AFTER THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLE
At the conclusion of Acts Paul is under house arrest in Rome.  Paul remains under house arrest for at least two years, where he preaches to his fellow Jews and his Roman captors and writes letters to various churches.  We ended last week with Acts 28:30-31. 
30For two whole years Paul stayed there in his own rented house and welcomed all who came to see him. 31Boldly and without hindrance he preached the kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ.

What happen after this is not entirely clear.  But it seems certain that Paul was released from custody and that he resumed his travels for another year or two.  
The reason I left you in Crete was that you might straighten out what was left unfinished and appoint[a] elders in every town, as I directed you. (Titus 1:5). 

Since no trip to Crete is mentioned by Luke in Acts this trip must have taken place after Paul was released from custody by the Romans.  The letter to Titus, like the second letter to Timothy, was written to a younger leader during Paul’s second imprisonment in Rome.  Like the letters to Timothy, this is a letter of guidance and instruction.  Titus is mentioned 12 times in the New Testament.  He was a Gentile, an uncircumcised Greek.  He joined Paul’s missionary team some time prior to Paul’s second missionary journey.  Like Timothy, Titus was frequently sent on special missions to deal with difficulties in various churches.  Titus was instrumental in helping reduce the tension between Paul and the Corinthians.  It seems  whatever  mission Paul sent Titus on, settling conflicts or collecting for the poorer churches of Palestine, he seems to have enjoyed unusual success.  When Paul wrote this letter Titus was working in another very difficult field:  Crete.  Paul writes to give Titus advice on the administration of the church as well as on how to handle false teachers.  Paul’s advice on the qualifications of leaders mirrors that of 1 Timothy 3. 
6An elder must be blameless, the husband of but one wife, a man whose children believe and are not open to the charge of being wild and disobedient. 7Since an overseer[a] is entrusted with God's work, he must be blameless—not overbearing, not quick-tempered, not given to drunkenness, not violent, not pursuing dishonest gain. 8Rather he must be hospitable, one who loves what is good, who is self-controlled, upright, holy and disciplined. 9He must hold firmly to the trustworthy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it. (Titus 1:6-9).
Paul specifically mentions what he calls the “circumcision group,” who demanded that Christians be circumcised.

10For there are many rebellious people, mere talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision group. (Titus 1:10).

According to Paul, “they claim to know God, but by their actions they deny Him” (Titus 1:16).  Paul warns Titus that his assignment will be hard because 
12Even one of their own prophets has said, "Cretans are always liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons." (Titus 1:12).

Paul closes his letter with advice pertinent to Christians of all ages and classes. He reminds Titus that the two of them, also were once “despicable,” yet were transformed by “God our Savior” (Titus 3:3,4).  He tells Titus to teach the Cretans gentleness and humility—the same lessons Paul and Titus learned from the Holy Spirit after being baptized into the Christian faith.  “I desire that you insist on these things,” Paul says to Titus.  “Avoid stupid controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless” (Titus 3:8-9).  Church members who persist in arguing over meaningless issues or bragging about their spiritual heritage (as some Jewish Christians apparently did) are to receive two warnings before being shunned by the community.  Paul’s final piece of advice calls on the Cretan church to put into action everything Titus teaches them:  “let people learn to devote themselves to good works in order to meet urgent needs, so that they may not be unproductive.” (Titus 3:14).
Paul’s pastoral epistles, which include 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus, are addressed to leaders (or “pastors”) responsible for “shepherding” the church.  Timothy was a traveling companion of Paul, joining him on his second journey and staying with him on and off until Paul’s death.  As further indication of their close relationship and work together Paul requested that Timothy be with him during his imprisonment in Rome near the end of his life. 1 Timothy was written sometime after the events of Acts 28, at least eight years after Paul’ three year stay in Ephesus.  Paul had left Timothy in Ephesus while he went on to Macedonia.
3As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain men not to teach false doctrines any longer. (1 Timothy 1:3).

