 



that they would carry out their plot before they ate or drank anything. In other 
words, these guys were serious! The time had come for this whole thing to end. 
Again we notice that the men reveal their hearts by plotting murder to further 
their cause. Does this reflect Jewish values? Not at all. These are not zealous Jews, 
these are lawless men motivated by hatred. 

        One of the features of this story is the detail of numbers. Here it is 40. There 
were 40 Jews who were so intent on killing Paul that they vowed to do so before 
they consumed food or beverage. Forty: that’s a large number. Forty men united 
for a cause would be hard to stop, especially since no one had weapons of mass 
destruction, Paul was just one man, and unarmed at that. Even if he had some 
followers with him, he would not likely have a force able to withstand the attack 
of 40. And then you have the fact that this plot was planned, calculated, designed 
to surprise Paul, to catch him off guard. Now they had to get others to help them 
put their plan into action. 

  

  14 They went to the chief priests and elders and said, “We have strictly bound 
ourselves by an oath to taste no food till we have killed Paul.  15 Now therefore 
you, along with the council, give notice to the tribune to bring him down to you, 
as though you were going to determine his case more exactly. And we are ready 
to kill him before he comes near.” 

  

        They went to the men in charge who were likely of the Sadducee party 
themselves, who hated Paul and hated those who believed in the resurrection of 
the dead. In other words, these chief priests and elders would have been right with 
them in their desires. They announce the seriousness of their request and then the 
plan: call for another hearing for Paul and then murder him on the way between 
the military barracks where he was being held and the meeting room of the 
Sanhedrin. Surely a group of 40 men could overpower whatever squad of soldiers 
was accompanying Paul. So, call for this procedure, but know that it will never 
take place, Paul will be dead before he gets there.  



  

 16 Now the son of Paul’s sister heard of their ambush, so he went and entered 
the barracks and told Paul. 

  

        Enter a previously unknown character: Paul’s nephew. Nowhere in Scripture 
are we introduced to Paul’s family. They have not been a part of the story. But 
here, a family connection between Paul and a young man who just “happened” to 
hear of the plot becomes crucial. He recognizes the seriousness of the situation 
and seeks an audience with Paul. You do understand that this young man was 
now also at great risk. But now Paul knows. 

  

 17 Paul called one of the centurions and said, “Take this young man to the 
tribune, for he has something to tell him.” 

  

        What can Paul do? He himself is a prisoner. The only thing he can do is to 
appeal to the Roman authority. Actually, better than Paul appealing was to send 
his nephew to tell it first hand to the Roman official. 

  

 18 So he took him and brought him to the tribune and said, “Paul the prisoner 
called me and asked me to bring this young man to you, as he has something to 
say to you.”  19 The tribune took him by the hand, and going aside asked him 
privately, “What is it that you have to tell me?” 

  

        The picture I get from these details is that of a boy, coming before the 
dreaded oppressors, scared, hesitant. But surprisingly, the official goes out of his 
way to make him comfortable, to assist the boy in telling his story. Are you seeing 



the switch from how this ordeal started when this same official was ordering for 
Paul to be flogged just to see what the problem was? Something is happening here. 

  

  20 And he said, “The Jews have agreed to ask you to bring Paul down to the 
council tomorrow, as though they were going to inquire somewhat more closely 
about him.  21 But do not be persuaded by them, for more than forty of their 
men are lying in ambush for him, who have bound themselves by an oath neither 
to eat nor drink till they have killed him. And now they are ready, waiting for 
your consent.” 

  

        The young man tells his story and actually advises the official on what he 
should do. It is important to the story that the news of the plan arrives to the 
official before the plan arrives. In other words, God was working faster than God’s 
enemies. Isn’t that interesting? 

  

 22 So the tribune dismissed the young man, charging him, “Tell no one that you 
have informed me of these things.”  

  

        Now the situation has changed. We are not told why, but it is not that hard 
to figure out. Remember, what is it that motivates Roman officials? Keeping peace 
under your watch. What do you suppose would happen to you if a Roman citizen 
was assassinated under your control, your watch? I think you’d be in trouble. Isn’t 
that interesting! This Roman official now has a high motivation to keep Paul safe. 
In essence, he has been pulled to one side in the dispute. His job now is to protect 
Paul. 

  



        Given how many times we have seen this in our study of Acts, and indeed 
throughout all of Scripture (Pharaoh and Moses, for example), I don’t see this as 
a one-time event, but a recurring event. In fact, I think there are always threats 
against God’s people. Even today, around the world, there are efforts to stop the 
Church, hamper the Church, kick the Church out. I’ve sat with a grieving widow 
in Haiti as she mourned the murder of her pastor husband, essentially for not 
giving in to corruption. Even here, there are efforts to harm the Church, silence 
the Church, accuse the Church, discredit the Church. Let’s just take the upcoming 
event. This next week, there will be demonstrations valuing all human life, protests 
against abortion. How do you suppose those protests will be characterized? Will 
they be presented as a representative sample of the majority of our country, good 
people standing up for injustice? Or, will they be presented as a radical fringe who 
hatefully oppose the rights of women? Will there be an effort to magnify their 
voices or silence their voices? Which side will be presented as the good guys? No, 
there will always be those who try to silence the Church. And they will go to great 
lengths to carry out their hate filled agenda. 

