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Text 
The next morning the Jews formed a conspiracy and bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until 

they had killed Paul. 
13 

More than forty men were involved in this plot. 
14 

They went to the chief priests and 

elders and said, "We have taken a solemn oath not to eat anything until we have killed Paul. 
15 

Now then, 

you and the Sanhedrin petition the commander to bring him before you on the pretext of wanting more 

accurate information about his case. We are ready to kill him before he gets here." 
16 

But when the son of 

Paul's sister heard of this plot, he went into the barracks and told Paul. 
17 

Then Paul called one of the 

centurions and said, "Take this young man to the commander; he has something to tell him." 
18 

So he took 

him to the commander. The centurion said, "Paul, the prisoner, sent for me and asked me to bring this 

young man to you because he has something to tell you." 
19 

The commander took the young man by the 

hand, drew him aside and asked, "What is it you want to tell me?" 
20 

He said: "The Jews have agreed to ask 

you to bring Paul before the Sanhedrin tomorrow on the pretext of wanting more accurate information 

about him. 
21 

Don't give in to them, because more than forty of them are waiting in ambush for him. They 

have taken an oath not to eat or drink until they have killed him. They are ready now, waiting for your 

consent to their request." 
22 

The commander dismissed the young man and cautioned him, "Don't tell 

anyone that you have reported this to me." 
23 

Then he called two of his centurions and ordered them, "Get 

ready a detachment of two hundred soldiers, seventy horsemen and two hundred spearmen to go to 

Caesarea at nine tonight. 
24 

Provide mounts for Paul so that he may be taken safely to Governor Felix." 
25 

He wrote a letter as follows: 
26 

Claudius Lysias, To His Excellency, Governor Felix: Greetings. 
27 

This man 

was seized by the Jews and they were about to kill him, but I came with my troops and rescued him, for I 

had learned that he is a Roman citizen. 
28 

I wanted to know why they were accusing him, so I brought him 

to their Sanhedrin. 
29 

I found that the accusation had to do with questions about their law, but there was no 

charge against him that deserved death or imprisonment. 
30 

When I was informed of a plot to be carried out 

against the man, I sent him to you at once. I also ordered his accusers to present to you their case against 

him. 
31 

So the soldiers, carrying out their orders, took Paul with them during the night and brought him as 

far as Antipatris. 
32 

The next day they let the cavalry go on with him, while they returned to the barracks. 
33 

When the cavalry arrived in Caesarea, they delivered the letter to the governor and handed Paul over to 

him. 
34 

The governor read the letter and asked what province he was from. Learning that he was from 

Cilicia, 
35 

he said, "I will hear your case when your accusers get here." Then he ordered that Paul be kept 

under guard in Herod's palace. 

 

What I Did On My Summer Vacation 
 I just want to start off by saying thanks for allowing Andrea and I the opportunity 

to get away for awhile last week and to everyone who prayed for us for God to grant us 

safety and refreshment in him.  He answered your prayers and we had a wonderful time.  

First of all, we drove well over 2,000 miles in an 11-year old car with no problems.  

Actually, we averaged 36 miles to the gallon on the whole trip, and that included some 
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mountainous terrain – perhaps one of those miraculous multiplications where something 

goes farther than it normally should.  I don’t know. 

 I read a couple books over the week.  One was particularly challenging and 

convicting.  It was about a Christian community in Philadelphia that lives among the poor 

and tries to really take Jesus’ teachings seriously.  As we were away from the city for 

awhile it helped me gain some perspective on my life back here in Chicago, in the city, 

and what it should really look like if I’m truly following a homeless guy named Jesus. 

God showed me on several occasions throughout the week the depravity of my 

heart – my selfishness, my proclivity towards idolatry – and made me more dependent 

and amazed at his grace. 

I was also itching to get back by the end, which is in my book the sign of a good 

vacation.  Vacations are good.  Jesus took vacations.  But it dawned on me that a lot of 

people aspire to live life in vacation mode every day.  We saw a number of quaint little 

towns where life is touted to be simple and slow-paced.  We saw beautiful, grand houses 

along serene lakes with fancy boats docked at them and middle-aged men and women 

sitting on the porch, reading a book and sipping lemonade, …at 11:00 in the morning on 

a weekday!  That’s the good life, romanticized and idealized and aspired to by so many 

people.  That’s a natural desire – for leisure, for rest, for comfort, for peace, for 

tranquility.  In fact, I would argue that that’s a veiled desire for heaven and for God; that 

longing in everyone that reveals a subconscious knowledge of God.  But the reality is 

we’re not in heaven yet.  You can’t escape sin and brokenness in a cabin in the mountains 

or a house on the lake.  The kingdom of God is not consummated yet.  There’s work to be 

done.  We take Sabbaths and vacations because we need them and because they fill us 

with anticipation of the day when Christ shall come again and vanquish evil once and for 

all and “the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters 

cover the sea” (Hab. 2:14).  We have mini-pictures of heaven.  But in the meantime life is 

a fight, it’s a race, it’s full of toil and hardship and disappointments and sacrifice.  And 

being in the fight, being in the race is the only place where true peace and happiness can 

be found now – in losing your life to gain it. 

