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  Introduction


   


   


   


  

    T


  


  his book is a collection of short stories that stir the imagination – unconventional, audacious, and evocative – stories that explore the miracle and mystery of the human psyche – stories of thoughts, feelings, and deeds – from the depths of imagination. Together, they represent speculative history, supernatural drama, and spiritual allegory that provide a fresh perspective on understanding our relationship with the universe, with each other, and with God.


   


  Seven short stories are included, written in an entertaining style for the average person – sometimes stretching historical and theological customs – drama, adventure, and inspiration all rolled into one. It is not just fantasy or pure fiction. As such, it provides a fresh perspective on understanding the greater spiritual message – filling in gaps where people can stumble or fall. These stories have a Christian perspective, although there is no denominational focus.


   


  But beware, this is not run-of-the-mill Bible thumping! Be prepared to expand your mind!


   


  The setting for these stories ranges from the ancient Near East to conceptual manifestations of heaven, hell, and alternate realities. Some of the protagonists are well-known, some little-known, and some unknown. The common thread is that they are all involved in the great mystery of life and death.


   


  These are stories that you’ve probably never heard before, but they are not total figments of the author’s imagination. They are loosely based on historical records found in religious, but not strictly Biblical sources – stories from the apocrypha and pseudepigrapha that did not make it into the Biblical canon. They are derived from rough English translations and then adapted for modern readers in modern parlance. Every story has a “take-away” that fosters reflection, analysis, and further study – either alone or in a group setting. Insights that are gleaned from these stories can benefit both the individual and the greater community.


   


  Stories from ‘beyond the Bible’ can be intoxicating – wanting to always know more secrets and untold truths. Craving to know “what really happened at …” and “the rest of the story is …” are powerful human desires. Whether religious or secular, the craving still exists. The purpose of this book is to address those cravings and instill a greater sense of wonder into the human mystery – especially as it relates to God and our ultimate reality.


   


  Note that this is not a self-help book on improving relationships, overcoming suffering, or finding peace with God. There is no shortage of those type books to be found on the shelves. Rather, this book is much more than that – delving into deeper mysteries where greater insights may be found. Each story brings with it more than just inspiration – it brings wonder, hope, wisdom, reverence, and contentment – all brought into greater focus – making for a more fulfilling personal existence in harmony with God.


   


  There are many religious books (scholarly and practical), inspirational books, religious fiction, and self-help books. But there are very few collections of Bible stories that are “outside the box” – that deal with unknown characters and strange events – that touch the imagination and the soul in unconventional ways. So, the potential is huge for a wide crossover of personal appetites – people from many different affinity groups can read it and experience the wonder.


   


  The following stories are centered around the later life of Saint Paul – tales you won’t find in the Bible, but based on historical writings.


   


  The Transformation of Saul


  A Jewish traditionalist sets out to purge the province of a new heretical sect (or so he thinks) that have become troublesome. But on the way he has a supernatural vision that changes the rest of his life, and transforms the world forever. 


  The Romance between Paul and Thecla


  A teenage girl becomes enamored with Paul after secretly listening to his sermons on faith. She becomes an ardent follower but encounters deadly persecution because of her sex as well as her faith. Yet she endures and becomes the first female blessed by Paul to evangelize the nations.


  The Temple of Apollo


  Undeterred by greedy merchants trying to capitalize on pagan rituals, Paul destroys the mighty Temple of Apollo in response to being incarcerated by angry partisans. 


  The Beautiful but Shameless Drusilla


  On trial in Caesarea facing charges of insurrection by the Jewish priests, Paul fervently derides the Roman governor Felix and his wife Drusilla for immorality. But she is incensed at his bluntness and candor, and refuses to have him released.


  Arrival in Italy


  Paul arrives in Italy with a price on his head by Jewish traditionalists after being shipwrecked on Malta. But he has to evade the bounty hunters sent out by the emperor. Avenging the death of a faithful follower, Paul commands a port city to sink in the harbor.


  The Last Missionary Voyage


  Paul’s final missionary voyage to Spain, Crete, Asia Minor, Macedonia, Corinth, and Nicopolis – the gap in time between release from house arrest in Rome and final imprisonment and martyrdom again in Rome.


  The Last Days


  The last month in the life of Saint Paul: Arrest in Nicopolis, imprisonment in Rome, final appearance before the emperor, reminiscences to Luke, and Paul’s last conversions and prayers.


   


   


   




   


   


   


   


  The Transformation of Saul


   


   


   


  The Year is 33 AD.1


  The Place is in Jerusalem.


