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God’s Word to You 
A Summary of the Bible

In the beginning, the all-powerful, personal God created the universe.  
This God created human beings in His image to live joyfully in His presence, 
in humble submission to His gracious authority. But all of us have rebelled 
against God and, in consequence, must suffer the punishment of our 
rebellion: physical death and the wrath of God.

Thankfully, God initiated a rescue plan, which began with His choosing the 
nation of Israel to display His glory in a fallen world. The Bible describes how 
God acted mightily on Israel’s behalf, rescuing His people from slavery and 
then giving them His holy law. But God’s people—like all of us—failed to 
rightly reflect the glory of God. 

Then, in the fullness of time, in the Person of Jesus Christ, God Himself 
came to renew the world and restore His people. Jesus perfectly obeyed the 
law given to Israel. Though innocent, He suffered the consequences of human 
rebellion by His death on a cross. But three days later, God raised Him from 
the dead. 

Now the church of Jesus Christ has been commissioned by God to take the 
news of Christ’s work to the world. Empowered by God’s Spirit, the church 
calls all people everywhere to repent of sin and to trust in Christ alone for 
our forgiveness. Repentance and faith restores our relationship with God and 
results in a life of ongoing transformation.

The Bible promises that Jesus Christ will return to this earth as the 
conquering King. Only those who live in repentant faith in Christ will 
escape God’s judgment and live joyfully in God’s presence for all eternity. 
God’s message is the same to all of us: repent and believe, before it is too late. 
Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe with your heart that 
God raised Him from the dead, and you will be saved.
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When we talk about hope in this world, oftentimes we do so in the sense of 
wishing. But when it comes to hope as described and prescribed in the Bible, 
hope takes on a much deeper dimension. No longer is it wishful thinking but 
a settled belief that something will occur, even if we cannot yet see how that 
something could happen. It is this hope that runs through the storyline of 
Scripture and through the biblical stories in this volume of The Gospel Project. 

A sure hope of fulfilling his mission sustains the apostle Paul through threats, 
prison, facing his accusers, facing rulers, and even a shipwreck. A sure hope 
empowers letters to those in need of joy, the truth, hope, and a reminder of 

grace. And a sure hope reveals in powerful words to suffering, persecuted, and straying churches 
what we cannot yet see—that God will one day make all things new.

This God is the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End (Rev. 21:6; 22:13). Over all 
and above all, He declares the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:10). Faith in this all-powerful, 
all-knowing, all-present, and all-good God leads to a sure hope of our future as believers. He sent 
Jesus just as He promised to rescue us from sin. He sent His Spirit as promised to strengthen us for 
our mission. He has given us His Word to fuel our sure hope in His promises, and one day He will 
deliver on them all. So until the Lord Jesus comes, let us live lives in this dark world marked by 
faith, love, and hope (1 Cor. 13:13).
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As we arrive at the end of the New Testament, we come full circle to the truths 
that opened the story of the Bible at the very beginning—God’s people in 
God’s world under God’s gracious rule. But this time, the end turns out to 
be even better than the beginning. God’s people know His grace and mercy 
in ways that, apart from redemption through Christ, they never would have 
experienced. Redemption and full restoration—this is the great hope of 
the Christian.

As you ponder the truths in these texts of Scripture, I hope you’ll draw courage 
from the example of the apostle Paul, who clung to hope while in prison. 

Inspiration from the apostles who commanded us to defend the faith. Hope from the vision of John 
in Revelation, who lifts high the name of Jesus and points us to the glorious future that awaits. 

Resurrection hope is not passive. It’s active in its waiting. It’s moving forward on mission with our 
King, knowing that our labor is not in vain (1 Cor. 15:58). May this volume of The Gospel Project 
help you along in your journey of trusting Jesus, hoping for His return, and loving God and 
neighbor as He commands.
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Tips from Trevin on how best to use this Leader Guide
Welcome to The Gospel Project! Think of yourself as a guide leading your group on a tour of God’s 
Word, journeying through the Bible’s grand story and encountering the riches of Christ’s redemption. We 
hope The Gospel Project will provide you with the tools and resources you need as you prayerfully seek 
to apply the truth of the gospel to the people God has placed in your group. Here are some things to 
remember as you use this Leader Guide:

Pray. Pray for your group. Don’t lead in your own strength. 

Adapt. You know the style of your group. If more discussion-oriented, then encourage group 
members to read the session ahead of time. Use the “Further Discussion” questions in the Session 
Plan to facilitate discussion that stays grounded in the session. If you take a more master-teacher 
approach, then spend time familiarizing yourself with the Expanded Session Content. Select 
questions that make the most strategic sense for moving the session along. 

Cut. If it seems to you that The Gospel Project provides too much material for one session, you’re right. 
We chose to deliver more than you need and to include the bulk of the content in the Personal Study 
Guide (PSG) so you don’t feel pressed to get all the content delivered in the session time itself. Refer 
your group members to the PSG. 

Add. The PSG has the bulk of the content from the Leader Guide, but not all of it. Throughout the 
Expanded Session Content, you will see portions of leader-only content marked off in the margin, as 
this portion is. These sections might be transitions between points, illustrations, answers to questions, 
content for interactive portions in the PSG, and even theological connections. The Session Plan will 
reference the more vital sections, but as you shape each session, consider how these leader-only 
sections can benefit your group.