That’s one of the big things I’ve been learning as we’ve been going through the 

book of Acts together; specifically as we’ve studied the life of the apostle Paul.  It 

became clearer to me on my vacation.  We can’t take early retirement.  And so as Andrea 

and I relaxed and enjoyed God-given pleasures, God was saying to me, “Enjoy this and 

worship me for it, but this isn’t how life’s supposed to be all the time, Nathan.  Resist the 

temptation to insulate yourself from the poor and the suffering and the ignorant and 

shield yourself from heartache and exhaustion and ugliness and pamper yourself with 

comfort and ease and amenities.”  And so God reminded me of my purpose and my 

mission in life and by the end I was ready to get back and get on with it and sure enough 

my first night back I started having dreams again about people in the church I’m 

concerned about and began again battling anxiety over all the stuff that needs to happen 

and feeling the burden to labor in prayer and in the midst of it all hearing God whisper, 

“Welcome to the good life.” 

 

Introduction 

 We traversed 7 different states on our vacation.  We had some great times with 

old college friends, family, each other, and God.  We saw Gettysburg, the site of 
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America’s bloodiest battle and where Lincoln gave his famed “Gettysburg Address.”  

There’s something sobering and surreal to stand on a field where 51,000 people died in 

one battle.  We saw Princeton University and Seminary, where some of my greatest 

theological heroes have come from.  We saw the actual house where Jonathan Edwards 

died there on campus.  We also got to take in the National Baseball Hall of Fame in 

Cooperstown, NY.  A place devoted to the history of the greatest game ever.  After that 

we went up to the Adirondacks for a couple nights and saw the site of the 1980 Winter 

Olympics in Lake Placid and went into the rink where the “Miracle on Ice” happened 

when the U.S. hockey team beat the U.S.S.R. 4-3.  We saw a lot of God’s beautiful 

creation, including the Niagara Falls, where Superman revealed his identity to Lois Lane. 

 Well, that’s not real, but we did see a lot of places where history was made.  And 

it got me thinking about history – why certain events turned out the way they did, what 

life would be like if they had turned out differently, what events made it possible for 

other events to turn out the way they did.  How many of you are history buffs – like 

studying or learning about the past?  Well, guess what?  The Bible is mostly history.  

Ever thought of that?  And there are the big events of historical magnitude – the flood, 

the exodus, the reign of David, the exile, the rebuilding of the temple, the resurrection of 

Christ… stuff like that.  But a lot of it is just obscure details, like how many Levites who 

were descendants of Jeshua and Kadmiel (through the line of Hodaviah) returned to the 

land after Cyrus’ decree – there were 74 of them, in case you’re interested (cf. Ezra 2:40).  

Why does God think it important to tell us random details about seemingly insignificant 

people all over the Bible? 

 We’re getting to the last part of the book of Acts and much of it appears at first 

glance to be inconsequential, a travel log full of boring minutia.  In what remains there 

aren’t many major events or explicit teachings on significant doctrines or obvious moral 

lessons.  It’s just stories narrated to us with attention to detail.  Why, Luke?  Why is this 

important?  What are we supposed to get out of this?  Well, I think it’s just this: God 

guides every detail of human history in order to fulfill his promises.  And if we can 

learn that from Luke from the way he relates the events of the latter part of Paul’s life, 

maybe we can learn to see God in the details of our life, the mundane, ordinary, 

monotonous details.  God guides every boring detail of our lives in order to fulfill his 

promises to us. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Story 
 Last week Hobin preached on how the Lord Jesus stood beside a beleaguered Paul 

after a perceived setback and in the midst of deep discouragement and frustrations told 

him that God had used him nevertheless to testify about Christ in Jerusalem and that he 

had big plans for him to take that testimony all the way to the capital city of the Empire.  