In this first letter to Timothy Paul gives him instructions on how to deal with false teachers, conduct public worship, select candidates for the pastorate, arrange for the care of Christian widows, give balanced advice about money and behave like a man of God. Remember during this time there were no church buildings.  Houses for Christian worship did not begin to be built till two hundred years after the days of Paul, and were not general till Constantine put an end to the persecutions of Christians.  In Paul’s day churches met, mostly, in the homes of the Christian people.  Thus, the scores of thousands of Christians, in and around Ephesus, met not in one, or a few, great central congregations, but in hundreds of small groups in various homes, each congregation under in own pastoral leadership.  Timothy’s work was primarily with these pastors, or congregational leaders.  There were no seminaries to supply Paul with trained pastors.  He had to develop his pastors out of his converts.  Sometimes he got brilliant men; but probably most of his pastors were from the ordinary everyday folks.  He had to do the best he could with what he had.  
On his way to Macedonia Paul may have stopped at Colosse (Philem. 22).From Macedonia Paul crosses Greece to Nicopolis. 
12As soon as I send Artemas or Tychicus to you, do your best to come to me at Nicopolis, because I have decided to winter there.(Titus 3:12)

According to Stott his intention may have been to stay the winter there and when the weather permitted to sail for Spain.  Whether he succeeded we are not sure, but early tradition says he did.  
Colossians and Philemon were written during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome sometime around A.D. 60 in the same year as Ephesians.

At some point Paul is rearrested maybe at Troas, because he had to leave his personal possessions behind, including a cloak and some books and parchments.

13When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, and my scrolls, especially the parchments.(2 Timothy 4:13).

In contrast to his first imprisonment, when he lived in a “rented House”, he now languished in a cold dungeon, chained like a common criminal.  His friends even had a hard time finding out where he was being kept.  Paul knew that his work was done and that his life was nearly over.  During this time he wrote 2 Timothy.  Paul has three reasons for writing Timothy:

· Paul was lonely.  Everyone had deserted him.  Only Luke was with him and he wanted very much for Timothy to come to see him.

· Paul was concerned about the welfare of the churches during this time of persecution under Nero, and he admonishes Timothy to guard the gospel, to persevere in it, to keep on preaching it and, if necessary, to suffer for it.
· Paul wanted to write to the Ephesian church thorough his letter to Timothy.

Paul himself had preached the gospel fully during the first hearing of his case, so that “all the Gentiles,” crowded into the place of his trial, had heard it.

17But the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength, so that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it. And I was delivered from the lion's mouth. 2 Timothy 4:17).  

It was fitting conclusion to his life and testimony.  Now at last he could say:

7I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. 8Now there is in store for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day—and not only to me, but also to all who have longed for his appearing. (2 Timothy 4:7-8).
Tradition says that Paul was beheaded (as a Roman Citizen would have been) on the Ostian Way.  His execution was probably a part of the persecution which broke out in Rome in AD 64 when Nero tried to deflect responsibility for the great fire from himself to the Christians.

The seven letters following Hebrews—James; 1,2 Peter; 1,2,3 John; Jude—have often been called the General Letters. They are called this because, for the most part, they are addressed to general audiences rather than to specific persons or localized groups.  Eusebius, the early church historian, noted one interesting fact connected with the General Letters.  Most of them were at one time among the disputed books of the New Testament.  James, 2 Peter, 2 John, 3 John and Jude were all questioned extensively before being admitted to the canon of Scripture.
James:  James was Jesus’ brother and the leader of the Jerusalem church.  James’ letter, though directed to Jewish Christians, is a practical guide for anyone seeking to live a life of faith and good works.  James writes to those who are experiencing both external and internal trials:

· Externally, they are facing persecution.  James tells his readers to consider their difficulties “pure joy,” because from the crucible of trials comes the refinement of character (James 1:2-4).  Moreover, those who persevere through trials will ultimately receive “the crown of life” (James 1:12)—a reference to eternal life.

· Internally, there are those among James’s recipients who are being despised by their fellow Christians because they are poor.  James reminds those who are treating the poor in this way that there is “no favoritism with God,” and so there should be none with them (James 2:1015).

The same persecution Paul faced in Rome from Nero form the background to the First Letter of Peter.  He wrote it from Rome and addressed it to Christians in the northern parts of Asia Minor to whom, he anticipated, the persecution was about to spread.  He calls it a “painful trial.”
12Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. (1 Peter 4:12-13).
Peter’s second letter, like his first, provides encouragement to those who are undergoing difficulties.  However, unlike in 1 Peter, the primary source of these difficulties is not external persecution, but internal deception caused by false teachers who have infiltrated the church.  Peter like Paul was executed during Nero’s persecution, according to tradition by being crucified upside down.