Personalize. Take the truths in The Gospel Project and enhance them. Add personal stories. Ask 
penetrating questions that go to the heart of the people you know and love.

Resource yourself. (Encourage your group to take advantage of these resources too.)
Make use of the additional resources suggested at the end of each session. 
• Read a suggested chapter or section in a book. 
• Learn from the “Tip of the Week” to grow as a teacher and a group in spiritual maturity. 
Visit GospelProject.com/Blog for the following: 
• Read blog posts related to the overall study theme and specific sessions. 
• Listen to a brief video as I point out the highlights to focus on for the upcoming session.
Visit GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources to access these resources:
• Read online articles and blog posts related to the session content. 
• Listen to helpful podcasts from pastors and church leaders. 
• Download suggestions for interactive options to help address a variety of learning styles. 

Overflow. Remember…The Gospel Project is not just a curriculum. WE are the project. As we immerse 
ourselves in the great story of redemption, God’s Spirit uses the gospel to change us. Don’t prepare 
simply for the content you’re going to deliver. Let the truths of God’s Word soak in as you study. A great 
leader is not a dispenser of information but an overflowing river of gospel passion. Let God work on your 
heart first, and then pray that He will change the hearts of the people He has entrusted to your care. 

How to Use The Gospel Project
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SESSION 1

The Plot Against Paul

Summary and Goal 

While in Jerusalem on a mission of mercy, Paul was judged for his resurrection hope, strengthened 
by Christ’s presence in prison, and preserved through a surprising plot twist. Even in prison, God 
was faithful to provide for Paul and lead His servant to be used where and how He desired. Paul 
demonstrated boldness, courage, and conviction because resurrection hope gives God’s people 
confidence to share the gospel no matter the consequences. 

Main Passage
Acts 23:1-24

Session Outline
1.  Paul is judged for his resurrection hope (Acts 23:1-10).
2.  Paul is strengthened through the Lord’s presence (Acts 23:11).
3.  Paul is preserved through surprising circumstances (Acts 23:12-24).

Theological Theme
Resurrection hope is the source of Christian courage.

Christ Connection
Paul’s confidence in the midst of trying circumstances came from his belief that the God of his fathers 
was the God who had revealed His glory in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Paul believed that 
the faithfulness of God that was shown through the cross and resurrection of Jesus would sustain him 
through persecution and trial.

Missional Application
God calls us to courageously testify to the gospel, even when the cost of telling the truth is high.

© 2018 LifeWay Christian Resources. Permission granted to reproduce and distribute within the license agreement with purchaser.
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Introduction
Begin with examples of enduring works of literature coming out of prison 
(leader p. 10). Then connect this to God’s people enduring prison 
(leader p. 10; personal study guide [PSG] p. 10). 

What good has or could come from God’s people being 
in prison? 

Emphasize Paul’s arrest and imprisonment and his faithful response as you 
summarize this session (leader p. 10; PSG p. 10). 

1.  Paul is judged for his resurrection hope 
(Acts 23:1-10). 

Read Acts 23:1-10. Highlight the five characteristics Paul demonstrated 
before the Sanhedrin as evidence of what Jesus was doing in Paul 
(leader pp. 11-12; PSG pp. 11-12). 

How do the characteristics Paul demonstrated in his trial 
help us as we share the gospel in our culture today? 

Explain Paul’s shrewdness and boldness in proclaiming the resurrection 
to the members of the Sanhedrin. The resurrection of Jesus gives hope 
to believers in all circumstances, but it also fuels division and condemns 
unbelievers (leader pp. 12-13; PSG pp. 12-13). 

What are some ways we can reveal the reality and power of 
the resurrection to others? 

2.  Paul is strengthened through the Lord’s 
presence (Acts 23:11). 

Ask a volunteer to read Acts 23:11. Say that Jesus encouraged Paul as one who 
empathized with his suffering (leader p. 13; PSG p. 13). Explain how Jesus’ 
incarnation supports such encouragement from Christ (leader pp. 13-14). 

Pack Item 1: 
Come, Lord Jesus
Display this poster in a 
place that will help group 
members follow the 
progression of sessions 
through this volume. 

Ask group members to look 
at the titles for Unit 1 and 
to pick one they are looking 
forward to studying. If 
time permits, allow them 
a brief moment to explain 
their choices.

 For Further 
Discussion
Why do you think the hope-
filled message of Jesus’ 
resurrection causes such 
division in the world?

The Plot 
Against Paul

Session Plan

Session 1
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How has Christ’s presence comforted and encouraged you 
in difficult seasons of your life? 

Emphasize Jesus’ nearness to Paul, even standing by him in his prison cell. 
His presence is real and inescapable and all that we need in the midst of our 
suffering (leader pp. 14-15; PSG p. 14). 

How can Christ’s presence provide you with the courage 
you need to handle the trials you presently face or may face 
in the future?

How have you seen God use your suffering for His glory and 
the good of both you and others? 

3.  Paul is preserved through surprising 
circumstances (Acts 23:12-24). 

Read Acts 23:12-15. Note the threat upon Paul’s life, but put it in the context 
of Jesus’ promise from verse 11—Paul would testify about Jesus in Rome. So 
this threat unravels (leader pp. 15-16; PSG p. 15). 