God’s promise to Paul: “You’re going to get to testify about me in Rome!”  But little 

does Paul know “at this time that he will be in prison for the next four years.”
1
  What in 

the world?!?  The subsequent narrative relates how Paul was transferred from place to 

place and repeatedly called to trial and forced to defend himself, only to be put back in 

prison at the end.  And Luke tells us about this – what time of night he left Jerusalem, 

how many days he stayed where, the names of the guards who guarded him or the 



4 

officials who questioned him or the places he stayed while he was being transported to 

Rome.  Why?  Why do we need to know these relatively uneventful details?  Because this 

is how God works to bring about the fulfillment of his promises.  God is in the details. 

 Theologians call it “Providence” – the idea that God (not fate or chance or mere 

human initiative) is preserving the world, mysteriously controlling the actions of free 

human beings, and causing all things (human decisions and the orbit of planets) to work 

together to fulfill his ultimate purposes.  That’s the doctrine of Providence.  You can just 

think of it this way – God is in control… of everything.  All of human history is part of 

God’s good plan, even the tiny, insignificant choices and circumstances of life, like what 

you had for breakfast this morning. 

In today’s text Paul has just been promised that he would testify in Rome, but 

then we read that a group of 40+ radical, militant Zionists – they were called the sicarii in 

the 1
st
 century – took an oath that they would not eat anything until they killed Paul.  

Enough was enough and they just needed to get rid of this guy.  They went to the chief 

priests and elders and presented their plan and the leaders agreed that it was time for such 

drastic measures.  So they were going to summon Paul the next day to appear before the 

Sanhedrin again under the pretext of getting more information from him and the 40+ 

zealots were going to wait in ambush along the path and kill Paul before he got to the 

council.  Stuff like that was not uncommon in those days.  But no plot conceived against 

the Lord and his purposes can succeed.  God has promised and God will deliver.  As Is. 

54:17 says, “No weapon forged against you will prevail.” 

But it’s not always how we might expect.  Somehow, in some way, a young man 

happened to hear about this plot against Paul and that boy happened to be Paul’s nephew.  

We know nothing about him.  Up until now we had no idea that Paul had a sister or a 

nephew and we hear nothing of him again in the rest of the Scriptures.  But this lad 

through some Providential twist of events was in the right place at the right time and felt 

compelled to go share this information he had learned with Paul in the barracks, who 

being an unconvicted Roman citizen was allowed to have visitors.  Upon hearing this 

news Paul had his nephew tell what he knew to the commander.  Paul’s nephew is really 

the unsung hero of this story.  A little, no-name boy just going about his life.  

Coincidence?  Random?  No, this is how God works – regular people going about their 

life. 

Well, the commander, driven by a desire for a promotion, then decides to transfer 

Paul to his boss, the Roman governor Felix who resided in Caesarea down by the sea.  He 

shows up the plotters and leaves them pretty hungry by shipping Paul away in the night 

under the protection of heavy arms and several hundred men.  Overkill?  Perhaps.  But 

the big company only goes a little way outside of Jerusalem before returning to their post 

in Jerusalem and sending Paul on to Caesarea with just the cavalry the next day.  But it’s 

pretty clear that Claudius Lysias (that’s the name of the commander) really wanted to 

make sure Paul got there safely.  And I mentioned that this was motivated by getting in 

good with his superior.  Where do I get that? 

Look at the letter he sends to Felix with Paul and the overly large entourage.  The 

greeting – “To His Excellency” – was traditionally used when speaking to someone from 

the equestrian class, the elites of society.  Felix actually wasn’t a part of this social class, 

he had obtained his position through patronage and nepotism, but Claudius Lysias is 

sucking up.  Then the short letter contains 9 verbs in the first person singular – I… I… 
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I…”  He’s pointing out how he’s responsible for avoiding an assassination that could 

have lead to an uprising in the volatile city of Jerusalem, but in doing so he even twists 

the truth a little bit.  Notice how he says that he rescued Paul from the mob because he 

had found out that he was a Roman citizen (v. 27).  Actually, Claudius Lysias didn’t find 

out Paul was a Roman citizen until just before he was going to have him flogged.  That 

detail is conspicuously absent from the letter.  But the point is, even through one 

commander’s attempts at self-promotion, God is working to deliver Paul from death and 

preserve him so that he could testify about Jesus in Rome.  Just like with Joseph’s 

brothers in the OT who sold him into slavery, Paul could say to Claudius Lysias, “You 

meant it for evil – to get yourself ahead in life, but God meant it for good – to show 

himself faithful to his promise” (cf. Gen. 50:20). 

