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THE WORLD UPSIDE DOWN 
A survey of the book of Acts 
 
 
The coronavirus quickly changed everything about our world. In just a few weeks, the virus 
deconstructed many of the institutions considered untouchable in both our nation and in other 
nations around the world. Given the upheaval created by the virus, it seemed like a good time to 
study the book of Acts. Luke’s second book (cf. Acts 1:1) traces Jesus’ ongoing teaching and 
activity through the Holy Spirit empowered church and how it, like the coronavirus, “turned the 
world upside down”1 (Acts 17:6). This class will therefore consider the way Luke’s narrates the 
church’s early activity to better understand why it disrupted its world. Our understanding of 
Luke’s presentation of the church’s character and message will then help us understand the 
church’s place in our world today. 
 
 

Acts 21:15-28:31 – “You must testify also in Rome”2 
Luke’s record of Jesus’ ongoing teaching and activity through the early church in the book of Acts 
traces the introduction of Jesus’ kingdom into the world and its unstoppable conquest of 
Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and, in the book’s final chapters, even the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 
1:8). The final chapters of Luke’s book focus on Paul’s arrest in Jerusalem and the series of trials 
that followed and that eventually brought him to Rome (Acts 21:15-28:31). Consider the 
following few themes in those chapters:  
• Even though accused of the serious crime of sedition, Luke’s record of Paul’s various trials 

emphasizes his innocence (cf. Acts 23:9, 26-30; 25:13-21; 26:30-32). 
• Luke’s careful narration of Paul’s trials reveals that Paul alone knew and obeyed the Roman 

laws (cf. Acts 22:24-29; 23:5; 24:26; 25:11). 
• Paul’s arrest and trials offered an example Christians struggling under Roman rule could 

consider to help them understand how they should respond to Rome’s rule. 
 

 

Acts 21:1-36 – Paul’s journey to Jerusalem and his arrest 
Paul concluded his third missionary journey with a trip to Jerusalem despite being warned by 
people who, “through the Spirit…were telling Paul not to go on to Jerusalem” (Acts 21:4, 10-12). 
Luke prefigured the outcome of Paul’s journey by noting a parallel between Paul and Jesus – 
both men journeyed to Jerusalem even though they knew its outcome for them because they 
were committed to seeing “the will of the Lord be done” (Acts 21:13-14; Luke 9:51; 22:42). Paul 
was not, however, insensitive to the dangers facing him in the city; he did follow the guidance of 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
2 Acts 23:11. 
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the church elders and tried to ease the tensions between the Jewish people and himself, but his 
efforts resulted in a violent riot and his arrest by Roman soldiers (Acts 21:17-36).  
 

 

Acts 21:37-28:31 – Paul’s trials 
Luke devotes a long section of his book to recording Paul’s defenses of himself and his ministry, 
indicating his convictions about its importance.  
• Acts 21:37-22:21 – Paul’s defense before the Jews in temple in Jerusalem in which he 

portrayed himself as receiving a prophetic calling to deliver the divine message of Israel’s 
messianic king to the Gentiles (Acts 22:14-15, 21). 

• Acts 22:30-23:11 – Pauls’ defense before the Jewish council focused on his integrity and 
hope in God’s promises, which led to a division among the council members about his guilt 
(Acts 23:1, 6-10). 

• Acts 24:1-27 – Paul’s defense before Felix, the Roman governor of Palestine, emphasized his 
effort to live with a “clear conscious before both God and man” (Acts 24:16) and created 
opportunity for Paul to have many conversation with Felix “about righteousness and self-
control and the coming judgment” (Acts 24:24-26). 

• Acts 25:1-22 – When brought before Festus, the individual who succeeded Felix as governor 
of Palestine, Paul argued for his innocence and demanded his right as a Roman citizen to be 
tried by Caesar (Acts 25:8, 11). 

• Acts 26:1-32 – Before being sent to Rome, Festus brought Paul before king Agrippa and his 
sister Bernice (Agrippa II ruled a small part of Palestine and worked with Rome) so that they 
could hear his case and help Festus explain why he was sending someone innocent to be 
tried by Caesar (Acts 25:24-27). Paul’s defense outlined his prophetic mission to the Gentiles, 
announcing God’s messianic king who suffered, died, and had been resurrected. Even 
though they thought Paul was “mad” (Acts 26:24), they recognized that he had done 
“nothing to deserve death or imprisonment” (Acts 26:30-32). 

