New Testament Dynamics
– In defense of Paul
John Launchbury

• Distinctive writers, style, personality
• Specific purpose and circumstances
• All sourced from a place of spirit
• Reliable, trustworthy, “useful”

Scripture dynamics

Luke

Acts

Many have undertaken to draw up an
account of the things that have been
fulfilled among us, just as they were
handed down to us by those who from
the first were eyewitnesses and servants
of the word.
Therefore, since I myself have
carefully investigated everything from
the beginning, it seemed good also to
me to write an orderly account for you,
most excellent Theophilus, so that
you may know the certainty of the
things you have been taught.

In my former book, Theophilus,
I wrote about all that Jesus began to
do and to teach until the day he was
taken up to heaven, after giving
instructions through the Holy Spirit
to the apostles he had chosen.

Luke & Acts
one author
two volumes

We know Paul was acquitted and released…
• Clement (Rome 96CE)
- Paul was “herald in the west,” and “had gone to the extremity of the west.”
• John Chrysostom
- “For after [Paul] had been in Rome, he returned to Spain.”
• Cyril of Jerusalem
- “[Paul] fully preached the Gospel, and instructed even imperial Rome, and
carried the earnestness of his preaching as far as Spain…”
• The Muratorian fragment
- “the departure of Paul from the city [of Rome] when he journeyed to Spain.”

Paul’s intention – Rom 15:24

Claim
Luke/Acts was written to provide
a documentary account of Christianity
for Paul’s defense

Appeal to Caesar
Caligula
Germanicus
Drusus
Agrippina
Julius

Augustus

Claudius

Jesus born

Crucifixion

27BCE – 14CE

Tiberius

14 – 37

Nero

Paul’s trial
41 – 54

54 – 68

Judicial infrastructure
• Accusation
- In writing, by a private citizen
- Compel witnesses to attend
• Defendant
- Present with lawyer
- Invite witnesses to attend
- Compel governmental records
• Appeals, before or after trial
• Juries drawn from the Senate or
other wealthy men

• iudex
- Judge: governors, emperor
• consilium
- Counsel: judge’s legal advisor
• commentariensis
- Court clerk, prison supervisor
- Trials were recorded in shorthand
• a cognitionibus
- Governmental investigator:
gather facts for use at a trial

Relevant statutes
• Vis
- Violence, battery, rioting
• Religio i!icita
- Unauthorized religion
• Maiestas
- Treason, sedition, falsifying records,
falsely claiming citizenship
• Co!egia
- Unauthorized associations

Charges
• Paul is provoking rioting and disorder across the empire (Vis)
• His religion is not polytheism nor Judaism, so it is illegal (Religio i!icita)
• His activities undermine Caesar and the temple (Maiestas)
• The assemblies of his group have not been authorized (Co!egia)

But note Festus in Acts 25:25-27

What facts are needed at trial?
• Who was this Jesus?
• What did he teach?

• Where does Paul come from?
• Where has he been traveling?

• What happened to him?
• How do his teachings impact Rome
and the empire?
• Who are all the leaders of the
“Christian” sect?
• How are they all getting paid?

• Who has he been meeting?
• What has he been teaching?

• Is Christianity part of Judaism?
• What about non-Jews and
circumcision and dietary laws?

• How did each of the troubles
around him start?
• What charges have been brought
previously?
• What legal decisions have been
made so far?
• What’s the supporting evidence?

Theophilus = lover of god
• Theophilus, Greek geographer, referenced by Plutarch,
Ptolemy, Josephus,…
• Theophilos the Autocrat, Indo-Greek king, 90BCE
• Theophilus ben Ananus, High Priest, 37 – 41 CE
• Pompeii street wall graﬃti, ~70CE, “Theophilus, don’t
have sex against the city wall like a dog” [paraphrased]

Theophilus was a fairly common name

Most Excellent
• Luke 1:3 I too decided to write an orderly account for you, most excellent
Theophilus
• Acts 23:26 Claudius Lysias, To His Excellency, Governor Felix: Greetings.
• Acts 24:3 Everywhere and in every way, most excellent Felix, we
acknowledge this with profound gratitude.
• Acts 26:25 “I am not insane, most excellent Festus,” Paul replied. “What I
am saying is true and reasonable.