And then Governor Felix receives Paul the prisoner and inquires about where he’s 

from and even though he’s from Cilicia he agrees to hear Paul’s case.  Now, most people 

who read this in Luke’s day would know that Felix was notoriously ruthless in squelching 

Jewish uprisings.  It would not be unusual for him to mistreat or even execute Paul if he 

thought it would appease the Jews and keep them happy.  But as the book of Proverbs 

says, “The king’s heart is in the hand of the Lord; he directs it like a watercourse 

wherever he pleases” (Prov. 21:1).  Even Governor Felix of the mighty Roman Empire 

was a player in God’s plan for Paul’s life. 

 

Unpacking the Story 

 It’s a plan that may seem round-about to many.  I’m sure for Paul he might have 

thought at times, “Where is this going?  I thought I was supposed to be testifying in 

Rome!  Why am I spending 2 years locked up in Herod’s palace?”  And again, we might 

ask, “Why are you telling us all this, Luke?  Get on to something more interesting.  Why 

is this in the Bible?  What’s the point?”  As I said earlier, the Bible is predominantly 

history.  Eugene Peterson writes, “…when Israel wrote about God, she wrote history.  

Among other peoples in the ancient world there was nothing comparable….  The 

Hebrews were the world’s first historians.  Because they were convinced that God 

worked among them where they were, each day, they believed that what they did… was 

significant.  Because it was significant, it was capable of being narrated as a story, that is, 

as an account in which what people did had consequences and was part of a structured 

purpose.”
2
 

The same could be said of the NT authors like Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, 

especially Luke.  God was just as much at work in Paul’s being sent to Caesarea at 9:00 

PM with 200 soldiers, seventy horsemen, and 200 spearmen as he was at Pentecost when 

he sent the Holy Spirit on the church and 3,000 people got saved.  The letter Claudius 

Lysias sent to Felix was just as interesting to Luke as the letter the Jerusalem church sent 

to the Gentile churches in ch. 15 clarifying the gospel of grace.  Why?  Because this is 

how God worked to come through on his promise to use Paul’s life.  He worked through 

history, the nitty-gritty of history – through teenagers no one’s ever heard of; through 

brown-nosing military commanders; through corrupt government officials; through days, 

weeks, and years in a prison.  God makes a promise to Paul and then for the next few 

years Paul is carted around from one person to another and Luke kind of gives us a blow 

by blow account of what happened.  Why?  Because God is in the details.  It’s sometimes 

easy to see God in the big events of our lives, but we have to realize that every little, 
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mundane detail of our lives is part of God’s overarching plan for us and for history.  And 

so consequently, everything that happens to us is significant.  God is accomplishing his 

purposes in Paul, even though it may not have looked like it at the time.  God guides 

every detail of human history in order to fulfill his promises. 

 

Application of the Story 
 So what does this mean for us?  If you have not put your trust in Jesus as your 

Savior – that is as the one who died to pay for your sins so that you wouldn’t ever have to 

– and as your Lord – that is the one who you try to follow and obey in every area of your 

life with all your heart – then you have no hope of ultimate peace.  You cannot have any 

assurance that your life will be ultimately meaningful.  There is no ultimate way out of 

the nagging sense of futility, of purposelessness, of banality that tends to plague 

existence.  I cannot promise you that you’ll know the loving, tender care of God and his 

acceptance of you because… he does not accept you.  He is against you.  You are his 

enemy, destined to hell – eternal torment, darkness, emptiness.  If that’s you today may 

that despair over life’s pointlessness and God’s wrath that rests upon you drive you to the 

cross, where you will find that Jesus – God’s Son – stepped in between you and the 

Father’s wrath and took it on himself so that you could be freed from the burden of 

bearing his condemnation and could actually be reconciled to God, adopted by him as 

your loving Father, able to know him and enjoy him and behold his beauty. 

 And when that has happened, when you become no longer God’s enemy but his 

friend, you have become the recipient of God’s “very great and precious promises” (2Pet. 

1:4).  They are many.  I encourage you to mine the Scriptures for them and see for 

yourself all that God has promised you in Christ.  They are not pathetic, shallow promises 

of wealth or health or anything like that.  They are promises that God “will never leave 

your nor forsake you” (Dt. 31:6); that “in all things God works for the good of those who 

love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28); that “he who 

began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus” 

(Phil. 1:6); that he is “able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious 

presence without fault and with great joy” (Jude 24); that he gives you “eternal life, and 

[you] shall never perish; no one can snatch [you] out of Christ’s hand” (Jn. 10:28); that 

you who he foreknew, predestined, called, and justified, he will also surely glorify (cf. 

Rom. 8:30); and that when Christ comes again he will “transform your lowly bod[y] so 

that [it] will be like his glorious body” (Phil. 3:21) “and so we will be with the Lord 

forever” (1Thess. 4:17). 