Then read Acts 23:16-22. Show how Paul, like his nephew mentioned in this 
passage, were both unlikely characters whom God used for His glory. And 
He uses us too (leader p. 16; PSG pp. 15-16). 

What kinds of people has God used to change the course of 
your life? 

In what ways is God using you, or might He be able to use 
you, to influence the lives of others? 

Finally read Acts 23:23-24. Point out how Paul’s status shifted from 
threatened prisoner to precious cargo because of the work of God in this 
situation. Similarly, the work of Christ in our lives by faith shifts our status 
from slaves to sin to children of God (leader p. 17; PSG pp. 16-17). 

What is the danger of having too low of a view of ourselves? 
Of having too high of a view of ourselves? 

Conclusion 
Comment on the significance of the resurrection in distinguishing Christians 
from non-Christians in every culture and context. And it becomes a source of 
courage and confidence for the believer through suffering, in our mission, 
and for our eternity (leader p. 17; PSG p. 17). Apply the truths of this session 
with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 18). 

Point 3 Option
Ask groups of 3-4 to read 
the “Essential Christian 
Doctrine” God Is Faithful 
(leader p. 15; PSG p. 15) and 
to discuss the following 
questions (consider writing 
the questions on a board or 
sheet of paper for groups to 
have; also available on the 
DVD in The Gospel Project 
for Adults: Leader Pack):

•  What are some 
ways you have seen 
God demonstrate 
His faithfulness 
throughout Scripture?

•  How has He demonstrated 
faithfulness in your life?

•  Why should our 
faithfulness reflect the 
God who is faithful?

After a few minutes, call 
for some responses for the 
benefit of the entire group.

Christ Connection: Paul’s 
confidence in the midst of 
trying circumstances came 
from his belief that the God 
of his fathers was the God 
who had revealed His glory 
in the person and work of 
Jesus Christ. Paul believed 
that the faithfulness of God 
that was shown through 
the cross and resurrection 
of Jesus would sustain 
him through persecution 
and trial. 

....................................................

Missional Application: God 
calls us to courageously 
testify to the gospel, even 
when the cost of telling the 
truth is high.
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Introduction
Some of history’s most enduring works of literature were penned from a 

surprising place—prison. John Bunyan wrote The Pilgrim’s Progress from a 
prison in Bedford, England. Miguel de Cervantes was in a prison in Seville, 
Spain, when he wrote Don Quixote. The Memoirs of Napoleon Bonaparte were 
dictated while the leader was imprisoned on St. Helena Island. Martin Luther 
translated the New Testament into German while hiding in the virtual prison 
of the Wartburg Castle in Eisenach, Germany. And Martin Luther King Jr. 
wrote Letter from a Birmingham Jail, of course, from a jail cell in Alabama. 

God’s people are no strangers to prison. Think of Joseph in the 
Egyptian jail, Daniel in a den of lions, John the Baptist in Herod’s palace, 
the apostle John on Patmos, and the persecuted church throughout 
history, even up to today. Following God often leads to prison. 

What good has or could come from God’s people being 
in prison? 

Add Paul to the list of believers who have spent time in prison. As 
his third missionary journey wrapped up, Paul’s friends warned him not 
to return to Jerusalem (see Acts 21:10-12). But despite these warnings, 
Paul traveled there, unafraid of the potential consequences, and he was 
arrested. The Roman authorities ordered Paul to stand before the Jewish 
Sanhedrin to answer for the crime of which he was accused—a theological 
transgression, not a civil offense. 

Session Summary 
In this session, we will trace Paul’s experience in Jerusalem, when he 

was judged for his resurrection hope, strengthened by Christ’s presence in 
prison, and preserved through a surprising plot twist. We will see that even 
in prison, God was faithful to provide for Paul and to lead His servant to 
be used where and how He desired. We will be encouraged to imitate the 
apostle’s boldness, courage, and conviction as we ask God to give us the 
same faith and fortitude to surrender our lives to the Christ who surrendered 
His life for us. Like Paul, we will see that resurrection hope gives God’s 
people confidence to share the gospel no matter the consequences. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“When Christ calls a man, 
he bids him come and die.” 1 

–Dietrich Bonhoeffer  
(1906-1945) 

The Plot 
Against Paul

Expanded Session Content

Session 1
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1.  Paul is judged for his resurrection hope 
(Acts 23:1-10). 
Tensions were high as Paul stood before the seventy Pharisees, 

Sadducees, and elders who made up the Sanhedrin, the ruling council for 
the Jews. When Paul arrived in Jerusalem after his third missionary 
journey, he entered the temple and a riot broke out and the apostle was 
arrested. Now he stood on trial before the Jewish leaders. 

