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Session 2

Session

2
Paul Before Rulers

THEOLOGICAL THEME: Earthly kings will one day bow before the King 
of kings.

Identity—who you truly are—matters. But have you ever noticed how often we reduce 
our identities to what we do? “Hi, I’m Rachel, I’m an English major,” or “This is my 
friend Jerry; he works at the local gym.” Our identities and energies also tend to revolve 
around what we own, or what we’d like to own: a $25,000 renovated kitchen, a new car, 
or a heavily stamped passport. 

If you asked your best friend to identify you, what would he or she say? 

When the plot to kill Paul was uncovered, he was sneaked out of Jerusalem to Caesarea 
at night under guard (Acts 23:12-31). Paul was safe, for now, but he was still a prisoner, 
and he would soon stand trial before three rulers. Through his defense, Paul reveals 
how our identity as Christians has nothing to do with the size of our bank accounts, 
our marital status, how many children we have, or where we work. As followers of Jesus 
Christ, we are not defined by the mistakes of our past, the sins of our youth, or the 
skeletons in our closets. Our identity is found in Jesus Christ. Only when our lives fall 
into orbit around His person and His work will everything else find its proper place. 
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After Paul’s dramatic rescue from Jerusalem, the 
apostle had to defend himself before the court in 
Caesarea. In this session, we will see God use Paul’s 
courage, expertise in the law, and cleverness to 
expose the characters of three rulers—Felix the 
corrupt, Festus the wavering, and Agrippa the 
unpersuaded. Even though Paul was the defendant 
on trial, God turned the tables through Paul’s 
witness and put the earthly leaders in the hot-seat. 
In the face of false accusation, unfair sentencing, 
and even death itself, Paul seized every opportunity 
to share the gospel with clarity, courage, 
and conviction. 

1.  Felix: The Corrupt Ruler 
Who Feared Judgment 
(Acts 24:22-27) 

22 But Felix, having a rather accurate knowledge of the Way, put them off, saying, 
“When Lysias the tribune comes down, I will decide your case.” 23 Then he gave orders 
to the centurion that he should be kept in custody but have some liberty, and that none 
of his friends should be prevented from attending to his needs.

24 After some days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, who was Jewish, and he 
sent for Paul and heard him speak about faith in Christ Jesus. 25 And as he reasoned 
about righteousness and self-control and the coming judgment, Felix was alarmed 
and said, “Go away for the present. When I get an opportunity I will summon you.” 
26 At the same time he hoped that money would be given him by Paul. So he sent 
for him often and conversed with him. 27 When two years had elapsed, Felix was 
succeeded by Porcius Festus. And desiring to do the Jews a favor, Felix left Paul 
in prison.

Unlike the Jewish leaders, Felix did not feel threatened by Paul and his teachings, at least 
not at first. Felix decided to wait to hear more from Paul and extended some freedom to 
his prisoner. Then one day, Felix summoned Paul to hear more from him, and as the 
apostle spoke about righteousness, self-control, and judgment, something happened to 
Felix—he became afraid. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Hear, O king, and despise 
not the counsel of the poor, 
and let their complaints 
come before thee. The king 
is a mortal man and not 
God, therefore has no power 
over the immortal souls of 
his subjects, to make laws 
and ordinances for them, 
and to set spiritual lords 
over them…O king, be not 
seduced by deceivers to sin 
against God whom you ought 
to obey.” 1 

–Thomas Helwys  
(1550-1616) 
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As Christians, we need not fear God’s coming 
judgment. We are under His grace and mercy. We 
are God’s adopted children, coheirs with Christ, 
recipients of Christ’s righteousness, and objects of 
God’s unfailing love. We are safe and secure from 
judgment. But at the same time, we should not 
take God’s judgment lightly. It should concern us, 
not for ourselves but for others. 

Besides God’s coming judgment, what 
do Christians often fear? What does 
the Bible say about these fears? 