Theophilus is a Roman government oﬃcial of equestrian rank

Luke’s introduction again
Luke 1:1-4
Many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the matters that have
been accomplished among us, even as they were delivered to us by the
original eyewitnesses and oﬃcers of the account. After closely and
accurately tracing everything again step by step, I too decided to write
for you, Most Excellent Theophilus, so you can be certain of the account
you were told.
Acts 1:1-2
The first account, O Theophilus, concerned everything that Jesus began
to do and teach, until the day he was taken up, having commanded the
chosen apostles through the holy spirit…

Theophilus may well be the a cognitionibus tasked with assembling facts

Luke’s account for the defense
• Paul is provoking rioting and disorder across the empire
- Luke describes each occasion with the relevant circumstances and individuals
• His religion is not polytheism nor Judaism, so it is i!egal
- Messiah is part of Judaism (Temple, John Baptist, Simeon, Anna, scripture)
- Judaism is intended for all nations (evidence from scripture)
• His activities undermines Caesar and the temple
- Christianity calls for individual spiritual growth, not revolution
- The temple is not the totality of Judaism
• The assemblies of his group have not been authorized
- Judaism has multiple groups (Baptist, Pharisees, Sadducees, synagogues)

Trials in Luke & Acts
Court

Defendant

Charge

Luke 22 Sanhedrin

Jesus

Claiming to be messiah

Luke 23 Herod Agrippa I

Jesus

Claiming to be king

Luke 23 Pilate

Jesus

Claiming to be king

Acts 4

Sanhedrin

Peter & John

Promoting Jesus

Acts 5

Sanhedrin

Peter, John, etc. Violating injunction

Acts 7

Sanhedrin

Stephen

Speaking against the temple

Acts 12

Herod Agrippa I

Peter

unknown

Trials in Luke & Acts
Court

Defendant

Charge

Acts 16

Philippi magistrates

Paul & Silas

Civil unrest, unauthorized religion

Acts 17

Thessalonica politarchs

Paul, Jason, etc.

Civil unrest (Judaic agitators)

Acts 17

Athens Areopagus

Paul

New religion

Acts 18

Proconsul Gallio

Paul

Changing customs (Judaic agitators)

Acts 19

Ephesus city clerk

Paul, etc.

Discrediting Artemis

Acts 21

Temple Roman commander Paul

Violating the temple

Acts 23

Sanhedrin

Paul

Gentiles in the church

Acts 24

Felix

Paul

Breaking Jewish law, rioting

Acts 25

Festus

Paul

Breaking Jewish law, rioting

Acts 26

Herod Agrippa II

Paul

Breaking Jewish law, rioting

More relevant statutes
• Vis
- Violence, battery, rioting
• Religio i!icita
- Unauthorized religion
• Maiestas
- Treason, sedition, falsifying
records or citizenship
• Co!egia
- Unauthorized associations

• Tergiversatio
- Abandoning a completed
accusation
• Calumnia
- Subverting legal process,
bringing false charges
• Res Repetundae
- Oﬃcial corruption,
taking or extorting bribes

Evidence to support counter charges
Court

Statute

Evidence

Acts 4

Sanhedrin

vis

Flogging Peter & John though innocent

Acts 6

Synagogue of Freedmen

calumnia

Suborning perjury

Acts 7

Sanhedrin

vis

Unauthorized judicial killing of Stephen

Acts 9

Damascus Jews

vis

Conspiracy to murder

various

Jewish opponents

vis

Inciting riot, multiple times & places

Acts 16

Slave owners

calumnia

False criminal charges

Acts 16

Philippi magistrates

vis publica

Flogging a citizen without trial

Acts 24

Felix

res repetundae

Oﬃcial corruption, extorting a bribe

Luke’s dispassionate account
• Personalized introduction (but no personal comments or blessing)
• Very careful use of personal pronoun (but no personal comments)
• Emphasis on Christianity being a sect of Judaism (but no mention of replacing it)
• Clear that Christianity is no threat to Rome (but sparse on describing the kingdom)
• Emphasizes Paul’s extensive education and Jewish credentials (but no mention of
Paul’s correspondence with the churches)
• Legality of admission of Gentiles to the church (but not its theology)
• Handling of church money demonstrated (but no exhortation regarding giving)
• Explanations of rioting (but no exhortation regarding living at peace)