1 And looking intently 
at the council, Paul said, 
“Brothers, I have lived my 
life before God in all good 
conscience up to this day.” 
2 And the high priest Ananias 
commanded those who stood by 
him to strike him on the mouth. 
3 Then Paul said to him, “God 
is going to strike you, you 
whitewashed wall! Are you 
sitting to judge me according 

to the law, and yet contrary to the law you order me to be struck?” 4 Those 
who stood by said, “Would you revile God’s high priest?” 5 And Paul said, 
“I did not know, brothers, that he was the high priest, for it is written, 
‘You shall not speak evil of a ruler of your people.’ ”

6 Now when Paul perceived that one part were Sadducees and the 
other Pharisees, he cried out in the council, “Brothers, I am a Pharisee, 
a son of Pharisees. It is with respect to the hope and the resurrection of the 
dead that I am on trial.” 7 And when he had said this, a dissension arose 
between the Pharisees and the Sadducees, and the assembly was divided. 
8 For the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, 
but the Pharisees acknowledge them all. 9 Then a great clamor arose, and 
some of the scribes of the Pharisees’ party stood up and contended sharply, 
“We find nothing wrong in this man. What if a spirit or an angel spoke 
to him?” 10 And when the dissension became violent, the tribune, afraid 
that Paul would be torn to pieces by them, commanded the soldiers to go 
down and take him away from among them by force and bring him into 
the barracks.

In a narrative, especially a fast-paced one like here in Acts 23, it is 
often easy to focus on what happens to someone and miss what happens 
in someone. Before we examine what Paul did, let’s first look at five 
characteristics Paul demonstrated as he stood on trial before the Sanhedrin: 

 Further 
Commentary
“Placed before the 
Sanhedrin, Paul seized the 
first word: ‘Brothers, I have 
lived as a citizen before God 
with all good conscience 
to this very day’ (23:1, 
author’s translation). The 
implication is that he had 
nothing on his own mind to 
condemn him, that he had 
been faithful in his conduct 
toward God in every 
respect. Such a remark 
was itself something of a 
provocation. If Paul’s life 
as a Christian left him in 
complete innocence before 
God, then the Sanhedrin 
members who did not 
share his commitment 
to Christ were the guilty 
parties. It is small wonder 
that the high priest Ananias 
immediately ordered him 
to be struck on the mouth 
for blasphemy (v. 2). His 
action was completely 
in character. Josephus 
depicted him as one of 
the very worst of the high 
priests, known for his 
pro-Roman sentiments, 
his extreme cruelty, and 
his greed.” 2 

–John B. Polhill
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• Paul was honest (v. 1). 
• Paul was prophetic (v. 3). 
• Paul was respectful of Scripture (v. 5). 
• Paul was strategic (v. 6a). 
• Paul was confessional (v. 6b). 

These five characteristics give us a glimpse into what Jesus was doing 
in the life of Paul. The man who once attacked Jesus (9:4) and supported 
putting His followers to death now stood before the Sanhedrin and boldly 
and unashamedly proclaimed Jesus even at the risk of his own life. Paul no 
longer resisted Jesus; he now rested in Jesus. And just as Jesus had promised, 
He gave Paul wisdom to speak the words needed in that moment—honest, 
prophetic, and strategic words anchored in Scripture and in his faith 
in Christ. 

How do the characteristics Paul demonstrated in his trial 
help us as we share the gospel in our culture today? 

While it may have seemed as if the Sanhedrin held all the power that 
day, Paul had a secret weapon. As he stood there staring down a gathering 
of Sadducees and Pharisees, two opposing religious and political parties 
who had many more reasons to disagree with each other than to agree, he 
knew that the concept of resurrection was especially volatile. The Pharisees 
believed in resurrection, but the Sadducees denied it (see Matt. 22:23; 
Acts 4:1-2). In a brilliant move, Paul implemented an age-old military 
maneuver: divide and conquer. Paul succinctly proclaimed the core reason 
for his arrest and trial—hope in the resurrection—and appealed to the 
Pharisees, reminding them he was a Pharisee and the son of a Pharisee. 

And with that, a wedge was driven into the assembly, separating 
Pharisee from Sadducee, and a dispute erupted. In defending resurrection, 
the Pharisees found themselves arguing there was no reason to condemn 
Paul. The gathering became violent, and Paul was whisked away to the 
barracks for safety. When Paul’s trial fell apart in that moment, the 
Romans were prevented from accusing him of a real crime that could lead 
to his execution: civil revolt. 

We should not confuse Paul’s shrewdness in this moment with deceit. 
The core issue of Paul’s trial was indeed the resurrection of the dead, but 
it wasn’t a theoretical doctrine for Paul. The reason Paul was arrested and 
stood on trial was his firm belief, his unwavering hope, that Christ was 
resurrected and that he and all others who trust in Him would one day 
be raised to life as well. It was this resurrection hope that fueled Paul’s 
confidence in Jesus and gave him strength to face persecution, beatings, 
shipwreck, starvation, and opposition. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul knew the law, and he 
knew that Ananias’s order 
was unjust (Lev. 19:15). He 
therefore threw a verbal 
rock back at him, calling 
out the hypocrisy of the 
high priest (cf. Deut. 28:22; 
Ezek. 13:10-16; Matt. 23:27), 
who was likely dressed 
in his fine religious attire. 
Paul’s language of a 
‘whitewashed’ wall was an 
insult. He was saying that 
the priest outwardly looked 
clean and stable but was 
actually corrupt and flimsy. 
Paul’s statement was more 
prophetic than he probably 
realized. In less than ten 
years, Ananias’s Jewish 
freedom fighters would 
assassinate him.” 3 

–Tony Merida

 Voices from 
the Church
“We don’t need a prosperity 
gospel. We need an 
adversity gospel.” 4 

–Robert Smith Jr. 
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And it was this resurrection that removed the sting of death 
(1 Cor. 15:55) and freed Paul from the pressure of preserving his own life. 
Why? Because the worst thing the Sanhedrin could do was usher Paul 
into the presence of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:6). Likewise, our hope in the 
resurrection fortifies each of us to proclaim the gospel without regret or 
retreat. Nothing terrifies the enemy more than men and women who fear 
God more than they fear death. 

