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Joseph Sutcliffe, M.A., an English Wesleyan minister, was born at Baildon, Yorkshire. He was converted in early life and became a circuit riding preacher at age 24.

He was appointed by John Wesley to Redruth in 1786. Sutcliffe introduced Methodism into the Scilly Isles in 1788, and spent the last twenty years of his life in retirement in London, where he died May 14, 1856 at age 94.

His course was one of "unspotted Christian purity and progressive excellence. In Biblical scholarship he especially excelled." He was an indefatigable writer, publishing in all thirty-two works on religious subjects, the chief being this A Commentary on the Old and New Testament.

This commentary represents 40 years of Sutcliffe's study of the Bible. After retiring at age 74, he compiled this commentary from his Bible study notes he accumulated over the years. The commentary is mostly expositional with some exegetical comments and Hebrew/Greek analysis.

00 Introduction 

THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES.
THE English title of this book is too assuming, because it does not contain the Acts of the Apostles, but only the commencement in Jerusalem; such as the local labours of St. Peter, and the travels and sufferings of St. Paul. And through the sufferings of the church, the lives and labours of the other ten are lost in much obscurity. EUSEBIUS, in his Chronicum of the apostles, has left us the best digest of their labours and travels that he could. The churches they planted are the real historians of their labours and success.

In this book we have a beautiful portrait of the infant church in Jerusalem, the family of God consecrated to be heirs of the world. We see here the accomplishment of that luminous prediction in Isaiah 2:3. “Out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.” We see the holy sons of Zion flying across the seas, the isles, and the continents, to carry the news of man’s redemption to nations that sat in darkness, and in the region of the shadow of death. — Of Paul’s labours in Roman Asia we have but a brief account. He was driven from Antioch in the forty fifth year of Christ; and according to bishop Usher, entered on his new sphere of labours in Greece, and came to Philippi in the year fifty three.

A book, entitled the travels of Paul and Thecla, has been named in the introduction to St. Luke’s gospel; a book undoubtedly genuine, being the production of a priest of Asia, and widely circulated under the name of Luke; for transcribers, before the invention of printing, were apt to put the name of some father to their manuscripts, the better to procure a sale. When St. John reproved the priest for doing this, he said that he had composed the book because of the great love he had for St. Paul; and that the book by some means had escaped out of his hands. So Tertullian affirms in his book, De baptismo, caput 17. It must therefore have been the transcribers who put the name of Luke to the above production. Du Pin, the most laborious of all ecclesiastical historians, has therefore put this work among the spurious books, without the least doubt of its truth in the relation of historic facts.

In the remains of Cyprian of Carthage, who flourished in the third century, we find a prayer written during the severe persecution of Dioclesian. “Stand by us, oh Lord, as thou didst stand by the apostles in bonds, by Thecla in the fire, by Paul in persecution, and by Peter in the waves. The above history is honourably named by many of the fathers, as Gregory Nazianzen, and Gregory of Nyssæ, Chrysostom, and others. This history was rescued from long oblivion, and published by the learned Professor Dr. Grabe, while he resided in England, editor of the Septuagint, and who wrote short notes in Latin to bishop Bull’s defence of the Nicene fathers. The substance of the history is, that when the jews drove away Paul from Antioch, as related by Luke in Acts 13:50, he travelled to Iconium, the capital of Lycaönia, and preached in the house of Onesiphorus.

Onesiphorus, having been informed by Titus of Paul’s coming, went out to meet him, accompanied by Lectra his wife, and their two children, Simmia and Zeno, that they might receive him into their house; for Titus had informed them of the person of Paul, seeing they had not yet known him in the flesh. Walking therefore on the king’s road leading to Lystra, they waited, expecting to receive him. Not long after they saw Paul coming towards them, a man of small stature — bald — his legs distorted — his eyebrows knit together — his nose aquiline, but his whole exterior manifestly full of the grace of God. His countenance was sometimes like that of a man, and sometimes like that of an angel.

While Paul was discoursing in the house of Onesiphorus, Thecla, daughter of Theoclia, a virgin espoused to Tamyris, a prince of the city, standing at the adjacent window of her house night and day, heard Paul preach. And seeing many women and virgins go in to hear Paul, she accompanied them, for as yet she had only heard his voice. As Thecla continued to do this, Theoclia her mother sent for Tamyris, and informed him that Thecla had not risen up from her place for three days, nor taken any food, but had wholly given herself up to that stranger.
Tamyris, fearing some distraction of mind, spake to her with tenderness. “Why, Thecla, dost thou sit dejected thus with thine eyes fixed on the ground? What new passion has turned thee, and attached thee to this stranger? Turn to thy Tamyris, and be ashamed. Thecla, answering nothing, turned from them, and continued intent on hearing Paul. Tamyris, filled with despair, left the house, and watched the people that went to hear Paul. And seeing two men contending sharply in the street, asked, who is this man that seduces the minds of men, forbidding to marry? For I am in great anguish about Thecla, on account of her attachment to this stranger. On this, Demas and Hermogenes with one voice exclaimed, deliver him to the governor, and let him be put to death; and we will persuade Thecla that the resurrection which he preaches is past, whenever we come to the knowledge of God.

Tamyris, on hearing this, went early next morning with a guard of officers, and a multitude of people to the house of Onesiphorus, and dragged away Paul, amidst the shouts of the crowd, “away with the sorcerer, and deliver him to the governor.” Tamyris, standing before the judgment seat, impeached Paul. The governor, after hearing Paul’s reply, committed him to prison, till he could more fully hear him. But Thecla, finding that Paul was committed, arose by night; and pulling off her ear-rings gave them to the porter, and her silver mirror to the keeper, to gain admission to Paul. Then placing herself, like Mary, at his feet, she continued to hear him preach the wonderful things of God. And perceiving that Paul disregarded what he suffered, and held fast his confidence in God, she was exceedingly confirmed in the faith.

Next morning there was a great alarm in the family for Thecla, and by Tamyris, for they feared some evil had befallen her. Hearing she had gone to the prison, they stirred up the people, and again led Paul to the judgment seat. Thecla, however, still continued to attend, and prostrated herself in prayer on the identical spot where she had heard Paul deliver his instructions. At length, the governor commanded her to be brought. Thecla, hearing this, went forth with joy, while the people still cried, “he is a sorcerer, let him be put to death.” Notwithstanding all this, the governor willingly heard Paul: and having taken counsel, he said to Thecla, Why art thou not given in marriage to Tamyris, according to the laws of Iconium? Thecla, fastening her eyes on Paul, answered nothing. Then her mother vehemently cried out, Let her be burned, that others may fear.

The governor being now exceedingly irritated, condemned Paul to be scourged, and Thecla to be burned. He then in person attended at the theatre to see this cruel spectacle. Then as a lamb, hunted in the desert, looks round for a shepherd, so Thecla’s eyes looked for the venerable Paul. After looking through the crowd she saw the Lord standing near her, in the likeness of Paul, and inwardly exclaimed, “Paul is come to see me, as though I should not suffer patiently.” Still fastening her eyes upon him, she saw him ascend up into heaven. Then she understood it was the Lord, seen in the person of Paul.

Her robes were then taken off; and by the populace she was compelled to ascend the pile. The governor himself was much affected with a sight of her beauty, her patience, and her fortitude. The faggots and the wood being placed in order, she stretched forth her hands in prayer, and ascended the pile. The fire was applied on different sides, and the flames spread round about, but had no power to scorch her. God had compassion on her youth. A loud noise was heard in the heavens, a dark cloud overspread the amphitheatre, accompanied with such torrents of rain and hail as extinguished the fire. Thus was Thecla delivered.

This illustrious virgin, after being a confessor in her own city, and forsaken of her friends, became a public character in Roman Asia; and after having escaped the wild beasts at Antioch, and laboured much in the Lord, she received the crown of martyrdom at Seleucia in the province of Isauria. The emperor Zeno built and endowed a church to her memory. 

FRAGMENTS ADDED TO THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES.
All men ask for more than Luke has recorded. There are many chasms in his history, where he seems to have been separated from Paul, and he would not write what he had not seen. The demand for more is great, but the notices of the fathers are few.

The beloved Clement, whose name is in the book of life, Philippians 4:3, says in his epistle to the Corinthians, section 5., “Let us set before our eyes the holy apostles. Peter by the unrighteous envy [of the jews] sustained not one or two, but many scenes of suffering, till at length being martyred, he entered the abode of glory prepared for him.”

“For the same cause did Paul receive the reward of his patience. Seven times he was in bonds. Five times he was whipped, and once was he stoned. He preached both in the east and the west, leaving behind him the glorious report of his faith. And having in this way preached righteousness to the whole Roman world, and with this design, [after his liberation] travelled even to the utmost boundaries of the west. επι το τερμα τες δυσεως ελθοντι. He at last suffered martyrdom by the command of his governors, and departed out of this world to his holy place, leaving the most exalted pattern of patience to every future age.”

The holy and blessed Dorotheus, bishop of the city of Byzantium, now Constantinople, and martyr in that city, has left us short notes of the twelve apostles.

1. Peter, who after departing from Antioch, travelled into the principal places of Galatia, and of the Mediterranean sea, and in all Cappadocia, and Bithynia, preaching the gospel; and lastly in all Italy and Rome. 1 Peter 1:1.

2. Andrew, his brother, travelled through all Bithynia, Thracia, and Scythia, preaching the gospel of the Lord. He afterwards went to the great city of Sebasteia, where Apsarius formed his camp, and preached on the river Phasis; and in the interior of Ethiopia. He was crucified at Patras in Achaia. [See Sebaste in the map of Paul’s travels.] 3. But James, the son of Zebedee, went after the twelve tribes of Israel, preaching Christ, and was beheaded with the sword by Herod the tetrarch, or viceroy to the Romans in Cæsarea of Palestine.

4. John, his brother, who wrote the gospel, and who having preached Christ in Ephesus, was banished by the emperor Trajan to the isle of Patmos for the confession of the christian faith; and being released, he obtained the favour, as many think, to live in the flesh together with Enoch and Elijah. [This conjecture rose from the words of Christ to Peter: “If I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee.” John 21:22-23.]

5. Philip, the apostle, preached the gospel in Phrygia, and was buried with his daughters in Hierapolis, who are mentioned by Luke in the Acts of the apostles.

6. Bartholomew, the apostle, who after having successfully preached the gospel to the Indians, translated for them the gospel according to St. Matthew. He slept at Corbanopolis, a city of Upper Armenia.*

7. Thomas, the apostle, after having preached Christ to the Parthians, the Medes, the Persians, the Bactrians, the Germans, finally received the crown of martyrdom in a city of India called Calamitâ.

8. Matthew, the evangelist, after writing his gospel in Hebrew, and delivering it to the church in Jerusalem, and having preached Christ in the east, received the crown of martyrdom at Hierapolis, a city of Syria.

9. Jude, the brother of James, after having preached the gospel throughout the whole region of Mesopotamia, departed by martyrdom at Edessa, where he was interred.

10. Simon, who is surnamed Judas, having preached Christ in Eleutheropolis, the regions of Gaza, and as far as Egypt, was buried at Ostracinâ, a city of Egypt, being affixed to a cross by the command of Trajan.

11. Matthias, who was numbered with the eleven apostles in the place of Judas Iscariot, having first preached the gospel in Ethiopia, and received the palm of martyrdom, was buried in the place he had fertilized with his blood.

12. Simon Zelotes, after travelling through the region of Mauritania, [literally the country of the blacks] and Africa, [say Carthage] went everywhere preaching Christ. Last of all he came to Britain, where he was crucified and buried.

* To the above account of Bartholomew we may add the opinion of many, that he and Nathaniel are the same person, because Bartholomew is not a proper name, but merely an appellative, the son of Ptolemy. This seems the more probable, as no distinct notice is taken of his call to the office; and John seems to rank Nathaniel among the apostles, when he says that Peter, Thomas, Nathaniel, the two sons of Zebedee, with two other disciples being gone out a fishing, Jesus showed himself to them on the shore. John 21:2.

GENERAL REFLECTIONS.
In this book we have glanced on the first planting of christianity, and turned our views to the labours, the sufferings, and success of St. Paul. This chosen vessel, designated of God to the sanctuary, received a considerable education in Tarsus, a city celebrated for literature. He came to Jerusalem to finish his theological course, and to qualify himself for preferment. But God had better views in store. We see him coming into the church with a soul and with an education every way qualified to do the will of God. In his call and mission he was so clear, that neither poverty, nor hardships, nor sufferings could move him; for the Lord was with him, according to all his promises. If his poor body wore away daily, his inward man was renewed day by day with the consolations of Christ. The churches he planted were almost as numerous as the cities he visited, and his rising progeny in the Lord, seemed, according to the promise, as the stars of heaven for multitude, and as the sands upon the sea shore, innumerable.

Satan had a most inveterate malice against the special apostle of the gentiles. Often he drew him into perils and jeopardy; but he lived among deaths. Five times he was whipped by the malicious jews. Thrice he was beaten with rods. Once he was stoned, and probably left for dead. Yet he still went on serving the best of Masters, who had made him a debtor of service to all men, and laid a necessity upon him to preach the gospel.

God, who had never ceased to protect his ambassadors, abandoned him at last, but with a limited commission, to the enmity of Satan, and the long festering fury of the jews. This most holy man was bound with a chain, impeached by his country, dragged from prison to prison, and from one tribunal to another. Oh how dark are the ways of the Lord; how profound and mysterious the work of his counsel. But his wisdom is perfect, and his righteousness without a spot. Let me learn of his servant to trust in him amidst all the dark and beclouded reverses of life. God sits in the heavens all composed, and laughs at the craft of Satan, and the malice of men. His apostles had now been preaching for near thirty years, chiefly to the poor. The great, the Roman world, knew little of Christ. St. Paul was the happiest man to tell them of the glory and kingdom of the Lord. He was now qualified with an immensity of learning, wisdom, and experience. He spake with tongues more than any other minister, and perhaps with more than any other man in the empire. He was endowed also with every divine excellence of spiritual gifts, and natural fortitude for the arduous mission. Therefore, if I may so speak, heaven stooped for once to the pride of senators and kings; they would not stoop to hear the gospel of a poor apostle, and God sent it to them in the mouth of a state prisoner, whose case is always interesting in the political circles.

When the jews in the temple were about to tear Paul to pieces, Lysias rescued him by a mistake, thinking he had been the seditious Egyptian who had escaped the carnage of Felix. On the steps of the castle, Paul raised his chained hands, and addressed the furious bigots of his country. And as he spake in the Hebrew tongue, they listened to him silent as the night, till he spake of going to the gentiles. Next day, Paul addressed the jewish council, left them without excuse, and threw the pharisees and sadducees into confusion by showing his hope of the resurrection from the dead. At Cæsarea he preached twice before the court; the latter time before three princes, Felix, Festus, and Agrippa; for Festus providentially was come to succeed Felix. On board the ship, to two hundred and seventy six seamen and passengers, from all nations, he taught the whole truth, and showed the wonders of revelation in the name of Christ. And surely those men could never forget what they then both heard and saw.

In Rome, whether through recommendation of the kings of Asia, as is most probable, or whether through some other providential cause, Paul was singularly favoured to live in his own hired house. Here for two years he taught daily all that came to him. He held religious assemblies in his house every day. There was not any part of the mystery of godliness or glory of Christ he did not publish. He was Nero’s prisoner; and neither pagan priest, nor jewish scribe durst forbid him. Many in Cæsar’s household received the faith of Christ. He consoles the tears of Timothy by saying, that his bonds had turned out for the furtherance of the gospel. Yea, after two years, Nero himself heard Paul, and set him at liberty, if Velesius be correct. See Euseb. Ecclesiastes Hist. book 2. chap. 22. When Paul made his first defence, no man stood with him, and he prayed that it might not be laid to their charge. But God delivered him, to use his own words, out of the mouth of (Nero) the lion. — Now, Satan, where is thy craft? Now, oh jews, where is your malice? Come and see what good you have done to the cause of righteousness and truth. Never had the gospel reached the ears of so many illustrious potentates, and their courts, had it not been for your dire wisdom, which is folly with God.

God had also a work of writing to be done for his church: and when St. Paul was full of wisdom, and full of days, the Lord gave him a little leisure to write those plenary epistles to the churches which convey to the christian world all knowledge requisite for salvation. And whoever will calmly examine the whole of his fourteen epistles, many of which were written when he was full of labours, he must own that no human wisdom and accomplishments could possibly compose epistles with the like propriety of address, depth of thought, and elevation of piety. Thus we see in the life and labours of this holy man, extended to a public course of thirty five years, the never-ceasing goodness of the Lord, and the care of providence over the church. To Him be glory for ever and for ever. Amen. 

01 Chapter 1 

Verses 1-26
Acts 1:1. The former treatise have I made — of all that Jesus began to do and teach. St. Luke, a companion of St. Paul, here continues his history. It comprises a display of providence and grace in the first planting of christianity, and a striking comment on the ancient prophecies concerning the early call of the gentiles to the kingdom and fellowship of Christ. The evangelist kept a journal of all his labours and travels, which he published after the two years of Paul’s imprisonment at Rome; and prior to the partial burning of that city, which happened in the tenth year of Nero, and before the expiration of the sixty fourth year of Christ.

Acts 1:3. To whom he showed himself alive after his passion. The certainty and assurance of the mysteries of our faith beyond all doubt and possibility of deception, being essential to our salvation, the Saviour gave the apostles, and all the chosen witnesses, full demonstration by many infallible signs of seeing, speaking, hearing, and handling the Word of life. And not for forty hours, as when he lay in the tomb of darkness, but for forty days, walking in the light.

Speaking of the thing pertaining to the kingdom of God. Such as the conversion of the jews, the formation of churches, the order of the ministry, the government and perfection of the saints; the observance of his resurrection day as the christian sabbath, and of their mission to the remotest nations of the gentile world.

Acts 1:5. But ye shall be baptized with the Holy Ghost, as John had promised in the beginning of his ministry. This Holy Spirit, which testified his Godhead at the Jordan, testified also his accession to the throne of glory in the heavens, by his descent on the day of Pentecost. Divine work could not be done without divine power, nor could the apostles go forth into the world to preach a crucified Redeemer without a renewed commission. The Holy Spirit is therefore promised to burn in their hearts as a Spirit of wisdom and revelation in the knowledge of Christ, accompanied with all his sanctifying influences, like the ancient fire from heaven which accepted and consumed the sacrifices. The Holy Spirit was promised with all the powers and signs of miracles, with tongues, and courage essential to prove the resurrection of Christ, and command the assent of the age. And what are ministers but dead men, without some portion of this unction from above? 

Acts 1:6. Wilt thou at this time restore again the kingdom to Israel? The kingdom described in the prophets, and in the general reflections at the end of Isaiah. So the disciples had no thought of his ascension. Our Lord’s caveat against a too curious enquiry into the time of the accomplishment of prophecy, and telling them what were their previous duties, implied a positive promise of the kingdom; but the time and the manner he reserved as a secret of providence.

No wonder then that the numerous calculators of the time when certain prophecies are to be accomplished, should have committed themselves in the eyes of all the church. It is not for apostles themselves to know these things. Our Lord would not tell them the exact year when Jerusalem should be destroyed, but gave them the signs only, because the safety of their lives so required. Peter Jurieu, Robert Fleming, and James Bicheno, whose calculations have apparently come near some recent occurrences in France, and in the hierarchy of Rome, have only happened to guess pretty well; and the guessers being so many, some one could not easily fail to guess aright. God will not lift up the veil of futurity far, nor expose his secrets either to angels or men. The exposure would interfere with our moral liberty, and with all the arrangements of a contingent providence. Hence also the French, the German, and the English prophets are to be regarded as in a state of religious error and insanity. They understand every passage of scripture which the holy prophets spake with awful deference; and the most rational arguments to reclaim them are requited by slander. They modestly tell us that we are cold, dead, blind, and accursed. I have never known but three arguments to have a good effect on this generation of men. The first was the emperor’s sword, when the prophets of Munster were modestly seizing the lands and riches of the unbelievers; the second was the lunatic asylum; and the third hunger. About forty years ago, two or three thousand people assembled on a mountain in Scotland, to meet the Lord, who had promised, it would seem, several of the more illuminated to come on a certain day. But as though, through mistake of the time, he did not appear, their faith held out against appetite till the third day, when they walked very quietly to their own homes.

Acts 1:11. Ye have seen him go into heaven. Dr. Herschel has discovered a dark place in the Milky Way, which he thinks leads immediately to the empyreal heavens. But I wrote the Reflections on this subject, at the close of this chapter, many years before I became acquainted with this idea of our learned astronomer. 

Acts 1:12. Mount Olivet, which is from Jerusalem a sabbath day’s journey. An exact distance known on the great roads by a post, which, as rabbi Maimonides says, was four thousand cubits, or more than two thousand paces. We find no law regulating walks in the city; but in case of journies on the sabbath, the presuming culprit was liable to thirteen lashes with a whip of three tails; “forty stripes save one.”

Acts 1:14. These all continued with one accord in prayer and supplication. Ministers must not meet and part without prayer.

With the women: συν γυναιξι. Calvin reads, avec leurs femmes, with their wives; and he is followed by Beza, and Piscator. Peter and Philip were married, among the apostles; and it is likely that many of the seventy disciples had wives also. This text however does not treat of matrimony, but of the persons assembled together for worship, though it was usual for the jews to bring their wives to the feasts when they were able to travel. Tremellius has cum uxoribus, and he adds, in a short note, that their wives accompanied them in the dangers of their travels.

Mary the mother of Jesus, with his brethren. That is, his relatives in the flesh were all present in this assembly, joining in prayer and supplication, and waiting to see what the Lord would do. This is the first satisfactory evidence we have of the piety of these interesting persons, the brethren of our Lord.

Acts 1:15-26. Peter stood up in the midst of the disciples, comprising the twelve, the seventy, and other evangelical men, making the number about a hundred and twenty. In his address he most aptly cited the prophetic words against Judas, recorded in Psalm 69. and 109., and proposed a plenary witness and an apostle to be elected instead of the traitor. In this election they did not proceed rashly: the nominated individual must be a full witness, from the baptism of John till the day that the Saviour ascended, and able to attest his resurrection; else he could not authoritatively testify of Christ. By consequence, many besides the eleven were present at the Saviour’s ascension.

In this way the church purged the deep stains of a fallen man, and filled up his place by another. All the voices seemed to be for Joseph, perhaps Joses, the son of Alpheus; and the voices seemed much the same for Matthias, when his worth came to be appreciated, as a man of equal excellence. So they left it to the lot; and though Joseph, surnamed Barsabas, lost the lot, he took no offence. We still find him among the foremost in the work of the Lord. Acts 15:22. Many examples of the lot are found in antiquity, especially with regard to priests. David divided the sons of Aaron by lot into twenty four courses. 1 Chronicles 24:5. Virgil names Laocoon as inducted priest of Neptune by lot; but in his case, it was a lot ill bestowed.

Laocoon, ductus Neptuno sorte sacerdos. ÆNEID. 2:201.
REFLECTIONS.
Great was the joy in the habitations of the righteous, because the right hand of the Lord had done valiantly, and brought mighty things to pass; but the most sublime and encouraging transaction yet remained to be achieved. It was not proper for the immortal God, for whom all things were created, to fix his permanent residence in this sinful and temporary world. Therefore, on the fortieth day after the resurrection, he conducted his disciples to mount Olivet, not far from the garden where he sustained the dreadful conflict; and having given them final instructions, he stretched forth his hands and blessed them. Then the Conqueror of sin, and death, and hell, ascended triumphantly to heaven. The disciples beheld when their Master was taken up, and followed him with their eyes and hearts till a cloud received him out of their sight. They continued looking, with indescribable emotions, till two angels, who seem to have been left behind as their guardians, comforted them with the only promise which could comfort them; — that their adorable and identical Lord should so return as they had seen him go into heaven.

Oh my soul, what a scene of glorious triumph is here presented to thy view! See the God — the Man — thy Redeemer, lead captivity captive, and cast trackless orbits of the comets, and all the celestial spheres far beneath his feet. See him attended with cherubim and seraphim, receiving the homage of myriads of suns and worlds as he rides through the starry heavens, which are but the dark concave of the purer regions, or the illuminations which surround the temple of uncreated glory. Hear this triumphant choir celebrate his victories with harps and trumpets, with songs and shouts. Hear his princely herald surprise the thrones of heaven with a voice of thunder — “Lift up your heads, oh ye gates, and be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors, and the king of glory shall come in. Who is the king of glory? JEHOVAH, strong and mighty, JEHOVAH of armies; he is the king of glory.” Psalms 24:7-9. See the entrance of our Immanuel into the glory he had with the Father before the world existed. See his immortalized humanity seated at the right hand of Majesty, and invested with supreme authority both in heaven and in earth, which is the pledge and model of our future glory, when he shall come again to receive us to himself. See all heaven attracted by his splendour, see them surround the throne to acquaint themselves with the theme of man’s redemption. See the sealed book of providence presented in the Father’s right hand, but no one is able, no one is worthy to take the book and unloose the seals. See, after a silence and a solemn pause, the Lion and Prince of Judah’s line, boldly take the book, and enter on his high functions of Mediator with God, and Judge of man. See all the shining crowds on the occasion prostrate before the throne, strike their golden harps, and make the vaulted heavens resound with the new song of redeeming love, in which every creature ascribes equal blessing, and honour, and glory, and power, to Him that sitteth upon the throne, and to the Lamb for ever and ever. Haste then, oh my soul, to join thy devotion to theirs. Haste to adore him on earth as he is adored in heaven, that thou mayest be counted worthy at his coming to be received into his eternal joy. 

02 Chapter 2 
Verses 1-47
Acts 2:1. The day of Pentecost. The fiftieth day after our Lord’s resurrection, and the day when the sheaf of the firstfruits was offered. Though the feast of Pentecost was but one day, yet like the passover, it was continued through all the week by a course of after services. See on Exodus 19:1.

Acts 2:3. There appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire. The prophet Ezekiel, in his vision of the chariot of Jehovah, twice names the fire or glory of the colour of amber: chap. 1. 10. This glory descended with a sound of Jehovah’s presence. St. Luke does not say fire, but “like as of fire.” The glory was not transient; it sat upon each of them, as coronation flames on the elder sons of Zion. The glory however was not confined to the apostles; “it sat on each” of the assembly, in such manifestations as heaven was pleased to confer. Nay, the Lord, on his ascension, received gifts for the rebellious gentiles also; for while Peter spake in the house of Cornelius the gentiles received the Spirit as well as the believing jews. — And how can men do the Lord’s work, unless, as in chap. Acts 1:8, they receive power from on high? God left not himself without witnesses in any age.

When the palace of Priam was stormed by the Greeks, and while Iüli, a boy, was held in his mother’s arms, Virgil reports that a luminous phenomenon crowned the head of the boy, followed by a meteor from heaven, which, by its course, pointed out their way of escape. God sets his mark on those he loves.

Ecce levis summo de vertice visus Iüli 
Fundere lumen apex, tractuque innoxia molli 
Lambere flamma comas, et circum tempora pasci. ÆNEID. 2:682.
Strange to relate, from young Iüli’s head 
A lambent flame arose, which gently spread 
Around his brow, and on his temples fed. 
DRYDEN.
Acts 2:4. They began to speak with other tongues. The Holy Spirit highly illuminated their thoughts, and gave them words unknown before. Yet their elocution and utterance, like all things human, had their defects. We gather this from St. Jerome, who affirms that when St. Paul first began to preach in Greek, “He made many solecisms, and knew not how to construe a hyperbatic phrase, nor how to conclude a sentence elegantly.” He affirms farther, that at first “he did not know how to express his profound conceptions in Greek, and that his elocution was so defective that he laboured under difficulties in the communication of his ideas.” — Iste qui solæcismos in verbis facit, qui non potest hyperbaton reddere, sententiamque concludere, audacter sibi vindicat sapientiam, &c. — Hieron. Comm. in episad Ephesians tom. 6. p. 384: and ep. 15, ad Algas. qu. 10. The apostles then had need to read and study as other men: grace does not supersede diligence.

Acts 2:7. Are not all these which speak Galileans? Thus, the gift of tongues was a sign to them that believed not. Those jews, devout men out of the eighteen nations, were competent judges, and their conclusions were correct, that the preachers must have been divinely inspired. The seventy weeks of Daniel being accomplished, and the sceptre in the hands of Herod, those holy men had preferred a residence in the city to be ready to meet their Lord.

Acts 2:9. Parthians, Medes, and Elamites. The Persians, dwelling east of the Euphrates. The Medes, whose capital was Ecbatana. Elamites, from Elam, Genesis 10:22; a nation associated with the Persians, and dwelling on the sea coast.

Acts 2:14. Ye men of Judea, and all ye that dwell at Jerusalem. These addresses indicate that this sermon was delivered in the courts of the temple, and at nine o’clock, the hour before the usual worship began.

Acts 2:16. This is that which was spoken by the prophet Joel, Joel 2:28-32. The days mentioned by the prophet are those new days or times, which the Messiah should create. See the notes on the passage. There is no other period in jewish history to which this luminous prophecy can be referred.

Acts 2:19. Blood and fire, and vapour of smoke. Not content with quoting the prophecy of the effusion of the Spirit, St. Peter speaks of the consequent rejection of the gospel; the more than a million of lives that were lost in the rebellion against the Romans, the burning of the city, and the total obscuration of the Hebrew sun: and all this before the great and final day of scrutiny of the whole world.

Acts 2:23. Him being ( εκδοτον given) delivered by the determinate counsel and foreknowledge of God. Dr. Lightfoot makes Peter here anticipate the objection of the jews who said, “Can he be the Messiah that was crucified and slain? The Messiah to whom belong honour and glory above all kings, as all the prophets have said. Can he be the Messiah who was spit upon, scourged, and pierced with a spear? Yes, says Peter; these things had all been foretold of him from Moses to Malachi.” Nor could he at all have been the Messiah, had he not suffered all those indignities, as stated on Luke 24:44. See on Jeremiah 36:3.

Acts 2:24. Whom God hath raised up. Peter asserts the divinity of Christ by three acts; — by his resurrection from the dead — by his session at the right hand of God, which designates the highest regal glory — and by the effusion of the Holy Ghost. “He hath shed forth this which ye now see and hear.” Could either prophet or rabbi expect more of the Messiah? A large remnant of Israel was saved, and the fulness of the gentiles began to come in.

Acts 2:27. Thou wilt not leave my soul in hell, or hades. The spirit of our Saviour descended into hades, or the state of the dead. The rabbinical theology says that in hades there are two roads, the one for good men, and the other for bad. Hence, our Saviour’s going to hades was no other than his going to paradise. This gloss is very obvious from Isaiah 14:9, where the good kings of Judah are represented as in hades.

Acts 2:36. God hath made that same Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Christ. This was the grandest stroke of pulpit eloquence. He arraigns, he accuses, and he convicts his auditory. Being first wounded, then they apply for balm. A minister must preach as the prophets preached, else he cannot have the echo of the hearer’s heart. He must commend himself to every man’s conscience in the sight of God. Nathan’s sermon had been lost on David, without the final stroke which clinched the nail, “thou art the man.”

Acts 2:37. When they heard this they were pricked in their heart. The Hebrews had terrific ideas of the blood of a prophet. They saw, or thought they saw, the blood of Zechariah and his brothers, still springing up between the porch and the altar. Now, the blood of Christ being shed, they were filled with alarms for its visitation on them, and on their children. All their personal sins, how great soever they might be, were light compared with this.

It is the same still. We cannot arouse the consciences of the wicked without demonstrations of guilt, and alarms of punishment. Young people will not forsake their pleasures till they feel their emptiness and insufficiency. The world will not leave their courses till they perceive the abyss; the unclean will not exscind their right hand till they glance on the fire of gehenna. The cry of guilt is, turn or burn.

But how shall the preacher do this? How shall he follow the proteus in all its changing shapes, and the windings and workings of the carnal mind in all its evasions; for as he reasons against the sinner, the sinner will reason against him. Let him pray, like Peter, to be filled with the Holy Ghost, and then his sermons will be the voice of God, and be echoed by the sinner’s conscience.

Acts 2:41. Then they that gladly received his word were baptized. They burst at once into the spiritual birth of the family of God, and entered the Messiah’s kingdom. They saw the old testament full of the sufferings and the glory of Christ, and rushed as the new Israel, the chosen of God and precious, into the new and living temple of their God and king. No man touched by the ministry is safe unless he join himself to his minister, and to the people of God.

Acts 2:42. They continued stedfast in the apostles’ doctrine; and so much so, that they would shut their ears against any doctrine not taught by the holy apostles.

And in fellowship. There were at that time about four hundred and eighty synagogues in Jerusalem and its vicinity, and as the christians encreased to almost twenty thousand, the apostles divided them into christian synagogues for prayer, reading the scriptures, exhortations, and hymns of praise. These were infant churches in the houses and rooms of the brethren, as circumstances allowed.

And in breaking of bread. This phrase being used for bread broken at a common meal, as well as for the holy sacrament, I see no reason why it may not be taken in both the senses here. The apostles breaking of bread seems first and principally to refer to the holy supper; and breaking bread from house to house seems to be a christian entertainment, accompanied with prayer, praise, and heavenly conversation.

Acts 2:44. They had all things common. Like the manna in the days of Moses, he that gathered much had nothing over, and he that gathered little had no lack. Being all cut off from the old synagogues, the widows and the sick did not want in the daily administrations. And as the ordinary contributions failed, such was the strength of faith in Christ, that Jerusalem should soon be burned, and such was their love to his name, that they spontaneously and gradually began to sell houses to supply the church with funds, that there might be no want. Their love, like a morning fire, burned with a pure and heavenly flame.