  The Setting: On the day of Pentecost, following a riveting sermon by Peter, 3000 people are baptized in the name of Jesus Christ. The ‘Christian’ movement – at first known as ‘The Way’ 2– has started, although it is not until a few years later that the believers are first called ‘Christians’.3


   


   


  In the days that follow Pentecost, Peter and John testify to large crowds in the temple under Solomon’s Portico (Colonnade),4 and heal a crippled beggar at the gate, converting many into believers and disciples. In less than two months, through a combination of selected healing and earnest preaching, the ‘Christian’ movement grows to about 5000 men, not counting family members. And this growth spurt catches the attention of the 70-member Jewish governing council, known as the Sanhedrin, that had just recently tried Jesus and sentenced him to death through deft political maneuvering. But the ‘church’ of Jesus Christ has legitimately begun.5


   


  The high priests of the temple are annoyed and irritated by this growing movement. Identified as the chief agitators, Peter and John are briefly brought before the high council of the Sanhedrin, are subsequently arrested, and put in the public prison that night.6


  When confronted face-to-face the next day, they both declare that:


   


  The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a cross at Calvary. God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior, that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who love him.7


   


  When the priests on the council hear this, they are disturbed and consider it the worst kind of blasphemy. They are so angry, that they want to kill the two apostles. But a respected (and somewhat sympathetic) Pharisee in the council named Gamaliel, provides some relief by admonishing the apostles and then convincing the high priests that a stern warning, accompanied by a good flogging, should be sufficient to shut them up.


  Of course, it doesn’t work. Every day thereafter, Peter, John, and all the apostles, continue to teach and proclaim Jesus as the Messiah to large crowds, both in the temple courtyard and from house to house throughout the city. Deeply concerned with the growing ‘heretical’ movement, the high priest Caiaphas feels compelled to request a public discussion about these matters – insinuating that he wants to learn more about the doctrine – but his real goal is to destroy the movement through intellectual dogmatic arguments.


   


  Public Discussions in the Temple


  Therefore, one fine day that was acceptable to all parties, many of the apostles go into the temple in the presence of all the Jewish priests and leaders – to bear witness concerning Jesus, and at the same time to charge the Jews with many foolish things which they were doing.


  At first, the high priest Caiaphas encourages the assembled leaders to politely listen to the apostles’ testimony, such that they could judge for themselves the substance of it. But then, he immediately starts to praise the rite of animal sacrifice for the remission of human sins – and denounces the baptism of Jesus Christ, as being in opposition to their sacrificial rites.


   


  What happens next is quite amazing. One-by-one, 11 different Jewish elders attempt to repudiate the doctrines that the apostles are proclaiming, by using examples from Hebrew law and history – and one-by-one, 11 different apostles (except Peter) refute the accusations by using biblical logic and historical truth. It is a remarkable turn of events that has the assembled elders second-thinking their established beliefs – especially since these ‘Jesus-lovers’ are simple peasants and not learned scholars.


   


  This loss of debating one-upmanship has the High Priest Caiaphas annoyed. He stares directly at Peter, thought to be the organizer of the movement, with a combined look of warning and accusation, saying, “You should refrain from preaching that this Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ – it could lead to your own destruction. You deceive yourself and are also deceiving others. After all, you are nothing but an uneducated peasant – a fisherman and common villager. You should not be assuming the office of a teacher.”


  But Peter is not about to be cowed by these haughty words. So, he replies, “It would not be dangerous for me to accept Him as just another simple teacher, if He were not the Christ, but it would be very dangerous for me to only accept Him as a teacher, if He, in fact, was the Christ – which assuredly He is – for He has appeared to me in heavenly glory, and I believe in Him with all my heart and mind. But if I, an unlearned and uneducated man, as you say, a fisherman and a rustic, have more understanding than all these wise elders gathered here, then you should be sorely afraid. For, if I did have extensive education, and won over your wise and learned men, it would be said that I had acquired this skill by longtime learning, and not by the grace of divine power. But now, when we uneducated men are able to convince and outdebate your ‘wise’ men, who with any sense at all would think that it is just lucky muttering, and not the work of divine will and gift?”


   


  Thus, the apostles debate, argue, and bear witness to God that very day. Fishermen and uneducated peasants teach the learned and educated elders about the one and only God in heaven – to the Sadducees, concerning the resurrection of the dead – the Samaritans, concerning the sacredness of Jerusalem – the scribes and Pharisees, concerning the kingdom of heaven – the followers of John the Baptist, that they should not see John as a stumbling-block to the faith – and to all the people assembled, that Jesus is the eternal Christ.


  Then, Peter advises them all to be reconciled to God, and believe on His Son:


   


  For it is only through grace that you can be saved. Baptism in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and receiving the Eucharist of Christ our Lord, is the only way forward. It is utterly impossible for you to be reconciled to God otherwise, even if you should kindle a thousand animal sacrifices on a thousand high altars.


  “In fact, the time of giving animal sacrifices has passed away – there is a new covenant here and now. But, because your hearts are hardened, you will not believe this. So I tell you now, that the temple will be destroyed, and an abomination of desolation shall stand in the holy place.8 And then, the Gospel will be preached to the Gentiles, and they will receive it. Your unbelief will be matched by their faith.