Despite his fears of God’s judgment and knowing 
Paul’s innocence, Felix’s greed led him to call for Paul often over the next two years, 
seeing each time as an opportunity for his prisoner to offer him a generous bribe. Greed 
is powerful, and as Christians, we are not exempt from its seductive temptations in our 
culture and even in our churches. Sometimes, as with Felix, greed is apparent. But there 
are other times when greed can be deeper, darker, and hidden. 

What are some ways you have seen or experienced greed in the 
local church? 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
17. God Is Just

God establishes standards 
for His moral creatures that 
are in accordance with His 
righteousness, and His moral 
creatures will be judged 
according to those righteous 
standards (Lev. 11:44-45; 
Rom. 2:5-11; 2 Cor. 5:10). 
It would be an injustice if 
God were not to uphold His 
righteousness, for such a 
failure would require God 
to violate His own righteous 
character. Since humanity 
has sinned by failing to 
live up to God’s righteous 
standards, God has taken 
it upon Himself to make 
provision by being both just 
and the justifier of those who 
place their faith in Christ 
(Rom. 3:25-26).
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2.  Festus: The Wavering Ruler Who Shifted Responsibility 
(Acts 25:1-12) 

1 Now three days after Festus had arrived in the province, he went up to Jerusalem 
from Caesarea. 2 And the chief priests and the principal men of the Jews laid out their 
case against Paul, and they urged him, 3 asking as a favor against Paul that he summon 
him to Jerusalem—because they were planning an ambush to kill him on the way. 
4 Festus replied that Paul was being kept at Caesarea and that he himself intended to 
go there shortly. 5 “So,” said he, “ let the men of authority among you go down with me, 
and if there is anything wrong about the man, let them bring charges against him.”

6 After he stayed among them not more than eight or ten days, he went down to 
Caesarea. And the next day he took his seat on the tribunal and ordered Paul to be 
brought. 7 When he had arrived, the Jews who had come down from Jerusalem stood 
around him, bringing many and serious charges against him that they could not prove. 
8 Paul argued in his defense, “Neither against the law of the Jews, nor against the 
temple, nor against Caesar have I committed any offense.” 9 But Festus, wishing to do 
the Jews a favor, said to Paul, “Do you wish to go up to Jerusalem and there be tried on 
these charges before me?”

Paul stood before Festus and a collection of Jewish leaders in Caesarea and made his 
defense. He had not done anything wrong against the Jewish law, the temple, or Caesar. 
Neither Jerusalem nor Rome had grounds to condemn him. 

Just like Felix, Festus now found himself at a critical juncture. What would he do? Festus 
knew Paul had committed no crime against Rome, and he could release him for lack 
of courtroom evidence. But he couldn’t do that. The Jewish leaders would be incensed. 
But perhaps he could find a way to shift responsibility for the decision and curry favor 
with the Jews at the same time. If Festus took Paul to Jerusalem for trial as they had 
requested, they would owe him. So Festus wavered and asked Paul if he would be 
willing to go. 

How can we be tempted to waver in our faith because of the pressures 
of the culture around us? 
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10 But Paul said, “I am standing before Caesar’s tribunal, where I ought to be tried. 
To the Jews I have done no wrong, as you yourself know very well. 11 If then I am a 
wrongdoer and have committed anything for which I deserve to die, I do not seek to 
escape death. But if there is nothing to their charges against me, no one can give me up 
to them. I appeal to Caesar.” 12 Then Festus, when he had conferred with his council, 
answered, “To Caesar you have appealed; to Caesar you shall go.”

Paul never renounced his Jewish heritage or his 
Jewish education. He was merely a Jew who 
trusted in Jesus, as the rest of the Jewish people 
should. Paul’s goal was not to replace Judaism 
with following Christ but to show how Judaism 
was fulfilled in following Christ. This is why Paul 
proclaimed he had done no wrong against the 
Jews (25:10). He was not trying to hurt the people 
he dearly loved but to help them (see Rom. 9:1-3). 