Acts 2:46. Breaking bread from house to house. It will most gratify the reader to translate the exact words of Syrus and Œcumenius. After prayer, “they celebrated the eucharist. Then followed the agapæ or love feast, [epulum] their peace-offerings or common feast, in memory of our Lord’s last supper, and in such humble way as the church could afford; not always in one house, but in rotation, as convenience and the encreasing numbers of the faithful might require.” In these love feasts they enjoyed christian liberty, and could, as St. Paul says, “all prophecy one by one.”

Oh what an age of golden days, 
Oh what a choice peculiar race!
Washed in the Lamb’s all-cleansing blood, 
Anointed kings and priests to God!
Acts 2:47. Such as should be saved. The Vulgate has misguided very many future translators. Dominus autem augebat qui salvi fierent quotidie in idipsum. The passive participle, σωζομενος, is always rendered in the present tense. See 1 Corinthians 1:18 : to us “who are saved.” Also Revelation 21:24 : the nations “which are saved” shall walk in the light of it. The word applies likewise to such as had escaped the pollutions of the age; and to the present sufferings of the saints, who “scarcely escape.” 1 Peter 4:18, I do not recollect any example, either in the septuagint or the new testament, in which τονς σωζομενους is applied to future time. The Lord added to the church those, who being obedient to the word, Acts 2:40, saved themselves from that untoward generation.

REFLECTIONS.
Our Lord having made a suitable preparation for his work and kingdom on earth, opened this day the cataracts of heaven, and poured down the promised Spirit from on high. Let us trace the instructive characters of so great a glory.

The ministers of the glorious work were all together with one accord. They assembled at the rising of the sun for prayer, and all expected the promised Spirit of power from on high. When ministers are in this temper, the whole world cannot resist their influence and energy. Heaven is open to their prayers, truth carries conviction, and love melts the heart of enemies. The Holy Spirit descended suddenly, and in emblems of wind and flame; for he is the breath of God, and he purifies the soul by the fire of love. When God has exalted his people, and revived his feeble church, it has often been by some sudden and even unexpected manifestations of mercy. So it was at the burning bush; so it was on mount Carmel, and in Babylon; when religion was at the lowest ebb, he saved his three confessors from the fiery furnace.

The Holy Spirit replenished the souls of the apostles and apostolic men with an unutterable unction of wisdom, courage and love, to preach and publish the glory of their crucified Lord. And the gospel must still be preached in the same temper, or it will degenerate into problems and dry opinions.

Christ gave his disciples the key of nations in the gift of tongues. God had confounded the language of the seventy two families dispersed from Babel, which was, in some sort, a gracious curse, because it obliged them to disperse, and prevented their corrupting one another by the intercourse of vice. Yet all these nations had the original promise concerning the woman’s seed to bruise the serpent’s head; and God, ever mindful of his word, now wrought a miracle to accomplish his promise, and convey to the nations groaning with crimes, and travailing in pain, the joyful tidings of redeeming love. Now, this gift of tongues, connected with all the glory of the christian ministry, which carried conviction to three, and to five thousand jews and proselytes, was a most astonishing display of God’s gracious indulgence in opening the word of life at once to eighteen nations. And the accession of those converts to the christian church affords the most indubitable proof of the truth of revelation, and of the christian religion. Living on the spot, they examined the facts, and prejudice was banished by truth. The council perceived that Peter and John were unlettered men; and were astonished to find that divine endowments had created a new order of doctors of the law.

How impetuous soever the effusion of the Spirit might be, and accompanied with apparent confusion and noise, the ministry was highly argumentative. St. Peter closed the general preaching by a most forcible address. He accounts for the glory of the day, as being foretold in a luminous prophecy of Joel. He asserts the miracles and mission of his Master in the age and place where they were made manifest. He accounts for his crucifixion, according to the whole scope of prophecy. Christ was given into their hands conformably to the definitive counsel and foreknowledge of God; but this foreknowledge, discovered by the spirit of prophecy, lays no man under a necessity to sin, as is proved in the note on Matthew 27:19, where Pilate’s wife warned her husband from a divine dream to have nothing to do with Christ’s crucifixion. St. Peter demonstrates him to be the true Messiah by his descent from David, and by his resurrection, as David had foretold. Here reason, argument, and truth displayed their energies. The auditors being now completely in the power of the speaker, he closed by a full application to the heart, and charged the guilt of crucifying the Lord of glory home on their conscience. Then being pricked in the heart, they enquired what they must do to be saved.

From this great display of glory we may learn, that conversion is always a work of argument; their judgment was gained by truth. Conversion is also a work of conviction; they were pricked in the heart. Conversion is likewise a work of enquiry; men and brethren, what must we do to exonerate our conscience from so great a guilt? Lastly, conversion is a work of comfort; ye shall receive remission of sins, and the gift of the Holy Ghost. But the gift of the Holy Spirit, absolutely essential to regeneration, is twofold in its operations. First, ordinary, to warn and cheer the heart of every believer. So we have remarked on Luke 24. Next, it is extraordinary, in the gift of tongues, and the power of working miracles. The latter is confined solely to as many as the Lord shall call to that high office and ministry.

Thus after Christ had laid the foundation of his church, we see the master builders start this day under the highest smiles of heaven; and the success of their ministry, connected with the happy temper of the first converts, was a most encouraging specimen to all future preachers, and the fairest image of heaven which mortals ever saw.

A second class of reflections turn on the purity, the love, and glory of the church of the firstborn. They were in general devout men before their conversion to the Lord, but now the sun of righteousness having burst upon them all at once, made them doubly so. Being now suddenly ushered into the glory and grace of the Messiah’s kingdom, their joys were without bounds; their love was kindled from the heavenly altar; they sung the prophet’s songs with new light, and new hearts. Nay, they composed new hymns on the deity and humanity of Christ, hymns that are often referred to with approbation by the fathers.

The love of the primitive christians led to obedience; they continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine, in prayer, in fellowship, and in breaking of bread. Devotion is the glory of man, and the communion of saints is the most hallowed of all social enjoyments.

“They mixed their friendly souls in one.”
This charity was not a feigned but a living flame. The poor being cut off from the charities of the synagogue, they raised funds to supply them with daily distributions of bread; and when money was inadequate, they continued to sell houses and lands, that the widows might have no lack. Their love became a proverb in all the east. See, said the world, how these christians love one another.

They were a happy and prosperous church, serving the Lord with gladness and singleness of heart. Heaven inspired the soul, and hymns were sung in every house. The handful of corn grew on the tops of the mountains of Judea; and they of the city flourished like grass of the earth. Psalms 72:16. A glorious church, the model of every future age. 

03 Chapter 3 
Verses 1-26
Acts 3:1. Peter and John went into the temple at the hour of prayer. Some read, At the same time Peter and John went into the temple, intimating that this was the afternoon of the day of pentecost. Others conjecture that this miracle was wrought two or three days after the conversion of the three thousand, which is obviously supported by Acts 2:41. The same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls. Hence the five thousand, mentioned in Acts 4:4, may include the three thousand, or it may, as is mostly understood, be an addition, making eight thousand in all. — The hour of prayer occurred three times a day; morning, afternoon, and evening, which is here called the ninth hour. This threefold act of public worship is said by the ancient rabbins to be of patriarchal institution. So Dr. Lightfoot.

Acts 3:2. A certain man, lame from his mother’s womb, and now, according to Acts 4:22, above forty six years of age, was carried and laid daily at the gate which is called beautiful, to ask alms. There were ten gates which led to the courts of the temple, but this was the gate at which the major part of the people entered; and was built by Herod, who in a long course of years replaced the stones of the temple. Josephus, in his wars of the jews, Acts 7:12, calls it the Corinthian gate, because it was made of brass of very exquisite workmanship, and took twenty men every night to shut it. See on Zechariah 11:1.

In the palace of Hampton court are the cartoons of Raphael, which exhibit seven of the more remarkable occurrences of the new testament. The painter has been singularly successful in the selection of the beggar’s face. The chin prominent, the features strong, the aspects hungry. The canvass is about twelve feet long, and nine broad. Certainly such paintings in ancient churches very much edified the people, and contributed to the belief of the scripture history.

Acts 3:6. Silver and gold have I none. Peter was so absorbed in the glory of his Master’s work, that he left the funds of the church to others. Little did he then think that his pretended successor at Rome would take both heaven and earth into his own power. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth rise up and walk. How appropriate are both these names. “Nazareth,” the town on account of which Christ was despised and rejected. “Jesus,” the Saviour, the name given here to designate his power, majesty, and kingdom; for the names of deity in all places indicate his perfections.

Acts 3:8. And he, leaping up, stood, and walked, and entered with them into the temple. The effects on the lame man were the accomplishment of Isaiah’s words. “Then shall the lame man leap as a hart, and the tongue of the dumb shall sing.” The effects on the people were, that if the name of Jesus could restore a man lame and distorted from his birth, he must be the living Word, whom the Father possessed in his own bosom. Proverbs 8:22. And who said in the creation, Let there be light, and there was light. If he could restore perverted nature from forms so distorted, then he must be the Messiah of whom the prophet had spoken. “I will have mercy on the house of Judah, and will save them by Jehovah their God; and will not save them by the bow, nor by sword, nor by battle, nor by horses, nor by horsemen.” Hosea 1:7. God does not say, I will save them by myself, but by the Saviour, by Jehovah their God; not by the might and power of war, but by my Spirit saith the Lord of hosts. The people understanding this, rushed into the church, at all hazards with the synagogue, an army of five thousand men.

Acts 3:12. Why look ye so earnestly on us? He turned their eyes, then almost committing idolatry, to see the glory of the Holy and the Just One, whom they had recently denied, “and killed the prince of life.” Many of the murderers were before him; they heard his bold impeachments, and like culprits stood speechless at the bar. But on the contrite a greater miracle was wrought, in the conversion of five thousand souls, than had been effected on the lame man.

Acts 3:13. The God of Abraham, and of Isaac, and of Jacob, the God of our fathers, hath glorified his Son Jesus. St. Peter, now preaching to learned jews, uses Isaiah’s words in Isaiah 9:6 : παιδα, child, and the holy child Jesus. This Greek word, which Isaiah joins with a child born, and a son given, is in perfect coincidence with his frequent appellation in other places, as in Isaiah 42:1; Isaiah 53:11 : עבדי obadi, my servant. The Latin versions are not incorrect, when they read Filium suum Jesum, his Son Jesus, because the word designates in the running language of the prophets his descent from the Father. 

Acts 3:17. And now brethren I wot (I know) that through ignorance ye did it, as did also your rulers. The excuse for the rulers is less cogent than that for the people. Our Lord had by his miracles, by his disputations and doctrines, afforded incontrovertible evidence of the divinity of his mission, and had put all his adversaries to silence, He had charged it especially upon the scribes and elders that their ignorance was wilful, the effect of enmity and unbelief, and that they were emphatically the children of the wicked one. He had said, and had given indubitable proof, that he came forth from the Father; that he did whatsoever the Father did; that as the Father knew the Son, so the Son knew the Father, and that he and the Father were one. And while he spake those words, many believed on him, while others were the more blinded by the enmity and corruption of their own hearts. But with respect to the generality of the people, they had been misled and prejudiced by their rulers, and had sinned through ignorance and misconception. Among the rulers themselves there were also some, for whom the apostle, in his great candour, offers a similar plea of extenuation.

Acts 3:19. When the times of refreshing shall come from the presence of the Lord. The same phrase is read subjunctively in Acts 15:17 : “that the residue of men might seek after the Lord.” Then the sense flows harmoniously, That the times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord. God will water a contrite people with showers of his grace, as he waters the parched earth with rain.

Acts 3:21. The times of restitution of all things. Peter evidently alludes here to our Saviour’s words, when he said, it is not for you to know the times and the seasons: Acts 1:7. God has reconciled the world and all things unto himself by Christ Jesus; yet the future generations of men, unborn at his death, must suffer and die. Therefore death is the last enemy that shall be destroyed; and there must be times of restitution or restoration of all things. Romans 8:19-22 may be understood in this sense, as is illustrated in the general reflections at the close of Isaiah, in Ezekiel 39., and in the last chapters of the Revelation.

Acts 3:22. A Prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you — like unto me. After Peter had declared the exaltation of Christ, he most wisely associates his ministry with that of Moses, and all the holy seers, who have declared that Christ should be an eminent prophet, and a preacher of righteousness. Deuteronomy 18:15. Isaiah 63:2. Especially that he should teach the doctrine of the new covenant to the gentiles, and that the isles should wait for his law. The apostle associates Samuel as the father of the prophets, on the establishment of the kingdom of Israel. He calls his auditory the children of the prophets; for Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were seers, and holy men around the altars of their God. Thus he united his ministry with the full strength of the Hebrew prophets, and providence warded off the gathering storm from the priests and sadducees, who did not interrupt him till he had, as it would seem, sufficiently closed his address.

REFLECTIONS.
The glory of the Pentecost was not transient; it was the christian shekinah resting for ever on the church. The healing of this impotent man was a most signal miracle, and the firstfruit that followed the day. He was lame from his birth, and generally known, being a notable beggar at the temple gate. His restoration was effectuated in the middle of the afternoon, and amid the crowd of sober, decent, and intelligent people going to worship. The cure was so notorious, and the whole case so clear, that no man attempted to controvert it. In every view it was a godlike display of celestial power. The conversion of thousands which followed was a farther attestation of its truth, and a correspondent lustre to its glory. Let us improve it with regard to ourselves.

The holy apostles, after the example of their Master, paid attention to the poor, the lame, and the sick, even when they had no money to cover their nakedness, or to relieve their hunger. It is a blessed work in all ministers to do the same: and if they have no money, let them give such as they have.

This impotent man, as is remarked in John 5., may remind every sinner of his lame condition by birth. He is halt, and blind, and poor; an object of pity in the eyes of God, and of all good men.

It was a singular happiness that this man was found that day at the temple gate, and that he had not stayed at home through some slight excuse. Let sinners be instructed by his example. It is their duty to be found in the house of God, using the means to attain the end.

He was desired to look on the apostles. This raised a confident expectation of alms, and I know not what besides, for men in their distributions do not address beggars in this way. So the sinner must look to the Saviour, and with expectations large as the promises.

The impotent man received more than he expected. Perfect soundness was given to his weak and withered limbs. Beauty, proportion, and strength were communicated to his crooked and distorted joints. He walked and leaped in the temple, and attended the council with the apostles the ensuing day. What a striking portrait of converting grace. See that penitent sinner bowed down with a sight and sense of his sins. Mark his silence and his sighs. He secretly groans for redemption through the blood of Christ, and deliverance from the spirit of bondage. By and bye, having opened all his anguish in the ears of heaven, mercy smiles from her frowning clouds, and the love of God is shed abroad in his heart. Then his whole soul, enlarged by the comforts of grace, glorifies God in the church, as the impotent man in the temple.

He was healed by the name of Jesus, that name which had been traduced and slandered as the worst of names. Jesus had been classed with Samaritans, devils, and malefactors. Now, his name was magnified above every name, and his enemies trembled at his power. Guilt whispered that his blood would be visited on their heads. Oh how glorious and energetic is that name in the eyes of awakened sinners. It is life from the dead, it takes away all their sin, it bursts all their bonds, it scatters all their foes, and raises them to participate of all the privileges and glory of their Lord. So now at the gate of the temple, the impotent man was healed; the apostles transferred the reverence of the multitude to their Master, they published the glory of his truth, and thousands were converted by the virtues of his name. — Oh Jesus, let thy name to my poor fainting soul be repeated with all its charms, and make me every whit whole by the sanctifying power of love. 

04 Chapter 4 
Verses 1-37
Acts 4:1. The captain of the temple was the captain of the watch, and saw that the levites performed their duty day and night. He beat them and set fire to their garments, if he found them asleep on their post. Hence the phrase, Blessed is he that watcheth, and keepeth his garments. Revelation 16:15.

Acts 4:3. They laid hands on them, and put them in hold. Confined them, it would seem, in a place in the temple, used for that purpose. In the next chapter we find the apostles again arrested, and sent to the common prison.

Acts 4:4. The number of the men who believed was about five thousand. They had scarcely time to count the women.

Acts 4:5. On the morrow, when a very large conclave of priests and elders were assembled, Peter addressed them in such a sermon of truly prophetic eloquence as their ears had never heard. He was filled with the Holy Ghost, the great inspirer of wisdom, courage, and utterance.

Acts 4:8. Then Peter, filled with the Holy Ghost, and specially inspired to address the council in the spirit of the ancient prophets, told them the whole truth concerning the Lord of glory, and made them tremble lest the Saviour’s blood should come upon them. He declared that the name of Jesus had made the lame man whole; and with an unfaultering tongue, that God had raised from the dead the Saviour whom they had crucified, and seated him at his own right hand. Nay more, that God had made Christ, the rejected stone, head of the corner of his living temple, and that he was the only Saviour of men. The Holy Ghost was a fountain of eloquence in his heart, and he shunned not to declare the whole counsel of God. See on Psalms 110:1; Psalms 118:22. Matthew 21:44.

Acts 4:12. Neither is there salvation in any other. In the church, of which the tabernacle was a figure, there must be but one king, one priest, one altar, one mercyseat. There is therefore no other name but that of Jesus, by which men must be saved. This was a bold stroke before the rulers, who had boasted that they were “Moses’s disciples.” John 9:28.

Acts 4:23. They went to their own company, and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said. The victory of these two apostles over the council was a counterpart to the miracle wrought on the lame man. It is true, that the gospel being its own evidence, needs on fair ground no support of miracles. But against a council so learned and strong; against a council most ardent to justify themselves in shedding the blood of the Holy and Just One: a council supported by the whole Leviticum, it does not appear how the crucified Redeemer could have been preached effectively as the Saviour of the world, without some aid from miracles.

Acts 4:32. And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul. Their number, including the women, was now more than ten thousand, and which encreased daily. The passage which follows is partly repeated from the second chapter, to show that when this church became large, their piety and love continued unabated. This is the church of the firstborn, which did not degenerate in the apostolic age. In all the places of their dispersion they carried the torch of glory to illuminate the world.

Acts 4:33. With great power gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. The power of prayer and preaching, which shook the place, for like Jacob and Moses they had power with God. They also bore witness with great power of argument, convincing men that Jesus was the Christ. With great power of love and zeal, which despised all suffering for his sake; with great success in bringing in a multitude of converts. Their “gospel came not in word only, but also in power, and in the Holy Ghost, and in much assurance.”

Acts 4:36. Joses — surnamed Barnabas. This levite, by the sale of his estate, showed his faith in Christ, and that he could trust in providence. He was one of the seventy disciples. After travelling in Asia, Barnabas went to Rome, and was the first who preached the gospel in the imperial city. The beloved Clement, then a heathen philosopher, saw a man haranguing a crowd, and went to hear. He perceived that the speaker was a stranger, and that he did not speak according to the rules of art. Nevertheless, there was such a divine persuasive sweetness in his discourse, as captivated his soul. Clement, from that time, was converted, and became an illustrious trophy of Barnabas’s ministry. Eusebius; and Whiston’s Primitive Christianity. The church of Milan claims Barnabas as its founder.

REFLECTIONS.
We cannot but remark the impolicy of religious persecution, when the objects of the outrage offer no violence to the laws, nor menace their country. It is the dire effect of party and of passion. Its weakness and malice become apparent, and it eventually exalts the cause it wishes to destroy. Mental errors, and especially in the tender concerns of conscience and salvation, should be corrected with argument, and the mutual hand of love. The public enquiry made by the jewish council to know by what power the impotent man was healed, marked a malicious aim and intention to ascribe it to the devil. But from the firmness of the apostles it magnified the name of Jesus, and exalted the divine mission of his servants.

We are called next to remark the courage and constancy of Peter and John. Filled with sublime convictions of the godhead and offices of their Lord, princes were to them but as other men. They bore their testimony, and magnified their ministry free from all fear. This courage and excellence of temper corresponded with the promises of Christ, and with the glory of pentecost which still rested upon them. They were invincible witnesses and illustrious ambassadors of the glory of the Saviour.

The piety of the converts corresponded to the first openings of the glory of the gospel. The multitude were of one heart and of one soul; their lustre was unstained with ignoble passions, ecclesiastical controversies, and secular factions and wars. Their master’s glory swallowed up every other thought, and large effusions of his love hallowed every heart. They were all prophets — all priests — all kings. Their piety and love were proverbial. They continued stedfast in fellowship with the apostles: few of them drew back, or were shaken in their confidence. They were equally distinguished by private and social prayer, by frequent fastings, and weekly communion. Their love to the poor, and kindness to strangers were astonishing. They freely continued to sell houses and lands to support the widows, excommunicated from the synagogue for the faith of Christ. Such is the effectual working of his power to us-ward who believe. The ideas of adoption, and of an everlasting fraternity at God’s right hand banished the meaner passions from the heart, and opened the hand with a liberal supply. Fronto, in his letter to the bishop of Roan, now Rouen, tells us that ladies of the noblest blood would visit their afflicted sisters in the Lord; that one would converse with the sick, of Jesus and of heaven; another would dress her sores, and a third would prepare her food. She who was thus attended thought she saw the image of Jesus in their kindness and love, and they who attended her thought they saw the image of Jesus in the faith and piety, and patience of their afflicted sister. Thus the whole church, from the rich to the poor, was a family of love, and the fairest image of celestial society. “And great grace was upon them all.” See Dr. CAVE’S Primitive Christianity. A copious extract was reprinted by Mr. Wesley, in his Christian Library: vol. 31. Cave’s is a work of great merit. 

05 Chapter 5 

Verses 1-42
Acts 5:3. Ananias, why hath Satan filled thine heart to lie to the Holy Ghost. These words not only indicate that Ananias was a minister of the word, but that he for once had yielded his heart to the unclean spirit. Castellio reads, Ut spiritum Sanctum falleres. Ananias spake as though the Holy Spirit had uttered the deception. Now, the gentiles seem agreed, that the virgin or pythoness who should deliver a falsehood as the oracle of a god should suffer death. Ananias was speechless, after hearing the solemn charge exhibited against him.

Acts 5:6. They carried him out, and buried him. In hot countries they still bury the dead on the day they die, if it can conveniently be done.

Acts 5:11. Great fear came upon all the church. They might advert to the sentence of God against king Ahaziah, 2 Kings 1.; and to the sentence of death pronounced against Hananiah, the false prophet. Jeremiah 28. Christ has in the church a sword with two edges; and she must be sanctified by the strokes of his rod.

Acts 5:12. They were all with one accord in Solomon’s porch. See the notes on John 10:23.

Acts 5:16. There came a multitude out of the cities round about — bringing sick folks. Thus was fulfilled the words of Christ, Greater works than these, in point of number, shall ye do, because I go to the Father, and endue you with power.

Acts 5:17. Then the highpriest rose up, and all the sadducees who composed the council, being filled with indignation. The infidels taking a lead in this persecution, indicates that political reasons were assigned for the rigorous proceedings against the church. This was the second storm that arose in quick succession, and which the angels, for the present, warded off, that the young converts might acquire stability in the faith.

Acts 5:20. Go, stand and speak in the temple to the people all the words of this life. Faint not in the battle, God is on your side; confute the sadducees your persecutors, who deny a future state. The gospel especially demonstrates immortality and life. God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. 1 John 5:11. So are all the succession of promises. “Because I live, ye shall live also. He that believeth on the Son of God hath everlasting life.” John 3:36.

Acts 5:31. Him hath God exalted — a Prince and a Saviour. Peter is careful here to use the words of the prophets. Messiah is the Prince: Messiah is the Saviour: Messiah is coëqual with the Sire, because the Father hath called him, and not any angel, to sit at his right hand. Christ is exalted as the dispenser of grace, to give repentance, a broken and a contrite heart to rebels, even to those that crucified him, and the joys of remission in all the comforts of the Holy Ghost. This is the grace and truth which came by Christ.

Acts 5:34. Gamaliel, a doctor of the law. He was successor in the chair to the great Hillel, a man of extensive learning. Some say that he and his son Abibon became christians. Gamaliel is said to be the son of Simeon, who took our Saviour in his arms, at the time of his presentation in the temple. Luke 2:35.

Acts 5:36-37. Before these days rose up Theudas, against the Roman power, who was slain, and his men dispersed. Josephus’s Antiq. lib. 10. cap. 1. — After him, Judas of Galilee raised an army to oppose the poll- tax, mentioned in Luke 2. He also perished, and his forces were dispersed. Therefore, if this work be of men, it will come to nought; but if it be of God, ye cannot overthrow it. So said Gamaliel, and truly wisdom is better than might.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter opens with a dark cloud, after the finest sunshine of grace. It discovers the dormant mystery of iniquity which began to work in the church. The sale of houses and lands, which went on as the church had need, was very popular, and discovered a godlike charity. Ananias, supposed to be one of the hundred and twenty, sold a possession, and brought only a part of the price. His pride wished to retain the whole of the honour, while his covetousness retained a part of the price.

Here we see the dreadful sin of a cool and deliberate lie; for when a man tells an untruth through mistake, his heart is innocent, and he can reproach himself with nothing but inattention, and with the hurt which his mistake may do. God is truth: his works are the image of truth. The sun does not lie to the morning, but rises at the appointed time; and he is faithful to the seasons of the year. Why then should man in the face of the sun lie to his brother.

Equivocation is in God’s account the same as a palpable falsehood. Ananias had indeed sold the land for so much, but he had also sold it for more. This neither diminished his sin nor mitigated his punishment: it rather added craft to guilt.

It was a most grievous lie, being the effect of counsel, and of an agreement to tempt the Lord. The man and his wife were equally guilty, and equally punished by an instantaneous death. How tremendous are the judgments of heaven. May they teach us righteousness, and sanctify us by fear unto all generations. This purifying stroke of God would show his immediate care to sanctify the church. Had Ananias only died, physicians, who seek a physical cause for every consequence, might have said, it was apoplexy occasioned by excitement, but the same event falling on his wife and at the distance of three hours, shows the hand of God. These strokes would give proper alarm to hypocrites, and to all false brethren.

It ought also to be remarked, that after the ratification of a covenant and the promulgation of a law, God has often inflicted immediate punishment on the first presumptive transgressors. Adam and Eve lost their glory, and became mortal for the first offence. Nadab and Abihu were burnt for offering strange fire. Likewise the first blasphemer, and the first sabbathbreaker were both stoned for daring to offend; and though providence frequently reserves the punishment to the last, the sinner shall not fare the better for a long contempt of mercy.

Instances of flagrant apostasy are often marked, even in these later times, with awful expressions of divine displeasure. I have noticed some sad cases of rebels, who have presently died under the censure of the church; and charity would induce me to hope that the punishment fell on the body only. But in regard to providence, men often die in the immediate act of crime. In the year 1789 I read an inscription of this nature in the marketplace of Devizes, concerning Ruth Pearce, but the inscription is now removed. And the venerable Richard Pearce, of Bradford, Wilts, gave me the following account of that visitation. Four poor women joined to buy a load of wheat on the marketday. The price was seventeen shillings; each woman gave her money into the farmer’s hand. On counting it he said, I have but sixteen shillings and nine-pence. I gave four shillings and threepense said one; and I gave four shillings and threepense said the second, and so said the third. Then Ruth, said one, it must be you. She rejoined — And, if I did not give four shillings and threepense, I wish I might drop down dead. It is awful to add, she instantly fell dead on the spot, and the threepense was found in her hand! The parishioners very laudably erected a monument to deter all persons from the heinous sin of lying. 

06 Chapter 6 

Verses 1-15
Acts 6:1. A murmuring of the Grecians against the Hebrews. The original word here rendered Grecians is Hellenists; from Hellen, son of Deucalion, king of Thessalia, who was drowned during the inundation which laid all Thessalia under water, two hundred and forty eight years after the deluge of Ogyges. Erasmus says that the ancient jews called all uncircumcised nations by this name; and so indeed it would seem, for Mark calls the woman of Tyre and Sidon a Hellenist: chap. Acts 7:26. But after the jews were dispersed among the gentiles, the term became gradually applied to all the jews born among the gentiles, and who for the most part spake the greek tongue. Annota. Antwerp edit. 1538. These Hellenists were assuredly circumcised, and they are obviously distinguished from proselytes in chap. Acts 2:11. Abraham is called a Hebrew, says rabbin Nehemiah, in Lightfoot, because he descended from Heber. Other rabbins say, he derived this name because he used the language of those beyond the Euphrates. Hence we may infer, that they are called Hellenists on account of their extraneous birth and language. The widows therefore of persons born in Jerusalem, being better known, received a better attention than the widows of strangers. It was a fault, but undesigned.

Because their widows were neglected in the daily ministration. Hunger cries in the ears of heaven. The price of corn in England during the war was almost double its price abroad. Now the depression crushes the farmer, and the farmer crushes the poor. Parochial associations are therefore forming to build large boarding-houses for the poor, and cut them off from the tenderest ties of nature, where their groans cannot be heard, nor their tears seen. In France, the poor are really poor; but they get a loaf on Monday, and another on Thursday. Men of property have a list of widows, and of the poor who are blind and lame, to whom they extend weekly alms. — I am horrified at the new name of those boarding prisons.

Acts 6:3. Look ye out among you seven men of honest report. The office of deacon is the same in the christian church as in the jewish synagogues, from whence it was derived. See the note on Matthew 4:23. It was an office filled both by ministers and members of the church, and not unfrequently by women. Phebe was a deaconess of the church of Cenchrea. Romans 16:1. And I know not why the Vulgate and other versions should render the original “minister, or servant.” The Greek church was obliged to ordain pious matrons to that office for the sake of gaining access to their own sex. As to the injunction, to look out suitable persons for the office, I see no impropriety in this, for the distribution of their alms; nor do I see any connection between this, and the call of ministers to the sacred office, which must ever originate with the Spirit of God. The exterior effects will then guide the ministers and the people in calling them to the work. But the adjection, whom we may appoint over this business, à qui commettions ce ministere, imports the apostolic sanction and charge of impartiality. The like officers were in the synagogues. It is probable that the city was divided into seven districts, for the temporal and spiritual superintendence of the poor, and for the worship of God.

Acts 6:5. They chose Stephen, full of faith and of the Holy Ghost. Stephen was also a minister of the word. All the seven deacons are called by their greek names, though six of them were jews by birth; but their parents might have lived among the greeks. Their names are also names of dignity or respect. Stephen, a crown. Philip, a lover of horses. Nicholas, a ruler of the people. This last, a gentile by birth and education, stands charged by John, in Revelation 2:6, and by some of the fathers, with defending the gentile practice of polygamy, though he himself lived in chastity. Prochorus and Nicanor are said to have been martyred in Cyprus.

Acts 6:6. Whom they set before the apostles; and when they had prayed, they laid their hands on them. This was no doubt accompanied with proper charges of fidelity towards God and the church.

The name given to these officers is greek: διακονος, deacon: διακονη, deaconess: διακονειν, to minister, to serve at the table, as is explained in Acts 6:2. It is not reasonable that we should leave the word of God and “serve tables.” In this view, when our Saviour blessed and brake the bread, he humbly served as the archdeacon of the church, and gave us an example of humility. In Greek authors, the term is applied to waiters at a feast. The deaconesses of the primitive church, besides performing other services, carried the sacred elements from the Lord’s table (the bread, as our Saxon fathers used to say, having first been “hallowed to husel”) to their sick and absent sisters in the city.

Acts 6:9. Then arose certain of the synagogue — the synagogue of the libertines, whose fathers had been liberated from servitude: a low degenerate race. 

Acts 6:10. They were not able to resist the wisdom and the spirit by which he spake. So the proverb was realized: he that is worsted in logic grows angry: but the anger here was madness.

Acts 6:11. They suborned men which said, we have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses. Jezebel, when mortified at the firmness of Naboth, did the same; not considering that her life would soon pay for that of the subject. So it proved to those rulers in the tragic fall of Jerusalem. The blood of saints “shall not be purged with sacrifice.”

Acts 6:15. The council — saw his face as it had been the face of an angel. God inspired him with inward glory and holiness, which emanated in his aspect to convince all of his purity; for he had no one to confront the perjured race, and prove the innocence and sanctity of his life.

REFLECTIONS.
We here see the dignity and glory of the sacred office. The apostles would not leave the ministry, nor interrupt its exercise to serve the tables of the church; others could do that perhaps as well as they, but others could not fill the sanctuary. What a pity then that so many valuable ministers should in our age be compelled to teach schools, and follow trades, because the oblations of the church are too small for their maintenance. But if ministers do this to realize fortunes, the principle, in my judgment, is a forfeiture of the ministry: we cannot serve God and mammon.

When grievances arise in the church, and partiality is itself a real grievance, it is the duty of the elders to meet, and by united and sober counsel redress them on the first complaints. That wound heals best which is speedily dressed: it grows angry and festers by delay. In the house of God we must know no man after the flesh. If our relatives and friends be in the fault, we must not know them as relatives. Thus Levi obtained applause, because in purging the guilt of the golden calf, he knew not his father or mother.

Charities, and a proper attention to the sick and the poor, are among the first and best proofs that the love of God is shed abroad in our hearts. It was the grand test that primitive christianity was of God, and it must be throughout all ages the invariable proof that we have the mind which was in Christ.

The conversion of the priests in so great a number to the faith of Christ, is also a most striking proof of the divine origin of our religion. Whether we consider their prejudices, whether we consider the loss of bread they immediately sustained, or the persecution they instantly incurred, their faith is proof that a divine conviction was its origin. It was not one odd and peculiar man, but a company of learned and well-informed men who nobly risked their lives and interests for the Lord of glory. 

07 Chapter 7 

Verses 1-60
The scope and design of St. Stephen’s defence before the council will be better understood, if it be properly analyzed. The rulers construed his defence to import, that the glory of their temple should wane; that the institutions of Moses were about to be superseded; and that the rulers did always resist the Holy Ghost.

First, he describes the state of Abraham while he dwelt in Haran, as a state of uncircumcision when he received the promise of the Messiah, that in his seed all the families of the earth should be blessed.