But the resurrection of Jesus also fuels division. Jesus promised as 
much. One day, He will divide sheep from goats, wheat from chaff, saved 
from lost (Matt. 3:12; 25:32). Those who have placed their hope in Jesus 
Christ will spend eternity with Him, but those who reject Christ’s free 
offer of salvation will be thrown into the fiery furnace of hell: “In that 
place there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 13:42). 

This was what the Sanhedrin was truly arguing about, even if they 
didn’t realize it. The doctrine of the resurrection, broadly of people and 
narrowly of Christ, condemned both the Pharisees and the Sadducees.  

What are some ways we can reveal the reality and power of 
the resurrection to others? 

2.  Paul is strengthened through the Lord’s 
presence (Acts 23:11). 
11 The following night the Lord stood by him and said, “Take courage, 

for as you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must 
testify also in Rome.”

Jesus knew exactly what Paul was experiencing, for He too had stood 
before the Sanhedrin and was accused, beaten, and condemned by them 
(Matt. 26:57-67). So when Jesus visited Paul in prison that night, He 
encouraged His apostle as one who empathized with his suffering. 

Isn’t that why the Son of God came to earth in the first place? To take 
up residency among us as one of us so that we could take up residency with 
Him? John captured this succinctly yet powerfully when he wrote, “The 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). “Dwelt among us” 
can literally be translated “tabernacled with us” and points back to the Old 
Testament tabernacle. God commanded Moses and the children of Israel to 
construct the tabernacle as a way He would dwell with His people. The 
tabernacle was the intersection where holy God and sinful man could come 
together, through the sacrifices of animals. God was near, and yet, He was 
separated from His people because of their sin, pictured in the veil barring 
access to the innermost portion of the tabernacle: the holy of holies. 

 Further 
Commentary
“First, it is evident that even 
as a person under arrest, 
in prison and in captivity 
generally Paul continues 
his mission and is effective 
in Christian witness. It 
is difficult to avoid the 
impression that Luke has 
devoted so much space 
to this aspect of Paul’s 
life in order to express the 
harsh realities under which 
Christians may be called to 
live out their lives and bear 
witness to Christ. Paul’s 
principle that ‘we must go 
through many hardships to 
enter the kingdom of God’ 
(Acts 14:22) is exemplified 
at length in his own life. 
God remains in ultimate 
control and, although he 
allows Paul (like Jesus) 
to suffer, nevertheless his 
suffering can be used to 
forward the gospel” 5 

–I. Howard Marshall 

 Voices from 
Church History
“I, the preacher of this 
hour, beg to bear my little 
witness that the worst 
days I have ever had have 
turned out to be my best 
days! And when God has 
seemed most cruel to me, 
He has, then, been most 
kind! If there is anything 
in this world for which 
I would bless Him more 
than for anything else, it is 
for pain and affliction. I am 
sure that in these things 
the richest, most tender 
love has been manifested 
towards me.” 6 

–Charles H. Spurgeon  
(1834-1892) 
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Now, in John’s prologue, he describes how God came near in a 
different way—a better way—in the person of Jesus. The Son of God took 
on flesh, came to earth to dwell with His people, and joined sinful 
humanity together with holy God through the sacrifice of His own life. 
Jesus paying the penalty of sin and giving His perfect righteousness undid 
the separation caused by sin once and for all, symbolized by the veil being 
torn from top to bottom after His death. 

Christ came to us enrobed in human flesh for the purpose of laying 
down His life for us so that we could draw near to Him. This is the beauty 
of the gospel that we can never move away from (see Phil. 2:7-8). 

Nothing, then, could have encouraged Paul more in that prison cell 
than the resurrected Christ. Earlier that day, Paul had stood up for Jesus. 
The promised presence of Jesus had given him the hope and confidence he 
needed as he stood before the Sanhedrin as their captive. Now Paul would 
experience that presence in a powerful way as Jesus stood by him. 

How has Christ’s presence comforted and encouraged you 
in difficult seasons of your life? 

Notice the proximity. Jesus didn’t reveal Himself above Paul’s head 
in the sky as He had in Acts 9:3. Neither did Jesus catch Paul up to “the 
third heaven” as we read in 2 Corinthians 12:2. No, Christ came down 
and “stood by him.” The Son of God’s presence was near. It was real 
and inescapable—even in a prison cell. As the psalmist once observed, 
“If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are 
there!” (Ps. 139:8). Jesus comforted Paul up close and personally and 
promised to protect him, not only in Jerusalem but all the way to Rome. 