God never wastes anything in our past. Christ 
can even turn our former sins into weapons of 
testimony, as He did with Paul. Paul never forgot 
his life as a persecutor of Christ and His church. 
He saw himself as the worst among sinners (1 Tim. 1:15). But it was by remembering 
those sins that Paul was able to grasp God’s mercy, patience, and grace more fully 
(v. 16). What Paul had experienced became the cornerstone of the gospel he proclaimed. 
Likewise, we don’t have to shift blame for our past because in Christ, it has been forgiven.

How should the gospel guide our thinking about the wrongs we have 
committed in the past? 

 Voices from  
the Church
“God ultimately raises up 
leaders for one primary 
reason: His glory. He sho ws 
His power in our weakness. 
He demonstrates His wisdom 
in our folly. We are like a turtle 
on a fence post. If you walk 
by a fence post and see a 
turtle on top of it, then you 
know someone came by and 
put it there.” 2 

–Matt Chandler  
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3.  Agrippa: The King Who Was Not Quite Persuaded 
(Acts 26:24-32) 

Several days after Paul appealed to Caesar, he appeared before Festus and King Agrippa. 
The apostle shared at length about his Jewish heritage, his Damascus road conversion, and 
his hope in the resurrection. But when he connected Jesus’ death and resurrection to the 
Old Testament and said this had eternal implications for both Jews and Gentiles, this was 
too much for Festus to bear. 

24 And as he was saying these things in his defense, Festus said with a loud voice, 
“Paul, you are out of your mind; your great learning is driving you out of your mind.” 
25 But Paul said, “I am not out of my mind, most excellent Festus, but I am speaking 
true and rational words. 26 For the king knows about these things, and to him I speak 
boldly. For I am persuaded that none of these things has escaped his notice, for this has 
not been done in a corner. 27 King Agrippa, do you believe the prophets? I know that 
you believe.”

Paul had been accused of many things, but this was perhaps the first time he had been 
called insane from excessive studying. The apostle denied the accusation but then 
quickly pivoted his attention to Agrippa. Paul clarified that what he had talked about—
his life and more importantly the life and ministry of Jesus—had occurred in the open. 
All he had shared was verifiable and surely Agrippa had noticed it. 

Paul then asked Agrippa a critical question, the answer to which could silence the leader 
once and for all. “Do you believe the prophets?” In other words, “Are you a good Jew?” 
Paul then answered for the king, saying he knew Agrippa believed the prophets. Agrippa 
apparently picked up on Paul’s strategy because he deflected the question: 

28 And Agrippa said to Paul, “In a short time would you persuade me to be a 
Christian?” 29 And Paul said, “Whether short or long, I would to God that not 
only you but also all who hear me this day might become such as I am—except for 
these chains.”

30 Then the king rose, and the governor and Bernice and those who were sitting with 
them. 31 And when they had withdrawn, they said to one another, “This man is doing 
nothing to deserve death or imprisonment.” 32 And Agrippa said to Festus, “This man 
could have been set free if he had not appealed to Caesar.”
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King Agrippa wasn’t persuaded to become a Christian. While scholars disagree on 
what Agrippa meant in his statement—sarcasm, anger, or sincerity—Paul’s boldness in 
declaring the gospel and driving his audience to respond to it is evident. 

Evangelism is our business, but conversion is God’s business. Like Paul, you and I are 
responsible for sharing the gospel with anyone and everyone God puts in our path. We 
share. We pray. We challenge. We encourage. But we do not regenerate. Only the Holy 
Spirit can take the gospel, pierce a hardened heart, and give new life.

Paul’s courageous witness to Agrippa, who may have been an “almost” Christian, is a 
warning to us against being “almost” evangelists. Paul could have rationalized that it 
was more important that he stay alive to share the gospel with many people rather than 
share the gospel with three people and possibly be put to death. For us, it might be 
rationalizing that we cannot risk losing a job or a relationship. Paul shared the gospel 
without fear of death, convinced he would rather die proclaiming Christ than live 
because he forfeited an opportunity—any opportunity—to share the gospel. May that 
be our conviction as well. 

When was the last time you almost shared your testimony or witnessed 
to a non-believer? What held you back? 