John is the son of Zebedee—the apostle and the author of the Gospel of John and Revelation.  He was a fisherman, one of Jesus’ inner circle (together with James and Peter), and “the disciple whom Jesus’ loved.”  Similar to Peter John “disappears” about midway through the Bible’s account of the early church in Acts.  It appears that John remained in Jerusalem as a church leader until the Jewish Revolt (66-72 AD), which resulted in the destruction of the Temple (70 AD).  By then many of the original disciples, including Peter and James, had been martyred. (According to church tradition, John was the only one of Jesus’ original twelve disciples who was not martyred.)  John seems to have spent his latter years (around 70-100 AD) in the region of western Asia Minor with a brief period of exile on the island of Patmos (around 90 AD), where he received the vision that now makes up the Book of Revelation.  John most like wrote his three letters while in Ephesus around 85-95 AD.  According to 1 John, false teachers had infiltrated the church whose falsehood was evident in their immoral and unloving behavior.  Scholars have identified this false teaching as an early for of Gnosticism, which was a belief system that emphasized the importance of “special knowledge” as a means of attaining salvation.  Although eventually a complex system of doctrines, the central tenet of Gnosticism was that matter was evil, and spirit was good.  Because Jesus was good, some Gnostics argued he only seemed to have a physical body, but was actually entirely spirit.  Other argued that, though Jesus had a body, he was made good when the divine spirit of “Christ” entered him at his baptism.  John 2 and 3 encourage Christians to stay faithful to the truth and avoid false teachers.  John instructs his readers not to extend hospitality to any itinerant preacher who won’t reveal what he teaches, because anyone who welcomes a false teacher, even inadvertently, “shares in his evil work” (2 John 11).
Now we come to the book that everybody has a full understanding of, Revelation.  The background to the Book of Revelation is probably the severe and widespread persecution which was initiated by the Emperor Domitian (81-96 AD). Roman authorities were beginning to enforce emperor worship, Christians—who held that Christ, not Caesar, was Lord—were facing increasing hostility. Because of his faithful testimony John finds himself exiled to the little island of Patmos, some miles off the shore form Ephesus.  Here he is given and “apocalypse” or unveiling.  In a sense the books of Acts and Revelation are complementary.  Acts portrays the beginning of the church’s mission and persecution as they appeared on the stage of history, whereas Revelation enables us to peek behind the scenes and glimpse the unseen spiritual battle raging between Christ and Satan.  John writes to encourage the faithful to resist staunchly the demands of emperor worship.  He informs his readers that the final showdown between God and Satan is imminent.  Now, John’s visions are full of “weird symbolism” to quote Stott.  Satan appears as “an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns,” who declares war on the church.  His three allies are two fearful monsters and a gaudy prostitute.  The “beast coming out of the sea” represents the persecuting power of the state, the second “beast coming out of the earth” (also called “the false prophet”) represents the cult of emperor-worship and all erroneous teaching, while “the great prostitute” clothed in scarlet and decked with jewels, whose name is “Babylon,” represents the sinful enticements of worldliness.  Persecution, error and evil are still the three major weapons which the devil wields in his fight against the church.  But he will not prevail against it.
The Book of Revelation is supremely a revelation of Jesus Christ as the Lamb who fights and conquers the Dragon. He is seen patrolling and supervising his church, sharing the Father’s throne, riding forth on a white horse as King of Kings and Lord of Lords to judge the nations, coming as the Bridegroom to claim his bride.  The whole book summons Christians to lift up their hearts and take courage.  For Christ Jesus has died to ransom the people for God out of every nation.  He is reigning now from his heavenly throne.  And he is coming soon to judge and to save.  The faithful are sealed against any spiritual harm and will soon be vindicated when Christ returns, and when the wicked are forever destroyed, and when Gods people enter an eternity of glory and blessedness.
The church’s prayer, which the Bible ends, is “Come, Lord Jesus.”  And the church’s assurance throughout its tribulation is that until he comes, “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ” is sufficient to sustain all his people.

 20He who testifies to these things says, "Yes, I am coming soon." 
      Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. 

 21The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God's people. Amen.(Rev. 22:20-21)