Jesus doesn’t always save us from prison. Even though we might 
think that would be best, He does something better: He enters through 
the bars of our cell and suffers with us, for us, and through us. Isn’t that 
encouraging? You don’t have to conjure up your own courage to get 
through a desperate situation. Jesus supplies all the courage you need. 
This is a message that courses through the pages of Scripture: 
•  “Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for the Lord your God 

is with you wherever you go” (Josh. 1:9). 
•  “Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for 

the Lord!” (Ps. 27:14). 
•  “Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will 

strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous 
right hand” (Isa. 41:10). 

•  “And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather 
fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell” (Matt. 10:28). 

•  “For God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control” 
(2 Tim. 1:7). 

 Further 
Commentary
“The following night the 
Lord appeared to Paul 
to encourage him. Hard 
times lay ahead. There 
would even be a plot to 
assassinate him, but God 
had other plans. Earlier the 
Lord told Ananias that Paul 
‘is my chosen instrument to 
proclaim my name to the 
Gentiles and their kings’ 
(9:15). God intended Paul 
to go to Rome and testify 
before the emperor, and 
nothing could foil God’s 
plans. In the vision, the Lord 
reiterated that Paul ‘must 
also testify in Rome’ just as 
he had in Jerusalem (23:11). 
Paul could take strength 
from the conviction that 
nothing that had happened 
so far was outside God’s 
knowledge and that his 
purposes were invincible.” 7 

–Babu Immanuel 
Venkataraman
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God used Paul’s prison time to prepare him for what lay ahead. Paul’s 
Jerusalem prison prepared him for his Roman prison, where he wrote 
several letters in the New Testament. Because of Paul’s suffering, countless 
Christians throughout the ages have been comforted, edified, and 
strengthened to endure their own afflictions for the sake of Jesus Christ. 
But Christ did not leave Paul in those prison cells alone, He was right 
there with him each step of the way. 

Like Paul, we are never alone in our suffering. And also like Paul, our 
suffering is never pointless. God never wastes our suffering, and neither 
should we. 

How can Christ’s presence provide you with the courage 
you need to handle the trials you presently face or may face 
in the future?

How have you seen God use your suffering for His glory and 
the good of both you and others? 

3.  Paul is preserved through surprising 
circumstances (Acts 23:12-24). 
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. 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.”

More than forty Jews made a pact to kill Paul before they would eat 
another meal. And so they lurked, waiting for the opportunity to jump 
Paul and end his life and ministry. Like the assassination of Julius Caesar 
roughly one century earlier, these thugs likely worked as a group so that if 
they were able to kill Paul, no one person could be blamed and prosecuted 
for the murder. 

Paul may not have been able to get himself out of this desperate 
situation, but Jesus could. The Jews had once plotted against Him too. 
When Jesus claimed, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30), the Jewish 
leaders in Jerusalem tried to stone Him. But Jesus “escaped from their 
hands” because the timing and the manner of His death weren’t right 
(v. 39). The Jews would put Jesus to death, but Christ would be crucified—
not stoned—for our sins (see Deut. 21:23; Isa. 53:5; Zech. 12:10). 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Since then Your Majesty 
and your lordships desire 
a simple reply, I will 
answer without horns and 
without teeth. Unless I am 
convicted by Scripture 
and plain reason—I do 
not accept the authority 
of popes and councils, for 
they have contradicted 
each other—my conscience 
is captive to the Word of 
God. I cannot and I will 
not recant anything, for to 
go against conscience is 
neither right nor safe. God 
help me. Amen.” 8 

–Martin Luther (1483-1546)

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
16. God Is Faithful

God’s faithfulness 
means He keeps His 
word and always fulfills 
His promises (1 Cor. 1:9; 
2 Tim. 2:13; 1 Pet. 4:19). 
God’s faithfulness is 
demonstrated in His 
fulfillment of the promises 
He made to Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob. The 
apostle Paul linked the 
attribute of “faithful” to 
God’s coming through on 
His word: “He who calls 
you is faithful; he will surely 
do it” (1 Thess. 5:24). We 
reflect God by keeping the 
promises we make to Him 
and to others.
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Isn’t that comforting? You are bulletproof until you’ve accomplished 
your mission in this world. Jesus not only saves and sustains us, He also 
runs beside us and preserves us, often in surprising ways. Look at how God 
causes this seemingly foolproof plan against Paul to unravel at the seams. 

16 Now the son of Paul’s sister heard of their ambush, so he went 
and entered the barracks and told Paul. 17 Paul called one of the 
centurions and said, “Take this young man to the tribune, for he 
has something to tell him.” 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?” 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.” 22 So the tribune dismissed the 
young man, charging him, “Tell no one that you have informed me of 
these things.”

Who was Paul’s nephew? Luke doesn’t tell us. It’s possible Paul had 
a sister living in Jerusalem whose son was studying to be a Jewish leader. 
But we don’t know the nephew’s name, his social rank, or even how he 
discovered the plot to kill his uncle. 

What we do know is that God often uses unlikely characters to 
change the course of history. Think of Moses, who was a murderer and 
could not speak well. Or the boy-shepherd David, who would become an 
adulterer and murderer. Or youthful Jeremiah. Think of Rahab, Ruth, and 
Esther. God often chooses “what is foolish in the world to shame the wise” 
and “what is weak in the world to shame the strong” (1 Cor. 1:27). 