How can Paul’s witness encourage us to seize every opportunity to 
spread the gospel? 

Here’s the heartbreaking truth about “almost” Christianity. It’s not Christianity at all. 
Hell will most certainly be full of all kinds of “almost” Christians—men and women 
who, like Agrippa, heard the gospel but who continued to reject Christ. It’s one or the 
other. In or out. It’s a binary decision in a world that denies binary choices. 

Nevertheless, the hope of the gospel is that “almost” Christians can become actual 
Christians if they place their trust in Jesus Christ. As long as there is life, no one is 
beyond the reach of God’s redemption. 
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How can we address the difficulties that would keep “almost Christians” 
from trusting in Jesus?

Conclusion 

When Paul’s life was on the line, his greatest 
defense—his ultimate identity—was tethered 
to Jesus Christ. When others brought false 
accusations against him and impugned his 
reputation, Paul unashamedly declared allegiance 
to his King even if it led to imprisonment, torture, 
ridicule, and mockery. In the end, the apostle did 
not budge a single inch from his Christ-centered, 
gospel-driven identity. 

May God crystalize our identities in Jesus Christ. 
May He give us renewed courage to confront 
corruption, steadfastness to stand firm in trials 
and temptations, and boldness to declare our 
identities before culture, kings, and rulers for His 
glory and their salvation. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Paul was less concerned about his receiving favor 
from earthly kings and more concerned about their receiving salvation 
through Jesus Christ. His testimony in the face of false accusations, 
unjust sentencing, and possible torture and death is a shining example of 
confidence in the power of the gospel to save.

 Voices from 
Church History
“The souls of the people.—
These also are a part of the 
property committed to your 
trust, of which you must give 
an account…But the question 
which may be addressed to 
you is, Did you warn them? 
Did you deal faithfully with 
them? In a word, Did you 
discharge your trust?” 3 

–Andrew Fuller  
(1754-1815)
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1.  How should we respond to non-Christians who hear the truth about 
righteousness, self-control, and judgment and then become afraid? 

2.  Looking back on your life, how can you use your past, even your sins, as part 
of your testimony for Jesus today? 

3.  What opportunities do you have to share the gospel, and how can your 
group encourage you as you face the difficulties of each circumstance? 

HIS MISSION, YOUR MISSION

MISSIONAL APPLICATION: God calls us to be concerned more 
about others’ salvation than about our own situation.



128 Personal Study Guide  

SESSION 1
1. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of 
Discipleship (New York: The Macmillan 
Company, 1964, reprint), 79.

2. Robert Smith Jr., quoted in “Know Your 
Southern Baptists: Robert Smith, Jr.” by 
Trevin Wax, The Gospel Coalition, May 1, 
2015, https://blogs.thegospelcoalition.
org/trevinwax/2015/05/01/know-your-
southern-baptists-robert-smith-jr.

SESSION 2
1. Thomas Helwys, quoted in “Introduction,” 
by Richard Groves, in A Short Declaration of 
the Mystery of Iniquity, by Thomas Helwys 
(Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1998), 
xxiv.

2. Matt Chandler, Eric Geiger, and Josh 
Patterson, Creature of the Word: The Jesus-
Centered Church (Nashville: B&H, 2012), 176.

3. Andrew Fuller, “The Work and 
Encouragements of the Christian Minister,” 
in The Complete Works of the Rev. Andrew 
Fuller, vol. II (Boston: Lincoln, Edmands & Co., 
1833), 407.

SESSION 3
1. William Cowper, “God Moves in a 
Mysterious Way,” Baptist Hymnal (Nashville: 
LifeWay Worship, 2008), 664.

2. John Wesley, Letter XXV, in The Works 
of the Rev. John Wesley, vol. XVI (London: 
Thomas Cordeux, 1813), 183.

SESSION 4
1. J. I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove: 
IVP, 1973), 81.

2. Tertullian, Apologeticus, in Ante-Nicene 
Christian Library, vol. XI, eds. Alexander Roberts 
and James Donaldson (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1869), 139.