        
 

II. God sometimes uses unlikely tools to stop the plots of man against His 
people.  vv. 23-35 

        We’ve seen this before, we’ll see it again, we see it around us. Sometimes, 
God surprises us in how He chooses to rescue His own. 

  

        23 Then he called two of the centurions and said, “Get ready two hundred 
soldiers, with seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen to go as far as 
Caesarea at the third hour of the night.  24 Also provide mounts for Paul to 
ride and bring him safely to Felix the governor.” 

  

        Are you seeing the significance of the figures? Two hundred foot soldiers, 
70 horsemen, 200 spearmen. If my math is correct, that’s not quite 500 military 



and 70 horses to get one man about 50 miles out of town. From what I read, 
that might be half of all the Roman soldiers in Jerusalem at the time. 

        Remember, when this incident happened it was just Paul in the temple 
complex. Now we have a whole presidential motorcade, complete with Air 
Force 1! 

        Let’s pause for a moment. I take you back to Jesus’ triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem, the point at which God’s plan and the Jews’ plan parted company. 
They had hoped, expected that the Messiah would take on their Roman 
oppressors. When He did not, when He took on Jewish hypocrisy and 
corruption instead, they turned on Him and put Him to death for being an 
imposter. 

        But in hindsight, we see clearly that God’s plan was much larger than 
casting off 1st century Roman oppressors. They were no threat to Him. They 
did not stand in His way. Eliminating them was not a cause to be celebrated as 
the pivotal event in all of human history. In fact, as we see here, God might just 
want to USE those Roman oppressors to accomplish His purposes, protect His 
servants, advance His kingdom.  They are not the enemy. They might just be 
His tools. They provided a 500-person escort for the man of God to assure he 
got where he was going. Our God is much bigger than we give Him credit! He 
can and often does use very unlikely people to accomplish His purposes. And, it 
is equally true that supposed people of God might position themselves to stand 
in His way. It has always been true, it is true today. Resume. 

  

 25 And he wrote a letter to this effect:  26 “Claudius Lysias, to his Excellency 
the governor Felix, greetings.  27 This man was seized by the Jews and was 
about to be killed by them when I came upon them with the soldiers and 
rescued him, having learned that he was a Roman citizen. 

  

        Rescue him? Really? That’s how you would characterize ordering him 
flogged? Rescuing? Yes, in hindsight it did serve that purpose. But I don’t think 



you would characterize his actions that day as a “rescue.” I think he is 
glamourizing his role. Yes, once Mr. Claudius Lysias treated Paul well after he 
found out Paul’s citizenship, but before that, Paul was being treated like any 
other lowlife Jew under oppressive Roman rule. 

  

 28 And desiring to know the charge for which they were accusing him, I 
brought him down to their council.  29 I found that he was being accused about 
questions of their law, but charged with nothing deserving death or 
imprisonment.  30 And when it was disclosed to me that there would be a plot 
against the man, I sent him to you at once, ordering his accusers also to state 
before you what they have against him.” 

  

        Here, the official is clear that in his opinion, Paul’s matter was not serious, 
certainly not serious enough to necessitate nearly 500 soldiers to guard him. He 
is being sent with such a huge contingency of soldiers not because he was so 
dangerous but because the threat against him was so serious. If justice was going 
to be served, this prisoner needed to be handled away from Jerusalem. That is 
the sense I see here. Claudius was protecting Paul! 

  

 31 So the soldiers, according to their instructions, took Paul and brought him 
by night to Antipatris.  32 And on the next day they returned to the barracks, 
letting the horsemen go on with him.  33 When they had come to Caesarea and 
delivered the letter to the governor, they presented Paul also before him.  34 On 
reading the letter, he asked what province he was from. And when he learned 
that he was from Cilicia,  35 he said, “I will give you a hearing when your 
accusers arrive.” And he commanded him to be guarded in Herod’s praetorium. 

  



        They carried out the orders by sending The whole party half way there, 
sending the foot soldiers back, and sending the horsemen on the rest of the way 
with Paul. 

        When they finally arrived in Caesarea, Governor Felix read the letter and 
wanted to make sure this was really on his plate. Finding out that it was, he 
accepted Paul and readied the stage for the next step, when Paul’s accusers 
presented their case. But that’s where Pastor Zach will pick up the story next 
week. 

  

For now, what should we learn? As I have tried to make clear, when this 
event began in the temple courtyard, no one would have expected it to include a 
470 soldier escort to a safer venue for Paul, complete with 70+ horses. No one 
would have expected the case to be transferred to the Roman governor. But 
none of this surprised God. Threats to Him are not threats, they are people and 
events that advance His Kingdom. We can’t quite comprehend what it is like to 
be Sovereign Lord, in control of all. It surprises us, but not Him. And yet, I 
believe this was written down so we might change our thinking, rid ourselves of 
anxiety, have confidence when we face threats. It comes to us not as a wonderful 
story but as the Word of God! 

  

        If we believe this passage is the Word of God, then what should be 
different about our lives? 

        1) We will remind ourselves that God is not threatened by mankind or his 
plots. 

  

        2) We will see all as potential tools in His hands to accomplish His 
purposes. 

  



        3) We will not fear when opposition to God arises. 

  

        4) We will trust God to take care of us as we serve Him. 

 

 