Paul himself was an unlikely character—a religious fanatic turned 
evangelical missionary. God loves using misfits, outcasts, and anonymous 
people, like Paul’s nephew, to accomplish extraordinary tasks for His glory. 
And in the same way, He delights in using us. 

What kinds of people has God used to change the course of 
your life? 

In what ways is God using you, or might He be able to use 
you, to influence the lives of others? 

 Voices from 
the Church
“When we pray for those 
in prison for their faith, we 
remember that the gospel 
came to us in letters 
written from jail. When 
we plead for those whose 
churches are burned in 
Egypt, we remember that 
our hope isn’t in building 
religious empires but in 
a New Jerusalem we’ve 
never seen. When we 
weep for those who are 
(sometimes literally) 
crucified in the Middle 
East, we are reminded that 
our Lord isn’t a life coach 
or a guru but a crucified 
Messiah. That can remind 
us of the gospel we signed 
up for in the first place, 
and free us from our fat, 
affluent, almost-gospels, 
which could never save 
in the first place. And we 
can be reminded that the 
persecuted Christians 
for whom we pray and 
advocate very well may 
be those who will send 
missionaries to carry 
the gospel to a future 
post-Christian Europe or 
North America.” 9 

–Russell Moore 
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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.”

After Paul’s nephew foiled the plot to kill his uncle, the commander 
marshalled a military entourage to transport Paul to the coastal city of 
Caesarea, about seventy-five miles from Jerusalem. The convoy departed 
under the cloak of darkness at nine o’ clock at night. Two centurions, each 
commanding one hundred foot soldiers, set out with their cavalry. 

Notice how Paul’s status suddenly shifts. Once a threatened prisoner, 
Paul is now precious cargo. He receives an escort worthy of a prince. 

Christ does that—He shifts our status. All of us were once slaves to sin, 
but Jesus said, “No longer do I call you servants…I have called you friends” 
(John 15:15). We were orphans, but in Christ, we are now adopted coheirs 
with Him (Rom. 8:17; Eph. 1:5). We were downcast, but in Christ, God 
“seated us with him in the heavenly places” (Eph. 2:6). Because of Christ, you 
and I go from slavery to freedom, isolation to adoption, paupers and beggars 
to princes and princesses. Perhaps that is the most surprising way God works. 

What is the danger of having too low of a view of ourselves? 
Of having too high of a view of ourselves? 

Conclusion
What a difference the resurrection makes! It distinguishes Christians 

from non-Christians in every culture and context as it refurbishes our 
life pursuits, changes our old attitudes, and gives us hope to continue 
running the race even in the midst of despair. Because of the resurrection, 
Christians are thrice-born creatures: 1) we are born; 2) we are born again 
(John 3:7); and 3) one day, we will be born again, again. 

Our third birth will be just as physical as our first. That’s why 
archeologists will never discover Jesus’ skeleton. As the angel told Mary, 
“He is not here, but has risen” (Luke 24:6). 

And we will rise too (Rom. 8:11). Until then, let the resurrection 
become a source of courage and confidence as we live knowing one day 
“we shall be like him” (1 John 3:2), and for all eternity we will see the 
Savior “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12). 

CHRIST CONNECTION: Paul’s confidence in the midst of trying 
circumstances came from his belief that the God of his fathers 
was the God who had revealed His glory in the person and work 
of Jesus Christ. Paul believed that the faithfulness of God that 
was shown through the cross and resurrection of Jesus would 
sustain him through persecution and trial.

 Further 
Commentary
“Some scholars scoff at 
this account because of 
the overkill escort, but 
Lysias would take no 
more chances with these 
Jewish anarchists. Though 
only forty may have been 
involved in the plot, he 
could well remember 
the hundreds or even 
thousands in the temple 
area. This would have been 
nearly half the Jerusalem 
force, but the foot soldiers 
went only thirty-five miles 
and then returned to their 
barracks. In any case, Paul 
starts for Rome in style. 
The narrative reminds us of 
Elisha’s words to his servant 
Gehazi when pursued by 
Benhadad: ‘Don’t be afraid…
those who are with us are 
more than those who are 
with them…Oh Lord, open 
his eyes so he may see’ ” 
(2 Kings 6:16).” 10 

–Kenneth O. Gangel

 Voices from 
Church History
“You have been so 
brave and have borne 
so much. Don’t give up 
now. Remember how you 
bested Apollyon and how 
you came through the 
dangers of the Valley of the 
Shadow of Death. You have 
endured too much to be 
all fear now. I am a weaker 
man than you and I have 
been started and beaten 
as you have been, but I will 
not give up. You stood up to 
all kinds of punishment in 
Vanity Fair and you can do 
it now. To avoid putting our 
Christianity to shame, let 
us be patient and endure 
a while longer.” 11 

–Hopeful, encouraging 
Christian in Doubting Castle, 
from The Pilgrim’s Progress 
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “The Resurrection of the Just”—From The Resurrection of the Dead and 
Eternal Judgment  by John Bunyan 

 - “Is It Wrong for Christians to Defend Their Rights?”—Article by Kevin 
DeYoung; find a link to this article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources 