Times, dates,
places

Speeches with
witnesses

Verifiable
Precision of
details

Oﬃcial
circumstances

Times, dates,
Speeches with
places
witnesses
Luke 3:1 – In the fifteenth year of the reign
of Tiberius Caesar — when Pontius Pilate
was governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of
Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea
and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of
Abilene — during the high-priesthood of
Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came
to John son of Zechariah in the wilderness.
Precision of
Oﬃcial
details
circumstances

Verifiable

Times, dates,
places

Speeches with
witnesses

Acts 3:13 – The God of Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified
his servant Jesus. You handed him over to be
killed, and you disowned him before Pilate,
though he had decided to let him go.

Verifiable

Precision of
details

Oﬃcial
circumstances

Times, dates,
places

Speeches with
witnesses

Acts 17:6 – But when they did not find them,
they dragged Jason and some other believers
before the politarchs, shouting: “These men
who have caused trouble all over the world
have now come here, and Jason has
welcomed them into his house.”

Verifiable

Precision of
details

Oﬃcial
circumstances

Times, dates,
Speeches with
places
witnesses
Acts 18:14 – Just as Paul was about to speak,
Gallio said to them, “If you Jews were making
a complaint about some misdemeanor or
serious crime, it would be reasonable for me
to listen to you. But since it involves
questions about words and names and your
own law — settle the matter yourselves. I will
not be a judge of such things.”
Precision of
Oﬃcial
details
circumstances

Verifiable

Dating Luke
Two Source Hypothesis
Mark

Matt

Q

Luke

Two Gospel Hypothesis
Matt
~40-55CE

Matt

Luke
~60CE
Mark
~65CE

Luke
~80CE

Luke
Mark

Luke omits those parts of Matthew that are
• not independently verifiable, or
• not relevant to the narrative he is shaping
and he adds accounts that are on point

What’s the implication of this for us?
• Unger – The Acts of the Apostles is now generally agreed in scholarly circles to
be the work of Luke, to belong to the first century and to involve the labors of a
careful historian who was substantially accurate in his use of sources.
• Archaeologist Ramsay – I found myself brought into contact with the Book of
Acts as an authority for the topography, antiquities and society of Asia Minor. It
was gradually borne upon me that in various details the narrative showed
marvelous truth. In fact, beginning with a fixed idea that the the work was
essentially a second century composition, and never relying on its evidence as
trustworthy for first century conditions, I came to find it a useful ally in some
obscure and diﬃcult investigations.
• Blaiklock – Luke is a consummate historian, to be ranked in his own right with
the great writers of the Greeks.

New Testament Dynamics
– Division crisis
John Launchbury

Paul and Barnabas
Acts 15 : 36 - 41
Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the
believers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see
how they are doing.” Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with
them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted
them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work.
They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company.
Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left,
commended by the believers to the grace of the Lord. He went through
Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.

Paul’s letter-writing structure
From
To
Blessing
Commendation
Message

Paul’s letter-writing structure
From

Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus,

To

To all God’s holy people in Christ Jesus at Philippi, together with the
overseers and deacons:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
I thank my God every time I remember you. In all my prayers for all of
you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in the gospel from
the first day until now, being confident of this, that he who began a good
work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.
It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my
heart and, whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel,
all of you share in God’s grace with me…

Blessing
Commendation
Message

Paul’s letter to the converts in Galatia
From
To
Blessing

Paul, an apostle — sent not from men nor by a man, but by Jesus Christ and
God the Father, who raised him from the dead — and all the brothers and
sisters with me,
To the churches in Galatia:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ, who
gave himself for our sins to rescue us from the present evil age, according to
the will of our God and Father, to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen.