Secondly, in this state of uncircumcision he believed in God, and became heir of the righteousness which is obtained by faith. Then follows the events which happened to him, and to his seed in the land of Canaan, and during their residence in Egypt, where they were nourished with bread and multiplied.

Thirdly, the faithfulness of God to his promise when he appeared to Moses at the burning bush, and declared himself still to be the God of Abraham, and the defender of his children.

Fourthly, he notices the successive revolts of their fathers, both in Egypt and in the wilderness, when they worshipped the calf, and the hosts of heaven.

Fifthly, Stephen being full of the Holy Ghost, could restrain his spirit no longer, but told the council that like their fathers they were stiffnecked, and uncircumcised in heart and ears, always resisting the Holy Ghost. This roused the murderous enmity that slumbered in their hearts. They demonstrated the truth of his words by interrupting his defence, and stoning him instantaneously. Now, the mounds of restraint bursting on every side, they poured a flood of vengeance on all the churches of Judea, as stated in the eighth chapter.

Acts 7:2. The God of glory appeared to Abraham. Genesis 12. First in Haran, and next before he left the fine country of Mesopotamia, the land where his ancestors were born. 3:8. Stephen’s commencement with the call of Abraham was proper to prove that Christ had descended in the line of that patriarch, and of David, to whom the promises were made. 

Acts 7:5. He gave him no inheritance in the land of Canaan: and Abraham was content to be a stranger on earth, and to seek a better country. He differed from other patriarchs in not building any city, because he looked for a city which had the rock of ages for its foundation. In this he is a perfect pattern for us to follow.

Acts 7:6. Four hundred years, from the birth of Isaac, as stated in Ruth 4. and 1 Kings 6:1. These years are reckoned from the first call of Abraham to his entrance into Canaan, amounting to five years. To the birth of Isaac, twenty five years. To the birth of Jacob, sixty years; who went into Egypt at the age of a hundred and thirty. The residence of his descendants in Egypt during two hundred and ten years being added, make the exact number of four hundred and thirty years, as stated in Genesis 15:13. The thirty years had elapsed before the Lord appeared to Abraham at sacrifice in the promised land.

Acts 7:8. He gave him the covenant of circumcision, as in Genesis 17:12.

Acts 7:14. Threescore and fifteen souls. The Chaldaic and Josephus follow the Hebrew, and read seventy, as in Genesis 46:27, and Deuteronomy 10:22. How is this reconciled with the Greek, which reads seventy five? The LXX add the five grandsons of Joseph, in the line of Ephraim and Manasseh. Other conjectures of the critics are offered, but this alone is generally received.

Acts 7:15-16. So Jacob went into Egypt and died there, he and our fathers, and were carried and laid in the sepulchre that Abraham bought of the sons of Emmor. That is, in the sepulchre called Macpelah. There Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were buried, believing in the resurrection of the dead. The difficulty in Genesis 33:19, that Jacob bought a piece of land of Hamor, Shechem’s father, is fully removed by numerous instances from the Greek and Latin authors, that children in patriarchal society are called by the more honourable name of any of their forefathers, and sometimes the name of the father is put for the name of the children.

Acts 7:20. Moses was born, and was exceeding fair: αγειος τω θεω, divinely beautiful.

Acts 7:22. Moses was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians. They studied geometry, and were the first nation to build temples. They understood the zodiac, or twelve signs of heaven. Languages, eloquence and poësy were cultivated there. Occult sciences were the lowest of their studies. Moses was learned in the art of war; he accompanied the army through the deserts of Numidia to Ethiopia, as related by Josephus. In a word, he had a princely education.

Acts 7:25. Moses supposed his brethren would have understood, that God (by vision or dream) had appeared to him, and called him to emancipate the Hebrews. It is quite plain, as in John the baptist’s case, though no particulars are named, that Moses was divinely called to be the judge of Israel. But they might have understood it from his marvellous preservation.

Acts 7:38. This is he, even the prophet promised by Moses, that was in the church in the wilderness. The God who spake to Moses at the burning bush, is called the Angel of JEHOVAH, and a little afterwards, JEHOVAH. When Moses asked his name, he answered, I AM THAT I AM. And Moses, the prince of prophets, prays for “the good will of him that dwelt in the bush” to be with Israel. Deuteronomy 33:16. The fathers of the church with one consent attribute all these words to Christ, and infer his deity, his preëxistence, and power to remit or punish the sins of Israel. How blind soever the jews might be as to the subsistence of the three hypostases, the scriptures being full of this doctrine, we are bound to hold fast the faith against all modern and ancient apostasy. To ascribe all those powers and titles to any created angel is blasphemy. No angel durst say, “I am Jehovah thy God.” The chariots of angels, countless in number, were in attendance on the Lord, as in Psalms 82:1. “God standeth in the congregation of the mighty, he judgeth among the gods.” This is the faith in which Stephen died: he saw Jesus standing at the right hand of God.

Acts 7:41. They made a calf in those days. Many divines think that this calf was intended to represent Jehovah, and not Apis the Egyptian idol; especially as the calf was one of the four living creatures which the prophet saw in vision. Ezekiel 1, 4, 10. This somewhat diminishes Aaron’s sin; and no doubt he acted in some degree of ignorance. Hence his life was spared. But oh what mischief followed!

Acts 7:42. God turned, and gave them up to worship the host of heaven. They embraced the worship of Sabianism, which was anterior to idolatry, and pervaded the whole oriental world, as stated on Job 1:15.

Acts 7:43. The tabernacle of Moloch. An Egyptian king was called Moloch, who was idolized after death, and supposed to be represented by Mars. Remphan is conjectured to be the king who elevated Joseph, and to be deified after death, because of his riches, and represented by Saturn. So Dr. Hammond. 

Acts 7:53. Received the law by the disposition of angels. Jehovah, the Christ, came down in the sight of all the people. Exodus 19:11. Not indeed in figure, but in visible glory, and in all the grandeur of celestial majesty. God himself gave the law, but angels attended as servants of the Messiah, and as witnesses of the covenant. Or the law was given to make man partaker of the disposition of angels. Or the law was given, that it might be published by prophets and ministers, who are often called angels. This text should be understood as in Galatians 3:19. See a long note here in HEINSIUS.

Acts 7:56. I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God, exercising all his regal powers in glory. Psalms 8:5.

Acts 7:58. The witnesses laid down their clothes at a young man’s feet, whose name was Saul. Cardinal Baronius contends that Saul was now thirty five years of age, and in the ministry, “and profited above his equals in the jewish religion.” It appears however that his father had become a Roman citizen, engaged in military service. In stoning a blasphemer, the jewish executioners threw heavy stones upon him, while he lay extended on the ground, which broke all his bones.

REFLECTIONS.
In the preseding chapter we have seen the blessed Stephen foremost in the care of the poor, and foremost in defending the faith; now we see him as a choice ram of the flock led to the altar, the first of martyrs, after his Master, and the best of men. His name, which in the Greek signifies a crown, was indicative of the honour that awaited him, and all others who followed in this triumphant road to glory. The fragrance of his sacrifice perfumed the church, and shed the lustre of conquest on all her tears. His colleagues in the ministry became animated by his example, and expecting daily a similar laurel, they lived on earth as the inhabitants of heaven.

We may also observe, that great talents are to be enjoyed with humility and awe. Stephen refuted and confounded the heads of all the sects in Jerusalem and the jewish church, and thereby exposed himself to their malice and fury: and in the degenerate ages of the christian church, they would perhaps have exposed him to the jealousy and envy of his own brethren.

We see the issue of coming to close quarters with wicked men: and if we do not deliver our own soul in a meek and modest manner, God will surely require their blood at our hand. If men on being closely pressed with truth, and an honest charge of their sins, with all the dire consequences of impenitency, do not yield to tears, they will rend us as the swine. These wicked jewish sectarians became so exasperated, and there can be no greater proof of their being vanquished, as to imitate Jezebel in the sad case of Naboth, and to force accusations against Stephen of blasphemy; for they knew the temper of the council towards the christians. And if the heart be so wicked, how energetic should the ministry be which has to vanquish it.

When the blast is strong it brightens the furnace, and refines the metal. While those wicked men, forced to their last retreat by the power of truth, discovered the character of devils, the face of Stephen shone as an angel of God. The power of his faith and the hope of glory irradiated all his soul; and the emboldening presence of his Master enabled him to stand as a hero on the theatre of the universe.

When Stephen was put to the bar, he was more solicitous of the Messiah’s honour, than of his own safety. Scorning or waving all defence, he endeavoured to draw the attention of the council wholly to the promise made of God unto the fathers. He traced it in a learned line of argument down to Solomon. But on intimating a spiritual worship, as in the fiftieth Psalm, though delicately doing it in the words of Solomon, who confessed that the Most High dwelt not in temples made with hands, the council had no patience to hear him farther. They seem to have interrupted his discourse by outrage and clamour.

This holy confessor and martyr, availing himself of a pause in the vociferations, charged home their wickedness, as uncircumcised in heart and ear against the law and religion of heaven, and as acting in the very spirit of their rebellious fathers who had massacred the prophets. And while he spake these words he was filled with a zeal so holy and pure, that heaven itself could not surpass it in excellence; for indeed, heaven was open to him in vision; and being carried beyond himself, he made the aforesaid piercing appeal against their sin.

Stephen, being thus divinely supported, died bearing witness of the godhead and glory of his Master. He averred, that he saw Jesus standing at the right hand of God. Consequently he saw him as Isaiah and as Daniel had done, clothed with the glory of the Father. John 12:41. This was speaking out, and it was understood as blasphemy; for the doctors stopped their ears, and grinned with their teeth. No matter: Jesus, as Mediator, inherits the glory he had with the Father from eternity; and he shall come again, both in his own glory, as Mediator, and in all the glory of the Father.

But this word standing, may suggest a most consoling idea to the suffering church. In general, Jesus is represented as seated at the Father’s right hand; but here, his servant being ill used, he is represented as rising from his throne to support him, and as ready to receive his spirit, and present it to the Father with exceeding joy. Oh astonishing grace, and unutterable condescension!

Stephen died praying for his enemies, because they might yet be converted, and that would augment his joy and happiness for ever. Here we have the perfection of love: to which St. John seems to allude, when he says, Herein is our love made perfect, that we may have boldness in the day of crisis, or judgment, at a human tribunal, because as Christ is, or was, so are we in this world: for Jesus said, Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casteth out fear. He that feareth is not made perfect in love. Here we have full proof of a martyr delivered from all anger, and from all indwelling sin. His hallowed breast was not stained with a vestige of malice against the worst of foes. Let this comfort us in all our conflicts against the flesh, and let us pray for the mind which was in Christ. Christ is able to give purity of heart, and to make us meet to see God.

Stephen in dying commended his spirit into the hands of Jesus. This is proof that he believed in his godhead and omnipresence. This is proof, full proof that Jesus Christ is Lord both of the living and the dead; and that he is able to save to the uttermost all who come to God by him. Thus the wicked could kill the body only: the soul of the holy martyr was invincible. He this day by a victorious arm wrested the first and one of the fairest crowns of martyrdom, and branded his enemies with the obloquy of eternal shame. 

08 Chapter 8 

Verses 1-40
Acts 8:1. At that time there was a great persecution against the church. With regard to this very tremendous storm which suddenly burst on the infant church, Cardinal Baronius, in his Ecclesiastical Annals, gives us an extract from a discourse of Dorotheus, a priest of Antioch, written in the second century, who states that two thousand persons were at this time massacred in Jerusalem, and in Judea; and that their bodies were mangled, and exposed in the fields to be devoured by vultures and beasts of prey. The fury of the jewish priests seemed to know no bounds. The poets have represented Jupiter as riding on a thunder cloud, and shooting his arrows as a tempest of hail, while the affrighted people fled before him as sheep pursued by the wolves. The like tempest seemed now to burst on the Redeemer’s flock. — But the apostles kept their ground, proving that they were the true shepherds of the sheep. Perhaps this gave rise to the tradition recorded in the fifth book of Eusebius’s history, and at the end of the fifth chapter, that the Lord had commanded the apostles to remain twelve years with the churches in Judea; and no doubt to strengthen and confirm the faithful in Samaria, in Galilee, and Cæsarea. And, it would seem, that they did not leave Palestine, the ground hallowed by the Saviour’s feet, till the twelve years had expired.

Acts 8:3. Saul made havock of the church. This word, when used in war, designates a cry for general carnage. We have English laws in existence prohibiting any soldier from using it in pursuit of a routed army.

Acts 8:4. They that were scattered abroad went everywhere preaching the word. Not only in Syria, and all Roman Asia, but along all the shores of the west. Baronius affirms that fifteen thousand christians left Judea, and established themselves in Spain, in Marseilles, and in Aix. This statement cannot be doubted, for St. Paul purposed to visit the churches in Spain. Romans 15:24; Romans 15:28. With these emigrations Joseph of Arimathea reached the south of France. Ireland likewise, in the apostolic age, received the faith. In the fifth century the Spaniards sent their children to be educated in Ireland, Erin being then called “the land of saints.” The sound of their feet went into all the earth, into all the Roman empire, and their words unto the ends of the world. Romans 10:18. Ireland very early sent missionaries to Cornwall, who planted the churches of Gullzinny, Gurrno, Breage, and Zinny; for these are not Cornish but Irish names. To write Sithnay for Zinny, is a corruption of the ancient pronunciation. Thus this dreadful storm of persecution, which at first seems to becloud the cares of providence over the church, discovered the brightest counsel of heaven. The church of the firstborn in Jerusalem were a chosen generation of prophets, kings, and priests to God. They were protected amidst all their foes by the terrors of God on the crucifiers of their Lord, for the space of almost two years. Now, it was full time for their dispersion. This was as a stroke on the smith’s anvil, which makes the sparks fly in all directions, and kindle wherever they fall. The disciples were driven out from a land accursed for its crimes, to take root among the rich cities of the gentiles, and to flourish in the earth.

Acts 8:5. Then Philip went down to Samaria. Eusebius and all the catholic writers say, that this was Philip the deacon, and that he went to Samaria to enforce celibacy. Chrysostom says it was Philip the apostle; and the distinguished favours of heaven conferred upon him, are worthy of the first of apostles. Philip the deacon is named as an evangelist in chap. Acts 21:8. Eusebius intimates that three of the apostles were married, Peter, Philip, and Paul; and that Philip had four daughters, who prophesied and edified the churches, so as to be entitled to praise in the scriptures. A field of glory opened to Philip in Samaria: the seeds, first sown by the Saviour, now whitened for harvest. John 4:38.

And preached Christ to them, as the Messiah, the Son of David, the Son of God. Happy for the church that there was this retreat for the saints. The Samaritans embraced the mercy rejected by the Jews. The earth, at God’s command, still helps the woman in her flight. Revelation 12:16.

Acts 8:9. Simon — used sorcery, and bewitched the people of Samaria. He was afterwards baptized, and continued to bear the christian name till the arrival of Peter and John. To them he offered money, to purchase what he thought the magic power of conferring the Holy Ghost. Peter addressed him according to the power of the Spirit of holiness: “Thy money perish with thee.” These words were the curse of excommunication inflicted on him with just indignation: yet not so as to exclude the hope of repentance and forgiveness. From him the word simony, or the purchase of ecclesiastical preferment, is derived.

After this, Simon travelled, and infected the world with his errors. He formed the sect of the Simonites, of which the fathers complain bitterly, because they and the Gnostics gave great annoyance and scandal to the christian name. He affected divinity, that he might command the greater reverence from the rich and the poor. Justin Martyr from Iren. lib. 1. cap. 19. Epiph. heres. 21. Augus. heres. 21.

Acts 8:16. Only they were baptized. Better to say, they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.
Acts 8:27. Behold, a man of Ethiopia. Many Ethiopians lived on the eastern shore of the Red sea. Zerah was king over those who fought against Asa with a countless army, and was defeated. 2 Chronicles 14:9-12. Some suppose that queen Candace reigned in the island of Moroë, formed by the rivers of Ethiopia. But Gaza, to which the noble eunuch was travelling, is in the direct road for Egypt. Therefore the land of Chush or Ethiopia proper, is here understood. On this subject Eusebius says, “Divine providence brought out of the land of Ethiopia, a man high in office under Candace, queen of that country, for those nations, conformably to ancient usages, are accustomed to be governed by a woman, who being the first of the gentiles that was made partaker of the divine word, was also the first fruits of the faithful among the heathen. On returning to his country, he is reported to have published the knowledge of the great God, and the consoling advent of the Saviour in the flesh. Thus by him was fulfilled the prediction of the prophet: ‘Ethiopia shall stretch out her hands to God.’”

Psalms 68:31.

Acts 8:33. In his humiliation his judgment was taken away. The eunuch uses here the Greek version, for the Greek was then the learned and the travelling language. Dr. Lightfoot notes here, that the words in Hebrew, 1 Samuel 21:7, are, as read by Kimchi, that “Doëg was detained before the Lord” for devotion, which shows the greater injustice done to Christ. He was dragged away from the garden of devotion to their tribunals. He could neither be safe there, nor find equity at the bar of justice. See the whole as illustrated in the fifty third of Isaiah.

Acts 8:37. I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. This is the glorious confession of faith by voices from heaven, and by witnesses on earth. Matthew 3:17; Matthew 16:18. John 1:1; John 1:14. Romans 1:4; Romans 9:5. Hebrews 1:1-12. How else could the eunuch have been converted to believe in a crucified Redeemer, unless Philip had proved from the prophets that the divinity or fulness of the godhead had dwelt bodily in Him. What then can thy poor dry philosophy, oh socinian, do for thee, or for thy deluded hearers. 

REFLECTIONS.
Here is a group of wonders. A man of Ethiopia rising above heathen darkness, and seeking the knowledge and true worship of the Lord. He had heard of his temple and his holy law, and be the costs what they might, he had bought the parchments of the holy scriptures. Here is a man who came from a far country to pray; and while his chariot moved only two miles in the hour through the weary sands, he read the sacred volume. Surely this is the way to seek the truth, and find the Lord. Let all hearers expect the like influence under the sacred word.

He was of a teachable temper, condescending to men of low estate. He desired Philip to sit with him and expound the prophecy; for God will guide the meek in judgment, and the meek he will teach his way.

Divine providence guides the sincere seekers to find the truth. He was reading, and with many thoughts, of whom he should be reading, in that prophecy which had converted many in the faith: and Philip preached what all ministers should preach, Christ Jesus the Lord.

Philip taught salvation by faith in the Son of God. If thou believest with all thy heart, thou mayest be admitted to baptism. He did so believe, for God had borne witness of the truth, while Philip unfolded the glory of the Lord. Oh christian, why then are you so slow and tardy in confessing the truth? Why do you daily grieve your ministers by supineness, and lukewarmness in religion? May the grace which this man found, perfect what is lacking in you. 

09 Chapter 9 

Verses 1-43
Acts 9:1. Saul, yet breathing out threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the Lord. Not less than two thousand of them, who fell in this storm, were massacred indiscriminately. If what is said by Baronius in the preseding chapter be true, that Saul was now thirty five years of age, which is highly probable, seeing he calls himself Paul the aged, in his subsequent epistle to Philemon, then he must have returned to Cilicia, or gone on some mission of the synagogue, during the three years of our Saviour’s ministry. He regards himself as one born out of due time, because he had not seen Christ in the flesh.

Acts 9:4. He heard a voice saying, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? Other scriptures add, that the Lord appeared to him in the way: Acts 9:17. Barnabas told the elders in Jerusalem, how he had seen the Lord. And Ananias said to him that “God had chosen him to see that Just One, and to hear his voice:” Acts 22:14. Yea, he himself says to the parties at Corinth, Have I not seen Christ Jesus the Lord? This vision or open view, elevated Paul to the glory of all the apostles, who saw the Lord, and often after his resurrection.

Acts 9:5. I am Jesus whom thou persecutest. The very name against which he had been so madly opposed, and that very Saviour whom he had so violently execrated. Thus the Lord still glories in the cross, even after his ascension into heaven.

Acts 9:9. He was three days without sight. Chrysostom conceives that he then had those extraordinary visions and revelations mentioned in 2 Corinthians 12:2; and that there God revealed his Son in him, that he might preach him among the heathen. Galatians 1:16.

Acts 9:19. Then was Saul certain days with the disciples. Saints and angels rejoiced alike at his birth. He now heard witnesses on the other side: they showed him the old testament full of Jesus; the types of Isaac and Joseph, the victims bleeding on the altar, the highpriest entering the holy place; all adumbrating the glory of Christ and of his kingdom.

Acts 9:29. He disputed against the Grecians. Literally the Hellenists, who were probably pharisees, of the sect to which he had belonged. See the note on chap. Acts 6:1. The word Hellenists is of doubtful import. John 12:20. Acts 11:20, &c. 

Acts 9:31. Then had the churches rest. The arm of God revealed in the conversion of the captain of Satan’s host, struck appalling terrors on the persecutors. Then the saints walked in the comfort of the Holy Ghost, and were multiplied. They were edified by the regular worship, exactly after the manner of the synagogue; by prayer, by reading the law and the prophets, by expounding the sacred text in every form of edifying address; by singing psalms, and adding “hymns which celebrated the divinity of Christ, the Word of God.” — Eusebius. Thus the christian churches were so many little synagogues transformed to Christ.

REFLECTIONS.
The conversion of this young man to the faith of Christ, suggests a variety of the most important and instructive reflections.

It is common for youth of the best dispositions to err in the outset of life. How penetrating soever their genius may be, they have not experience, nor is their judgment mature. One errs through bigotry and unhallowed zeal, another is malicious and cruel, and a third is carried away with a torrent of imperious pride, and the vices of the age. Such is man in his carnal state; and without a divine change, whether pharisee or prodigal, he cannot see the face of God.

Providence often manages the furious passions of men to accomplish its own sovereign pleasure. Saul and the council were bent on exterminating the christians, but the dispersed travelled everywhere preaching Jesus, that he was the Christ. The jews were training Saul to serve their nation, but God overruled all their toil for the good of his church. His wisdom, his genius, his fire, and assiduity were all intended as the hallowed ornaments of the sanctuary. Why then should the humble saint fear the great, the high, and the proud? The wrath of man shall praise the Lord, and even enmity shall serve his cause. How much more easily would St. Paul bear persecution, and how tender would he be towards its misguided instruments when recollecting the errors of his youth.

When men are out of the reach of ordinary means, and yet desire to be right, God will go out of his common way for their conversion. This is exemplified in the case of the eunuch, and of Cornelius, Acts 8:10, but in no case more than that of Saul. Here grace stooped to his situation, for his proud heart would never have stooped to hear the apostles. Grace waited for him in the way. In his judgment, blinded with ignorance and passion, he was quite clear that he acted a laudable part in the suppression of christianity; and yet his heart, otherwise tender and moral, was at variance with his judgment. When he saw Damascus, and considered what he was about to do to a people that never offended him, his feelings would revolt at what he called his duty. In this moment, the Lord Christ discovered to him his glory, which at noonday shone above the brightness of the sun; and this glory was an infallible sign of his Messiahship and true divinity. Exodus 24:16-17. Isaiah 6:2. Habakkuk 3:3. John 1:14. Evidence less strong would scarcely have converted a mind so prejudiced. Besides, it was requisite that he should see the glory of Christ to be constituted an apostle, and a witness of his resurrection. How indulgent is God to the errors of man.

Grace was not only triumphant in Saul’s conversion, but also well timed. The Lord did not meet this rebel on coming out of Jerusalem, lest being taken back to the pharisees they should throw every barrier in the way of his conversion and ministry. He met him near the entrance of Damascus, where his repentance could be fostered by solitude, where the tears of the church could be changed into joy, and where he could make a triumphant entrance on the ministry. Thus the Lord’s counsel is perfect; his way is plain before him, and he laughs at all the malice of his foes.

Genuine conversion always begins with conviction of sin. While this noble youth laid prostrate on the ground, a voice said, with gentle calm, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? I know thy name, thy errand, and thy heart. Tell me now, what harm have my people done to thee, or to thy country, or to thy religion. Saul was silent, and trembled with guilt and fear. On leaving Jerusalem he had a hundred pleas for persecuting the saints; now, when God speaks, he has not a word to say. He only ventured to ask who that human form was which he saw in the glory; and was answered, I am Jesus of Nazareth whom thou persecutest. It is hard for thee, poor fainting youth, to kick, like the restive bullock, against the goads. Here the silence of reflection rolled the billows of conviction over his conscience. What, Jesus of Nazareth, Lord of glory! — Oh, the blood of Stephen. Oh, the waste of his flock. Oh, the misery into which I have plunged my soul by one sad error! — Lord, I am undone. What wouldest thou have me to do? — The wicked may hence infer, that if Christ should meet them in their foolish career, he would demand a reason why they disobey their parents, and neglect their salvation. He would ask why they indulge in blasphemy, in drunkenness, and in impurity. So he did in the days of his flesh. When the lovely young man, who seemed to have no fault, came and devoutly asked what he must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus touched the tender spot, and convinced him that he loved his lands more than his God. When the shrewd woman of Samaria dared to dispute with him about religion, waving those subjects, he said Go, call thy husband. And instantly her own conscience arraigned her at his bar. Now, if the same Lord should speak from heaven, his eyes would dart fire on the wicked, and his words would pierce the guilty with conviction.

The Lord Jesus refers awakened persons to the ministry for instruction and comfort; for that is his established oracle, and it will convey adequate knowledge, accompanied with all the tender and fostering care of the church. So he sent Philip to instruct the eunuch, and Peter to help Cornelius and his friends. Happy is the awakened soul that takes the Lord’s counsel.

Genuine conversion is followed by various effects and evidences. Among these are, tears, solitude, and prayer. And above all, a clear sense of God’s pardoning love shed abroad in the heart. Arise, said Ananias, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord. It is followed by the comforts of the Holy Ghost, with christian fellowship, and a life devoted to the glory of God. Saul being some days with the saints at Damascus, found them of a temper totally different from the pharisees; their whole conversation and worship bore a striking resemblance to heaven. To this people his heart became united for ever; and forgetting his kindred, and trampling on all his carnal hopes, he straightway preached and published the glory of his crucified Lord. His faith realized the unseen world; he fainted at no difficulty, and millions of conversions were the fruit of one. 

10 Chapter 10 

Verses 1-48
Acts 10:1. Cornelius, a centurion. The person to whom St. Peter is sent to preach the gospel is described by name, Cornelius. By his occupation, a soldier. By his religion, a proselyte or converted gentile. Of these there were two sorts; some were proselytes of the covenant, that is, such gentiles as submitted themselves to circumcision, and the whole Mosaical pedagogy. These were counted as jews, and freely conversed with as such. Others were called proselytes of the gate; these were not circumcised, nor did they conform to the Mosaic rites, but were obliged only to serve the seven precepts of Noah; namely, to worship the true God, and not idols; to abstain from blood, from fornication, from robbery; to administer justice impartially, and do as they would be done unto. Such a proselyte as this, the jews would not converse with, but counted unclean, being of the gentiles; and such a one was this Cornelius. But though a gentile, though a soldier, a commissioned officer, he was a pious, charitable, and good man. In all nations, in all places, of all employments, God has a number of holy and gracious persons, to honour him in the world, according to their present measure of light received from him.

The evidence which Cornelius gave of his religious state and condition. He “feared God with all his house, gave much alms, and prayed to God always.” Cornelius was therefore really, because relatively, religious. He obliges his family to fear God as well as himself. Like Abraham, he commands his household after him, to keep the way of the Lord. Genesis 18:19. Thus the blessing of Abraham came upon this gentile. Cornelius “feared God with all his house.” His charity was as eminent as his piety: he “gave much alms to the people,” to the people of the jews, to whom alms was not unclean, though given by a heathen. It is further added, that he “prayed to God always.” He prayed to the true God, not to idols; and he prayed to God always, that is, at every fitting season, and convenient opportunity for the duty. We are said to do a thing continually, when we do it seasonably. Thus to “pray always, to pray evermore, and to pray without ceasing,” is to keep the heart continually, as much as may be, in a praying frame. The beauty of religion lies much in the harmonious performance of duties. See the notes on Luke 18:1.

The Italian band. The Romans had various ways of distinguishing their military bands. Sometimes numerically; they were called the first, or the second band, according to their precedency. Sometimes, from the countries they were quartered in; so the German, the Panonian legions, because they were there in service. Sometimes from the commander they were under; the Augustan, the Claudian band, because persons of their name had the command of them. Sometimes from their own behaviour; so victrix, ferrea, the conquering, the iron band, because of the emergencies they had appeared in. Sometimes from the parts they were gathered from; so this is here called “the Italian band,” because raised out of that country.

Acts 10:2. Gave much alms. When a man’s heart is open to the poor, it is a good symptom of God’s mercy to him. When Cornelius gave alms, his cutting was near. When speaking of ceremonial cleanness under the law, our Lord says, “Give alms, and all things are clean unto you.” Luke 11:41. St. James also describes this as a part of the moral purity required under the gospel; for “pure religion and undefiled before God, is to visit the fatherless and the widows in their affliction.” James 1:27. Cornelius “gave much alms;” much, not only with respect to his rank and fortune, or to his religion, being at most but a proselyte of the gate, but much, considered in itself; for it is said he gave much alms to the people, which must imply an enlarged generous bounty. To give alms, might have argued a sense of religion; but to give much, implies zeal and fervency. To give alms might have argued in him humanity and tenderness of nature, but to give much alms shows a heavenly disposition and greatness of mind made so by faith. Something he might have done for reputation, something out of compliance and decency; but to give much alms, in a person of his circumstances, was an unquestionable proof of sincerity. Prayer and alms are powerful solicitations with God, one assists the other. Alms give wings to prayer, that it may ascend more swiftly to heaven; and prayer gives strength to alms, to enable them to follow.

Acts 10:4. For a memorial before God. The word μνημοσυναν, rendered a memorial, is used both of the incense offered up with the sacrifice, and of a part or handful of the mincha offered up to God. Leviticus 2:2; Leviticus 2:9; Leviticus 5:12. Numbers 5:15; Numbers 5:18; Numbers 5:26. In these places no incense was to be admitted, it being an offering for sin, or a memorial for iniquity; so that there, not the incense or perfume, but part of the mincha, or oblation put upon the altar, is called astharah, a memorial. Now, seeing alms are the christian sacrifices, being so called by the apostle, Philippians 4:18; and seeing our prayers and our praises are said to ascend as incense, Revelation 5:8; seeing they are our sacrifice of praise, Hebrews 13:15-16, and our alms the odour or sweet savour, Philippians 4:18, the allusion here may very fitly relate to both. That God hears prayer, is an expression common to all writers; but that prayers ascend up to heaven as a sweet-smelling savour, is a Hebrew form of speech not less vigorous or applicable. It is indeed a beautiful allusion to the odour and fragrance of sacrifice and incense ascending to the skies; grateful to God as his own appointment, and a proper expression of the duty and obedience of his pious worshippers.

Acts 10:6. He shall tell thee. Notwithstanding the extraordinary piety and devotion of Cornelius, who was certainly a great moralist, yet he had something still to do, which as yet he did not know of, and without which he could never get to heaven. He must send to Simon Peter to be instructed in the faith of Christ, which is doubtless as clear a demonstration as can be desired, that all the devotion and good works imaginable can never bring us to heaven without Christ, Acts 4:12; and therefore, although it be indispensably necessary that we do good works, yet we must not trust in them, but only in Christ for happiness and salvation. God does not send Cornelius to St. Peter, but commands Peter to come to his house, that he may not take Cornelius away from the place where duty required his presence; and that this mercy may extend to his relations and friends.

Acts 10:34. God is no respecter of persons. Respect of persons, in matters judicial, is showed when men judge others not according to the merits of the cause, but according to outward respects, as the greatness, the riches, the meanness and poverty of the person, or from motives of friendship or affection. So in spiritual things, to accept persons is to respect them and their services, not on account of any thing that makes them more fit to be regarded than others, or more acceptable in the sight of God, but on account of the nation to which they belong, or the ancestors from whom they were descended. Thus, because God had chosen the jews to be his people, and to perform his promise made to them, the jews imagined that God would accept them and their services on that account; that they were of the jewish nation, of the seed of Abraham according to the flesh; and that he would not accept the persons, or regard the services of the gentiles, for want of these things; but these false conceptions are amply refuted by the apostles of our Lord.

Paul shows that not the jews only, but men of any other nation may be accepted, there being but one God, who “is rich to all that call upon him,” whether jew or gentile. Romans 10:12. He being the God, not of the jews only, but also of the gentiles, is ready to justify them both through faith. Romans 3:29-30. — Peter also shows that God accepts such men, not on account of their descent, or circumcision, but because they fear him and work righteousness. Thus Cornelius being one that feared God, and gave much alms, his prayers and alms came up before God for a memorial. It is therefore evident that some of other nations owning the true God, not only might, but actually did fear him and work righteousness; otherwise they ill deserved the title given to the proselytes of the gate. Nor could St. Peter perceive that God was “no respecter of persons” on account of a thing which never did or could happen. But glory, honour, and peace, shall be to every one that doeth good, to the jew first, and also to the gentile: for there is no respect of persons with God. Romans 2:10-11.

Acts 10:46. They heard them speak with tongues. Partly Greek, and partly Latin, for the love of God which filled their heart gave them wonderful utterance to make their meaning understood in reciting scripture expressions of praise to God. 

11 Chapter 11 

Verses 1-30
Acts 11:2. They of the circumcision contended with him. Those who were zealous of the law, apprehending that Christ and his grace had only been promised and confined to themselves, the call and conversion of the gentiles became a dreadful stumblingblock even to the believing, as well as to the unbelieving jews. They contended with Peter for eating and conversing with the gentiles, especially for admitting them into communion without circumcision. Some tell us that the arch-heretic Cerinthus was the chief author of this contention.