3. A. W. Tozer, The Root of the Righteous 
(Chicago: Moody, 2015), 79.

4. “Words of Mr. Moody” in Northwestern 
Christian Advocate, vol. 47, no. 52, December 
27, 1899: 19.

SESSION 5
1. C. S. Lewis, quoted in Is Your Lord Large 
Enough? How C.  S. Lewis Expands Our View 
of God, by Peter J. Schakel (Downers Grove: 
IVP, 2008), 112.

2. Handley Moule, quoted in A New 
Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, 
2nd ed., by Robert L. Reymond (Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 1998), 397.

3. Andreas J. Köstenberger, in CSB Study 
Bible (Nashville: B&H, 2017), 1895, n. 1:18.

4. E. Y. Mullins, Studies in Colossians 
(Nashville: Convention Press, 1957), 78.

SESSION 6
1. Frederick Douglass, quoted in The 
Complete Works of C. H. Spurgeon, Volume 69: 
Autobiography–Diary, Letters, and Records, 
Vol.  4, by Charles H. Spurgeon (Delmarva, 
2013) [eBook].

2. Gerald Bray, God Is Love: A Biblical and 
Systematic Theology (Wheaton: Crossway, 
2012), 671.

3. John the Dwarf, quoted in Desert Banquet: 
A Year of Wisdom from the Desert Mothers 
and Fathers, by David G. R. Keller (Collegeville, 
MN: Liturgical Press, 2011), 245.

SESSION 7
1. Jim Collins, Good to Great (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2001), 83-85.

2. Henry Alford, “The State of the Blessed 
Dead,” in Advent Sermons, 2nd ed. (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1872), 50. 

3. John Wycliffe, quoted in Civilization’s 
Quotations: Life’s Ideal, ed. Richard Alan 
Krieger (Algora Publishing, 2002), 82.

4. John Knox, quoted in The Christian 
Treasury, vol. 15 (Edinburgh: Johnstone, 
Hunter, and Co., 1859), 180.

SESSION 8
1. “Aircraft in the Sky at Any Given Time,” 
Federal Aviation Administration, July 31, 2017, 
https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/by_the_
numbers.

2. A. B. Simpson, quoted in Simple Gospel: 
The Modern Offense of the Cross, by Joshua 
West (Bloomington, IN: WestBow Press, 
2017) [eBook].

3. Elisabeth Elliot, quoted in Wisdom from 
Myles Munroe (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny 
Image, 2010) [eBook].

4. John Charles Ryle, Knots Untied (London: 
National Protestant Church Union and 
Charles Murray, 1898), 449.

5. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 10.2, in 
Readings in Church History, ed. Jonathan 
Marshall (Hiram, ME: Hubbard Hill Press, 
2009) [eBook].

SESSION 9
1. Burk Parsons, “In God We Trust,” Ligonier 
Ministries, September 1, 2004, http://www.
ligonier.org/learn/articles/god-we-trust.

2. Joni Eareckson Tada, Heaven: Your Real 
Home (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 131.

3. Saint John Chrysostom, Homily IV, On the 
Acts of the Apostles (London: Aeterna Press, 
2015) [eBook].

SESSION 10
1. Randy Alcorn, Heaven (Wheaton: 
Tyndale, 2004) [eBook].

2. Dennis E. Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb: A 
Commentary on Revelation (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R Publishing, 2001), 60.

3. Richard Sibbes, Bruised Reed and a 
Description of Christ (Post Tenebras Lux 
Books, 2010), 20.

4. John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad: The 
Supremacy of God in Missions, 3rd ed. (Grand 
Rapids: Baker, 2010), 35.

SESSION 11
1. Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines: 
Understanding How God Changes Lives (San 
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1991), 8.

2. Jim Elliff, “The Change of Mind,” Christian 
Communicators Worldwide, 2002, http://
www.ccwtoday.org/article/the-change-of-
mind.

3. Ambrose, Concerning Repentance, 2.1.5, 
in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers: Second 
Series, vol. 10, eds. Philip Schaff and Henry 
Wallace (New York: Cosimo, 2007), 345.