Suffering and God’s will 
Even though he was warned by the Holy Spirit 
about what would happen to him if he went 
to Jerusalem, Paul still felt compelled to go to 
the city (Acts 20:22-23; 21:1-14). And, as he 
had been warned, his journey resulted in his 
imprisonment (Acts 21:17-36). God, however, 
announced to Paul that he would use his 
imprisonment to allow him to “testify also in 
Rome” (Acts 23:11). While it was not God’s 
will that Paul suffer, God used his suffering to 
create opportunity for Paul to further the 
mission God had given to him.  
 
 
 
 

People sometimes attribute suffering to God, 
claiming it is part of His divine will. What 
insights do you think the circumstances of 
Paul’s arrest might offer into that thinking? 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
________________________________
________________________________
________________________________ 
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• Acts 28:17-22 – After arriving in Rome, Paul “called together the local leaders of the Jews” 
and presented his defense to them. Paul’s announcement that he had been given a 
prophetic ministry to the Gentiles led to division among the Jewish leaders, prompting Paul’s 
declaration that God would be sending “this salvation…to the Gentiles; they will listen” (Acts 
28:28). 

 
While it might seem like the closing chapters of Acts offer a jumble of various details 
disconnected from the more accessible stories of Paul’s missionary journeys, Luke’s final section 
offers a thoughtfully composed conclusion to his message. Consider some of the things on which 
he focused his writing: 
• Luke’s account of Paul’s trials illustrates the new world order of Jesus’ kingdom that exists 

within the existing world order. 
o Luke, for example, narrated Paul’s trials in a way that emphasized his innocence (Acts 

23:9, 26-30; 25:13-21; 26:30-32). He additionally supported his claim through his 
account of the events surrounding the shipwreck of the boat taking Paul to Rome – 
God’s protections of Paul led those around him to believe in his innocence (Acts 28:1-
6).  

o Luke thus reveals Paul to be someone both devoted to Jesus and obedient to Rome; 
he announced the reality of Jesus’ kingship while living in submission to Rome. 

• Luke contrasted Paul’s innocence under Roman law against the confusion and corruption of 
various Roman officials he encountered (Acts 22:24-29; 23:5; 24:6) revealing that citizenship 
in Jesus’ kingdom makes the best Roman citizens. 

• Luke also emphasized Jesus’ sovereignty in his record of Paul’s trials by: 
o Narrating Jesus’ direction, and protection, of Paul (Acts 23:11; 27:21-25). 
o Describing Paul’s dedication to the mission Jesus gave to him. Even though his life 

depended on the outcome of his trials (cf. Acts 26:30-31), Luke’s record of Paul’s 
defense reveals that: 

§ Paul did not focus his defense on freeing himself; he instead focused on 
teaching people about Jesus (cf. Acts 26:24-29). 

§ Paul even escalated his imprisonment by appealing to Caesar so that he could 
go to Rome and fulfill the charge Jesus gave to him (Acts 23:11; 25:11; 27:23-
24).  

o Pointing to Paul’s ministry in Rome as the fulfillment of the mission Jesus gave to the 
apostles in Acts 1:8. Against all the opposition they received from Jewish and Roman 
authorities, Jesus’ used the Holy Spirit to guide and enable the apostles to accomplish 
their mission. Jesus’ empowerment of the apostles evidences the potential that exists 
in his people today…if, like the apostles, they commit themselves to Jesus. 
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Discussion/application questions 

• Why do you think Luke dedicated so much space in the book of Acts to narrating Paul’s trials? 
How do you think his account of Paul’s trials furthers his purpose In writing? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• We tend to be more familiar with Paul’s missionary journeys than we tend to be with his 

trials.  Why do you think we tend to give Paul’s trials very little attention, especially 
considering the large amount of space Luke dedicates to them in his book?  
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• What lessons do you think we can take from Paul’s interaction with the Roman government 

in his trials and apply to our relationship with our nation’s government? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
• Luke emphasized the Jews’ opposition to Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles (Acts 22:17-23; 

28:25-28). Why do you think they opposed his mission and in what ways do you think people 
today might similarly oppose Jesus mission? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

• How do you think we can be more like Paul and less like the Jewish leaders who opposed 
him? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 