Acts 11:4. Peter rehearsed the matter. Far from pretending to a superiority over the rest of the apostles, he did not disdain to render an account of his actions, but with great sincerity and humility rehearsed and related the whole matter to their entire satisfaction.

He acquainted the brethren with the vision which commanded him to make no distinction of clean and unclean, because there was no natural turpitude in any kind of meat, save only as it was prohibited of God: and that the law which made a difference of meats had now been abrogated, making all meats clean and free to be eaten.

He gave the interpretation of this vision, and acquainted them with the end for which it was designed, not so much to reveal the lawfulness of eating all sorts of meats, as to acquaint him with his liberty and duty to preach the gospel to the gentiles, whom he was no longer to look upon as unclean, though they were not circumcised, but as “heirs and fellow citizens with the saints, and of the household of God.”

The conclusion which St. Peter drew from the premises was that God had made the gentiles equal in grace with the believing jews; and that seeing the Holy Ghost came down upon them in the same manner, and with the same power as he did upon the apostles, he could not reasonably deny them baptism, and by baptism admission into the gospel church. Having the grace signified by baptism they ought to have baptism, the seal of that grace; they that have the inward, are not to be denied the outward baptism. They that were baptized with the Holy Ghost (as Cornelius and his family were) might and ought to be baptized with water. Had they been denied church communion for want of the ceremony of circumcision, it had certainly been resistance to the law of charity, and disobedience against God.

Acts 11:18. When they heard these things, they held their peace: ησυχασαν, they acquiesced, or approved. In men so educated as the jews, and so bigoted to the law, this silence discovers a high degree of the christian temper. As soon as they saw the counsel and the hand of God, they bowed to the decisions of heaven, and in a point too which touched the vitality of the ceremonial law. Let the disturbers of religious communions think of this; let those who would destroy souls, and rend the church sooner than not have their wicked will in all things, be ashamed in presence of their first christian brethren, who yielded under the strongest prejudices, to what the Lord had done.

Acts 11:19. They which were scattered abroad about Stephen, travelled as far as Phenice, a province of Syria, whose capital was Tyre; and Cyprus, whose chief towns were Paphos, and Salamis, the port where Mark some years after is said to have been stoned to death by the jews. This was the country of Barnabas. — And Antioch, once the capital of all Syria, and which king Antiochus had called after his own name. 2 Samuel 8:9. 1 Chronicles 8:5.

Acts 11:20. Some of them were men of Cyprus, a large island, and Cyrene, a small country east of Tripoli in Africa. By consequence, the Greek language was vernacular to those ministers. They preached to the Grecians, the Hellenists, really Greeks by birth and language, and not proselytes, as the Grecians in Acts 6:1. But they stopped not in cities adjacent to Judea. The Italian writers add, that they formed a church in Rome, and in Puteoli, now Pouzzol. Cardinal Baronius adds, as quoted in Acts 8:4, that they settled in cities of France and Spain. Our christian antiquaries, as bishops Lloyd and Usher, have not the smallest doubt, but that Britain and Ireland received the gospel, not only in the apostolic age, but from the earliest times of the dispersion of the saints.

Acts 11:21. The hand of the Lord was with them. A Hebraism, frequent in the prophets, to designate his power and presence, as in the words which follow. And a great number believed, and turned to the Lord. How desirable in every minister, to see at certain times such revivals as these, of constant occurrence in the first planting of christianity. With the first preachers every battle was a victory, and wherever they could gain a hearing, a church was built to the Lord. 

Acts 11:22. Then tidings of these things came to the church in Jerusalem. They instantly discovered their paternal care for the young converts by sending Barnabas to strengthen and confirm them in the Lord; for the instruments of this great work in the above cities were neither apostles nor apostolic men, but helpers or evangelists only.

Acts 11:24. Barnabas, son of consolation, was a good man, and full of the Holy Ghost. He lived and walked in the light and comforts of the Lord. He was a learned levite of the island of Cyprus, and educated with Paul at the college of Gamaliel in Jerusalem. Our Dr. Cave says, after Eusebius, that he was one of the seventy disciples of Christ, and nominated as one of the twelve. Acts 1. When Paul came to Jerusalem, three years after his conversion, Barnabas introduced him to the apostles, and to the church. His mission to Antioch is supposed to have been about nine years after the ascension. At Lystra, he and Paul were taken for gods, after the man, lame from his birth, had been healed: Acts 14:8. Barnabas accompanied Paul in all Asia minor; particularly in Pamphylia, Phrygia, and Galatia. In Whiston’s Primitive Christianity, we have an account how St. Clement was converted by hearing him at Rome; the church of Milan also claims him as its founder. The Catholic Martyrology says, he was martyred at Cyprus about the fifty fourth year of our Lord.

Acts 11:25. Then departed Barnabas to Tarsus, a short distance by water, but a hundred miles by land, to seek Saul. The work required both their labours, and the year they spent in that city and province was among the most useful part of their lives. It is probable that Saul, pursued by persecutions, had retreated thither as a Roman, till the storm had subsided.

Acts 11:26. The disciples were called christians first in Antioch. χρηματισαι
implies, that they were so called by divine appointment. What follows is the substance of what the fathers have said on this head. The name was just, honourable, and approved by the world. Prior to that time they had been called disciples, as here; believers, Acts 5:14; men of the church, Acts 12:1; men of the way, Acts 9:2; and the saints, as in Acts 11:13. By their enemies they were called Nazarenes and Galileans. But now, by the conversion of Cornelius, his kinsmen and family, the believing jews and gentiles were made one church, and the name of jew and heathen should no more continue the distance that was betwixt them, but this new name was given to them both, and as some conceive according to the prophecy mentioned in Isaiah 65:15. This name is embraced by all believers, as more expressive of their relation to their divine Lord, a name in which they gloried, and owned before the face of their bitterest enemies. Euseb. Hist. Ecclesiastes 50. 5. c. 1. — Joan. Antiochen in chronol. informs us, that this honourable name was fixed upon the disciples of Christ at Antioch, about the beginning of Claudius’s reign, ten years after Christ’s ascension; and adds, that Euödius, lately ordained bishop of that place, was the person that imposed this name upon the whole church.

Acts 11:27-30. In those days came prophets from Jerusalem. Agabus was the first of these, that church being favoured with every gift. He announced the famine that was coming on all the provinces by drought; for the Lord was gracious in forewarning his people of the impending calamity. Many short harvests happened in the east for want of rain, to teach men their dependence on providence for bread. But this famine was so severe as to be named by four historians. Eusebius says that it oppressed nearly the whole empire. It happened while Claudius was consul, ob assiduas sterilitates, through continued sterility, says Suetonius, vita Claud. Josephus names it in a particular manner, because it continued to afflict the world for two or three years. He adds, that Helena, queen of Adiabene, sent agents to Egypt to buy corn, and to Cyprus to buy dried figs, for distribution among the poor. Antiq. lib. 20. cap. 2. But the christians, ever foremost in works of charity, were spontaneously ready to send relief to the poor saints in Judea.

It ought not to escape remark here, that it was in this second visit to Jerusalem, that Paul was favoured with a glorious rapture of visions, being caught up as it were into paradise, into the third heavens. This vision which equalized to the first of ancient prophets, was designed to confirm and strengthen his faith, and support him in all the future labours and sufferings of his ministry. See on 2 Corinthians 12:1-10.

REFLECTIONS.
Oh jews, doctors of the law, more learned than your fathers, and therefore more ingenious in malice, and more inveterate in persecutions against the church than ever they were against the prophets. What is this that you have done? John is beheaded with your silent approbation. The Son, the heir is slain, that you may peacefully enjoy the inheritance. Stephen is stoned; and all your dogs of war you have slipped against the flock. Two thousand of them lie bleeding in Jerusalem, and on the hills around the city, and in the fields of Judea, as stated on chap. 8. But pause, and think. Is not your prudence devoid of wisdom? Had Zimri peace when he slew his master? Had Jezebel peace in her palace, when she had stained the adjacent ground with the blood of Naboth? Pause; for the seven woes pronounced by the Saviour are coming upon you. Matthew 23.

On the other hand, see what your policy for judaism has done for the gentiles. You have driven out an army of missionaries to illuminate the world! God, who rides on the storm, laughs you to scorn. The age is come, to call those his people who were not his people. Your shekinah is gone over to the gentiles, among whom his name shall be great to the ends of the earth. See how his heralds run from province to province with torches in their hands, like the little army of Gideon, to illuminate the dark night of the gentiles. They publish the new philosophy from heaven, to make void the wisdom of the schools.

But oh how far does the Spirit of holiness shed down on the church surpass the glory of the synagogue. You had but a few prophets, ever opposed and persecuted; now an army of teachers are sent forth to convert the world. Special endowments were rare in the ancient church: now the Spirit is poured out on the thirsty lands. While the world sustains hunger, the prophets apprise the church of the droughty year, that bread may be in the habitations of the just, and joy in the houses of the saints.

But more terrific still. As your own prophet Isaiah has said, chap. Isaiah 65:15, so you are about to leave your name for a curse, while the Lord has “called his people by another name.” The disciples, and it would seem by divine appointment, were called Christians first in Antioch. The whole world are sponsors to the vows; they have repudiated your wicked name of Nazarenes, a name of malice and contempt. If you, oh jews, have boasted of the name of Abraham; if the princes of David’s house have gloried in the name of their sire; how much more shall we glory in the name of Him who has loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood. He bears our names before his Father, and allows us to bear his name on our forehead, that we may never be ashamed of the cross. Oh that it may be written indelibly, and in all its forms of love, on every heart —

“Through all eternity to prove, Thy nature and thy name is love.” 

12 Chapter 12 

Verses 1-25
Acts 12:1. About that time, when the word of the Lord prevailed so remarkably in Antioch and the northern provinces, and when Paul and Barnabas had brought alms to Jerusalem, as in Acts 12:25, Herod the king stretched forth his hand to vex certain of the church, by imprisonment, fines, and banishment. This was not Herod the Askelonite, whose son was slain among the infants of Bethlehem; nor Herod Antipas, who had beheaded John; but Herod Agrippa, brother of the incestuous Herodias, the son of Aristobulus, and grandson of Herod the Great. The splendour of names gives splendour to crimes. The fourth Herod, before whom Paul spake, was son of this Antipas. Acts 26.

Acts 12:2. He killed James the brother of John. Eusebius cites here a remark from a book of St. Clement, now lost, that when St. James was arraigned, the person who had accused him observing the courage with which he bore his testimony of the christian religion, was converted, and suffered martyrdom at the same time. In the death of this apostle was fulfilled the prophecy of our Saviour to his mother, when she had solicited that her two sons might sit, the one on his right hand and the other on his left. “Ye shall drink indeed, said he, of the cup of which I drink.” Matthew 20:23.

Acts 12:3. He proceeded further to take Peter also. Those two apostles were the pillars of the church in Jerusalem; they stood in the front, like Jachin and Booz in the ancient temple. The Lord having allowed one to fall, would not suffer a second to be cut off. Peter had a great work to do in following “the saints, scattered abroad throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, Bithynia, to whom also he addresses his first epistle. He had yet to move in his western sphere with Mark, among the churches of Greece and Rome.

Acts 12:4. When he had apprehended him, he put him in prison — intending after Easter to bring him forth to the people, that the dogs, the concision, might shout against him, as once they had shouted against his Lord and Master. This reservation of Peter, it is thought, was not for fear of tumult, but that the religious services of the paschal week might not be disturbed. Meanwhile, he placed a guard over him of four quaternions of soldiers, that is four times four, a strong guard equal to any duty over a prisoner indicted for the highest crimes against the state. The word Easter in our version is copied from more ancient versions. But Dr. Comber, who has professedly written on the Common Prayer, learned no doubt in Latin and Greek, but ignorant of English, has strangely failed in giving the etymon of that word. I have by me an Anglo-Saxon sermon in die sancta pascæ, in which the word is of frequent occurrence. Men tha leofostan. gelome eow is ge-saed ymbe ures Hælendes ærist. hu he on thisum andweardan daeye æfter his throwung mightiglice of deathe aras. That is, in modern English, “Men beloved, discourses have often been addressed to you about our Healer’s Erist, [Easter] how he on this festival day, after his throes, mightily of death arose.” — The word Easter then is equivalent to Christ, the firstbegotten from the dead; or the firstfruits of them that slept. See the Lexicons on the word, arra, arrhabo, αρραβων, ערבון arabon. French arrhes, earnest, gage, pledge. — Dr. Comber equally fails in telling us that Lent is derived from the Saxon Langtene, or long fast.

Acts 12:5. Prayer was made without ceasing. Fervent and importunate prayer was made by the whole church on Peter’s behalf. With the united strength of their whole souls they stormed heaven, and took him by force out of Herod’s hand. When the church is plunged into deep perplexities, the only help she can hope for must come in the way of prayer. When God suffers any of the ministers of the church to fall under the rage of persecutors, it is the church’s duty to wrestle by prayer in an extraordinary manner on their behalf; and when God intends to bestow any extraordinary mercy upon his church, he stirs up the hearts of his people to pray for it in a very extraordinary manner. That such prayers are prevalent for the preservation of very eminent members of the church, we learn from those words of St. Paul: I know that this shall turn to my preservation, through your prayers. Philippians 1:19. I hope, through your prayers, I shall be given to you. Philemon 1:22. The word εκτενης primarily signifies extended, but because the fervency of our desire is usually the cause that we pray much for any thing; therefore to pray ectenos, is also to pray fervently and importunately. Luke 22:14. Thus the litany, or supplication of the church, frequently, for some space, to several matters applying the same words, We beseech thee to hear us, and the like, is, in the ancient liturgies, called ectenes, the vehement, fervent, importunate form of supplication. And hence the deacon was wont to call often upon the people, Ectenos deethomen, let us pray “earnestly;” and then again, ectenesteron, “more earnestly.” The same vehemence and earnest devotion does our church call for in these words, “Let us pray;” warning us thereby to lay aside all wandering thoughts, and to attend to the great work we are about. See the notes on Luke 18:1.

Acts 12:6. Peter was sleeping. How soft and secure a pillow is a good conscience, even in the confines of death, and in the very jaws of danger. God takes most care of Peter, when he was able to take least care of himself. When asleep, and altogether insensible of his danger, God was awake, and acting effectually in order to his deliverance. Happy men, who have God with them in prison: such are prisoners of hope indeed, and shall certainly experience divine help. The more a good man is treated like a criminal, the more ought he to comfort himself in bearing the resemblance of Christ, humbled under the injustice of men. He who can sleep in such circumstances as these, shows plainly the extraordinary peace and tranquility of his mind in the greatest dangers, his exceeding contempt of life, and his firm trust and confidence in God.

Acts 12:10. When they had passed the first and second ward. Castles and strong places had ward after ward, so that when the assailants had taken one castle, they had a second and a third to take. The castle of Chepstow in Monmouthshire still subsists as a fair specimen. Atheism with all its finesse cannot here find a plea how Peter could have been delivered from chains, and walls, and wards so strong, without a supernatural agency. Critics understand the Greek word, φυλακην, phulaken, as signifying both a prison, and confinement, which occasions some variation of expositions.

Acts 12:12. He came to the house of Mary, the mother of John Mark, the very house where they were spending the night in prayer. Who will dare to limit the Holy One of Israel. How soon was prayer turned to praise!

Acts 12:15. It is his angel. Such was the faith of the ancient world with regard to the existence of angels, and the spirits of men after death. The doctrine is fully admitted by Hesiod and Plutarch, by Indians, and by philosophers. And, as the love of a future existence is the first law of nature, why should we think that the Creator has written a lying sentiment on every heart? The word angel properly designates an immortal spirit.

Acts 12:17. Show these things to James, the son of Alpheus, then the presiding apostle of the church in Jerusalem.

Acts 12:20. Herod was highly displeased with them of Tyre and Sidon. Polybius and Diodorus indicate that this anger was a menace of war: those cities were under the Romans, but still preserved a semblance of liberty. Though Luke assigns no cause for this anger, yet he names Peter as having fled to Cæsarea, the adjacent city. Josephus speaks of Herod’s coming to that city to celebrate the games he had established in honour of Cæsar. Antiq. Jud. lib. 17. Peace and reconciliation being effected, the games ensued; and Herod, on an appointed day, in his robes wove with threads of silver, made a popular oration. The people, maddened with wine, said, “It is the voice of a god, and not of a man.” Alas, alas, neither Herod nor they were aware that the great and holy One was about to visit them for their awful presumption.

Acts 12:23. The angel of the Lord smote him. That Herod was smitten by the Lord, immediately on his receiving this impious flattery, is evident from Josephus, who says that after awhile he saw the owl, which was the messenger of his calamity; that a sudden torment came upon him, and that thereupon he instantly tells the same auditors that he must die. Josephus does not say that he was eaten up of worms, but that he had vehement torments in his bowels, which encreasing upon him, in five days he died; and they in that time might breed worms in him, as he confesses they did in his grandfather. Many similar examples of persecutors of the christian faith, we have in church history. Tertullian says of one Claudius Heminianus a persecutor, that when worms broke forth of him whilst he was alive, he said, let no man know it, lest the christians should rejoice. Eusebius also says of Maximinian, that sudden ulcers rose in the lower parts of his body, from which sprung an incredible multitude of worms. Of the uncle of Julian the apostate, who persecuted the christians, and trampled upon the sacred vessels, Theodoret and St. Chrysostom inform us, that he perished by this disease. An instance like to this we have in Pherecydes Syrus, who was eaten up of lice, for boasting of his great wisdom and his pleasant life, though he sacrificed, says Elian, to no god at all. So also was it under the jewish state; for of Antiochus Epiphanes we read, that worms sprung out of the body of this wicked man. 2 Maccabees 9:9. And of Herod the great, Josephus owns that he had a putrefaction producing worms. Antiq. lib. 17. See Bochart, Hieroz. part 2. lib. 4. cap. 26. pp. 626, 627.

Eusebius, citing this passage from Josephus, omits all that is said of the owl, and instead of that has substituted an angel: mente quidem pia, at mala fide. But probably he might see both. — The Greeks are peculiarly happy in their compound words. Two or three beautiful words in this noble language naturally and easily incorporate together, to make one very elegant and very expressive word. This composition multiplies the stores and beauties of that language, and enables the writers to express themselves with compactness, variety, and magnificence, superior to most languages that mankind speak. Thus, as the word θυμομαχων thumomachon, in Acts 12:20, is strong both in sound and signification, so the ignominy and torture of that most odious and insupportable disease, with which this haughty spirited and tyrannous mortal was immediately punished, are here expressed in proper words, harsh sounding and suitable to the direful occasion: γενομενος σκωληκοβρωτος εξεψυξεν, genominos skolekobrotos exepsuxen. He expired, being devoured by vermin.

Acts 12:24. The word of God grew and multiplied. Herod the tyrant being dead, the gospel prospered, and was preached with great success. Persecutors, by their weak endeavours to pull down the church, build it up the stronger. The number of believers encreased through the preaching of the word, as seed is multiplied by the scattering of the hand: the word preached is the seed sown in the furrows of the field. The ground was now harrowed by the hand of the persecutors, and the seed grew the better, and the fruits of faith and obedience did by every shower of persecution more and more abound.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter, like many other of the great scenes of providence, begins with crimes and ends with punishments; and if my estimations be correct, persecutions and wastings of the church are among the consummations of crime; they fill up the measure in open war with heaven.

The unbelieving jews were allowed to persecute and scatter the flock, yet many of the saints, even in Jerusalem, survived the storms they had endured, and again recovered their strength. The deliverance of Peter was a special mark of the divine interposition, and an evident answer to prayer. The Lord suffered James, the first of the twelve, to be immolated, but sacrifices so dear to heaven were designed for the conversion of others, and to make surviving saints envious of the martyr’s crown.

See Peter, the father of the church, loaded with chains, immured within strong walls, cut off from all access to the saints, and living on bread and water, yet he sleeps in peace at night. His hands galled with iron, do not interrupt his repose. His confidence in the Redeemer’s care is unremitting and unmoved. The dungeon is dark, the bed is hard, yet he sleeps serene. The seven days of the feast pass away, yet he rests in the Lord. Behold in the city, scaffolds erecting to see the tragedy, or windows hired to enjoy the sight. On the other hand, heaven was making counter preparations, to the terror of Peter’s foes, and the salvation of his servant. God came, by his angel, at midnight, while his enemies slumbered in their sins. Peter is unconsciously awoke by a visitor, whose presence creates light. Peter obeys. His chains fall off; the doors and bolts, the bars and iron gates give way before a presence so divine. They enter the city, and into the second street, taking a direction to the house of prayer. Here the mission closed in a happy exchange of the dungeon for the church. What has God wrought! The power of prayer is equal to Jehovah’s arm.

Alas, for you, oh poor gaolers and soldiers. It is dangerous work to turn your arms against the Lord. The most powerful men in Nebuchadnezzar’s army perished in casting the three heroes into the fiery furnace. You, instead of Peter, must now die the death. The king will roar against you like a lion robbed of his prey.

But what a disappointment to you, oh doctors and rulers, who thought to enjoy the tragedy almost unseen, behind the windows and bye corners. It is not long before many others will be the victims. Jerusalem will soon abound with sacrifices, for the day shall burn as an oven; and the proud, yea, and all that do wickedly, shall be as stubble. Your recent joys at the sight of Herod’s strokes on the church, shall be of short duration. You; yes you, of all others, ought to have instructed the king in the duties of the throne, to be just, to be humane, to reign in righteousness, and be the common father of his people. — It is you, oh doctors, who have laid the foundation of Herod’s ruin, by flattering the royal passion, no matter how vindictive and depraved it might be. Had you taught him better, his reign had been happy, and your nation blessed. You have forgotten the grand maxim of your seers, that the throne is established in righteousness.

But in the case of Peter there is instruction for the unregenerate world. See him lie fast asleep, bound with two chains, and in the prison-house. Such is the condition of a sinner, tied and bound with the chains of his sins, the strong chains of unrighteous habits, the tutored slave of sin and iniquity. See him sleeping and dreaming. And oh that your dreams were as innocent as Peter’s, and as happy in their issues. Be that as it may, it is high time to awake out of sleep. Yes, sinners, it is time that you were awoke, and before the midnight cry when oil cannot be bought. It is time that you followed a better guide than those that dwell in the dungeons. This heavenly guide would lead you to Mary’s house — the house of prayer. There only will you find counsel and comfort, and escape the calamities coming on a guilty world.

If you sleep on, remember that to-morrow may be the day of execution. God will fight against those that fight against him. If you obey not his voice, and his awakening calls, you obey the voice of Satan. The fate of Herod awaits you. Satan, having hurried him from sin to sin, destroyed him at last. He was hurled from the throne in the zenith of his pride, to the most degrading exit out of time; and to the bar of that God, who will render to every man according to his works. 

13 Chapter 13 

Verses 1-52
Acts 13:1. The church that was at Antioch, which was counted one of the five apostolic churches. It is the true church by way of eminence, the synagogue having degenerated into a state of warfare with the Lord’s people. In this church there were certain prophets and teachers. The same distinction is observed by St. Paul, in 1 Corinthians 12. and Ephesians 4:11. Also respecting Barnabas, as may be seen in Acts 4:36; Acts 9:27. And Simeon, surnamed Niger, probably from some swarthy shade in his countenance, it having been a common custom in the east, to give persons a name corresponding with their complexion. Thus we find Flavius, yellow, or sallow; Rufus, red; Albinus, white; words derived from flavo, rufo, albo. — The text next mentions Lucius of Cyrene, whom Bede names as bishop of Cyrene; others place him among the seventy disciples. And Manaen which had been brought up with Herod Antipas, the tetrarch. The name in Hebrew is written Manahem, consolation, a title of Christ. 2 Kings 15:14. Luke 2:35. Dr. Lightfoot out of his rabbinical treasures says, “This Manahem brings to our memory what is related in Jachasin — Manahem entered the king’s family and service with eighty men clothed in gold, military guards, no doubt. Manahem was wise and grave like a prophet, and uttered many predictions. He foretold to Herod when very young, that he would reign: and when he had gained the throne, he told him again, that he should reign about forty years; and he did reign thirty seven.” — Of the Manaen in the text, being the son of Herod’s nurse, and on that account called his foster brother, it is difficult to affirm any thing beyond the letter of the sacred text. — And Saul, who made the fifth, all very illustrious ministers in the work of the Lord.

Acts 13:2. As they ministered to the Lord, and fasted, the Holy Ghost said, separate me Barnabas and Saul for the work, to go through all the provinces of Roman Asia, and the isles and cities of Greece. The call here is special, and purely divine; it was made known, as the vision had been to Cornelius, at a certain hour of fasting and prayer. It was revealed to one of the above three prophets, probably to Simeon, and in him to all the church. Therefore with imposition of hands and benedictions, they sent them forth anew, and with full powers to the work of the Lord. Imposition of hands they had received before, but now all that the church could give was imparted afresh that they might take their life in their hands, to go and fight with the rulers of the darkness of this world. Such a revelation to those holy prophets had an object worthy of God.

Acts 13:8. Elymas, the sorcerer: a name in Arabic equivalent to learned.
Acts 13:9. Then Saul, a name which from this time ceases with Luke, (who also is called Paul.) The opinions concerning this change of name in a character the most celebrated in the church are three. That of Basil is, that at his baptism Ananias conferred upon him the name of Paul; to which Augustine adds, it was of Paul’s own choosing, because it signifies little, as when he says, “I am less than the least of all saints.” To this Origen adds another conjecture, that his father, being a Roman, both the names had been given him at his circumcision. Neither of these ideas removes the difficulty, why Luke for so many years should call him Saul, and now only begin to call him Paul. Later critics seem agreed therefore, that as Sergius Paulus the deputy, or proconsul, as in the Vulgate, was converted by him, he allowed his spiritual father to bear the name of his son, a name far more agreeable than Saul to a Roman ear. Dion tells us that Augustus, on seeing the isle of Cyprus, and Narbon Gaul in peace, had conceded both those provinces to the Roman people, and that the senate had sent proconsuls to govern them. Otherwise, it was not common to send men of so high a rank to preside over the smaller provinces.

Acts 13:10-12. Oh full of all subtilty. Here is the sublime of passion. The Holy Ghost roared in his voice as a whirlwind, the tempest left a dimness on the sorcerer’s eyes. The gospel is the power of God; it is the savour of life unto life, and of death unto death. These effects were realized; the proconsul believed, on witnessing the power of the doctrine of the Lord. May the same gracious Lord still help us in our more feeble labours.

Acts 13:13. They came to Perga, which was situate on the river Cestron, and adjacent to the cataracts, the country of Apollonius.

Acts 13:14. They came to Antioch in Pisidia, which Boiste places twenty leagues west of Iconium, and more than seventy leagues from Antioch in Syria.

Acts 13:15. If ye have a word of exhortation for the people, a word of consolation or of comfort, say on. Here is the ancient liberty of the synagogue, the liberty enjoyed by the Hebrew prophets.

Acts 13:16. Then Paul stood up. His discourse is divided into three parts. First, here is a commemoration of the ancient works of God, continued to Acts 13:23. Secondly, a declaration of the Person of Christ as the true Messiah, down to the fortieth verse. Lastly, a warm and fervent exhortation. And what duty could be more imperative, what mission more gracious, than to exhibit the Lord of glory to their view; the Saviour, for whom their fathers had long waited. They could not but speak the things they had seen and heard for the salvation of their country.

Acts 13:21. Afterwards they desired a king. This remark is pertinent, because their ultimate hope was in the king Messiah, to deliver them from all their enemies. But alas, under the regal sceptre they had less liberty than under their judges, and all their hopes in an arm of flesh ultimately failed. — Then with advantage Paul could call them to believe in Christ, whose throne was higher than the heavens. Paul then proceeds to use the arguments which Peter had enforced, and Stephen also: chap. 3, 4, 7.

Acts 13:33. Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee. Let us hear on this verse our great Dr. Lightfoot, whose learning commands deference. “Was this resurrection-day the day when he was begotten? Was it the first day that he was the Son of God? It was the first day when he was declared the Son of God with power, Romans 1:3, and of his manifestation as the Son of God. It was the day of his victory, and of his regal assumption; the day of trophy and triumph, of demonstration that he was the Son of God, the true Messiah. It was the sign which the Lord had promised to give the jews; and if they would not believe the sign of his resurrection, other signs were of no avail.” Sermon at Hereford Assizes.
When the Father says, Thou art my Son, was there ever a time when he was not his Son? The Arians are blind, who would limit his filiation to the day of his resurrection. The resurrection only declared his glory. Romans 1:4.

Limborch, a Dutch minister, and decidedly a unitarian, expounds those words literally, first of David, the day when he was anointed king. And secondly, juxta sensum mysticum predictam Jesu Christi resurrectionem ex mortuis. According to the mystical sense, they foretel the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.

He adds presently after, that those words, Thou art my Son, to-day have I begotten thee, are not designed to prove that he is the Son of God, begotten of God from eternity; for that the resurrection of Jesus does not prove, for with eternal generation they have no connection, but foretold indeed that God as it were would beget him anew, and constitute him his Son. Sed quidem, quod Deus ipsum quasi de novo genuerit, atque filium suum constituerit.
The sense of Limborch may equally be found in the following gloss. “Eternity is that which has no beginning, nor does it stand in reference to time. SON supposes time, generation, and Father; and time also antecedent to such a generation; therefore the conjunction of those two terms, son and eternity, is absolutely impossible, as they imply essentially different and opposite ideas.”

It is replied, All this is reasoning after the flesh, and is true only of mortal sinful men. It is a substitution of philosophy for the bible. The subject is so serious, and the negations so bold as to demand enquiries. What was that hidden wisdom which the Father possessed in his bosom, before he had made the mountains, or had given the sea his decree? Proverbs 8:22. What was that Word of Jehovah, which created the heavens by the breath or spirit of his mouth? Psalms 33:6. Who was that Ruler of the gentiles, born in Bethlehem, and whose goings forth were of old from everlasting? Micah 5:2. Were all the prophets mad who expected the Messiah from heaven? Isaiah 62:1. Have all the fathers, who died in the faith, perished in idolatry? Were the three hundred and eighteen christian fathers, and grandchildren of the apostles, deceived in the Nicene creed, that Christ is God of God, of one substance with the Father. Were the one hundred and fifty who met presently after in Constantinople, and who subscribed to the same faith, equally deceived? Rather let us say with Paul, that the Son, being in the form of God, thought it no robbery to be equal with God.” Philippians 2:5-12.

To this we may add, that Christ is called the Son of God antecedently to his incarnation or miraculous conception, and consequently he did not become such by the assumption of our nature, as some have imagined. “In the fulness of time,” it is said, “God sent forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law.” Galatians 4:4. The position here affirmed is, that God sent forth his Son to redeem the transgressors of the law. His being “made of a woman, and made under the law,” or covenant of works which man had broken, expresses the necessary means for the accomplishment of this great end, which means, though preseding our redemption, are subsequent to the son-ship of Christ. It is equally evident that he was the Son of God before he was made of a woman, as that he was the Word before he was made flesh. John 1:14. If it be alleged that Christ is here called the Son of God on account of his being “made of a woman,” it might with equal truth be affirmed that he is so called, because of his being “made under the law,” which is too absurd to imagine. In Romans 8:3 it is declared, that “God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh,” which is equivalent to saying that the Son of God assumed human nature: he must therefore have been the Son of God antecedently to his assumption of it.

Other scriptures show that he is called the Son of God antecedently to his being “manifested to destroy the works of the devil:” but he was manifested by taking upon him our nature, and was therefore the Son of God before his incarnation. According to the phraseology employed in 1 John 3:8, it is as clear that Christ was the Son of God antecedently to his being manifested to destroy the works of the devil, as that he was truly God, antecedently to his being manifest in the flesh. 1 Timothy 3:16. Christ was the true God and the eternal Life in his preëxistent state, but he could be such only as he was the Son of God, the appellatives being totally inapplicable to any other nature. Besides, it would surely be highly absurd to affirm, as the apostle does, that the Son of God was manifested to destroy the works of the devil, had he not previously existed under that character; for then it would be the manifestation of a nonentity, or of that which had no existence.

The objection so often made to the Divine Sonship of Christ, that it implies inferiority, is without any solid foundation. Whatever be the inferiority attached to the idea of sonship, it is not an inferiority of nature, in reference to Christ; for his claiming to be the Son of God was, according to the scriptures, making himself, not inferior, but equal with God. John 5:18.

It has also been alleged with much plausibility, that Sonship implies a posteriority of existence, or that Christ as a Son could not have existed till after the Father. To attribute therefore to him no other divinity than what is denoted by Sonship, is attributing to him none at all, as nothing can be divine which is not eternal. — But if this reasoning be just, it will prove that the divine purposes are not eternal, Ephesians 3:11, or that there was once a point in duration in which the supreme Being was without thought, purpose or design. For it may with equal truth be said, that God must exist before he could will any thing, as that the Father must exist before he had a Son. But if God must exist before he could purpose any thing, there must have been a period in which he existed without thought, purpose or design; that is, in which he was not God. The truth is, the whole of this apparent difficulty arises from the want of distinguishing between the order of nature, and the order of time. In the order of nature, the sun in the heavens must have existed before it could shine; but in the order of time, the sun and its rays are coëval: it never existed a single instant without them. In the order of nature, God must have existed before he could purpose; but in the order of time or duration, he never existed without his purpose: for a God without thought or purpose would be no God at all. And thus in the order of nature, the Father must have existed before the Son; but in that of duration, he never existed without the Son. The Father and the Son therefore are properly eternal.