Commendation
Message

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you to
live in the grace of Christ and are turning to a diﬀerent gospel — which is
really no gospel at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into
confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ…

Progression beyond Hebraic Jews
• Gentiles in Syria (Acts 11:19-26)
• Cornelius’ household (Acts 11:1-3,18)
• Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:34-38)
• Samaritans (Acts 8:4,12)
• Greek speaking Jews (Acts 6:1)

Progression beyond Hebraic Jews
Acts 6 : 1
In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Hellenistic
Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their
widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food.
Acts 8 : 4, 12
Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went.
Philip went down to a city in Samaria and proclaimed the Messiah there…
When they believed Philip as he proclaimed the good news of the kingdom
of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both men and
women.

Progression beyond Hebraic Jews
Acts 11 : 1 – 3, 18
The apostles and the believers throughout Judea heard that the Gentiles
also had received the word of God. So when Peter went up to Jerusalem, the
circumcised believers criticized him and said, “You went into the house of
uncircumcised men and ate with them.”
[Peter explains]
When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God,
saying, “So then, even to Gentiles God has granted repentance that leads to
life.”

Progression beyond Hebraic Jews
Acts 11 : 19 – 26
Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out when Stephen was
killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and Antioch, spreading the word only among
Jews. Some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began
to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. The Lord’s
hand was with them, and a great number of people believed and turned to the Lord.
News of this reached the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. When
he arrived and saw what the grace of God had done, he was glad and encouraged them all
to remain true to the Lord with all their hearts. He was a good man, full of the Holy
Spirit and faith, and a great number of people were brought to the Lord.
Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found him, he brought him
to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great
numbers of people. The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.

Jerusalem
• In Israel

Antioch
• Outside Israel

• Founded by apostles
• Primarily Jewish

• Founded by converts
• Mixed Jew and Gentile

• Hebrew (Aramaic)
• Pharisees and priests

• Greek speaking
• Diverse backgrounds

• All circumcised
• Temple and homes

• Some uncircumcised
• Home worship

• Conservative

• Progressive

100 miles

Two assemblies

Paul’s spiritual preparation
• Born in Tarsus, educated in Jerusalem

• Paul brought by Barnabas to Antioch

• Zealous, persecuting The Way

• Spends a year preaching and teaching

• Near Damascus, confronted by vision of
Jesus; blinded, starts praying, baptized

• Paul, Barnabas, Titus go to Jerusalem with a
gift for the poor

• Goes to Arabia (Sinai?)

• Meets with James, Peter, John, explains his
preaching, receives a blessing
- Peter imprisoned, rescued, rejoins group
at Mary’s house, sister of Barnabas

• Damascus, 3 years preaching, flees
persecution
• Visits Jerusalem, Barnabas brings him to
Peter and James, preaches, flees persecution
• Returns to Tarsus for 13 years

• Paul, Barnabas, et al return to Antioch with
John Mark (Mary’s son)

Gal 1-2, Acts 9,11-13
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• Paul and Barnabas with
John Mark as helper
(Acts 12:25 - 13:5)
• Mark returns to Jerusalem
from Perga (Acts 13:13)
• Preaching continues into
Galatia
• Paul and Barnabas return
home to Antioch

Preaching

Gal 2:11-16
When Cephas [Peter] came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he
stood condemned. For before certain men came from James, he used to
eat with the Gentiles. But when they arrived, he began to draw back and
separate himself from the Gentiles because he was afraid of those who
belonged to the circumcision group. The other Jews joined him in his
hypocrisy, so that by their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray.
When I saw that they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel, I
said to Cephas in front of them all, “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile
and not like a Jew. How is it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish
customs?”

Then some of the believers who belonged to
the party of the Pharisees stood up and said,
“The Gentiles must be circumcised and
required to keep the law of Moses.”