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “The Sanhedrin, Their History 
and Function,” can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, 
at LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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The Plot Against Paul

Tip of the Week
The Missional Group

A small group that is missional is made up of individuals who are 
constantly on mission, praying for and discussing needs of people at work, 
in their neighborhoods, and anywhere else. And God inspires them with 
ideas to meet those needs. As a leader, you can guide your group to become 
missional by: 
•  Modeling missional living by seeing needs, meeting them personally, and 

then sharing with the group how it blessed you.
•  Bringing missional opportunities to your group and allowing them to 

join you in ministry.
•  Pointing out to your group members when gathered for Bible study that 

this is how the early church, and Jesus Himself, lived life.
•  Inviting those transformed through contact with missional people or 

groups to share their testimonies in your group meetings. 12

Sermon

Tom Schreiner: “Living as Disciples” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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WHAT’S NEXT?  THE JOURNEY BEGINS AGAIN!

Fall 2018 In the Beginning Creation and the Fall (Genesis, Job)

  God Establishes a Covenant People (Genesis)

  God Grows His Covenant People (Genesis)

Winter 2018-19 Out of Egypt God Redeems His People (Genesis, Exodus)

  God Provides for His People (Exodus)

  God Receives Worship from His People (Exodus, Leviticus)

Spring 2019 Into the Promised Land God Guides His People (Numbers, Deuteronomy)

  God Gives His People a Home (Joshua)

  God Delivers His People (Judges, Ruth)

Summer 2019 A Kingdom Provided God Provides a King (1 Samuel)

  God Provides a Godly King (1–2 Samuel, Psalms)

  God Provides a Wise King (1 Kings, Ecclesiastes)

Fall 2019 A Nation Divided God Speaks to His People (1–2 Kings)

  God Judges the Sin of His People (2 Kings, Prophets)

  God Shows Mercy to His People (2 Chronicles, Prophets)

Winter 2019-20 A People Restored God Sustains His People (Daniel)

  God Restores His People (Ezra, Prophets)

  God Prepares His People (Esther, Nehemiah, Malachi)

Spring 2020 Jesus the Messiah Jesus Comes into the World (Luke)

  Jesus Begins His Ministry (Gospels)

  Jesus Among the People (Gospels)

Summer 2020 Jesus the Servant Jesus the Healer (Gospels)

  Jesus the Teacher (Gospels)

  Jesus the Miracle-Worker (Gospels)

Fall 2020 Jesus the Savior Jesus and the Kingdom (Gospels)

  Jesus the Savior (Gospels)

  Jesus the Risen King (Gospels)

Winter 2020-21 The Mission Begins The Holy Spirit Comes (Acts, Epistles)

  Fundamentals of the Faith (Acts, Epistles)

  New Life in Christ (Acts, Epistles)

Spring 2021 The Church United Living Like Jesus (Acts, Epistles)

  The Sent Church (Acts, Epistles)

  Don’t Forget (Acts, Epistles) 

Summer 2021 All Things New Paul in Prison (Acts, Epistles)

  Facing Adversity (Acts, Epistles)

  Jesus Will Come Again (Revelation)

Scope and Sequence



Study the  
BIGGER STORY  
of Scripture—daily.

This fall in The Gospel Project, the Personal Study Guide is becoming  
the Daily Discipleship Guide. You’ll find that the content will still immerse 
you in the storyline of Scripture; however, there are some significant  
new benefits. 

Combines the Group Experience with Daily Bible Study  
Instead of studying beforehand, you attend the group and then build upon what  

you learned using five daily devotionals.

Guest Friendly  
Everyone who comes to the group starts on the same page. So guests, and even 

participants who’ve been absent for a while, won’t feel like they’ve missed anything 

because they didn’t study before the meeting.

Great for Discipleship Groups 

Group members that meet in smaller groups for deeper discipleship will love  

the Encourage One Another section. This gives them more questions to discuss   

that week’s study.

Same Experience for Leaders 

The Leader Guide is available separately and includes a group plan and commentary  

to help you guide your group through each session.

Download a free preview at gospelproject.com/adults
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Welcome Home: Connecting and 
Engaging People in Your Church
by Thom Rainer

How to Pray
by Kie Bowman

BibleStudiesForLife.com

Scripture:  
Galatians and James

General Editor: James Merritt

LifeWay.com/ExploreTheBible

Create your own Bible studies 
in minutes. Choose from 1,200+ 
text-based and video-enhanced 
studies on more than 400 topics 
from all 66 books of the Bible. 
Visit the website for a free trial.

SmallGroup.com

 Web: GospelProject.com     Twitter: @Gospel_Project      Facebook: TheGospelProject

Want to use The Gospel Project with other age groups? 
Preview The Gospel Project for Kids and Students at GospelProject.com.

And now you can choose the Bible translation that appears in your study.

VOLUME 1

IN THE BEGINNING
Unit  1:  Creation and the Fall (Genesis, Job)
Unit 2:  God Establishes a Covenant 

People (Genesis)
Unit 3:  God Grows His Covenant People 

(Genesis)

WRITERS: J. D. Greear, John Onwuchekwa, Chris 
Pappalardo, Philip Nation, and Mary Jo Sharp

Coming Up Next
New Studies for Fall 2018

SUMMER 2018
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