Acts 13:38-39. Through this man is preached to you the forgiveness of sins. The grand doctrine of a sinner’s justification is here opened with assurance and plenitude. It is opened to men groaning under the yoke of sin, of legal obedience, and travailing in pain, and growing worse and worse in the struggle. Justification is preached here under the idea of liberation from the legal yoke, and the plenary pardon of sin. This justification is effected, not by works of righteousness that we have done, but by faith in Christ, by whom also we have the gift of righteousness by faith; two points, the grace of pardon, and the gift of righteousness, which are inseparable. Thus again: It is God that justifieth; who is he that condemneth? It is Christ that died, yea that is risen again. Thus all the legal terrors which pursue the contrite are swallowed up in the superabounding grace of the Son of God.

Acts 13:40. Beware therefore, lest that come upon you which is spoken of in the prophets, and particularly so by Habakkuk. If you reject this gospel, as your fathers rejected the prophets, you will wonder and perish. This is the word, the gospel of your salvation; there is no other name than that of Jesus by which you can be saved. Let the errors of your fathers raise a warning voice to their children, that you perish not. Oh that we could weep for the jews as Paul once wept for his country, and had continual sorrow of heart for his brethren according to the flesh.

Acts 13:48. As many as were ordained to eternal life believed. τεταγμενοι is never used for eternal preördination; and though it be once rendered ordained, Romans 13:1, the margin reads, power — ordered of God. Dr. Doddridge reads, “As many as were determined for eternal life, believed.” Limborch on this place selects a dozen testimonies from Greek authors to prove that the word denotes the dispositon of the mind. “Paul went afoot to Assos, ουτω γαρ ην διατεταγμενος, for so he was disposed to do;” or minding himself to go afoot. Acts 20:13. The son of Sirach says, “The conduct of a wise man will be τεταγμενη, well- disposed: chap. Acts 10:1. In a collective view, the authorities enumerated by Limborch, Hammond, and Whitby fairly give the version, “And as many as were disposed to eternal life believed.”

To the above I may add the comment of a learned presbyterian minister. “These words cannot signify a fixed number of persons, absolutely ordained of God to eternal life; so that they, and they only shall obtain it, and all others be excluded from it, as upon this supposition it must be, if God by his decree hath fixed the number of those whom he will bring to salvation. This is evident from these considerations.

(1) If the reason why these men believed be only this, that they were “ordained to eternal life,” the reason why the rest believed not can be this only, that they were not ordained of God to eternal life; and if so, what necessity could there be that “the word of God should be first preached to them,” as we read in Acts 13:46. Was it only that their damnation might be greater? This seems to charge that Lover of souls, whose tender mercies are over all his works, with the greatest cruelty, seeing it makes him determine from all eternity, not only that so many souls, as capable of salvation as any other, shall perish everlastingly, but also to determine that the dispensations of his providence shall be such towards them as necessarily tend to aggravate their condemnation. What could even their most malicious and enraged enemy do more? What is it that the devil himself aims at by all his temptations, but this very end, viz. the aggravation of our future punishment? To assert therefore that God had determined that his word should be spoken to these jews for this very end, is to make him as instrumental to their ruin as the very devil. All this seems wholly irreconcileable with his declarations, that he “would have all men to be saved,” and “would not that any man should perish.”

(2) The apostle gives this reason why he turned from the jews to the gentiles, that the “jews had thrust away the word of God from them, and judged themselves unworthy of eternal life:” Acts 13:46. Whereas, according to this supposition, this could be no sufficient reason of his turning from them to the gentiles. For it was only they, among the jews, whom God had not ordained to eternal life, who thus refused to believe, and to obey the word of God. And as many among the gentiles as were not thus ordained to eternal life, must necessarily do the same; and so there could be no sufficient cause why he should turn from the jews to the gentiles on that account. (3) Were this the reason why the jews believed not, that they were not ordained to eternal life, why does St. Paul by divine commission thus speak to them. “Be it known to you, brethren, that by this Jesus is declared to you the remission of sins?” Why does he add, “And by him every one that believeth is justified?” Why does he vehemently exhort them to beware, lest that saying of the prophet Habakkuk should be verified in them: “I will work a work in your days, which ye will not believe, though one declare it unto you?” Could God have determined that these very persons should not believe to life eternal, and yet commission his apostles to tell them that remission of sins, and justification to life eternal, were proposed to them? Could it be revealed to St. Paul, that they could not believe to life eternal, as not being ordained to it, and yet would he so passionately exhort them to that faith in Jesus, which he well knew, by virtue of this revelation, belonged not to them? These things seem clearly to evince, that this cannot be the proper import of the words.”

Acts 13:51. But they shook off the dust of their feet against them, as Christ had commanded in such cases of obstinate blindness, and irreclaimable contumacy. They then came to Iconium, called Cogni by the Romans, now Cæni, the capital of Lycaonia. Boiste in his map, Le monde sacre, places it at the head of a small lake three degrees north-west of Antioch.

REFLECTIONS.
How glorious was the first planting of christianity in all the Roman world, and even among nations where the Roman arms could not penetrate. What a work of prayer and fasting, what a conflict with jews and gentiles, and what unwearied labours! What fidelity towards God, what love to souls, what victories in every place. Even where the apostles were chased away, they left the field well sown with precious seed. Such was the first excellence of the christian temper in the first ambassadors of Christ; a temper which should ever subsist among the servants of the Lord.

When our Saviour had called Paul and Barnabas in a special manner by the Holy Ghost, to go into all the provinces of the Roman empire, how careful were the prophets then at Antioch to send them away with their prayers, their benedictions, and all the blessings which the imposition of their hands once more repeated could confer. A fine model of what we should do in sending out missionaries to heathen lands; yea, and follow them with daily prayers. God owned their efforts with his benediction; a door was opened effectually to the gentiles, and harvests of converts followed. Let all ministers learn of those great ambassadors still to struggle with the obstinate cases which surround them. If the poor apostles fought single- handed with the Greek and Roman world, and conquered, let us hope in God who raiseth up the dead. He has said, “I am with you always, even to the end of the world.” Every Elymas struck with blindness shall tremble at our word; the great and the noble like Sergius shall then believe to the saving of their souls when they see what grace has done for their tenantry, and for their domestics. 

14 Chapter 14 

Verses 1-28
Acts 14:1. It came to pass in Iconium, that they went both together into the synagogue of the jews. St. Luke makes here a great leap, and is very laconic, merely naming Perga and Attalia. This great work in Iconium is placed by Usher in the year 46; but the learned Professor Grabe puts it a year later, as in the Greek manuscript on the sufferings of Thecla, related in the preface to this book. It appears from the above manuscript, that Titus had visited Iconium before, and had informed Onesiphorus of Paul’s conversion, and labours. Of this holy man, (and it would seem after his death) Paul says, “The Lord give mercy to the house of Onesiphorus, for he often refreshed me, and was not ashamed of my chain.” 2 Timothy 1:16. While he was preaching in this good man’s house, so much light, and glory, and unction had descended with his word, that Thecla, the noble virgin and martyr, was converted, as is noted also by Dr. Lightfoot, with a multitude of jews and greeks. Luke uses two Greek words, ‘ ελληνισται, Acts 6:1; and here ‘ ελληνες; by the latter he means Greeks by birth, language, and religion.

Acts 14:5. When there was an assault made by all the city, in fact, of gentiles, jews, and rulers. Tamyris, a prince of the city, being stirred up by the unbelieving jews, brought Paul before the governor, and threw him into prison on account of Thecla’s conversion. Onesiphorus was the same friend to him when in prison, as when at large.

Acts 14:6. They — fled to Lystra, which lies on the road from Iconium to Derbe, as in the map of Paul’s travels; and to the regions round about. This storm, it appears, fell on the tender lambs, as well as on the shepherds. Strabo, liber 12., places Derbe on the sea-coast.

Acts 14:8-10. There sat a certain man at Lystra, begging, as it would seem, and like the man whom Peter healed at the beautiful gate of the temple, chap. 3., a cripple from his birth. The circumstances are very similar. While hearing the word, Paul perceiving that he had faith to be healed, cried with a loud voice, Rise up and walk. He probably, like Peter, used the name of Jesus. The effects on the people were the immediate conversion of very many. They repeated the adage of their fathers, “The gods are come down to us in the likeness of men.” In the fable of Jupiter and Mercury, we read that they descended from heaven in human shape, and were entertained by Lacaon, by whose name the people of Lycaonia are called. The whole mythology of the gentiles is built on the belief that the gods have indeed appeared to men. — Herodotus reports, that after Cambyses had lost his army in the deserts, he found the Egyptians rejoicing, because their god, who rarely discovered himself, had recently appeared. See on Exodus 8:26.

Moses says that Jehovah rained from Jehovah fire and brimstone on Sodom. He appeared in human shape with two angels, and was entertained by Abraham, His mission was to announce the birth of the long-promised heir; to deliver just Lot, and destroy the cities of the plain. Genesis 18:30. Joshua 5:13. Similar to this is the belief of India, of Egypt, of Greece, and of Rome. Who doubts of Ovid’s words, that God has often appeared on earth disguised in human figure.

Et Deus humanâ lustro sub imagine tetras. Met. lib. 1:213.
Acts 14:12. They called Barnabas Jupiter, he being more aged, no other reason being assigned; and Paul they called Mercurius, because of his superior eloquence. Mercury is synonymous with Canaan, a merchant; and the Greeks admit that they received letters from Phœnicia or Canaan. Mercury was accounted the servant or ambassador of the gods from the court of heaven. The poets feign him to have taught music to Apollo, and conferred the gift of eloquence on men.

Acts 14:15. Why sirs, do ye these things? Our mission from heaven, sealed by this and other miracles, is to dissuade mankind from the worship of idols, and persuade them to worship God. The Father of all who clothes your fields with smiling harvests, and loads your trees with fruit, is the God you ought to adore. It is true, in times past, he suffered all nations to walk in the vanity of their minds. Yet in no age did he leave them without the most indulgent testimonials of his goodness and care, and tender love in all the succeeding seasons of the year, cold in winter, vernal showers on their grass and corn; ripening heats in summer, and heavier rains in autumn to restore the exhausted earth. Be assured, then, that God has provided richer grace in the gospel which we preach, for the moral maladies of the mind. — This address is a counterpart to the sermon in the Areopagus at Athens: chap. 17.

Acts 14:19. There came jews from Antioch and Iconium. In both those cities they had aimed bloody strokes at the apostle’s life. Now they came with the same sanguinary purposes in their heart; and the civil authorities do not seem to have interfered with what the jews did. Marvellous, that he who had stoned Stephen should now be stoned in the same glorious cause. But how could it be expected that Satan would see the word of the Lord run from city to city, and be gloried, without calling all his allies to war?

Acts 14:23. Ordained them elders in every church. Mr. Burkitt says, “Here we have two farther instances and evidences of the apostles’ care of the newly planted churches. The first was, to settle them in church order, ordaining elders in every church, to be guides and teachers of the rest; and this with fasting and prayer, in regard of the great solemnity and importance of the work. Hence learn, that ordination of ministers is a ministerial act; the officers of the church, and not the people, must separate and set apart, consecrate and ordain, the persons who are to attend upon God and his church in holy things. Paul and Barnabas, it is said, ordained them elders in every church. We also see, that this solemn act ought to be very solemnly performed, with fasting and prayer. They ordained elders in every church, and prayed with fasting. The second instance of this apostolical care was, their commending them to the Lord, on whom they had believed; that is, they committed them, as young converts, to the power of Christ, to strengthen and confirm them; and they committed them as their treasure to the care of Christ, to preserve and keep them. The greatest and best thing that the ministers of God can do, either present with or absent from their people, is to commit and recommend them to the power and care of Christ, who is able to keep them from falling, and to present them faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy.”

Dr. Whitby acknowledges that Dr. Hammond and Mr. Selden have fully proved, that χειροτονειν πρεσβυτερους, is not to choose elders by common suffrage, or by lifting up the hands; but he is not convinced that this constituting of elders was making them fixed bishops of those churches. Whoever is not satisfied may farther consult the writings of bishop Beveridge, bishop Potter, Dr. Hicks, Dr. Comber, Dr. Maurice, Dr. Brett, Mr. Mason, Mr. Sclater, and other learned authors, who have treated on this subject professedly, and at large. The Irenæcum of bishop Stillingfleet also contains much information.

Acts 14:27. When — they had gathered the church together, they recited all that God had done by them in a wide circuit of perhaps six hundred or a thousand miles by land, and by sea from Cyprus, and the confines of Galatia. What labours, what wars, what sufferings, what victories! What rejoicings that God had always caused them to triumph in Christ, and had made manifest by them the savour of his knowledge in every place.

REFLECTIONS.
What life was so chequered as that of the apostles? Their soul was wide as the world, and nothing but human frailty could prescribe their bounds. Honoured by their hearers as the first of prophets, condemned by the wicked as the worst of men; all but worshipped to-day, and stoned to- morrow. Assuredly, all the antitheses to the Corinthians were realized in their lives. They proved themselves to be the ministers of Christ, by honour and dishonour, by evil report and good report, as deceivers and yet true, as chastened and not killed, as sorrowful yet always rejoicing, as poor yet making many rich, as having nothing and yet possessing all things. 2 Corinthians 6:8-10.

Their courage is not less remarkable than their zeal. After conflicts, after momentary defeats, they rallied, and returned to the field of battle to claim the victory: we find them again at Antioch, the joy and glory of the church. They recited their travels, their labours, and success; and despised their sufferings as light afflictions which endured but for a moment. How reviving must such rehearsals be! How encouraging the thought, that God who thus preserved his servants, can preserve all his suffering saints.

The prudent care they exercised over the churches, is next to be remarked. They did not leave their children till they could walk alone. They ordained elders in every city, from among the biblical and gifted men, jews and proselytes, the first fruits of their ministry. They gave those elders charge to feed the flock, over which the Holy Ghost had made them overseers. — When it is said that Paul abode a year in or near such a city, we are to understand that the suburbs of that city extended to the whole province. Thus during the three years he stayed at Corinth we find him making tours through all Achaia. His soul, being a debtor to all men, was too expanded to be localized. The shepherds must not be idle, while the wolves prowl at night. Above all, how wise was the Lord in calling those chosen instruments to bear his name before the gentiles and the rulers of the earth. 

15 Chapter 15 

Verses 1-41
Acts 15:1. Certain men which came down from Judea. Epiphanius says, Cerinthus the heretic was one of the principals in this dissension. But they were, no doubt, of the devil’s sending, to disquiet the brethren, and distress the church. See the note on Acts 15:5.

Except ye be circumcised. Here we find the jews at issue, and divided in sentiment on the grand point of admission into their religion. Some not only permitted those of other nations, who owned the true God, to live quietly among them, but even to embrace their religion, without circumcision; whilst others would by no means permit them to do so. This controversy continued after they had embraced christianity; some allowing them to embrace christianity without submitting to circumcision and the jewish law, others contending that without circumcision and the observance of the law they could not be saved. These latter were the false apostles which troubled the churches at Corinth, Galatia, and Philippi, and were great enemies to St. Paul, who taught the contrary. It is the same thing to say, they must be circumcised after the manner of Moses, as to say, they must be circumcised and keep the whole law: Acts 15:5. They held this doctrine as necessary to salvation; and by it subverted the gentile converts, Acts 15:24, causing them to fall from grace. Galatians 5:4. This they did, agreeably to their common maxim, that all uncircumcised persons go to hell. These false apostles went out from Judea, and were as men who went out from the apostles: Acts 15:24. St. John therefore says, they went out from us, but they were not of us. 1 John 2:19.

Acts 15:2. Dissension and disputation. Observe with what zealous warmth the apostle Paul opposes this antichristian design, of introducing circumcision into the christian church. Paul and Barnabas had no small disputation with them. He that could become all things to all men, could not become sin to any man; he therefore enters the lists with them, and earnestly contends for the faith of the gospel, urging that by the death of Christ we are freed from the whole ceremonial law; and that if circumcision were retained, then for the same reason all the other ceremonies ought to be restored, a circumcised person being obliged to observe the ceremonial law. Condescension and compliance ought never to proceed so far as to weaken the truths of the gospel: not to defend it vigorously on some occasions, is to betray it. 

Acts 15:3. They passed through Phenice and Samaria, declaring the grace of God in the conversion of the gentiles to the Lord. (The situation of Phenice may be seen in the Map.) This journey, with Barnabas and Titus, was undertaken fourteen years after Paul’s conversion, the three first years spent in Arabia and Cilicia being included. On this point the ablest critics seem agreed. Galatians 2:1. This mission was undertaken by revelation from heaven, with special reference to the conversion of multitudes of gentiles; and being all uncircumcised, their admission seriously involved the unity of the church. The thousands of jews in Jerusalem who believed were all zealous of the law.

Acts 15:5. But there rose up certain of the sect of the pharisees which believed, and contended in the assembly that it was essential that all gentiles on admission to the communion of the church should be required to be circumcised, and strictly to keep the ceremonial law. A delicate point: the whole weight of the Hebrew ritual and tradition on the one side, and the grace conferred on the uncircumcised by the Holy Ghost on the other.

Acts 15:6. The apostles and elders came together, and the multitude, as in Acts 15:12; including the whole church, to consider the matter, as in Acts 15:22.

Acts 15:7. When there had been much disputing, Peter rose up and recited what had happened to him in the house of Cornelius. He pleaded, having God on his side, that as the Lord had made them free, they ought not to be entangled with the yoke of bondage. He believed that through the grace of Christ, the gentiles, though uncircumcised, should be saved as well as the jews.

Acts 15:12. Then all the multitude kept silence, and gave audience to Barnabas and Paul. This was a reserve of eloquence, sure to turn the people, as an impetuous tide drives back the streams. Oh how the soul hung upon the ear; how the countenances brightened, while they related their progress from city to city, from province to province; how the word of the Lord had been glorified, and how miracles had been effected by his arm. How princes and nobles, and multitudes of the people had been converted without either number or record; and how the unbelieving jews in all places had stirred up the misguided populace to outrage, imprison, and stone them for the sake of Christ. But in all storms and conflicts, they were more than conquerors through him that loved them. All this was a gentile glory, reflected back on the church of the firstborn. 

Acts 15:13-14. James answered: being chairman of the assembly, he summed up the argument, and gave the final opinion. He said, Simeon (calling Simon Peter by his Hebrew name, שׂמעון ) hath declared how God at the first did visit the gentiles, to take out of them a people for his name. To this idea of the calling of the gentiles a cloud of prophecies agree; particularly the words of the prophet Amos 9:11-12, which he here cites. Of James, Œcumenius writes, that he was bishop of Jerusalem, and brother of the Lord, being the son of Joseph, the husband of the virgin Mary.

Acts 15:16. After this I will return, and will build again the tabernacle of David which is fallen down. To the comment on that place, Dr. Lightfoot adds here, that “Rabbi Nachman said to rabbi Isaac, whence has thou learned when Bar Naphli will come? He said, who is this Bar Naphli? The other replied, he is the Messiah. Dost thou then call Bar Naphli the Messiah? Yes, said he, for it is written, In that day I will build again the tabernacle of David which is fallen down.” — Vol. 2:694.

Acts 15:17. That the residue of men might seek after the Lord. The Hebrew reads, “That the residue of men may possess the remnant of Edom.” The LXX, by a substitution of the word Lord for Edom, evidently understood Amos as speaking of calling the residue of men, or the gentile nations, to seek the Lord, and in the age when the tabernacle of David should rise in Christ.

Acts 15:18. Known unto God are all his works. From the beginning of the world he foresaw, and inspired his prophets to say, that the gentiles should thus be converted to the Lord, as Barnabas and Paul had just declared.

Acts 15:20. Write unto them, that they abstain from pollutions of idols, by not eating of flesh presented to them, nor drinking out of any vessel used in their feasts. The spirit of this is paternal, and the injunctions are precepts anterior to the law of Moses.

And from fornication. But why write this to christians, to whom every species of impurity is prohibited? The bearing of the injunction must be against polygamy, too common both to gentiles and to jews. On this ground St. Paul calls Esau a fornicator. Hebrews 12:16. This law is enforced by the order of nature, males and females being born in nearly equal numbers.

And from things strangled, and from blood, as stated on Genesis 9:4. Leviticus 17:9. Deuteronomy 12:16-23. Maimonides defines the prohibition to extend to blood taken from the veins of slaughtered animals, and not to blood which may be about the flesh. As the precept is connected with cautions against the effusion of human blood, it was wise and good in the Lord, on allowing animals to be killed for food, to show that he was still the arbiter of his creatures’ lives, by this humane and salutary reservation.

Acts 15:39. The contention, literally, the paroxysm, was so sharp, that they parted, and divided the sphere of their labours. The reason assigned is, that Mark had departed from the work in Pamphylia. Therefore Paul would not take him again as a colleague to revisit the churches, and launch out into Galatia, and all the western provinces of Roman Asia. This circumstance proved advantageous, as the work of the Lord required a double mission. Paul went through with his second expedition, especially in Galatia and the northern provinces, where he had great success. Barnabas went to Cyprus, his native place, and seems to have taken the Greek islands for his sphere of labour. Disputes between regenerate men are confined to certain points; they still love as brothers in the Lord. Therefore we find Paul, when at Rome, putting Mark the first of his four fellow-labourers, Philemon 1:24; and naming Barnabas to the churches with the highest pastoral honour and respect. 1 Corinthians 9:5-6.

REFLECTIONS.
The two former chapters having described the labours of the apostles in planting the gentile churches, we now proceed to consider the care they exercised over them. The ground is delicate, the moment critical. Marvellous, that the christian pharisees should concede the point of circumcision to the gentile converts without a schism! They had the law, and the whole weight of traditions on their side. But they had, on the other hand, the eloquence of Paul, pleading against them the mighty works of the Lord. He rebutted all their arguments, and composed their voices to silence.

On this grand question the apostles among themselves were not divided: they saw the hand of God, and bowed to his decision. — While ministers remain united, rents in the church cannot be large. James adduced a most pertinent and cogent passage from the prophet Amos, that the falling tabernacle of David should be raised by the residue of men, Edom, or the gentile world, turning to the Lord. Thy people shall be willing in the day of thy power, when the hosts, the armies of the gentiles, shall surround thy banners. The pastoral letter which James advised, and which was adopted by the council, filled the church of Antioch with joy; for if the motion of the pharisees had been adopted, the work among the gentiles had been destroyed.

Cerinthus is said in this council to have resisted Peter, and opposed Paul and Barnabas. He afterwards became altogether a heretic, affirming that Christ was simply a man, and denied the necessity of baptism. Iren. lib. Acts 1:25. Epiph. heres. 28. Augustine reproaches him with being extravagant in his notions, as a chiliast or millenarian, contending for a temporal kingdom of Christ for a thousand years after the resurrection. Irenæus reports also, lib. 3. cap. 3, that when St. John went to bathe at Ephesus, he found Cerinthus in the baths, and said, “Let us go out quickly, lest the baths should fall, and we be crushed under the ruins.” 

16 Chapter 16 

Verses 1-40
Acts 16:1-2. Then came he to — Lystra, as in Acts 14:6. In their former labours in that city, Lois a jewess, her daughter Eunice, and Timothy her son, had embraced the faith. Now, they found Timothy growing in grace, and in the knowledge of the Lord. His grandmother Lois had instructed him in the scriptures from a child; and the spirit of prophecy had already designated him for the sanctuary. Timothy, though now very young, was of good report; but his father being a Greek, had not consented that Timothy should be circumcised. This lovely youth, the future hope of the church, accompanied Paul to Jerusalem, Acts 20:4, and also to Rome, where for a time he suffered imprisonment. Hebrews 13:23. He finally seemed fixed at Ephesus; his record is on high, antiquity being silent of other particulars.

Acts 16:3. Him would Paul have to go forth with him to the work of the Lord, and took and circumcised him, as a proselyte of righteousness. Timothy could otherwise have had no access to the jews. If this then was an act of prudence rather than a legal obligation, the circumcision of Timothy differs from that of Abraham, which was to him “a seal of righteousness by faith.” To Paul, the ceremonial law was not an obligation of conscience. Therefore to the jews he became as a jew, that he might gain the jews; to the gentiles, without the law, he lived as without the law, that he might gain them; to the weak and scrupulous in regard of meats and drinks, he became as weak. He became all things to all men, respecting rights in themselves indifferent, that he might save some. 1 Corinthians 9:20-22. Christian prudence, in the simplicity of wisdom, shines bright in the ministerial character.

Acts 16:4. They delivered them the decrees to keep. These were the regulations of life and discipline. A short and happy code, no doubt, and well adapted to the circumstances of the church. These dogmas were of a religious, a moral, and a prudential nature, like the letter to the gentiles in the preseding chapter.

Acts 16:6. Now when they had gone throughout Phrygia, and Galatia, that is, the old Phrygia, which comprised all the country west of Galatia, as in Strabo, lib. 13., and was bounded on the south by Lycaonia, ancient Troy being one of its cities, they were forbidden of the Holy Ghost to preach the word in Asia, because the Lord pressed and hurried them away to the new and great harvest fields of labour in Macedonia, and in all the ancient cities of Greece. The churches of Asia had pastors who could feed the flock; but it required apostles to bring the south of Europe to the faith of Christ. This great field of labour Luke traverses with only two or three words. The extent of ground from Antioch to the Hellespont, is seven hundred miles. Where is the journal of all those labours; labours full of glory, full of conflicts, clothed with power, and crowned with harvests of success. That St. Peter followed Paul and Barnabas on the same ground is apparent, as Eusebius admits, Hist. Ecclesiastes 1:4, for Peter addresses his first epistle “to the strangers scattered abroad throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, (a province, as in the map) and Bithynia.” This he could not have presumed to do, had he not been their pastor. St. John also followed in the same direction, but chiefly among the seven churches situate in the province of Asia. After his liberation from the isle of Patmos, he returned to Ephesus, but according to Eusebius, he made excursions into the provinces, constituting bishops, setting churches in order, and appointing pastors. In one of those excursions, the story of his reclaiming the young man who had become captain of a band of robbers, occurs. Euseb. cap. 23. The church of Ephesus had been planted by St. Paul, then the chief city of Consular Asia. John made it the final place of his abode, and here he slept in peace.

Acts 16:12. Philippi, once the metropolis of the Greek empire, which king Philip, father of Alexander the great, had improved, and called by his own name.

Acts 16:13. On the sabbath day — by the river side, where the jews, unable to get a synagogue, had a proseucha, or place of prayer.

Acts 16:14. Lydia, a seller of purple, of the city of Thyatira in minor Asia. Revelation 1:18. Lydia had come from thence to Philippi, a city of Greece, to sell “purple,” a celebrated dye used by the Romans in dyeing their splendid robes; and hence their emperors and nobility were clothed in purple and fine linen, as the papal harlot is clothed in scarlet. The purple dye was produced by a species of shell fish on the shores of the Mediterranean near to Tyre and Sidon, and formed an article of sale in ancient times. Ezekiel 27:16. It is mentioned by Moses as one of the colours pertaining to the tabernacle, and must have been known to the Egyptians. 8:26. Daniel 5:7. A shell fish called murex, or purpura, float on the sea in large shoals, and when they retire beneath the surface they leave a bright reddish purple behind them, which when collected and mixed with the alkali of ammonia produces a deep and beautiful purple. The sale of this article was very lucrative, and several women of Tyre dealt largely in it. Lydia was one of these, and probably frequented the markets at Philippi, as well as in other places; and might also occasionally reside in that city.

Whose heart the Lord opened, to wait for his word in faith and prayer, and with her family — to listen to the word with attention and delight. The Lord opened her ears, as in Psalms 40:6. The Lord opened her mind, as the flowers open to the sun, to receive the truth in love. The Lord opened her heart to receive all the promised sweetness and comfort of the word, in regenerating and sanctifying influences. The Lord emboldened her at all hazards to make an open profession of the faith, and to receive his servants into her house.

Acts 16:16. A certain damsel, possessed with a spirit of divination: πνευμα πυθωνος, a spirit of Python. The women who delivered oracles in the heathen temples, are by Herodotus in forty places called pythonesses, as stated in the notes on Leviticus 19:31. Isaiah 41:23. Python is but another name for Apollo. Cicero, on the nature of the gods, mentions four of that name; and Plato, in his Cratylus, ascribes to Apollo four principal faculties. The art of divining, as in the text, music, medicine, and archery. He killed a serpent of prodigious magnitude, as the poets are pleased to say. — But this girl really had an evil genius which told her things that could not be known in the course of human events. Augustine denies that Satan can know future things; but he fully allows the reality of some heathen oracles. The foretelling of rain he accounts for on the principle, that evil spirits could mark the rising of vapours in the sea earlier than men, and draw praise to themselves by announcing rain in the time of drought. So also these spirits could sometimes announce a victory, or the defeat of an army before any letter could arrive. Thus when mankind worshipped demons in the visible form of idols, it was just in providence partially to surrender them to their power.

Acts 16:20. Brought them to the magistrates: τοις στρατηγοις, prefects, pretors, military captains. The magistrates here were military men, this city being now a Roman colony.

Acts 16:22. The multitude rose up together against them. Mobs in Jerusalem, in Asia minor, and now in Greece, are of the same family. The magistrates, supposing Paul and Silas the ringleaders, rent off their clothes, and gave them the castigation of the lictors. John Albert cites here many testimonies of the severity with which this punishment was often inflicted.

Acts 16:40. When they had seen the brethren, they comforted them, and departed. Satan was rather too late with his work; a church of brethren, as well as sisters in Lydia’s house, was already founded. The apostles could sing out of prison, as well as in it, “Thanks be to God who always causeth us to triumph in Christ Jesus.” — John Albert has a note on the former part of this verse. εισηλθον εισ την λυδιαν: they entered in to Lydia. Castellio says, ad Lydiam diverterunt; they turned away, or entered into the house of Lydia, as the English reads; a metonymy, which puts the possessor for the possession, as in 1 Corinthians 12:12, where Christ is put for the church.

REFLECTIONS.
This chapter, which leads us to contemplate the introduction of the gospel into Greece, strikingly marks the care of providence in the early progress of the faith. When Paul was undecided whether to pass into Greece or to take some other route, behold, in the wakeful visions of the night, a man of Macedonia stood over against him, and with an honest suppliant aspect implored him to come over the channel and help them. He seemed to say with serious looks, Do come over the Bosphorus and help us, for Satan has gained an almost total ascendency over our morals and worship. We have philosophy in abundance, and are lost in ignorance; we have gods without number, but worship not the true God; and we all follow the vices and superstitions of the age. Do come and help us with better principles, that we may lead better lives.

Satan was very much alarmed at the introduction of the gospel into Greece. The messengers of Christ were only three, Paul, Luke, and Silas; nor does it appear that they had either much money, or any letters of recommendation; yet Satan trembled and was embarrassed how to act. He had persecuted and dispersed the saints in Judea, and they had travelled everywhere preaching Jesus; and the persecution had accelerated the propagation of the faith. Satan therefore resolved for once to vary his method, and try what applause would do. He prompted the Pythoness to follow the apostles everywhere, saying, these men are the servants of the most high God. They are doctors come from Asia, and special servants of heaven. Therefore hearken, good people, to their sermons, for they are come to show us the way of salvation. The inference Satan intended was, that the people should silently say, and are these doctors of Asia thy friends? Are you both in one secret? Then we will take care to have nothing to do either with them or with thee.

In the masters of this Pythoness we see the covetousness, the malice, and the insidious wickedness of the human heart. When they saw that Paul had delivered her from the power of the devil, and that she could now tell nothing out of the common way, they resolved on revenge. And did they come to the magistrates and make a fair and honest complaint? Did they give glory to God by relating the miracles, and the loss of their infernal traffic? No, no; but they had recourse to charges of sedition, tumult, and the danger of the state, the usual pretenses of religious persecutors. These were the royal pleas which would blind justice, excite attention, and bring the rod on the backs of the innocent. So vice triumphs for the moment, but righteousness reigns for ever.

The comfort and the hope of the gospel can support believers in the worst of times. Paul and Silas were beaten and sore, their feet were fast in the stocks, and their bodies couched in the lowest cell. And were they not gloomy and dejected? No: but unable to sleep by reason of their sores, they prayed at midnight, and while praying their cup of comfort overflowed. Their Master approached with so much of heaven in his train, that prayer was changed into praise. The songs of paradise resounded through the cell. The doors and bolts were afraid; they all gave way to admit the King of glory. The massy fetters no longer encumbered the feet of the felons. All was light and liberty within. The prison, for once, became the palace of the Lord, and a jubilee attended his presence.

There is an awful difference between good and bad men in the day of visitation. The jailer heard the noise, and awoke. He saw the gates open, and concluded the prisoners were fled. Conscious of the peril to which he was exposed by their supposed escape, he sunk into all the horrors of anguish and despair. He blamed his gods, and cursed his fate. Hear how he raves. My life must now go for their lives, or I must languish in fetters all my days; my family is ruined, and I am for ever undone. Then drawing his sword, he adds, I have no way to attest my innocence but by putting a period to my existence, which I will this moment do: and yet he hesitates and defers. He fears to plunge his soul into greater and surer miseries. — How happy then are the men who have counsel and comfort in the providence of God in the day of trouble. A work of terror and alarm often terminates in a gracious conviction of sin. Paul cried with a loud voice, Do thyself no harm, we are all here. — All here, the trembling jailer would reply; all here! Surely this work is not human, but divine. Then, worse still, worse for me. I thought my temporal affairs were ruined; but now my soul is ruined. I have lifted up my arm against the Lord, and against his servants. Alas, what must I do — what must I do to be forgiven?

We see the excellent temper inspired by true religion. Paul and Silas not only forgave this man, but directed him to believe on the Lord Jesus, the only Saviour and helper of the troubled mind. Hence all penitents in trouble of conscience, should keep a steady eye on the mercy of God in Christ Jesus. Let them continually look to his person, and offices, and grace; and as a little infant keeps trying and trying to walk till he can step along, so let every one endeavour to venture on the Saviour till he can believe with the heart unto righteousness.