4. Vance Havner, quoted in The Westminster 
Collection of Christian Quotations, ed. Martin 
H. Manser (Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 75.

5. Paul L. Steinke, A Door Set Open: 
Grounding Change in Mission and Hope 
(Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010) 
[eBook].

SESSION 12
1. Jared C. Wilson, Gospel Wakefulness 
(Wheaton: Crossway, 2011), 84.

2. Martin Luther, in Martin Luther’s Basic 
Theological Writings, 3rd ed., eds. Timothy 
F. Lull and William R. Russell (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2012) [eBook].

3. C. S. Lewis, in The Collected Letters of C. S. 
Lewis, Volume III: Narnia, Cambridge, and Joy 
1950-1963, ed. Walter Hooper (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2007), 1377-78.

SESSION 13
1. Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Faith Speaking 
Understanding: Performing the Drama of 
Doctrine (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2014), 30.

2. C. H. Spurgeon, “Paul’s Desire to Depart,” 
in Spurgeon: New Park Street Pulpit: 347 
Sermons from the Prince of Preachers 
(BookBaby, 2012) [eBook].

3. J. A. Medders and Brandon D. Smith, 
Rooted: Theology for Growing Christians 
(Spring Hill, TN: Rainer Publishing, 2016), 
140-41.

4. Jerome, Letters XXII, in Nicene and Post-
Nicene Fathers: Second Series, vol. VI, eds. 
Philip Schaff and Henry Wallace (New York: 
Cosimo, 2007), 41.

Notes



WRITERS

The Gospel Project®
Adult Personal Study Guide ESV
Volume 6, Number 4  Summer 2018

Eric Geiger
Senior Vice President, LifeWay Resources

Ed Stetzer and Trevin Wax
General Editors

Brian Dembowczyk
Managing Editor

Daniel Davis
Content Editor

Josh Hayes
Content and Production Editor

Ken Braddy
Manager, Adult Ongoing Bible Studies

Michael Kelley
Director, Groups Ministry

Send questions/comments to: 
Content Editor by email to  
daniel.davis@lifeway.com or mail to  
Content Editor, The Gospel Project: 
Adult Personal Study Guide, One LifeWay Plaza, 
Nashville, TN 37234-0102; or make comments 
on the Web at lifeway.com.

Printed in the United States of America

The Gospel Project®: Adult Personal Study Guide ESV 
(ISSN 2330-9393; Item 005573553) is published 
quarterly by LifeWay Christian Resources, 
One LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234, 
Thom S. Rainer, President. © 2018 LifeWay 
Christian Resources.

For ordering or inquiries, visit lifeway.com, or 
write LifeWay Resources Customer Service, One 
LifeWay Plaza, Nashville, TN 37234-0113. For bulk 
shipments mailed quarterly to one address, email 
orderentry@lifeway.com, fax 615.251.5933, or write 
to the above address.

We believe that the Bible has God for its author; 
salvation for its end; and truth, without any 
mixture of error, for its matter and that all 
Scripture is totally true and trustworthy. To 
review LifeWay’s doctrinal guideline, please visit 
www.lifeway.com/doctrinalguideline.

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations are 
taken from the English Standard Version® (The Holy 
Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright 2001 
by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. 

    

Unit 2: 
Robert Smith Jr. (sessions 7-9) is a professor of 
Christian preaching and holds the Charles T. Carter 
Baptist Chair of Divinity at Beeson Divinity School in 
Birmingham, Alabama. He is the author of Doctrine 
That Dances and The Oasis of God. He is married to Dr. 
Wanda Taylor-Smith, and they have four adult children 
with one in heaven.

Brandon D. Smith (sessions 10-13) works with the 
Christian Standard Bible and co-hosts the Word Matters 
podcast. He is the author of Rooted: Theology for Growing 
Christians and They Spoke of Me: How Jesus Unlocks the 
Old Testament. He and his wife live near Nashville, 
Tennessee, with their two daughters.

About the Writers