Meanwhile, in Galatia…
• Gal 1: 7 – Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are
trying to pervert the gospel of Christ.
• Gal. 5:7 – You were running a good race. Who cut in on you to keep you from
obeying the truth?
• Gal. 6:12 – Those who want to impress people by means of the flesh are
trying to compel you to be circumcised. The only reason they do this is to
avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ.
• Acts 15:24 – We have heard that some went out from us without our
authorization and disturbed you, troubling your minds by what they said.

Galatians –

It is for freedom that Christ has set us free
• Religion through law, Paul says,
- Poses as holiness, but works
through fear
- Manifests itself in judgment
and division
- Attempts to earn salvation
- Is a slavery that cannot save

• In contrast, freedom in Christ is
- Personal transformation through spirit
- Holiness as a manifestation of Christ
being formed within
- Gentle exhortation arising from
compassion, not revulsion or fear of
contamination

Council in Jerusalem
Arguments for insisting on circumcision
• The covenant of circumcision is older
even than Moses
• The Law of Moses is a higher path to
purity before God
• Circumcision is a continual reminder
of our covenant with God
• God takes circumcision seriously (e.g.
Moses’ son)

Arguments for flexibility for gentiles
• Peter: God poured holy spirit on the
uncircumcised
• Peter: Law of Moses has always been
an unattainable yoke
• Barnabas & Paul: God has performed
signs and wonders among the gentiles
• James: There are echoes of this in
Scripture

The letter from Jerusalem
The apostles and elders, your brothers,
To the Gentile believers in Antioch, Syria and Cilicia:
Greetings.
We have heard that some went out from us without our authorization and disturbed you,
troubling your minds by what they said. So we all agreed to choose some men and send them
to you with our dear friends Barnabas and Paul— men who have risked their lives for the
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore we are sending Judas and Silas to confirm by word
of mouth what we are writing.
It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us not to burden you with anything beyond the
following requirements: You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the
meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality. You will do well to avoid these things.
Farewell.

Paul and Barnabas
Acts 15 : 36 - 41
Some time later Paul said to Barnabas, “Let us go back and visit the
believers in all the towns where we preached the word of the Lord and see
how they are doing.” Barnabas wanted to take John, also called Mark, with
them, but Paul did not think it wise to take him, because he had deserted
them in Pamphylia and had not continued with them in the work.
They had such a sharp disagreement that they parted company.
Barnabas took Mark and sailed for Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and left,
commended by the believers to the grace of the Lord. He went through
Syria and Cilicia, strengthening the churches.

Continued legalist subversion
Rom 2:17-25 – Now you, if you call yourself a Jew; if you rely on the law and boast in God;
if you know his will and approve of what is superior because you are instructed by the
law… you, then, who teach others, do you not teach yourself ?… You who boast in the law,
do you dishonor God by breaking the law?… Circumcision has value if you observe the
law, but if you break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised.
2 Cor 11:3,13 – I am afraid that just as Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning, your
minds may somehow be led astray from your sincere and pure devotion to Christ… For
such people are false apostles, deceitful workers, masquerading as apostles of Christ.
2 Tim 1:15 – You know that everyone in the province of Asia has deserted me, including
Phygelus and Hermogenes.

Legalism 100+ years later
Those who are called Ebionites… use the Gospel according to Matthew only,
and repudiate the Apostle Paul, maintaining that he was an apostate from the
law. As to the prophetical writings, they endeavor to expound them in a
somewhat singular manner: they practice circumcision, persevere in the
observance of those customs which are enjoined by the law, and are so Judaic in
their style of life, that they even adore Jerusalem as if it were the house of God.
(Iranaeus (~130 – 202CE), Against Heresies, Book 2-26)

Paul and Mark?
2 Tim 4 : 9–11
Do your best to come to me quickly, for Demas, because he loved this world,
has deserted me and has gone to Thessalonica. Crescens has gone to Galatia,
and Titus to Dalmatia. Only Luke is with me.
Get Mark and bring him with you, because he is helpful to me in my ministry.

Lessons for us
Expect diﬀerences in styles of meeting and worship
Expect diﬀerences in understanding regarding ritual holiness
Build unity even in the presence of diﬀerences
Seek graciousness towards each other

The only thing that counts is
faith expressing itself through love
Gal 5:6