There is an unspeakable degree of love among young converts. The jailer brought into his house the dishonoured apostles, washed their stripes, and nourished them with food; and all his family embraced the salvation of God. Oh how different was the night from the day. How different this brotherhood from the perjuries, the cruelties and stripes of the preseding day. Wherever the love of Jesus reigns in the heart, it makes the little circle of society resemble the paradise above. 

17 Chapter 17 

Verses 1-34
Acts 17:1. When they had passed through Amphipolis. Boiste adds the Roman name Emboli. It was built by Simon, the Athenian commander. It stood on an island formed in the river Strymon, and was called Amphipolis because the river runs on both sides of the city. It was the chief city of Lower Macedonia; and by some called Chrysopolis. Apollonia was taken in their journey.

They came to Thessalonica, where was a synagogue of the jews. The ancient name was Therma, from which the bay took its name. Salonica is the abbreviate of its ancient name. See the introduction to the first epistle addressed to this church.

Acts 17:3. Opening and alleging that Christ must needs have suffered. The order of the remaining words in the Greek is hyperbatic: “and that this same is the Christ, even Jesus whom we preach to you,” Addressing the jews, who had the oracles of God, and rested all their hopes on the promises of the Messiah, they proved that Jesus was the Christ by the literal accomplishment of prophecy. In numerous circumstances he suffered what the prophets had foretold. — Equal emphasis is laid on the time of his appearing. The sceptre was departed from Judah; the weeks of Daniel were accomplished. Yea, the Lord himself had said, “The time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is at hand.” To which Paul accedes by saying, “when the fulness of time was come, God sent forth his Son.” Above all, the glory of his resurrection, of which Paul himself by vision was made a witness, and an apostle of the Lord. With great power, the grace and unction of the Holy Spirit, those things were attested, and the fruit followed in the calling and conversion of the gentiles.

Acts 17:4. And of the chief women not a few believed in the Lord. The Greek is, the first women, that is, as Jerome reads, mulieres nobiles, noble women; for during the Macedonian empire innumerable families had been ennobled. Tronto, in his letter to the bishop of Rhone, says of the Grecian converts, that ladies in whose veins the noblest blood did run, would not disdain to visit the poor and afflicted sisters. — Dr. Cave’s Primitive Christianity.
Acts 17:6. These that have turned the world upside down, are come hither also. All the outrages of mobs and tumults were laid at the christians’ door: and yet in a better sense the charge was true. They had illuminated the public mind, they had persuaded men to leave their sins, to forsake the temples of idolatry, and seek their happiness in God alone. What a revolution!

Acts 17:10-11. At Berea — they were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in searching the scriptures; for all divines have encouraged their hearers to read the bible. Antichristian Rome forbade the holy scriptures to the laity, lest their images and priestly domination should become exposed to vulgar contempt. The word noble, used to designate noble birth, means here nobility and enlargedness of mind.

Acts 17:18. Certain philosophers of the Epicureans. Epicurus, from whom this sect claimed patronage, lived in Athens three hundred years before Christ. He is said to have been a man of temperance, who died at the age of ninety two. It was otherwise with this sect. Horace the poet calls them “Epicurus’s hogs.” He taught the materiality of the soul, and by consequence denied its immortality. He also denied a providence, which is in fact to deny the being of a God. He recommended in secular affairs, moderation of the passions, and a degree of abstemiousness in order to enjoy pleasure with the greater zest. If those doctrines were true, St. Paul says, “Let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die.” Plutarch wrote against them.

The Stoics encountered him. They are so called from στοα stoa, a porch, or portico, in which Zeno their founder held his academy. They ascribed all secondary causes to the great first cause, that is, God. They held that all occurrences were necessitated events; they were ordained so to occur, and could not occur otherwise. All things were therefore a concatenation, which could not be broken or changed, no not even by the supreme Being himself. This they called fate, equally binding on Jupiter, as on man. They equalized all vices and all virtues, in such sort that to kill an ox, or to kill a man, were actions in themselves morally the same.

Acts 17:19. They brought him unto Areopagus, the senate house, which stood above the city on Mars’ hill.

Acts 17:23. I found an altar with this inscription, αγνωστω θεω, to the unknown God. How this would rivet their attention, and touch their pride of science. What, with all their philosophy, ignorant of the God that made them; who had corrected their sins with afflictions, and given them abundant harvests! The inscription was in the plural number, but Paul turns it to the singular. Diis Asiæ, et Europæ, et Africæ, Diis ignotis et peregrinis: gods of Asia, and Europe, and Africa, gods of unknown and strange nations. Laertius reports, and no one discredits him, that once when the Athenians were afflicted with a plague, and when all the gods of the country were fatigued with sacrifices, that Epimenides persuaded them to erect this altar to the unknown gods, who had visited them with this pestilence, praying that they would accept their sacrifices, and avert the calamity. — This was a happy exordium for Paul: he had not been idle at Athens. This God, being the Maker of all worlds, and the giver of all good, expects a higher worship than that of gifts, and gifts which he himself has first given. He expects us to seek him with our whole heart, and feel after him; feel, as Paul says, the mighty working of his power; the peace, the joy, the love of God shed abroad in the heart.

Acts 17:28. For we are also his offspring. The apostle not only disavows the charge of being a setter-forth of strange gods, but also of strange doctrine, for he here literally quotes the words of Aratus, their own poet. I give this from Dr. Cudworth’s true intellectual system, with the old English version, which how uncouth soever the verse may be, will please, as giving the true sense of the Greek.

εκ διος αρχωμεσθα, τον ουδεποτ’ ανδρες εωμεν αρρητον· μεσται δε διος πασαι μεν αγυιαι, πασαι δ’ ανθρωπων αγοραι μεστη δε θαλασσα και λιμενες· παντα δε διος κεχρημεθα παντες. του γαρ και γενος εσμεν.

Let us begin our work with Jove, of whom We men are never silent, and of whom All things are full, he passing through, and being In every place, whose kind and bounteous hand We all make use of, and enjoy, for we His offspring also are.
This Aratus the poet was a native of Solene, not far from Tarsus. He flourished in the year of Rome 472. His poem, The Phænomena, was translated into Latin by many of the learned Romans.

Acts 17:30. The times of this ignorance God winked at. The period of that judicial blindness mentioned by the apostle, Romans 1:24-28, during which the gentile nations, however enlightened as to sciences, were awfully ignorant of God, and worshipped they knew not what. During this period the Lord had been instructing the world by his wonderful displays of judgment and mercy to the jewish nation. The gentiles were in this respect left to themselves. They had neither prophets, nor revelations, nor judgments, corresponding with their state of ignorance and crime. Yet they were favoured with all the blessings of nature and of providence, as if the God of nature were not aware of their wickedness. St. Paul seems to have in view the words of Solomon: Wisdom of Solomon 11:23. “Thou lookest another way, and beholdest not the sins of men that they may repent.”

Acts 17:34. Dionysius the Areopagite, one of the senators or judges. He was made bishop of the little flock in Athens, for the apostles often ordained the firstfruits of their ministry to the pastoral office, that the flock might not be dispersed. He is thought to have suffered martyrdom in the year 95, when Trajan persecuted the church.

Of this illustrious man antiquity has left us some notices. He is named by Suidas, Syncellus, Nicephorus, and others. He went from Athens to Heliopolis in Egypt, to complete his studies. He heard Paul about the year 50 in the Areopagus, and was ordained with the apostle’s own hands. By the persuasion of St. Clement he left Athens, and travelled into Gaul. He finally preached the gospel in Paris; from him St. Dennis, a town near Paris, derives its name. The Celestial Hierarchy, and other writings ascribed to him, are by many accounted spurious. Baronius, Annal. Ecclesiastes page 109. Against these records of the cardinal, our Dr. Cave opposes, that the Dennis of Paris was a later Dionysius, whose writings were of the fourth century. To this opinion the Catholics will by no means accede, as the south of France and Spain received the gospel from the christians dispersed when Stephen was stoned.

Our venerable Bede, in his commentary on the Acts, says that he was made bishop of Corinth, as Eusebius affirms: book 6. Report, he adds, constantly affirms that he came to Paris, and received the crown of martyrdom. But as to the books ascribed to him by Jerome, in his catalogue of illustrious men, Cajetan thinks that they were the production of a later Dionysius.

REFLECTIONS.
Pursuing the glorious career of the gospel in Greece, we find the apostles went forth in the spirit of their mission, and lived and acted like men who had seen the Lord, and who were commissioned to manifest his glory to the world. They had no barren sermons, no strokes of truth without effect; and the glory of conversions, and the formation of churches followed in their train. We may also remark, the great prudence of the holy apostles. They went into the synagogues and published the glory of their Master, because it was meet that the gospel should be preached first to the jews, if occasion offered. But the chief harvest laid among the greek proselytes, who excelled the jews in piety, in liberality of sentiment, and in excellence of temper.

Paul while at Athens sets a fine example to christians whose lot may be cast among the wicked. He went not to that city to acquaint himself with its literature, and antique curiosities, but to help them out of their ignorance and misery. He investigated their manners, their morals, and superstition; and his spirit was stirred within him when he saw the city wholly given to idolatry. Hence all alone, and singlehanded, he stood for God, and dared to attack the powers of darkness in their ancient seat. His wisdom and learning were so great, and his arguments so strong, that the principal citizens requested to hear this doctor of Asia in the Areopagus. It had probably reached their ears that he had embarassed and defeated the Epicureans and the Stoics; for Paul was no friend of the stoical doctrines of fate and necessity.

Preaching before the judges, the learned sects, and citizens of Athens, was to Paul and his mission a high and happy day. He had found an altar inscribed to the unknown God. Hence he took occasion to set before them the being and perfections of the true God, which are the basis of all faith, of all worship, and of all hope.

St. Paul next asserts that “God created the world, and all things therein;” a most revolting assertion to the gentile philosophy, which maintained the world to be eternal; and equally revolting to gentile superstition, which worshipped gods without number.

From this position, St. Paul deduces two most clear and convincing inferences. First, that God dwelleth not in temples made with hands; an assertion for which St. Stephen was stoned in Jerusalem; scarcely had he uttered the word before the jews stopped their ears. The second inference is, that God is not worshipped with the gifts of men’s hands, as though he needed any thing. Simple sacrifices were types of the Messiah, and gentile holocausts were obtruded into their rituals. Besides, men might pay all their exterior homage, and yet withhold their hearts.

From the perfections and worship of God St. Paul proceeds to his providence. Having created, he still preserves the world by a paternal care. The human kind are all his offspring, made of one blood, and the constant objects of their Father’s care. For their good he has determined the times and seasons of summer and winter, seedtime and harvest: he has determined the bounds of their habitation, by indenting the continents with oceans, seas, lakes, and rivers. This grand display of the wisdom and goodness of God most happily waters the earth with clouds, and affords the nations a cheap and speedy passage to one another.

The apostle hence infers the necessity of repentance and reformation; for holy ministers will always aim at sanctifying improvements. If God be good to all, we ought, as his offspring, to resemble him. If he bless, we ought not to curse. What then remains for a wicked man but to seek the Lord by genuine repentance, if haply he may find him. Who can tell, said the Ninevites, if God will repent of the menaced destruction. Thus St. Paul diversifies his ministry by a plenitude of argument. When preaching to the jews, he builds his doctrine on the prophets; but when addressing the gentiles, he enforces the dictates of natural religion with all the powers of argument and force of application.

The necessity of repentance, a repentance now commanded of God, is farther enforced by the consideration of a future judgment. The sinner has no hope of secresy, nor possibility of escape. While men had not a pure knowledge of God, he had winked at their imperfect worship; but he never winks at crimes. The apostle was next about to open the fine scheme of the glorious gospel, but the vanquished philosophers lost patience, and stumbled at the resurrection. One of the judges was however converted, as well as some others, by the powerful arguments and excellent spirit of St. Paul’s discourse. 

18 Chapter 18 

Verses 1-28
Acts 18:2. Claudius had commanded all jews to depart from Rome. Suetonius says that this was on account of Chrestus, [Christ] who continually excited disturbances. This edict was issued in the ninth year of Claudius, and in the year of the Lord 49. The inference we draw is, that the jews of Rome were playing the same game with the christians that had long been played in Jerusalem; and by consequence, had got themselves, and it is probable, all the christians of Hebrew extraction, banished from the city. See his history of the twelve Cæsars. Claud. cap. 23. Dion says that Claudius only shut up their places of worship.

Acts 18:3. Because he was of the same craft, a tent maker, he abode with them and wrought with his hands. In those warmer climates, the gentry, during the sultry season, had pavillions in their gardens, which in that line gave employment to the people. By a late act of parliament, a clergyman may now hold the plow; but I think only a few of the curates avail themselves of this liberty. The rabbins sometimes had trades. Dr. Lightfoot cites rabbi Juda, the great cabalist, who is called Hhajat, or a craftsman.

Acts 18:6. When they opposed themselves and blasphemed, both Paul and Christ; he shook his raiment, and said, your blood be upon your own heads; alluding to the witnesses who were required to lay their hands on the heads of culprits before they were stoned. The words seem to import more than is said, that if the Hebrews had embraced the gospel, the Lord would have preserved them as a nation in wealth, and power, and glory. But that hope was now lost, as indicated in the next words — “Henceforth I will go unto the gentiles.”

Acts 18:10. I am with thee. The Lord here most graciously encourages Paul to persevere in his work by three arguments; because he was with him, because no man should hurt him, and because he had much people in Corinth. The pious jews and greeks were numerous; many were “disposed to eternal life,” and therefore the shepherd must abide by the flock.

Acts 18:12. When Gallio was the deputy of Achaia, now an aged, wise, and venerable man. We marvel that a man of his rank should hear causes of so little importance; but such was the character of ancient manners. Gallio, as well as his brother Mela, was brother to the great Seneca, tutor of Nero. All those three illustrious brothers, it would seem, were stoics and infidels, but unfixed and wavering in their minds. Seneca had advised Nero to put his mother Agripina to death, an action which must have grievously afflicted his conscience; and so much so, that he resolved the old Seneca should taste the bitter cup. Something presently happened, and a message was sent to the old philosopher, that he had leave to die! Seneca turned coward. Seneca delayed. Nero hearing that he was still alive, sent an officer to know how long he wished to live. On hearing that, he opened the veins of his hands and feet, and died, in his hundred and twentieth year. Jerome gives us certain letters which passed between St. Paul and Seneca, which are named by Eusebius, by Augustine, and others, and presumes that the apostle became known to that philosopher while Gallio was in power; but doubts are entertained of the authenticity of those letters. Seneca’s atheism probably contributed to the ruin of Nero, and the miseries of the empire; and yet he wavered about infidelity. He writes to Polybuis, Ne ita invideris fratri tuo, quiescit tandem liber, tandem tutus, tandem est eternus — Fruitur nunc aperto liber cœlo. “Be not so depressed about your brother; he has gained at length the place of freedom, safety, and eternal repose. He now enjoys a spacious and open heaven.”

Acts 18:21-23. He sailed from Ephesus, landed at Cæsarea, and when he had gone up to Jerusalem and saluted the church, and had recited to them what God had wrought in all the Grecian provinces, as he had in chapter 15., related the work in all Proconsular Asia, he took his grand northern circuit to visit the churches in Antioch, Galatia, and Phrygia, and then, as in Acts 18:24, came to Ephesus again. Old Phrygia is not in the map of Paul’s travels, because the Romans had divided it into smaller provinces, as stated in chap. Acts 16:6. What a journey; a third journey of two thousand miles! We can only repeat our regrets that we have no journal of a man, who in labours was more abundant than all his brethren. But after the churches were once planted, his labours in preaching, and his pastoral discipline might have much similarity of character. Nevertheless, a journal of Paul would be in estimation above all gems. Usher places this journey in the fifty fifth year of Christ.

Acts 18:24. A certain jew, named Apollos, born at Alexandria. There was in Ephesus a little synagogue of John’s disciples, who did not forsake judaism, but kept up the institutions of John the baptist. This young man, it is likely, had joined them, or some branch of John’s disciples in some other city, as in the following chapter. To him the good family showed the old testament full of Christ, as first predicted to suffer for our sins, and then to enter into his glory: Acts 17:3. 

REFLECTIONS.
We may here remark, the great love that St. Paul had to the gospel of Christ. He wrought with his hands, both here and elsewhere; the rabbins enjoined every man to have some trade, for no man in the vicissitudes of life can be sure of fortune. He laboured to set an example to the flock, for many invidious jews were ready to suggest that he preached Christ for money. Paul did this to cut off occasion from those that sought occasion. He and Barnabas were the only apostles that worked; and this did not degrade them, as most of the rulers of the synagogues had some trade or business. But his working was small; we find him making excursions through Achaia. Ministers however, who have full employment, must not serve tables, but wholly devote themselves to their work; and this apostle asserts their full right to live by the ministry. 1 Corinthians 9:14.

We must admire the plain dealing of St. Paul with the incorrigible jews. His preaching in the synagogue was clear and conclusive; he showed the old testament to be full of Jesus. His sufferings for Christ were great; his labours were indefatigable, and distinguished by piety, morality, and a zeal correspondent to his mission. Their unbelief therefore had no excuse, and their blasphemy was intolerable. What could he do but charge their blood on their own head, and turn to the gentiles. Let ministers learn of him to deliver their own souls; and if wicked men will pull down vengeance on their own heads, God will spread his work among men of better minds.

Gallio, a wary and prudent Roman, is a model to magistrates in scorning to be the fiery agent of religious persecution: the bar of justice is more concerned with actions than with opinions. Yet in a religious view, had he listened to the gospel, he had been more commendable. We have many Gallios who fill the bench of justice, and some of them men of strong minds; but to use the mild words of the late Mr. Wilberforce, “the half of them are but coldly affected to christianity.”

We admire the wisdom and care of providence in providing ministers for the work. Apollos had received the baptism and doctrine of John; so had the twelve disciples at Ephesus. He had followed the light; and now, by the sweet and engaging conversation of Aquila and Priscilla, he was introduced into all the glorious mysteries of the gospel of Christ. Thus a most valuable man, adorned with wisdom and eloquence, was added to the church. Let all men therefore honestly follow the light they have, and God in due time will perfect them both in knowledge and love. 

19 Chapter 19 

Verses 1-41
Acts 19:1. Paul — came to Ephesus, a city of Ionia, built by the Amezones. Its temple of Diana was one of the seven wonders of the world; but Pompey plundered it of all its riches. This city is now in ruins, with few inhabitants. Smyrna, forty five miles north-west, having a fine port, has taken away its ancient glory. In the time of St. Paul, it was reckoned the glory of all Asia.

Acts 19:2. Have ye received the Holy Ghost since ye believed? The rabbins were grossly dark and deficient in understanding the prophets concerning the glory of Christ, and the Spirit of God; and these disciples had not been perfectly instructed, for John had promised the baptism of the Holy Ghost. John had enjoined the baptism of repentance, as a preparation for the Messiah about to appear: therefore they must now be rebaptized in the name of the Triune God. By St. Paul’s prayer and imposition of hands, the Holy Ghost inspired their hearts with the love of God, and opened their mouths in effusions of discourse and song, as in the house of Cornelius: Acts 10:46.

Acts 19:10. This [work of daily disputation and preaching] continued for the space of two years; so that all they which dwelt in Asia, not Asia minor or Consular Asia, but the province of Asia, which contained the seven churches, heard the word. Poole says, properly speaking, the towns adjacent to Ephesus; quæ circa Ephesum. To localize Paul, and shut him up in one city for two years was impossible. He must go, and wrestle with the rulers of the darkness of this world.

Acts 19:11. God wrought special miracles by the hands of Paul. This power did not forsake him to the end of life. So it was also with the spirit of prophecy; he foretold the circumstances of his own shipwreck with historic accuracy. But while Paul, the great rabbi, shines; what must we think of the humility, the modesty, and piety of St. Luke? While his pen immortalizes others, he keeps himself out of sight. Who can doubt of his inspiration from the meek and lowly Redeemer? He believed in the perfect record, the doomsday book of heaven.

Acts 19:13. Vagabond jews, exorcists; who affected to heal demoniacs, by invoking the name of the devil. Other jews, more decently invoked the name of Jehovah. Our Saviour seems to allow that those invocations sometimes produced effects, by asking, If I by Beelzebub cast out devils, by whom do your children cast them out? Those invocations contained the essence of diabolical wickedness, and are utterly condemned in the law of Moses.

Acts 19:15. The evil spirit answered, Jesus I know, — γινωσχω, I acknowledge; and παυλον επισταμαι. I know who Paul is, but who are ye? They escaped naked and wounded, and happy for hypocrites to escape at all. We cannot overcome evil spirits with an arm of flesh.

Acts 19:19. Many of them used curious arts; magic, sorcery, necromancy, and astrology, Simon Magus practised these things in Samaria. The former of those arts were diabolical; and on judicial astrology, Reflections will be found on Jeremiah 10.

They counted the price. The triumph of the name of Jesus rendered their arts openly detestable, and made their books of no value. Those books were very expensive, being written on parchment, and often emblazoned with figures, exhibiting conversations with the dead, &c. When their hearts became touched with grace, they durst not sell those expensive works, for that were to corrupt others. A French bookseller having allowed me to look at his books, I found behind a shelf a manuscript in a beautiful text. He saw me reading it, and came with haste, and took it out of my hands, but with a blush on his cheek. The subject was necromancy. The example of those Ephesians should teach christians to abandon all trades connected with fraud, or intemperance, or profanation of the sabbath day. The children of our heavenly Father must not beg their bread of the wicked one.

Acts 19:24. Demetrius — made silver shrines for Diana. According to Beza these were medals, exhibiting the goddess enthroned in her temple; but some read, “little temples,” or models. These could be suspended to the neck, or hung up in their chambers. This man excited against Paul a dreadful storm of popular fury, in which figuratively he fought with beasts at Ephesus.

Acts 19:34. Great is Diana of the Ephesians. The Greek mythology disguises the origin of their gods, and makes both gods and men the descendants of Jupiter. Our Saxon kings were all descended from Odin. Strabo, book 12., collects from fabulous history, that Diana was daughter of Jupiter and Latona, and sister of Apollo, born in the island of Delos. In youth, she made a vow of perpetual virginity, and shunned the company of men. Addicting herself to pleasures of the chase, she was surnamed huntress, and the guardian of forests and mountains. She is represented as a nymph, with a bow and a quiver of arrows at her side, and accompanied by young nymphs. Sometimes they represent her in a car, drawn by white stags, holding a torch in her left hand. She is called in heaven Lucina, on earth Diana, in hell Proserpine, or Hecata. Her attributes were much varied by different nations. Sometimes she is represented as a woman with three heads; the right a horse, the middle a boar, and the left a dog. The Sabeans, Job 1:15, in their celestial worship, regard her as the moon, justifying the words of Christ, “Ye worship ye know not what.” Diana of Ephesus was the goddess of nature, whose symbols were the sun and moon; and whom, in one form or another, Asia and the [gentile] world worshipped.

Acts 19:35. The town clerk: ‘ ογραμματευς, the registrar, or clerk of the peace, a man who knew how to seize on the assembled multitude. He joined their tumultuous voices, that the goddess was great, and was worshipped in all Asia; if that would please them, he gave it in full; but he acquitted the apostles, that they were not robbers of churches, [temples] nor yet blasphemers of the great goddess. To Demetrius, if he had any wrongs, he promised redress in a legal way, and dismissed the assembly, lest the Roman legion should be called in. Truly wisdom is better than might.

REFLECTIONS.
Still following the ambassadors and ministers of Christ from Asia to Greece, and from Greece to Asia again, we find the disciples separated from the world, and a church left behind in every place. God was with his servants, truth carried conviction to the heart, and signs and wonders demonstrated the mysteries of the christian faith. But miracles may be regarded as an excess of grace, granted while the nations had not time to examine christianity, and while their prejudices were strong. And if God had not clothed his servants with divine powers, how could they have subsisted? His ways are diversified. The race of Shem in the islands of the South seas have been converted without miracles. A calm reading of the bible, with much prayer to know the truth, will afford conviction equal to any miracle.

We must also remark the superior glory of the christian religion. The twelve disciples of John had not heard of the Holy Ghost; yet the old testament abounds with promises of his sacred influence. Christianity therefore brought to light the mysteries hid in ages past, and called believers to all the glorious liberties and high privileges of the children of God.

We must next remark the powers and virtues of Jesus’ name. When we view his person and worth, and call upon his name by faith and prayer, God will glorify it in granting us what we ask according to his will. Yes, and all the demons of evil tempers shall be expelled by the virtue of Christ. Oh the other hand they who mock at his name, shall, like the sons of Sceva, be put to confusion.

The apostles preached Christ in a noble spirit. There, was neither weakness nor fear in their ministry. It was so godlike as to make the heathen tremble for their craft and interest. The banner of the cross was exalted above all temples; and hoary idolatry trembled to her foundation. Demetrius, injured in his trade of making models of Diana and her shrine, roused the populace to shout for the safety of the goddess. Ah, shout on, shout on. The softer whispers of truth and grace, the mild and heaven born mien of christianity will shortly demolish all the proud temples of Ephesus.

We admire the good sense of the recorder of the city; and in him, the care of providence over the apostles and their mission. The talent of seizing on an assembled populace, and persuading them to quietness and duty is enviable and happy in a magistrate. A mob may be diverted when it can not be opposed. To fire on a misguided mass of men is often the sudden effect of misguided passion; and the magistrate is never forgiven by his neighbours. Argument and gentle force should first be tried. But in regard to the first planting of christianity, the malice of the priests, the sneers of philosophy, and the fury of the mob, were everywhere the threefold enemies with which the apostles had to wrestle. Lord, make us thankful for ecclesiastical peace, and the quiet of religious worship. 

20 Chapter 20 

Verses 1-38
Acts 20:4. There accompanied him — Sopater of Berea, the son of Pyrrhus, according to the Vulgate. He is called by Paul, Sosipater. Romans 16:21. Aristarchus, who accompanied him to Rome, and Secundus, both of Thessalonica: Acts 27:2. Gaius of Derbe, Timotheus of Lystra, of Asia Tychicus and Trophimus; all great and able ministers, and acquainted, in some sort, with Grecian literature. Like Clement and others they came into the church loaded with Egyptian gold, for the Greeks allow that they received letters from Phœnicia first, and then from Egypt. Thus the great Shepherd raised up faithful pastors to feed the flock.

Acts 20:7. On the first day of the week; the sabbath being so appointed by “the Son of man, who is Lord also of the sabbath;” and it is thought to be the original sabbath in which God rested from all his works, as stated in Ezekiel 20:12-20.

They came to break bread. The Syriac reads, eucharist, or sacrament. The lovefeast was often celebrated at the same time, when the brethren “prophesied one by one.”

Paul — continued his speech until midnight. He had eloquence ever flowing from inexhaustible treasures of wisdom and knowledge. GAUSSEN, being once asked, what was the best way of excelling in the eloquence of the pulpit, replied, “To love Christ with supreme affection: then a preacher is carried beyond himself, and can scarcely close his subject.” — De arte concionandi: pp. 149-156.

Acts 20:10. His life is in him. The Lord healed and restored this young man, lest it should add one loss to another, and occasion reproach among the wicked. Thus the calamity was turned to joy.

Acts 20:13. Assos, a city near Troas.

Acts 20:14. Mitylénè, capital of the island of Lesbos, a fine city and port, ravaged by the Athenians, and destroyed by the Romans, but rebuilt by Pompey. Prior to the turkish tyranny, it flourished as a seat of letters.

Acts 20:15. Chios, an island between Samos and Lesbos. Miletus, a celebrated port of Ionia. 

Acts 20:17. The elders of the church. The Greek is presbyters; but in Acts 20:28, they are called bishops. These bishops were not collected from the neighbouring cities, for the apostle had no time. Hence Jerome makes a just remark, that presbyter and bishop were originally the same, the one being a title of age, the other of dignity. This agrees with St. Peter’s calling himself a presbyter, and calling the bishops, elders or presbyters. 1 Peter 5:1-2. It also agrees with St. Paul’s salutation of the bishops and deacons of the church of Philippi, making no mention of presbyters. Philippians 1:1. It likewise corresponds with his injunction to Titus to ordain elders, presbyters, or bishops in every new and little church, as St. Paul did in every such church. The truth is, that christianity was at first like a humble plant, or grain of mustard seed, rising out of the earth. Holiness was the great qualification for office, and the first converts who could read and pray, and teach, were ordained bishops or presbyters. But gradually, the oldest and most approved man was called the bishop, and every town had its bishop. Why then write so many volumes on the divine right of episcopasy? The office of a primitive bishop was holy and harmless; and when presbyters are many, they sometimes need the rod as well as the flock. Both these offices are derived from the synagogue. See note on Matthew 4:23.

Acts 20:21. Testifying, witnessing, both to jews and greeks. Our preaching consists of reciting; theirs of testifying. They could say, like Isaiah, “I saw the Lord on a throne, high and lifted up.” Oh what superior power and confidence must those have had, who had seen the Lord and Saviour given back from the dead!

Acts 20:32. I commend you to God, the Father who loves you. We go away, but he stays; we die, but he lives, the God alsufficient. And to the word of his grace, the fountain of felicity, which ever pours forth the living streams of life, and light, and love. The word of truth will edify and build you up to a living temple in the Lord, and afore prepare you for an inheritance among the sanctified. Those who sit under an edifying ministry know its value, and exclaim after storms and conflicts, “Thou shalt guide me by thy counsel, and afterwards receive me to glory.”

Acts 20:33. I have coveted no man’s silver or gold. The first preachers subsisted by freewill-offerings, which Paul calls “a sweet savour to God.” Moses, when Korah and his company rebelled, could look to heaven and say, “I have not taken one ass from them.” Numbers 16:15. Samuel also could appeal to the elders when they asked a king, and say, “Whose ox, or whose ass have I taken?” 1 Samuel 12:5. What can be more ruinous to a minister than to have it whispered about that “he is hoarding up money, is deficient in charity, and greedy of filthy lucre?” Our best support is a firm belief in the coming and kingdom of the Lord; and when we are in straits with the wants of a family, we shall not be forsaken.

REFLECTIONS.
We here find the apostle moving on in a sphere of glory, in labours more abundant, and aiming at the conversion of the gentile world. In seven years he left Greece, loaded with laurels; and who can count the children born of God in so short a time. The churches were numerous as the cities. The shepherds were encreased in proportion to the flocks. What hath God wrought?

The charge to the elders of Ephesus is argumentative and impressive beyond example. It is a father speaking to his own children, who succeeded in the care of the flock. It is a noble appeal of Paul to his life and doctrine for the regulation of their future conduct and diligence. Whatever bishop or father in the church wants materials for a pastoral charge, here he may find an abundant supply.

St. Paul makes humility and piety the grand qualification for the ministry, and the first object of remark: he served the Lord at all seasons with humility of mind. He remembered that his Master took upon him the form of a servant, and scorned the sacerdotal pomp of manners and dress. He remembered the great trust which God reposed in his hands, and aimed at being a workman rather than a gentleman.

He wept often, but never flinched under his temptations and persecutions. The jews sought to hurt him in his person, in his reputation, and in his liberty; but his rising family being great, for three years in Ephesus and the province he persevered, and forsook them not till the children could walk alone.

In his ministry he was plenary and faithful. He kept back nothing that was profitable, and shunned not to declare the whole counsel of God. To the wicked jew and to the profligate gentile he preached repentance with the same impartiality; nor had he spared the judges, and the learned societies in the Areopagus of Athens; for what are mortals when they dare to insult the eternal laws of heaven. He was clear of every man’s blood; for none who had sat under him could plead ignorance. He taught from house to house; and great were the advantages of his domestic visits to the flock. Here he learned the effect of his ministry. Here he learned the state of the people, and gave them that particular advice which their various states required. Here he prayed with them, as we may gather from his doing it now on the beach; and gained their affections inconceivably; and he was comforted together with them by their mutual faith. Ministers should daily take a walk among the sick, and speak for God in every house.

St. Paul next charged the elders to follow his example, in feeding the flock or church of God which he had purchased with his own blood. No doubt he used some such words as in the charge to Timothy; and no language can possibly be more pertinent and sublime. Then, if we are to feed the flock, we should always consider what food the various classes of our hearers require, and never amuse them with trifles. When an audience is grasping at heaven, to obtrude insipid remarks is to betray our ignorance, and insult devotion. While the people are waiting upon God we should display his perfections, and the glory of Christ.

This apostle performed the double task of feeding and watching. Take heed therefore, he says, unto yourselves, and to your doctrine. We must be well grounded in piety and truth, to resist the approaches of heretical and wicked teachers. Some men have a tongue that can tell us the finest tales. They dazzle us at once by a display of pomp, and by a vast show of superior knowledge: whereas genuine worth has its consciousness in the sight of God; it goes on in his work, and its excellencies steal on the notice of men with blushes of celestial modesty. Let us therefore be wary in our attachment to teachers. Let us not be allured by the powers of speech, and a show of words. Let us mark whether they be pious men; whether they pay court to the rich, and shun the doors of the poor; whether they have a command of their own passions, and whether their eye be most fixed on worldly wealth, or on immortal souls. When we have once found a minister of Paul’s temper, let us value him as the best gift of God to his church, and let us stand by him in all his difficulties.

He closed his charge with prayer. They all kneeled down on the sea-shore, and wept while this precious servant of God opened heaven by his prayers; and at parting they fell on his neck and kissed him with final adieus. This is the love of primitive christianity. This is the fair flower of piety as it first bloomed, and before its tints were tarnished by an approximation to the world. Oh happy moment; oh sanctifying pledge of meeting in paradise! This was union not affected by distance of place, and lapse of ages. They loved the apostle in the Lord, and waited to be his crown of rejoicing in the day of the Lord Jesus. 

21 Chapter 21 

Verses 1-40
Acts 21:1. We came with a straight course to Coos, or Cos. See the map of St. Paul’s travels. It is the principal island of the group called Cyclades. Hypocrates the physician, and Apelles the painter, were born here.