These are big promises.  To every believer God promises to use that person for his 

glory, to give that person a place in his kingdom, to transform that person’s character 

more and more into the character of Christ, to show that person more and more of who he 

is in all of his splendor, to fill that person with more and more love and joy and peace and 

patience and kindness and goodness and faithfulness and gentleness and self-control (cf. 

Gal. 5:22-23).  When you’ve trusted Jesus to be your Savior and Lord, you are 

immediately given some marvelous, gospel promises.  God also makes specific promises 

to specific people.  Like God promised Paul he would go to Rome, God may have spoken 

clearly to you that he would use you to glorify him in a distant country, in certain career, 

in a specific way.  Maybe some of you have heard God’s promise like that.  Brothers and 

sisters: God always delivers on his promises.  Now we may mishear him sometimes – 
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hear what we want to hear.  Or we may misunderstand his promises.  But make no 

mistake: what God has indeed promised he will make good on. 

And so you can be assured that God is at work in your life right now to bring his 

very great and precious promises to fruition.  No matter what the circumstances look like.  

Every detail of every day of your life is part of God’s good Providence.  If you’re trusting 

him as your Savior and submitting to him as your Lord, you can know that every thing 

that happens to you, your good God is behind.  You may look at your life and say, 

“Where is God?  I’m just riding the same train to work every day, doing the same stuff, 

seeing the same people.  Days, weeks, months, years, go by and it all seems very boring.  

Where’s God in this?”  “My life has not turned out how I expected – suffering, 

discouragement, heart ache.  Where’s God in that?”  “But I’ve messed up so many things 

and made so many wrong choices.  Where’s God in this life of failure?”  We may ask the 

same thing about the latter chapters of Acts.  Where’s God in today’s text?  He’s not 

mentioned by name anywhere.  Where’s God in all these legal trials and nautical details 

of a sea voyage?  But he’s all over it!  The very fact that these details were Providentially 

recorded in Scripture validates the minutia of life as the work of God’s hand. 

And so even what may seem to you as purposeless, is all part of God’s ingenious 

plan.  God is saying, “The details of your life are significant.  Trust me.”  There are 

seasons of life that appear to be entirely pointless – “My life essentially consists of 

changing poopy diapers and feeding my baby and washing clothes… over and over and 

over again; day in and day out.  Where’s God in that?  I thought I was supposed to be 

doing great things for him?”  Or you may wonder how you ended up working this 

monotonous job that has nothing to do with what you majored in in college or why you’re 

in your 30s and unmarried or what in the world all the grand and lofty promises you hear 

at church every Sunday have to do with what you do on Monday and Tuesday and 

Wednesday and Thursday and Friday.  But take heart, my friends, God is in the details.  It 

may not always make sense to us.  As C.S. Lewis remarks, “We ride with our backs to 

the engine.  We have no notion what stage in the journey we have reached…. a story is 

precisely the sort of thing that cannot be understood till you have heard the whole of it.”
3
  

But the doctrine of Providence implied by the fact that a large part of Scripture reads like 

a diary entry… the doctrine of Providence validates the significance of everyday life.  

God guides every boring detail of our lives in order to fulfill his promises. 

 

Conclusion 
 God is accomplishing his ultimate plan for the world and your life – your boring, 

humdrum life – is playing a role in it.  That’s cool.  Isn’t it?  Our God is the God of the 

details; the God that devotes a whole book of the Bible to numbers; the God that includes 

the short story about a Moabite woman named Ruth who lost her husband and how she 

worked in the fields and got a new husband and you think, “That’s a nice story, but so 

what?” and then in the last chapter the narrator tells us that this ordinary, foreign woman 

was part of the lineage of king David, and we know eventually Jesus Christ.  That’s our 

God.  “Since ancient times no one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen any 

God besides [our God], who acts on behalf of those who wait for him” (Is. 64:4). 

 God guides every detail of human history in order to fulfill his promises.  

Let’s take some time to think about our lives.  How has God been at work, even where 

we may have missed him at first glance?  How did you get to be here this morning, sitting 
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in those chairs with these people?  What’s been going on in your life recently?  Have 

there been things that you don’t quite understand?  Has it been hard to see God at work?  

Have you struggled to believe your life is going anywhere, that what you do everyday has 

meaning?  Let’s spend some time looking at our lives and seeing God all over them and 

worshipping him as we recommit ourselves to trusting in his promises. 

 

Benediction 
Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according 

to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 

throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. – Eph. 3:20-21 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 27, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 Ajith Fernando, Acts, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 577. 

2
 Eugene H. Peterson, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), 80. 

3
 C.S. Lewis, Christian Reflections (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 106. 