And the day following unto Rhodes, an island about forty miles in length, and fifteen in breadth. According to the poets, Minerva rained here a shower of gold; that is, made the inhabitants rich by the art of statuary, in which they surpassed all other nations. So Pindar states in his Olympia, ode 7. Ipsa cæsiis oculis dea præbuit illis ut in omni arte Præstantissimâ operâ manuum suarum mortales reliquos superarent. The erection of the collossal statue of brass, which stood with one foot on each head of the pier of the harbour, and under which a ship could enter in full sail, is proof of their genius and wealth. It stood seventy cubits high, and was so large that few men could grasp its thumb. This statue was one of the seven wonders of the world, and on account of which the Rhodians were for a long time called Colossians. But their peculiar glory was not antique: having stood about sixty years, the statue fell by an earthquake, two hundred and forty four years before our Saviour’s birth. See more in Pliny, lib. 34. cap. 37. Thus every Babel of human pride must be brought low: the glory of this world passeth away.

From thence to Patara, a maritime city of Lycia, thirteen miles south-west of Satalia.

Acts 21:3. And landed at Tyre, the ancient Tyre, described in Isaiah 23:1.

Acts 21:4. Finding disciples — who said to Paul, δια του πνευματος, by or through the Spirit of prophecy, that he should not go up to Jerusalem. How are we to understand this revelation? Subjunctively, it would seem, that he must not go up unless he were resolved to fight the battles of the Lord. So Paul must have understood both this and the more explicit one of Agabus, in Acts 21:10-11; else he had been disobedient to the heavenly vision. He was like the heroes named by Virgil, who in battle do not know how to yield.

Acts 21:8. Philip the evangelist, which was one of the seven deacons. The accuracy of this description proves that Philip, who preached to the Eunuch, Acts 8:35, was Philip the apostle. The evangelists were colleagues of the apostles in preaching the gospel of Christ. 

Acts 21:9. Four daughters, virgins, which did prophesy. Philip was married. Marriage was very much abstained from in the primitive missionaries for the great love they had to their Master’s work; but Paul tells the Corinthians that the preachers had a right to lead about a wife, or a sister, if that sister could be useful as a deaconess in the church. Œcumenius says that a married man might be a deacon, a priest, or a bishop. There is a slight apparent contradiction on the subject of Paul’s marriage, between the fathers. Ignatius affirms he had a wife; and Ambrose, that all the apostles were married, except St. Paul and St. John. Eusebius goes no farther than to say that three of the apostles were married, Peter, Paul, and Philip. Philip was not only married, but happy in his marriage. The holiness of the father had gained the daughters to the Lord, and the Lord had honoured their conversion with the gifts of prayer, of exhortation, and probably with some of the extraordinary endowments promised to women. Joel 2. and Acts 2. See also 1 Corinthians 9:5.

Acts 21:10-11. There came down from Judea a certain prophet, named Agabus, of whom mention is made in Acts 11:28, as foretelling the famine in the second year of Claudius. His life had been spared for the space of twenty years since that prediction. He now bound himself with Paul’s girdle, the better to express the mind of God by signs, as well as words, like the prophets of old. Jeremiah 13:1. This was a clear prediction of Paul’s bonds, that the malice of the jews to destroy him, (which Agabus well knew) should be frustrated; that they should not stone him, nor assassinate him, as forty of them swore to do; and that the Romans would not be prevailed upon to put him to death. How luminous, how accurate were these predictions! How well calculated to fortify the apostle, and support the church, that the great hero of their faith suffered according to the will of God. Paul had seen the Lord, and would not deny his name.

Acts 21:14. The will of the Lord be done. Paul was persuaded that good would result from the conflict he should have to maintain at Jerusalem; and thanking the prophet for his goodness, preferred the battle to a retreat. The prophecy however was not lost; it would confirm the church, and support them in submission to the divine will.

Acts 21:18-19. The day following Paul went in with us to James, the only apostle now in the city, and he rehearsed to them what a gracious work the Lord had wrought in Greece, as he had before recited the great work in Asia minor: Acts 15:4-5. 

Acts 21:20. They — said to him, thou seest, brother Saul, how many thousands of jews there are which believe. The Greek is, myriads, ten thousands. This no doubt is true, if Luke speaks here of believers in all the six provinces of Palestine; and they are all zealous of the law. This advice was good, and very prudent, to prevent dissension in the church, when they saw that Paul himself lived and walked as a pharisee in the order of his sect. — This advice was founded on the reports that Paul had abrogated the law; when, in fact, he had refused only to burden the myriads of gentile converts with circumcision and the ritual obligations. Moses nowhere makes that law binding on the gentile world.

Acts 21:23. We have four men which have a vow. Paul was advised, as coming from gentile nations, to purify himself with them. This would not only preserve peace with the church, but would appear better before the jewish council.

Acts 21:28. Men of Israel, help. This is the man that teaches everywhere against the people of the Hebrew nation, against the law of Moses, and against this place, the holy temple. We now have him in our power; let his life pay for his crimes. The tumult spread to the city, and the people crowded the outer court of the gentiles. The men who gave the alarm were jewish teachers of the law; and coming from the province of Asia, they had seen the success which had attended his labours at Ephesus.

Acts 21:30. They took Paul, and drew him out of the temple, lest his blood should defile the holy place. Claudius Lysias, the chief captain, the commandant, χιλιαρχος, the commander of a thousand men, the military tribune, ran down with centurions and soldiers to rescue Paul, mistaking or supposing him to be the seditious Egyptian, who about two years before had escaped the hand of justice. This commandant resided in the palace, now converted into a castle.

A word or two about this castle may tend to elucidate these events. John Hyrcanus succeeded his father Simon, as prince and highpriest of the jews, about one hundred and thirty years before the birth of Christ, and reigned as prince and priest for twenty nine years. He built this castle on the northern mount of the temple, with four towers, as the palace of the Asmonean princes. The staircase descended from the palace into the court of the gentiles. Herod the first converted it into a castle, and called it Antonia, in gratitude to Mark Antony. The Roman commanders, with their guards, occupied at that time the castle, because it commanded the temple and the city. See Josephus: Bell. Judges 13. 

Acts 21:38. Art not thou that Egyptian which leddest out into the wilderness four thousand men that were murderers. σικαριων Sicarions, from the Latin sica. Cicero uses the term for a short pocket dagger, crooked at the point, to do the greater interior mischief on the infliction of a wound.

Of the bacchanalians at Rome, Livy has given a full account, but Josephus is brief concerning this fraternity of robbers and assassins. They were strangers, and had come to Jerusalem under the cloak of devotion; but subsisted by rapine and murder, and often killed their enemies in the temple, and escaped in the throng. The Egyptian is called a sorcerer, and in that respect the sect resembled the bacchanalians who affected to disclose the Elysian mysteries. The Sicarions were known in Jerusalem, for Felix the governor had most basely employed them to murder Jonathan, the highpriest. The issues of this desperate fraternity were a revolt against the Romans, with a promise from their Egyptian leader, that on assaulting the city, the walls, like those of Jericho, would fall down. On their arriving at the mount of Olives, Felix so hotly charged them both with horse and foot, that four hundred were slain, and two hundred made prisoners, while the rest escaped. — Joseph. Antiq. 20. cap. 6. Euseb. Hist. lib. 2. cap. 21.

Acts 21:40. When he had given him licence, Paul stood on the stairs, which led from the court of the gentiles to the castle; and, though his body was sore with the beating he had just received from the jews, he had great presence of mind while addressing one of the most crowded auditories that had ever attended in that court.

REFLECTIONS.
The love that subsists between pastors and the people converted by their ministry, and their mutual prayers, is beyond conception. It is astonishing to the world, to see how those christians love one another. The brethren, their wives and children, attended Paul and his companions, wishing to have another word, and another look before they parted to meet no more on earth. See them kneel at the side of the road, to ask the blessing of their heavenly Father. Truly these were days of the Son of man.

But what we most admire is the invincible courage of the hero in his confession of the faith. After being twice warned by the prophets, and twice entreated by the weeping church, he might have retired from the contest with honour; and with a prudence which he himself might have accounted laudable in another. But to the real hero, there is no honour like that of victory; no reward like that of the crown. As the Holy Spirit had only announced his bonds, and had not expressly forbidden him to go, he silenced all entreaty by declaring his readiness not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus. — Go on, great apostle: the Lord is thy strength and thy Redeemer!

See the apostles, now accompanied by brethren in the ministry, meet the third time in Jerusalem to recount what God had done among the gentiles, and swell the joys of the church. The apostle James, now residing there, as bishop and general superintendent, delicately apprises Paul of the unfavourable reports circulated against him with regard to his laxity in not enforcing the ceremonial law of circumcision; and they advise him, for the peace of the church, to purify in the temple, and pay his vows, as coming from gentile nations; a thing the jews would often do on entering the territories of the holy land.

Paul was not opinionated; he was even a jew to gain the jews. The ceremonial rituals, though a burden, were not against his conscience. This submission aided him in his future defence; he could tell the Roman kings of Asia, that the jews neither found him in the temple disputing with any man, nor yet in the city, nor in the synagogue; and that they could not prove the things they had laid to his charge. He had, on the contrary, come to bring alms to his country from the richer gentiles of Greece. Thus God was with his servant in Jerusalem, as he had been at Antioch, at Iconium, at Ephesus, and at Philippi, and in all places. He stilled the fury of the people in the temple, and moved the Romans to become his protectors, and force the lions, who had called for his blood, calmly to hear him preach! 

22 Chapter 22 

Verses 1-30
Acts 22:1. Men, brethren, and fathers; that is, men of mixed nations assembled at the feast. The persecutors had said, men of Israel, help. Brethren, religious persons of the stock of Israel. Fathers, aged men, elders and priests. Stephen’s address was in similar terms. Acts 7:2. The words indicate innocence and confidence; for culprits durst not be so bold.

Hear ye my defence: απολογια, my apology, my plea for my religion: this is a purer word than “defence.” Justin Martyr, Athenagoras, Minutius Felix, and Tertullian have each written an “apology” for the christian religion: the two last are productions of incomparable eloquence, and the four are well translated by Mr. Reeves.

Acts 22:2. When they heard that he did not speak Greek, as the Hellenists from Grecian countries, they kept the more silence. He spake in the vulgar tongue, that all might understand; a mixture, says Beza, of Hebrew and Syrian words.

Acts 22:3. I am verily a man which am a jew, born in Tarsus — educated under Gamaliel, in this city; and zealous towards God, as you all are. By consequence, I am not to be confounded either with the leaders of sedition, or with the opposers of the law. A bold stroke of eloquence, which by a single word rebutted calumny.

Acts 22:4. And I persecuted this way unto the death, He avoids the word Nazarene, as offensive to their ears. In like manner, Cicero, in his oration for Milo, avoids the words kill, or murder.

Acts 22:6. As I made my journey, and was come nigh unto Damascus about noon. This city, whose walls are about four miles in circumference, lies a hundred and fourteen miles north-east of Jerusalem, and about the same distance from Antioch. Those officers therefore had horses; by rising early, which is always the case with oriental travellers, they would easily approach Damascus about noon.

Suddenly there shone from heaven a great light round about me. Thus in ancient times the Holy One covered the heavens with his glory, and the earth was full of his praise. The same God who gave the Hebrews their religion, called and converted Paul to the faith of Jesus, by the manifestation of his glory, and by his voice from heaven. On seeing this light, the whole cavalcade fell prostrate to the earth, for what is man, a worm of the dust, that he should fight against God? Acts 26:14.

Acts 22:7-8. Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? A plain question, a question which the Lord puts to every persecutor. Why did the jews passionately forget to put it to themselves? Paul, in Jerusalem, had a hundred reasons, hearsay reasons which he had heard of the pharisees, for persecuting the church. Now he is silent, he is astounded, he trembles; yea more, he saw the holy and the Just One, and asked, who art thou Lord? The same voice replied, I am Jesus: ο ναζωραιος, the Nazarene, whom thou persecutest. It is hard for thee, like the restive bullock, to kick against the goads. — What, and is the Nazarene whom I have been execrating, and whose servants I have been killing, the Lord of glory, the Holy One of Israel, and the Prince of the kings of the earth! — Alas, alas for me! Lord, what shall I do? It appears from chap. 26., that more was said than Luke has here recorded.

Acts 22:14. The God of our fathers hath chosen thee; for so is his sovereign pleasure in calling whom he pleases to the work of the ministry. Mark 3:13. — That thou shouldest know his will, by the mystery of revelation, during the three days he lay deprived of sight. And see that Just One, the Holy One of Israel, the God of Bethel, the Jehovah at the burning bush; texts which the fathers by common consent refer to Christ. Vide Bulli Defen. Tirinus on 1 Corinthians 9:1, “Have I not seen Jesus Christ our Lord,” has these words. Quia Christum corporaliter mihi apparentum vidi, because I saw Christ appear to me in his human presence. Paul saw the Lord a second time in a trance while he was praying in the temple, saying, “get thee quickly out of Jerusalem, for they will not receive thy testimony concerning me:” Acts 22:18. Paul, both by view, and by this vision, was thus constituted the ambassador of Christ, and plenipotentiary of heaven to the gentiles. That word, the gentiles, Acts 22:21, they marked with the bitterest signs of indignation.

Acts 22:23. They cried out, stopping Paul in the midst of his speech with vociferations; meanwhile the baser sort threw dust in the air, by way of execration, while others pulled off their clothes to crush him at once with stones. But Lysias, prompted by an influence he might not know, hurried him back to the castle. Father forgive them, for they knew not that Paul was the brightest gem of Israel’s sons. But why all this bad feeling against the gentiles? Were not all the families of the earth comprised in Abraham’s covenant? Had not the prophets in succession augured greater glory to the Messiah from the conversion of the gentiles than from the jews? Nay, had they not foretold the obduration of the jews, and the election of the gentiles? Has not Cyprian, in his book against the jews, collected nearly three hundred texts predictive of their conversion? Does not Eusebius, as most other fathers, tread in the same path?

Acts 22:25. Is it lawful for you to scourge a man that is a Roman, and uncondemned? This privilege saved Paul from another punishment by the Roman lictors. See the remarks on chap. 9.

REFLECTIONS.
Where shall we begin; how shall we enter on the subject of this chapter. The cloud of glory in Paul’s conversion, seems equally luminous on every side. While we pause, the Lord opens the way by showing how mercy waited for Paul in the road, when he was come nigh to Damascus; not while he was near Jerusalem; else he had been taken back to the pharisees, who would have opposed the work of the Lord on his mind. How sweetly does heaven, as in the seasons of the year, time the peculiar work of his Holy Spirit.

The conversion of this high spirited man, and notorious persecutor, was effected by a discovery of the glorious person of Christ, as the Holy and Just One, and as the Nazarene. How else could he believe, unless he had seen; how shall men believe on him of whom they have not heard; and how shall they hear without a preacher? St. Paul took the same ground in writing to the Hebrews that the Lord had taken with him: he sets before them in chap. 1., eight arguments to demonstrate the Deity of Christ, as the Son of God. This is “the pillar and ground of truth; the mystery of godliness — God manifest in the flesh.” 1 Timothy 3:15-16.

The next procedure of the Lord with this first of rebels was, conviction of sin. “Why persecutest thou me?” Why art thou mad against the Nazarenes, and resolved that no jew shall live unless he be of thy mind? What evils have those people done to thee, or to thy temple at Jerusalem. Do the criminal courts condemn men on ex parte evidence? I, the Judge, ask of thee a reason? I, the Lord of glory, am that Nazarene whom thou blasphemest, and whose servants thou accountest as sheep for the slaughter. It is still the Lord’s method to demonstrate sin by the glory of the law. He convicted, with much urbanity, the young ruler of loving his lands more than God. He covered the woman of Samaria with shame because of concupiscence; and Peter boldly charged home on the jews the murder of the Lord of glory by wicked hands. What is preaching worth, if it do not arraign the guilty. Who but the sick will apply to the physician?

Paul’s conversion was accompanied with prayer. Lord, said he, what wouldst thou have me to do? He continued in prayer and supplication for three days and three nights, as the Lord himself attests. “Behold, he prayeth.” What else can a sinner in distress do, but cry out of the depths, and plead the promises, and wait for the light and the salvation of God?

The Lord sent him, wounded with the sword of the Spirit, to the church for cure and for comfort. Go into the city, and it shall be told thee. So he did not weep and pray in anguish and despair. Let all persons convinced and touched under the word, run to the saints for consolation. They are the nursing fathers of the weak and tender lambs. The joy and delight of christian fellowship was to him a heaven upon earth.

St. Paul’s conversion was perfected by the pardon of sin, and the gift of the Holy Ghost, as we shall presently read. These are always joined in the scriptures, and we must not divide them. Ananias having announced his call of God to the ministry, as Elijah did to Elisha, hastened him to baptism. “And now, why tarriest thou? Arise, and be baptized, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord.” The Holy Ghost will seal the ordinance by shedding abroad the love of God in thy heart, and filling thee with peace and joy through believing.

And let it be particularly enforced, that the joys of remission are ever connected with hymns of praise to the Redeemer, as is noted on chap. 26., and in Psalms 103. 

23 Chapter 23 

Verses 1-35
Acts 23:2. Smite him on the mouth. Ananias the highpriest commanded this, when he heard Paul profess a good conscience, and determined to persevere in preaching Christ. So Ahab commanded Micaiah to be smitten, and so Pashur smote Jeremiah.

Acts 23:5. I wist not, brethren, that he was the highpriest. Doubts are entertained whether αρχιερευς may not designate the sagan or second priest; if so, Josephus and St. Luke may be easily reconciled. Be that as it may, Paul had a long time been away from Jerusalem; and rulers on this hasty occasion did not sit in form and appear in the costume of office. However, what he said was prophetic. God smote this unworthy man first, and all the others by the Romans when Jerusalem was taken. Josephus reports, in his Antiquities of the jews, Acts 20:5, that Ananias the highpriest was sent in chains to Rome, to give an account to Cæsar for his maladministration. Perhaps Paul, when he called the highpriest a “whited wall,” had our Saviour’s words of painted sepulchres in his eye. Prophets and martyrs, full of the Holy Ghost, use awful words to the wicked. 2 Kings 21:17; 2 Kings 21:22. Acts 7:51-52. Perhaps he was the Ananias killed in the insurrection five years after by his own son.

Acts 23:7. There arose a dissension between the pharisees and the sadducees; the old dissension, of which we have before spoken. Deuteronomy 31:16. Matthew 22:23. This contest led to open outrage; and the commandant most humanely hurried away Paul, lest he should be torn to pieces.

Acts 23:8. The sadducees say that there is no resurrection, neither angel nor spirit. This sect claimed Sadoc for their founder, as also did the Baithusians; but it is doubted whether Sadoc himself went quite so far. Perhaps he only objected to serve God from motives of self-love, — the rewards of the life to come; or to serve him with the fears and terrors of a future world. How preposterous for this sect to receive the five books of Moses, and reject the prophets. Is not the Genesis built on the belief of a world of spirits? “Ye shall be as gods, or as angels in the likeness of God.”

Genesis 3:5; Genesis 5:1. Is not the whole history of Abraham, who looked for a better country, coincident with this belief? Is not the strong command of Joseph concerning his bones, and all other funeral honours founded on the hope of the resurrection? What else was the faith of Jacob, who ascribed his whole preservation to the good angel of the Lord that had redeemed him from all evil and mischief? What books could be stronger against them than the Pentateuch of Moses? Deuteronomy 31:16.

Acts 23:11. The night following the Lord stood by him, supporting and comforting him; for he must go as a state prisoner, and bear witness of him at Rome. Here the Lord Christ was with his servant in the fiery trial. The bar of Cæsar was his only retreat from foes so powerful; and Rome was the city which Paul had long desired to see.

Acts 23:14. They came to the chief priests and elders, to display their zeal, that the curse should rest upon them, (and that curse was death, as when Saul would have killed Jonathan for tasting honey) if they either ate or drank till they had killed Paul. The council at once approved, as though their zeal had been hallowed like the zeal of Phinehas, who slew Zimri the prince, and Cozbi his harlot. Numbers 25. Oh tempora: oh mores! Those more than forty assassins might next have tried their skill against the council; for every man who consents to blood, is guilty of blood. See on Acts 21:37.

Acts 23:15. And we, or ever he come near, are ready to kill him; but they had not asked leave of God. In Daniel 6:24 it is said, the lions brake their bones, or ever they came to the bottom of the den. The French or, “now,” and desormais, “hereafter,” as the Latin hora, equally apply to time. We formerly said, ere ever, and before ever; all these phrases are now antiquated.

Acts 23:26. Claudius Lysias unto the most excellent governor Felix. What honour in this Roman; what prudence in keeping peace in the city; what attestations of Paul’s innocence — he has done nothing worthy of bonds or of death. He sent him as a Roman subject, and a free man, to be judged at Cæsar’s bar. God can turn the heart of kings as the rivers of the south, for the salvation of his people. 

24 Chapter 24 

Verses 1-27
Acts 24:1. After five days, Ananias descended with the elders; to intimidate the governor, and ensure the destruction of Paul, as they had done with Pilate in regard of the Saviour. They lost no time, being determined on his death. It was but twelve days, as in Acts 24:11, from his coming to Jerusalem to his trial in Cæsarea, a port not forty miles north-west of Jerusalem. They took with them Tertullus, a Roman orator, to impeach Paul. Such lawyers were found in most courts, to acquaint them with Roman laws, and assist in correspondence with the senate. He understood his profession; he flattered Felix, he impeached Paul as exciting the jews to sedition, and profaning the temple by bringing an uncircumcised Greek into the inner courts, and as being a ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes.

Acts 24:10. Then Paul — answered, Forasmuch as I know that thou hast been of many years a judge unto this nation, I do the more cheerfully answer for myself. This is a concession of truth, destitute of flattery; it is a word of confidence, a great thing when a man is tried for his life, and that he should have the judge on his side. Paul, by a bold stroke of eloquence, not only denies all the charges, but he fully proves the contrary. Of the twelve days he had been in the country, since his arrival from Greece, he had spent about five in the temple, paying his vows; and not disputing with any man, nor exciting any tumult. — What a conclusive argument: and no witness to prove the contrary. And by the bye, it proves that the church in Jerusalem, foreseeing the storm, had given him good advice to purify himself after so long a residence in gentile lands.

Acts 24:14. But this I confess to thee, that after the way which they call heresy, so worship I the God of my fathers; and to a Roman, the sects of judaism might not appear, as one more faulty than another. The word αιρεσις, properly called sect, Acts 24:5, designates an opinion, which a man irreclaimably follows, be it good or bad, right or wrong. In some places however it designates opinions repugnant to revelation. 1 Corinthians 11:19. Galatians 5:20. 2 Peter 2:1. It is also used for sectarians. Acts 5:17; Acts 15:5; Acts 28:22.

Believing all things — in the law and the prophets. Paul did not allow himself to be a heretic in doctrine. He names both the law and the prophets, as Christ had often done before, to show that he made the canonical scriptures the guide of his faith, and spake as the oracles of God; and as yet, the christians had made no schism with the Hebrew altar.

Acts 24:17. Now after [an absence of] many years, I came to bring alms to my nation; and like all other sincere worshippers, offerings for the altar. All this demonstrates a fair and religious character. Felix well knew the great poverty of the lower orders of people in Jerusalem. Tertullus, by overcharging Paul, had enhanced the excellence of his character, and drawn it forth in self-defence.

Acts 24:20-21. Let these same say, if they have found any evil doing in me — except it be for this one voice that I cried, and no doubt he had cried with great emphasis, touching the resurrection of the dead I am called in question by you this day. St. Paul said this to anticipate an objection which the sadducees might have made against that vociferation. To anticipate is often equivalent to the disarming of an adversary.

Acts 24:22. When Felix heard these things, he prudently deferred the matter. He wished to enquire whether the existence of the sect of the Nazarenes was a violation of the jewish law, and by consequence, whether it infringed on any grant of the Romans to allow them the full enjoyment of their religious rites; but especially whether the allegations were true, that Paul had excited tumult. The Romans mostly treated state prisoners with fairness and honour.

Acts 24:24. After certain days Felix came with his wife Drusilla, which was a jewess. Felix, a Roman, was viceroy, or king of the jews. He had formerly been a slave, but was freed, and advanced to the regal dignity by Claudius the emperor. Tacitus, lib. Acts 1:5, calls him eques Romanus, a Roman knight, or one of the three orders in Rome, betwixt the senators and the common people, to whom Claudius had entrusted the province; and adds, that, per omnem sævitiam, et libidinem jus regium servili ingenio exercuit. “He exercised the imperial functions with a mercenary soul, and practised all manner of injustice and cruelty.” St. Luke confirms this account by adding, “he hoped also that money should have been given him of Paul, that he might loose him:” Acts 24:26. Josephus records an instance of his voluptuousness in his marriage with Drusilla, a princess of great personal beauty. She was the third daughter of Herod Agrippa, and sister of the younger Agrippa, who afterwards sat on Paul’s case for a third hearing, the fame of his character, learning, and eloquence having spread through the Roman courts of Asia. Drusilla had been betrothed in early life to Epiphanes, son of Antiochus, king of Comagena; but the marriage never took place, in consequence of Epiphanes having refused to fulfil the stipulated condition of embracing the jewish religion. She was afterwards married to Azizus, king of Emesenes, who to obtain her hand, submitted to circumcision. Felix having seen her, became so enamoured of her beauty, that he employed Simon, a magician of Cyprus, to seduce her from her husband, and afterwards married her. Josephus, Antiq. lib. 20. cap. 7. Suetonius informs us that Felix was three times married; and it would appear that two of his wives were named Drusilla. Drusilla Antonii et Cleopatræ nepte in matrimonium accepta. “He took in marriage Drusilla, the niece, or granddaughter of Antony and Cleopatra.” Tacit. lib. 5. cap. 9.

Acts 24:25. As he reasoned of righteousness, temperance, and judgment to come, Felix trembled. See the eloquent reflections below, translated from Saurin.

Acts 24:27. But after two years — Felix, willing to show the jews a pleasure, left Paul bound. So in all, Paul suffered four years’ imprisonment, besides the long time occupied in a very disastrous voyage. The ship was wrecked, the cargo lost.

REFLECTIONS.
SAURIN exceeds all the preachers I have found on the subject of Paul’s discourse before Felix: I have therefore translated the following remarks from his sermon.

“Paul preached before Felix and Drusilla, of righteousness, temperance, and judgment to come. Felix was covetous, luxurious, and governor of Judea. Paul selected three subjects, correspondent to these characteristics. Addressing an avaricious man, he treated of righteousness. Addressing the governor of Judea, one of those persons who think themselves independent and responsible to none but themselves for their conduct, he treated of a judgment to come.
“My brethren, when a man preaches for popularity, instead of seeking the glory of Christ, he seeks his own; he selects subjects calculated to display his talents, and flatter his audience. Does he preach before a professed infidel, he will expatiate on morality, and be ashamed to pronounce the venerable words, covenant — satisfaction. Does he address an antinomian audience, who would be offended were he to enforce the practical duties of religion; he makes every thing proceed from election, reprobation, and the irresistibility of grace. Does he preach in the presence of a profligate court, he will enlarge on the liberty of the gospel, and the clemency of God. He has the art, (a most detestable art, but too well understood in all ages of the church) he has the art of uniting his interests and his ministry. A political preacher endeavours to accommodate his preaching to his passions. Minister of Christ, and minister of his own interests, to express myself with this apostle, he makes a gain of godliness. On this principle, had Felix expressed a desire to understand the gospel, St. Paul had a favourable opportunity of paying his court in a delicate manner. The christian religion has a gracious aspect towards every class of men. He might have discussed some of those subjects which would have flattered the governor. He might have discoursed on the dignity of princes, and on the relation they have to the supreme Being. He might have said, that the magistrate beareth not the sword in vain. Romans 13:4. That the Deity himself has said, ye are gods, and ye are all the children of the Most High. Psalms 82:6. But all this adulation, all this finesse, were unknown to our apostle. He sought the passions of Felix in their source; he forced the sinner in his last retreat. He boldly attacked the governor with the sword of the Spirit, and with the hammer of the word. Before the object of his passion, and the subject of his crime, before Drusilla, he treated of temperance. When Felix sent for him to satiate his avarice, he talked of righteousness. While the governor was in his highest period of splendour, he discoursed of a judgment to come.” — Saurin next makes a find apostrophe to the court preachers of Louis 14. who had solicited the persecution of the Protestants, and banished all the ministers.

“Preachers of the court, confessors to princes, pests of the public, who are the chief promoters of the present persecution, and the cause of our calamities! Oh that I could animate you by the example of St. Paul, and make you blush for your degeneracy and turpitude. My brethren, you know a prince: — and would to God we knew him less. But let us respect the lustre of the diadem; let us venerate the Lord’s anointed in the person of our enemy. Examine the discourses delivered in his presence, read the sermons pompously entitled, “Sermons preached before the king,” and see those other publications dedicated to — the perpetual conqueror, whose battles were so many victories, terrible in war, adorable in peace. You will there find nothing but flattery and applause. Whoever struck, in his presence, at ambition and luxury? Whoever ventured there to maintain the rights of the widow and the orphan? Who, on the contrary, has not magnified the greatest crimes into virtues; and by a species of idolatry before unknown, made Jesus Christ himself subservient to the vanity of a mortal man?

“Oh, but St. Paul would have preached in a different manner! Before Felix, before Drusilla, he would have said, that fornicators shall not inherit the kingdom of God.” — Then speaking of the wicked in our own age he adds,

“It behoves the ministers of Christ to maintain the dignity of their character. Never had orators a finer field for commanding attention. Never were subjects susceptible of a more grave and manly eloquence, than those which we discuss. They have motives the most powerful to press, and passions the most predominant to move. They have an eternity of glory to promise, and an eternity of misery to announce. They are ambassadors of a potentate, in whose presence all the kings of the earth are but as the small dust of the balance. Behold St. Paul, fully impressed with the grandeur of his mission. He forgot the majesty of Felix. He did more, he made him forget himself. He made him receive admonition with reverence. He reasoned of righteousness, temperance, and a judgment to come.

“Ministers of Jesus Christ, here is our tutor, who prepares us for the sanctuary. And you christians, here is our apology. You complain when we interfere with the shameful secrets of your vice: consider St. Paul. He is the model God has set before us. He requires us to speak with freedom and force; to exhort in season, and out of season; to thunder in our pulpits, to go even to your houses, and disturb that fatal security which the sinner enjoys in the commission of his crimes. He requires us to say to the revenue officers, exact no more than what is appointed; to the soldiers, do violence to no man, and be content with your wages; to Herod, it is not lawful for thee to have thy brother Philip’s wife. Luke 3:12-14. You are not higher than Felix, neither are we in chains like St. Paul. But though we were yet more deeply abased; and though the character we sustain seemed to you more vile; and though to the rank of jewish governor you shall superadd that of Roman emperor, and sovereign of the world; despising all this vain parade, we would maintain the majesty of our Master. So St. Paul conducted himself before Felix and Drusilla. He reasoned of righteousness, temperance, and a judgment to come.

“But who can here supply the brevity of the historian, and report the whole of what the apostle said to Felix on these important points? It seems to me in the reverie of thought, that I hear him enforcing these important truths he has left us in his works, and placing in the fullest lustre those divine maims interspersed in our scriptures.

“He reasoned of righteousness. There he maintained the rights of the widow, and the orphan. He made it evident that kings and magistrates are established to maintain the rights of the people, and not to indulge their own caprice.

“He reasoned of temperance. There he would paint the licentious effects of voluptuousness. There he would demonstrate how opposite this propensity is to the spirit of the gospel, which everywhere enjoins retirement, mortification, and self-denial. He would show how it degrades the finest characters, who have suffered it to predominate. Intemperance renders the mind incapable of reflection. It debases the heart. It debilitates the understanding. It unnerves the soul. He would demonstrate the meanness of a man called to preside over a great people, who should expose his foibles to public view; not having resolution to conceal, much less to vanquish them. With Drusilla, he would make human motives supply the defects of divine; with Felix, he would make divine motives supply the defects of human. He would make this imprudent woman feel that nothing on earth is more odious than a woman destitute of honour; that modesty is an appendage of the sex; that an attachment, uncemented by virtue, cannot long subsist; that those who receive illicit favours are the first, according to the fine remark of a sacred historian, to detest the indulgence. The hatred wherewith Amnon, son of David, hated his sister after the gratification of his brutal passion, was greater than the love wherewith he loved her. 2 Samuel 13:15. He would make Felix perceive, that however the depravity of the age might seem to tolerate a criminal intercourse with the sex; with God, who has called us all to equal purity, the crime was not less heinous.

“He reasoned, in short, of a judgment to come: and here he would magnify his ministry. The idea of a future state, the solemnities of a general judgment supply our weakness. St. Paul enforced this motive; he proved its reality, he delineated its lustre, he displayed its pomp. He resounded in the ears of Felix the noise, the voices, and the trumpets. He showed him the small and the great, the rich man and Lazarus, Felix the favourite of Cæsar, and Paul the captive of Felix, awoke by that awful voice: Arise, ye dead, and come to judgment.

“But let us not be precipitate in commending the apostle’s preaching. Its encomiums will best appear by attending to its effects on the mind of Felix. Jerome wished, concerning a preacher of his time, that the tears of his audience might compose the eulogy of his sermons. We shall find in the fears of Felix occasion to applaud the eloquence of our apostle. We shall find that his discourses were thunder and lightning in the congregations, as the Greeks used to say concerning one of their orators. While St. Paul preached, Felix felt indescribable emotions in his mind. The recollection of his past life, the sight of his present sins; Drusilla, the object of his passion, and subject of his crime; the courage of St. Paul — all terrified him. His heart burned within him, while that disciple of Jesus Christ expounded the scriptures. The word of God was quick and powerful. The apostle, armed with the two-edged sword, dividing the soul, the joints, and the marrow, carried conviction to the heart. Felix trembled, adds our historian: Felix trembled.

“What a surprising scene, my brethren, is here presented to your view. The governor trembled, and the captive spoke without dismay: the captive made the governor tremble. The governor shivered in the presence of the captive. It would not be surprising, brethren, if we should make an impression on your hearts; and we shall do so indeed, if our ministry is not as usual a sound of empty words. This sanctuary, these solemnities, these groans, this silence, these arguments, these efforts — all aid our ministry, and unite to convince and persuade you. But here is an orator destitute of these extraneous aids: behold him without any ornament, but the truth he preached. What do I say, that he was destitute of extraneous aids? See him in a situation quite the reverse; — a captive loaded, with irons, standing before his judge. Yet he made Felix tremble.” —

See my translation of vol. 7. of this great man’s sermons. 

25 Chapter 25 

Verses 1-27
Acts 25:1. When Festus was come into the province, after three days he ascended to Jerusalem, the metropolis of his government. The Romans evidently paid great attention to Palestine, because they regarded the strong city of Jerusalem as the key of their power in Asia. While the jews submitted peacefully to the yoke, Egypt was awed on the right, and proconsular Asia barricaded on the left. It was wise therefore in Festus to receive their congratulations, to show them favours, and form a good understanding with the Hebrew court.

Ver, 2, 3. Then the highpriest and the chief of the jews informed him against Paul — and desired favour, χαριν, grace, as the Greek and all the versions read, against him. And why should Festus, amidst a cloud of congratulations, refuse equal favour to them, and to Paul, for it was a privilege for a man to be tried by his own judges, and his own laws. Aye, but those demons of murder, arrayed as angels of light, in the garb of equity and honour, told not Festus that they would have more than forty sicarions to assassinate Paul, ere he entered the city; and sicarions, not wandering robbers from Egypt, but zealots of their own religion, who for two years had endured great trouble about a vow, not to eat or drink till they had killed Paul.

Acts 25:4. But Festus answered that Paul should be kept at Cæsarea. For the present he put them off with the promise of a new trial, from which it would appear that he fully knew the cause and character of Paul; his virtues, his talents, his learning, and also that he was a Roman. This was as much as could for the present be expected from a man high in office, and unacquainted with regenerating grace.

Acts 25:7. The jews — laid many and grievous complaints against Paul, which they could not prove. The new trial terminated like the old one, in showing their malice and unbelief. But Festus, leaning as far as he could to the jews, asked Paul whether he would wave his privilege as a Roman, and be tried at Jerusalem. This favour Paul refused, having already been at their bar.

Acts 25:10. I stand at Cæsar’s judgment-seat, where I ought to be judged. By this time Paul’s case would be of interest to the oriental world; and all impartial men would espouse his cause. The all-wise God allowed it, that all men might know the glory of Christ, and the glorious gospel for which his servant suffered, as a confessor of the faith. Festus could not disallow his appeal to Cæsar, without depriving him of his prerogative as a Roman citizen, and violating a written law of the Roman people. — We have in Gagnæus’s commentary, a record of St. Chrysogonus, and some other nobles, or citizens of Rome, who made the like appeal to Cæsar.

To the jews have I done no wrong, as thou very well knowest. This declaration put Festus in a dilemma between the innocence of Paul, and the eager solicitude of the jews for his destruction. The appeal to Cæsar quite relieved the feelings of Festus.

Acts 25:13. After certain days, king Agrippa and Bernice came — to salute Festus. He was son of Herod Agrippa, whom the angel of the Lord smote in the midst of his festivity at Cæsarea, and not long after he had beheaded James the apostle, and brother of John; both sons of thunder. Of Bernice, we gather from Josephus, and from Tacitus, that she was the sister of Herod, and eldest daughter of Herod the great. In early years, she had been contracted with the approbation of Claudius Cæsar, to Mark, son of Lysimachus, alabarch of Alexandria; but he having died before the consummation of the marriage, her father had given her to his own brother, Herod, king of Chalcis, an incestuous marriage, according to the Hebrew law. Leviticus 18. Calvin, at the end of the pentateuch, reprinted at Geneva in the year 1503 a collocation of the Mosaic and the Roman laws, by Theodore Beza Vezelius, which in very many of the precepts exhibits a striking coincidence. In the twelve tables of those laws, this marriage of Bernice with her uncle is prohibited. Other things are said against her, which, in this place, do not illustrate the case of Paul.

Acts 25:18-21. Against whom they brought — certain questions of their own superstition. Festus speaks here as a profane man. The version of Tremellius reads, their own religion, but he is almost solitary in giving the word that more favourable turn. Festus hoped that, as king Agrippa was a jew, he would assist him in framing a charge against the prisoner; but as the Romans had as yet issued no edict against the christians, it was difficult for him to do so.

Acts 25:22. Then Agrippa said to Festus, I would also hear the man myself. The celebrity of Paul’s case and character had continued to attract universal attention, and made known the glory of Christ, and of his cause. When the passive graces of the christian temper shine out in the day of trial, they resemble the ores in the furnace, which shine with a brilliancy too vivid for the tender eyes of mortals. All men began to feel an interest in Paul’s case, as though it had been their own. When was it ever heard, that a man was tried three times before Roman governors, and then reserved for a fourth hearing at Rome. In all those waves and storms, the everfaithful God was with his faithful witness. But ah, how tremendous the thought, that his judges should be reserved for a final hearing. 

26 Chapter 26 

Verses 1-32
Acts 26:1. Then Paul stretched forth the hand, the usual signal to gain attention; it indicates presence of mind in the speaker, and that his auditory is large. Though the notice was short, the court would be crowded.

Acts 26:2. I think myself happy, king Agrippa, because I shall answer for myself this day before thee. Festus, it would seem, had given Agrippa the first place on the bench, because of his age and superior knowledge of the law. This exordium is full of grace and dignity, and very properly so, the emperor having made Herod governor of the treasures of the temple.

Acts 26:4-5. My manner of life, as before related in Acts 23:24. The mind of the judge being prepared, the narration of Paul’s life naturally follows, for narration in all cases according to Quitilian is the second part of a discourse. So Cicero in his oration for Milo says, That after being the whole day in the senate, during a long session, he returned home, changed his dress, and rested for some time, while his wife got ready to go into the country.

Acts 26:6-8. And now I stand and am judged for the hope of the promise made of God unto our fathers — Why should it be thought a thing incredible with you, that God should raise the dead? The Hebrew scriptures abound with this hope. Here is the digression, not always necessary in a discourse, but it often prepares the mind before we enter fully into the subject in hand. The speaker may here correct errors, recal or soften severities, or enhance a virtue. In the narration of Paul’s life, it was natural to tread in the steps of his fathers, while waiting for Israel’s Hope. From Acts 26:9 to Acts 26:18, a succession of propositions and arguments follow, which forms the substance of this powerful address.

Acts 26:10. When they were put to death, I gave my voice, ψηφον, my vote against them. Those christians were dragged out of prison, and put to death by the sword. Much uncertainty veils those tragic occurrences. The court was Roman, having the power of life and death. The accusations then would be of sedition; and during the dreadful massacre, some christians might have had recourse to self-defence. Acts 8:4. We are also uncertain in what capacity Paul attended these courts. His father, being a Roman officer, might have procured a commission for his son; and some think so, because in salutations he twice uses the phrase, “my fellow- soldier.” Be that as it might, those bloody deeds of persecuting and wasting the church lay heavy on his mind.

Acts 26:11. Being exceedingly mad against them — ira est furor, I would scarcely allow a man to live, unless he was of my religion. Judea was too small a sphere for my zeal. I even desired ecclesiastical authority to arrest the Nazarenes in Damascus, and bring them up to Jerusalem for judgment.

Acts 26:13. At midday, oh king, I saw in the way a light from heaven, above the brightness of the sun, shining round about me and them which journeyed with me. To stop this man in error, to convert him from his sins, to cover the flock in Damascus, and to call an ambassador for the conversion of the gentile world, the Lord Christ appeared to him in the way, as stated on Acts 22:14. 1 Corinthians 9:1.

Acts 26:14. When we were all fallen to the earth. And who can stand before Jehovah? How can rebels lift up their heads? A nation of elders and people, prostrated on mount Carmel when the fire fell from heaven. 1 Kings 18. Daniel fell down as dead before a celestial presence; and the three apostles all fell down to the earth before the same glory at the transfiguration. Matthew 17:6.

Acts 26:15. And I said, Who art thou Lord? This was the first voice to Paul; and like Samuel, he did not know the voice. Many emotions rise in the heart from the Spirit of God, which are not properly distinguished by the mind.

Acts 26:16. I have appeared unto thee for this purpose, to make thee a minister: προχειρισασθαι σε. Montanus, designare, to designate thee to be a minister, and a witness both of these things which thou hast seen, and of those in which I will appear unto thee. Erasmus turns it, præpararem, because I would prepare thee to be a minister. υπηρετης designates 

(1) A ministry.

(2) The flight of birds, in which some one mostly takes the lead.

(3) Though the primitive ερετης designates a rower with oars, yet that acceptation here is foreign to the sense.

To represent Paul as an under rower, totally misguides the reader. The Lord appeared to him, that he might be a plenary witness of his resurrection, and the first apostle of the gentile world, as in the next words. 

Acts 26:17. Delivering thee from the people, in all assaults of the jews, and from the gentiles, to whom now I send thee. So far Paul’s whole life had realized the truth of the divine promise.

Acts 26:18. To open their eyes. The gentiles walked in the vanity of their minds; they had no mediator, no consecrated altar, no fountain for the ablution of crimes, no idea how real virtue was to be recovered, no certainty of life and immortality; and the worship of their gods, how sincere soever their hearts might be, was a theogony of the imagination. Paul’s mission was to deliver them from the yoke of demons, by the power and grace of the gospel; to console them with the remission of sins, the regeneration of their nature, and the assurance of eternal life. To them christianity was morally a translation out of darkness into marvellous light.

Acts 26:19. Whereupon, oh king Arippa, I was not disobedient. My whole life in Syria, in proconsular Asia, and in Greece, has been spent in conformity to my divine call. — Here we come to that part of Paul’s defence called by Quintilian peroration, by some called the coronation, and by others the conclusion of a discourse. It calls upon a person to decide according to evidence, and act in conformity to wisdom and equity. St. Paul, being thus divinely called, decided at once to hazard all, and devote life in conformity to his mission, and to turn the world to God.

Acts 26:24. Paul, thou art beside thyself. No marvel that schools and courts should think us deranged, because we seek our happiness in unseen things, for the natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God. Yet we are not mad; faith is the substance of the things for which we hope and wait. We feed in ordinances as the sheep in green pastures, and have in our hearts the earnests of future bliss.

Acts 26:27. King Agrippa, believest thou the prophets? I know that thou believest. Admirable stroke of eloquence — conclusive, victorious! If thou believest the prophets, thou oughtest to believe me; for my call and conversion, and a life of twenty eight years of hard labour and severe sufferings, have every characteristic that attended the divine legation of Moses. The glory, the voice in the one, are the same as in the other; and the perseverance of the prince of prophets, corresponds with my unceasing care for the church.

Acts 26:28. Then Agrippa said to Paul, almost thou persuadest me to be a christian; words extorted from the king by the power and unction of Paul’s apology. εν ολιγω, in some, or in a small degree, thou persuadest me. The English follows Tremellius. Propemodum persuades mihi, ut sim christianus. The Mons Testament, of high authority, reads, Il ne s’en faut gueres qua vous ne me persuadiez d’etre christien. It is not a little that thou persuadest me to be a christian. Aye, indeed; but Agrippa forsook no sin. He did not so much as lift up a little finger to share the cross with Paul against the weight of persecution. He let an innocent man go off in chains to Rome. The almost christians, though they attend worship, forsake not their sins. They crowd theatres, and attend the sports and pleasures of the age. In a word, the best of almost christians, who have some exterior decency of morals and duties, are not christians in reality. They are often under the power of sin, and are destitute of the experimental religion described in the sixth collect after Trinity Sunday. “Oh God, who hast prepared, &c.”

Acts 26:32. This man might have been set at liberty, if he had not appealed to Cæsar. So Paul, in age and infirmities, must now go a bitter and disastrous voyage to preach in chains to the Roman court.

Let us follow him with a feeling heart, and while we lose sight of the ship in the seas, retrace the steps of his journies, his conflicts, and labours in the Lord, as laid down chiefly by Theophylact.

Paul was converted in the second or third year after our Saviour’s crucifixion. He received the knowledge of the gospel by special revelation. Galatians 1:12. Being designated and qualified by learning for the ministry, he immediately made a circuit in Asia for three years, and returned to Jerusalem. The trance he had in the temple is placed by some in the second year of Claudius, when he brought alms from the rich gentile churches to the poor saints in Judas; and not at this first visit. His next evangelical course was to Antioch in company with Jude, Silas, and Barnabas. Acts 13:1. Here the Holy Ghost separated Barnabas and Paul to go to many ports and towns of the gentiles; to Seleucia, the island of Cyprus, to Salamis, and Paphos, the two principal towns in the island. Thence to Perga, called Pergamos, Revelation 1:11, in the province of Pamphylia: Acts 26:13. From thence to Antioch in Pisidia: Acts 26:14. They next went to Derbe, Iconium, Lystra, and back to Antioch, and thence to Attalia, called in Boiste’s dictionary, Satalia, once a great and flourishing city of Anatolia, about one hundred and fifty miles south-east of Constantinople. In Acts 15:30; Acts 15:41, we find Paul again at Antioch, and passing through Syria and Cilicia, the place of his nativity, confirming the churches. Thence to Derbe and Lystra again: Acts 16:1. Then a western tour was made through the provinces of Phrygia, Galatia, and Mysia: Acts 26:6-7.

At Troas Paul received his vision to cross over to Macedonia, where after visiting Samothracia and Neapolis, he arrived at Philippi, the capital. Here he planted the first church, and did the same at Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and Corinth: chap. 16. 17. 18. Thence, after a considerable stay, he crossed over into Asia again, and came to Ephesus. Afterwards he made a tour through western Asia, and came to this city again: Acts 19:1. He now, as is apparent from chap. 20., made a second, but rather a rapid tour through his old sphere of labours in Greece. This was requisite to confirm the churches. On his return to Asia, he was accompanied with many ministers, and being urgent to reach Jerusalem the third time, he sent for the elders of Ephesus to Miletus, to whom he delivered a most admirable charge. Acts 20:17. From Jerusalem by Cæsarea he went a state prisoner to Rome, where he remained a prisoner at large for two years. Luke now left him, and consequently he could not mention his release, and future travels in Italy, Spain, and France. Euseb. book 2. chap. 25. After this he returned to Rome, and suffered martyrdom in the same persecution with St. Peter, and some say on the same day. All however agree that St. Paul laboured about thirty five years. The learned Valesius, in his notes on the above chapter, seems to support the evidence of his martyrdom by sufficient authorities. But as Augustine observes, though the writings of christians in the first three centuries were almost infinite, few of them having come down to him, little can be said of those times. See general reflections on chap. 28.

REFLECTIONS.
What greater proofs can we have of the truth and certainty of the christian religion than are exhibited in the conversion, in the labours and sufferings of St. Paul? A persecutor, furious as a wolf against the flock, turned and changed in a moment! Could he and the peace-officers, generally men of common sense, be deceived? Could the whole church at Damascus be deceived, as to the facts of the light and glory, which brought the rebels to the ground? Could the Almighty, to human appearance, have called a more suitable man, as the first missionary of the gentile world? Could any stroke of grace have more effectually relieved the fears of the saints, or paralysed the arm of persecutors, than the manifestations of the divine glory which attended Paul’s conversion? The inward endowments of the Holy Ghost in his conversion, corresponded with the exterior glory of his call; he received remission of sins, and the gift of the Holy Ghost. The word of wisdom, the word of knowledge, the word of faith, were given to him at the same time. He saw the Lord, the Holy and the Just One, and boldly declared his resurrection. Had there been any flaw or collusion in the apostles, and hundreds of Galileans who saw him also, the sharp eyes of this man would have detected the fallacy. We have now the witness in our hearts. 

27 Chapter 27 

Verses 1-44
Acts 27:2. Adramyttium, a town of Egypt, at the eastern mouth of the Nile; also a town of Mysia of the same name, where the ship touched.

One Aristarchus, a Macedonian, being with us. The numeral adjective injudiciously supplied, degrades him: one Aristarchus. Better as the vulgate, “and persevering with us was Aristarchus:” or as all the versions read, “having, or entering with us.” He was a Greek by name and by birth, had laboured two years with Paul at Ephesus, and had nearly lost his life when Paul, speaking after the manner of men, fought with beasts in that city. He accompanied Paul to Rome, as in Acts 19:29; Acts 20:4. He was also a minister in that city, and sustained imprisonment there for a time. Colossians 4:10. Calmet adds, that he was bishop of Apamea in Syria, and finally suffered martyrdom with Paul at Rome, under Nero.

Acts 27:7. Salmone, a promontory of Crete, according to Tremellius, on the east of the island.

Acts 27:8. The fair havens are a port lying on the north of Crete, and was open to Levanters, or Euroclydion tempests.

Acts 27:9. The fast was now already past. The great day, or anniversary of the atonement, the tenth day of the seventh month. See the calendar in Exodus 12. Leviticus 23:27. Isaiah 58. The jews this day wore white garments, and wept for their sins.

Acts 27:10. Sirs, I perceive that this voyage will be with hurt, and much damage. It is dangerous to touch the Lord’s anointed, or to treat them with injustice and cruelty. Heaven would chastise the wrongs done to Paul; and the ship was made a total wreck. Satan wished to destroy the three ambassadors of Christ, who would raise the infant church of Rome to glory, but he was disappointed. The centurion honoured Paul as a great and good man, but did not believe in him as a prophet.

Acts 27:14. Euroclydon. St. Luke, according to the Alexandrian copy, is supposed to have written, ευρακυλων, a north-east wind. Jerome reads, qui vocatur euro-aquilo, which is called a burning north wind, a wind of Typhon; a levanter, as described by Dr. Edward Clarke, our accredited traveller, and quoted on Psalms 48:7. 

Acts 27:15. When the ship was caught in the tempest, we let her drive, which was the easiest method to weather the gale.

Acts 27:17. Undergirding the ship with ropes to hold her together, that she might make less water, and to prevent the starting of the planks. Add to this, they lightened the vessel by throwing much of the cargo and tackling of the ship into the sea. Sic jubet necessitas, durum telum: so necessity required, a hard weapon.

Acts 27:31. Except these abide in the ship, ye cannot be saved. Persons in danger must be calm, have presence of mind, and use all lawful means of safety. He who loses his courage in the time of danger is hardly worth saving. A sailor-boy, during a wreck, once threw himself into the sea, and pleasantly said, “I am cruising about to seek a better berth.”

Acts 27:34. There shall not a hair fall from the head of any of you, the Saviour having especially repeated his promise to Paul. Matthew 10:30. Luke 12:7. Assuredly the angels of God had charge of this ship, to punish the crew, to destroy their goods, and save their lives, solely for the sake of Paul, that they might instruct tyrants on the danger of persecuting the church. But when our Saviour made the above promise, it was understood of a special preservation only till their work should be done, for he told the sons of Zebedee that they should drink of his cup; and Peter, that he should be bound and led to martyrdom. Good men sometimes fall that all may watch.

REFLECTIONS.
How strange is life, how uncertain are its vicissitudes. Here is a most faithful servant of the Lord, excelling the world in worth, hurried away in chains to an unknown land, and before pagan tribunals. All his spiritual children in the east, dear as his own bowels, he must never see again; no, nor water the yet tender plants of grace. But why do I feel emotions? It is thy pleasure, oh Holy One. We too, like him, are all embarked in the voyage of life. Of the places and persons most dear to us we are losing sight, and shall see them no more. Our hopes and our treasures are all in the ship. Henceforth may our expectations and our hearts be in a better country; and let us pray for those we leave behind.

In the voyage of life, we embark with a mixed multitude. Paul was accompanied by Luke, his faithful friend, and by Aristarchus, another minister of Christ, who had not flinched in the time of tumult. The centurion was also a man of probity and honour, and exhibited marks of reverence for God; the rest, two hundred and seventy six in all, were of various nations, and mostly wicked men. So it is now: those who are faithful in temptation’s hour are truly few, and the wicked are a great company.

In the voyage of life we are, like the mariners, exposed to tempests, dangers, and shipwreck. Who can count the natural, the civil, and moral disasters of our passage to another world?

In danger, men must use all lawful means of safety. When the heavens grew black, when the hurricanes blew, when the waves washed the decks, and when the labouring ship admitted the water at every plank, the crew begirt her with ropes, and threw much of the cargo into the sea. Let all men, trembling at first, learn to become great in danger: and even when all hope is apparently gone, let the soul compose itself with the calm dignity of prudence, for providence often sends unexpected aid. But here virtue alone is great, and vice, though bold for awhile, betrays a criminal soul in the issue. Good men only are great in the time of danger, being cheered by the presence of God and his angels, while the wicked are abandoned to gloom and despair. Paul, when his advice was rejected, had confidence that all things would work together for good to him and his cause, and awaited the issue with a patient calm. But the wicked were affrighted with a thousand fears; their crimes came to their remembrance, and their apprehensions were renewed by every incident of encreasing danger. Nor was it a small reproach to have believed the nautical opinion of the captain, in preference to the divine admonition of Paul. So in the day of visitation sinners will be pierced with anguish for the contempt they have evinced to sermons, and all divine admonitions; yea, God himself will upbraid them with rejecting his calls, and refusing his reproofs. Proverbs 1:25.

The devotion of wicked men in a time of danger is of a doubtful nature. It is, in the most candid view, an untried devotion. These seamen, these soldiers, and this mixed multitude, had for fourteen days lived on the brink of a watery grave, and their danger daily encreased. For fourteen days they had fasted and prayed, eating but once in the day. For fourteen days they had been instructed by the greatest apostle of Christ, and by two other most admirable men. And were they not all converted, all sanctified, and become the best of saints? You shall hear. The sailors, knowing nothing but self-love, were about to steal the boat, and leave the poor unskilful passengers to the mercy of the waves. The soldiers, no better, but rather worse, agreed to kill the prisoners, lest they should be punished for letting them escape. Thus when the ship had taken ground in a cove, and when the danger was past, their devotion was no more. And are all thy hopes, oh procrastinating sinner, deferred to a deathbed repentance? Then thou also wilt be a hypocrite on the verge of the grave, and thy repentance will resemble the fastings of these ungodly men.

But the wicked we see are often spared for the sake of the good. Had Paul and his brother ministers not been in this ship, perished they surely had: for God said to Paul, Lo, I have given thee all the souls that sail with thee in the ship. Happy is the man for whom prayer is made; he may yet live, he may yet be saved.

The distressed condition in which this wrecked and weather-beaten crew reached the shore, may remind us that it is with wading through the Jordan, with many throes and conflicts of fainting nature, that saints sometimes reach the celestial shore. No matter, if we may but all escape safe to land. However, it often pleases God that Jordan divides, and we pass over dryshod. Sometimes a saint, like Moses, dies on the mountain top. In reality it is then not dying, but living. We leave the shell below, and spread our wings in the regions of liberty and of life. Or, in a moral view, if we improve this landing of St. Paul, of a deliverance from sickness and danger; let us learn of him to improve our future life to greater holiness and usefulness in the Lord. Let us be instructed that all things waste with time, and that the things of eternity alone are realities, and worthy of our whole heart. 

28 Chapter 28 

Verses 1-31
Acts 28:1. Melita, now Malta. This island seems to have been inhabited by runaways, for melim, in the language of Carthage, is to escape. It was inhabited by a colony of refugees from Carthage, a people of Phœnicia. So Dr. Lightfoot. Others say it was so called from its abounding with honey. It is about twenty miles in length, and eleven in breadth. Julius Cæsar is said, with great difficulty, to have taken it from the Carthaginians. It was given to the knights of St. John, who were driven by the Turks from the island of Rhodes. Buonaparte treacherously surprised it on his way to Egypt; and it has since been taken by the English, to whom it still belongs.

Acts 28:2. The barbarous people, a people of strange language, showed us no little kindness. Perhaps more than the polished Romans showed to the company wrecked with Simonides, the Greek poet. While the passengers were lamenting that they had lost their all, Simonides laughed at their complaints; and said, though almost in a state of nudity, he had lost nothing. He had all his riches about him, his poetic genius being unimpaired. The gentry of Rome hearing of this speech, soon supplied his wants.

Acts 28:3. There came a viper out of the heat, a venomous beast, for the Greeks gave that name to reptiles, as well as to beasts of prey. The first thoughts of the Maltese, on seeing him loaded with a chain, and bit by a serpent, were that he was a murderer. The idea of a God of mercy and love, of judgment and equity is ever associated with the moral admonitions of conscience. But when they saw that no harm followed, they thought he was a god; for he sometimes looked like an angel, as is said by the priest of Asia, who wrote the sufferings of Thecla. He had been taken for a god at Lystra, but in the same place was presently stoned by the jews. These Maltese might know the case of Orestes, who had killed his mother, and was bit by a serpent, and died. The jews also have a record in the Gemara, that when Simeon found a manslayer, but had no witness to convict him, he prayed thus, “May he who knows the thoughts of men punish thee; and presently a serpent bit him and he died.”

Acts 28:7. The chief man of the island, whose name was Publius, received us. The Lord turned the bonds of Paul to glory; he stayed here three months, and many were healed and converted to the Lord. The master was with his servant. 

Acts 28:11. A ship of Alexandria — whose sign was Castor and Pollux. διοσκουροις, sons of Jupiter and Leda, twin brothers of Helen. Some of the ancients placed them among the celestial stars, whence the constellation Gemini, the twins, which, when seen by the sailors, were thought to be favourable to navigation. The judicious Tertullian calls them phantoms: “we know that an idol is nothing.” Others have made them gods of the sea, and thought they caused the infinitude of sparks of fire, ever seen in dark nights at the bow of the ship in time of tempests. Perhaps I am solitary in thinking them to be galvanic effects produced by the violence of salt water against the ship, while making a rapid course through the waves.

Acts 28:12. Syracuse, the capital of Sicily. It was once very large, having walls about sixteen miles in circumference; the theatre of great revolutions in government and wars.

Acts 28:13-14. Thence we came to Rhegium. The city takes its name from the promontory, which exhibits marks of disruption from the Sicilian shore. — We came the next day to Puteoli, now Pousol, a city and port eight miles south of Naples, where we found brethren. Peter, Mark, and Barnabas, to say nothing of the thousands that had fled on Stephen’s persecution, had all preached in Italy.

Acts 28:15. When the brethren in the city of Rome heard of us, they came to meet us on the great military road, called the Appian way, as far as Appii forum, fifty miles from Rome on the road to Naples, built by Appius the consul, and near the present town of Piperno. Others waited for us meanwhile at the three taverns, seventeen miles nearer to Rome. This ebullition of brotherly love rejoiced the soul of Paul. Hail, thrice hail, to the day when after the storms and bitter events of life, we shall meet on the heavenly shore. Death will dissolve the chains of earth, and love will give the liberation of heaven.

Acts 28:16. When we came to Rome, the centurion delivered the prisoners to the captain of the guard; the captain of the prætorian cohort. The guard was a fortified camp in the suburbs of Rome. A wise and regular government will not leave the lives and property of a metropolis to the mercy of an enfuriated and drunken mob, which a spark may kindle to vengeance in a moment. Robbers and murderers must be afraid of the sword, which supports the magistrate in the severer exercises of duty.

But Paul, no doubt in consequence of the good offices of the centurion, who during the whole voyage had acted on a principle of benevolence, was suffered to dwell by himself, kept by a soldier, and bearing a chain. Great grace, that he might preach Christ with the greater interest and power. After three days he called the jews together, and recited his case, adding as follows:

Acts 28:20. For the HOPE of Israel I am bound with this chain. Jeremiah 14:8. The Hope of Israel, the Messiah. “The fathers having this Hope, served God day and night.” But in Babylon they mourned, saying, our Hope is lost. Ezekiel 37:12. Christ, the hope, the blessed hope set before us, the hope of the gospel, is like an anchor, sure and stedfast. Titus 2:13.

Acts 28:23. When they had appointed a day, there came many of the principal jews to his lodging. Christ had appeared to Paul, and he was a debtor to all men, to turn them from darkness to light. The more pious jews believed, while the wicked, being hardened, sought to kill him.

Acts 28:26-27. Hearing ye shall hear, and shall not understand. This text is often translated in a very different way from the reading of the LXX, which St. Luke here adopts. He justifies God, and wholly blames the jews for their wilful obduracy. So Dr. Whitby adds. The prophecy of Isaiah here referred to stands thus in our translation. Go, and tell this people, hear ye indeed, but understand not; and see ye indeed, but perceive not. Make the heart of this people fat, and make their ears heavy, and shut their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their heart, and convert, and be healed. Isaiah 6:9-10. In order to the right understanding of this text, and some others of the like import, it may be proper to take notice, that interpreters and commentators have remarked two rules which translators should be careful to observe.

(1) That a person is sometimes in scripture said to do a thing, when the meaning is that he only declares that the thing will be done, or that it is done already, by those who are capable of doing it. Thus God says to Jeremiah, I have this day set thee over the nations, and over the kingdoms, to root out, and to pull down, and to destroy: Jeremiah 1:10. But it is evident that it was not the work of a prophet to root out, or pull down, or destroy, but only to declare and foretel what was to come to pass. So likewise the actions here mentioned, not being in the prophet’s power, it is certain that this order only signified that he was to declare to this people that their heart is fat, that their ears are stopt, and their eyes shut. Hence, where the priest is commanded to make him clean, whose flesh the leprosy had covered all over, so as to be all turned white, our translators have very well rendered it, that he shall pronounce him clean. And so also in other places.

(2) That a thing is often said to be done by a person, who only permits, or at most grants that it shall be done; as may be seen in Exodus 4:21; Exodus 7:13; Exodus 8:19; Exodus 9:7; Exodus 9:35; Exodus 14:8, Isaiah 63:17, and many other places of scripture. Both which rules may be comprehended in this one, that when a scripture seems to express any thing contrary to right reason, we are to conclude that it must admit of another meaning; and by these we may easily rectify most of the faults which are to be found in all versions; especially those which ascribe to God such actions as are unworthy of him, and incompatible with his holiness, justice, goodness, and the rest of his divine attributes.

The translators make Moses say, in Deuteronomy 29:4, that God had not given the Israelites a heart to perceive, and eyes to see, and ears to hear; from which, libertines take occasion to disculpate themselves, and lay all their sins at God’s door. Yet he who but opens the book may find, that God highly upbraids that people for their unbelief, their stupidity, and obstinacy in their sins; notwithstanding all the admonitions he had given them, all the promises he had made of blessing them, if they hearkened to his counsel; the terrible threatenings of giving them over to their enemies, and to utter misery and ruin; and in fine, notwithstanding all the miracles he had wrought in their favour, since the beginning of their Egyptian bondage, to engage them to observe his laws. How then is it possible to imagine that God, after all this, for justifying his dealing towards them, and to convince them of their wickedness, should say that he had not given them a heart to perceive his designs, nor eyes nor ears to consider them. We must therefore reform all the versions in that place, and say with Moses, hath not God given you a heart, &c. There is scarcely any person who can without astonishment read what the translations make Jesus Christ and his apostles say, with reference to the same prophecy of Isaiah, in Matthew 13:14. Mark 4:12. Luke 8:10. John 12:40. Romans 11:8.

Our Lord spoke in parables, but these versions and interpretations give them a meaning which is quite opposite to the nature and design of a parable, which is a plain and simple way of speaking, proportioned to the understanding of persons of the meanest capacity; an example or comparison borrowed from what the most ignorant can understand, to explain something that might have some difficulty in it. Now it looks very odd, that our Saviour should speak to the multitude in parables, that is, in a plain and familiar way, that they might not perceive or understand him. The true way not to be understood by them, was to speak in mysteries; but the text tells us, that for this very reason he did not speak to them in mysteries, as he did to the disciples, but by parables.

Such translations are contrary to the design of Christ’s coming into the world, and continuing so long in it; which was, in a great measure, to reform mankind, and to make them wiser and better. Acts 10:38. 1 Timothy 2:4. Titus 2:12. 2 Peter 3:9. And as he designed the good of mankind in general, so in a most particular manner he designed the good of the jewish nation, of the lost sheep of Israel, whom these words of Isaiah especially concern. Among them he lived, to them he preached, before them he wrought many mighty works. At the sight of their approaching ruin he wept, for them he prayed, after they had rejected all his calls and invitations, and even when crucifying him, and treating him with all the indignities and injuries that their malice could invent, or their power inflict. To them he first sent his apostles, who did not turn to the gentiles till the jews had proved altogether obstinate and incurable.

Now, how is it possible to imagine, that he could have a design to blind and harden them for whom he had done and suffered so much? Indeed, if this had been true, they might with good reason expostulate with God, as our translators make their forefathers to do. Isaiah 63:17. “Oh Lord, why hast thou made us to err from thy ways, and hardened our hearts from thy fear?” At such divinity I shake and tremble. Some philosophers indeed have taken pleasure in expressing themselves obscurely: but far be it from us to attribute any such design to the Saviour of the world, who was no respecter of persons; who adapted his doctrines to all capacities, because he would have all to be saved, and became a propitiation for the sins of the whole world. In short, this hardening does not infer a necessity of doing evil, as appears from what St. Paul plainly declares, concerning the idolatrous heathens, and the stiff-necked jews.

Acts 28:30-31. Paul dwelt two whole years in his own hired house — preaching the kingdom of God, till it pleased the Lord to deliver him from the mouth of the lion, having made his bonds subservient to the success of the gospel. 