   


  After Peter has said these things and foretold the overthrow of the temple, the whole multitude of priests are in a rage. But Gamaliel urges calm, saying, “Refrain a bit from these men. If what they say is just human musings, it will soon be apparent and come to an end. But if it truly is from God, why would you want to sin and displease Him? For who can overpower the will of God?


  “It is late in the evening. Let us reconvene tomorrow morning in this same place, so that I personally may openly oppose them and clearly refute every error.” And with that reassurance, the Jewish priests and leaders disperse peacefully.


   


  Saul Raises a Riot


  The next day, under the leadership of James the bishop,9 the apostles return to the temple and take a prominent position. A great multitude of people are already there, many having been waiting from the middle of the night, and all eager to hear the proceedings. When silence and order is finally achieved, Gamaliel gives an introductory speech that pleads for everyone to listen politely to what the apostles have to say, to meditate on it, and not jump to any hasty conclusions.


  However, the high priest Caiaphas is not enamored with Gamaliel, and seeks to steer the discussion toward his own agenda. So, in his high and mighty way, he states that all the discourse henceforth must be drawn from the Hebrew Scriptures only. “In that way, we will know whether Jesus is the very Christ or not.”


   


  And so, with that, James begins a long exposition and history of the prophets and the law. When he has fully discussed everything in great detail, and brought into light all the biblical prophecies concerning the coming of the Christ, he shows by most abundant proofs that Jesus is, in fact, the Christ – and that in Him are fulfilled all the prophecies which are related to His humble beginning.


  And he clearly illustrates how two comings of the Messiah are foretold: “one in humbleness and poverty, which He has already accomplished – and the other in glory, which will be accomplished in the near future – when He shall come to give the kingdom to those who believe in Him, and who observe all things which He has commanded.”


  When he has plainly taught the people all these things, he reiterates what Peter had said yesterday:


   


  That unless a man be baptized in water, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, he can neither receive remission of sins nor enter into the kingdom of heaven. This is the prescription of the unbegotten almighty God. And just to be clear, do not think that we speak of two Gods, or that one God is divided into two. We speak of the only-begotten Son of God, not sprung from another source, but indescribably self-originated – and in like manner we speak of the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete.


   


  So eloquent is the sermon of James, that almost all of the people, including many of the priests, are ready to receive baptism straightaway.


   


  But just at the height of the euphoria, a religious zealot named Saul bursts into the temple with a few burly henchmen, and begins to cry out, “Men of Israel, what are you doing? Why are you so easily swayed? Why are you being led headlong into wholeheartedly believing this group of miserable, terribly confused, uneducated peasants? – a bunch that could easily be deceived by Simon, the Samaritan magician?”10


  James tries to calmly refute him, but Saul begins to rile up the crowd with shouting and arm-waving. In short order, James is drowned out, and Saul starts to willfully instigate confusion and mass hysteria. He reproaches the priests, and embarrasses them with insults and abuse.


  Like a madman, he runs all through the crowd, inciting and agitating – trying to whip up a frenzy. Unabashedly, he begins to provoke the people to violence, exclaiming, “So, listen up! Stand up for your heritage! Resist these deluded malcontents! Why do you hesitate? Enough of sluggishness and inaction! Let us lay our hands upon them, and pull these disgusting unrighteous fellows to pieces!”


  Then, seizing a sturdy fire-stoker from the altar, he begins to strike the apostles and sympathizers. Others, seeing him and following his example, also begin to beat the believers. Gamaliel is unable to stop the ruckus. Before long, a full-scale riot ensues, with people beating, and being beaten, on all sides. Caiaphas just looks on smugly.


  In the midst of the confusion, James is beaten and thrown headlong from the top of the steps. Thinking him dead, the hooligans turn their ire on Peter, but he evades them and helps to rescue James and pull him to safety. James has a broken leg, but will survive.


   


  When evening comes and the riot has died down, the priests board up the temple, and the apostles, nursing their wounds, return to the house of James, spending the night there in prayer.


  The next morning, they all leave Jerusalem and go to Jericho for safety. 5000 believers make the trek.


   


  Then, after three days, one of the believers secretly comes to the apostles with a message from Gamaliel – apparently, Saul has received a commission from Caiaphas, authorizing him to arrest and detain all ‘Jesus believers’ in Jerusalem – and to wreak havoc among the faithful using hooligans, political zealots, and unbelievers. In addition, he is authorized to go to Damascus and do the same thing – because they believe that Peter, one of the top troublemakers, has fled there. Laying low, the apostles stay in Jericho for 30 days and then return secretly to Jerusalem.


   


  The Martyrdom of Stephen


  To help with the logistics and accounts, the believers of ‘The Way’11 select seven disciples of good standing (known simply as ‘The Seven’) to act as assistants, in order to allow the apostles more time for prayer and preaching.12 One of the men chosen is named Stephen, and he is full of grace and faith. By the power of the Holy Spirit, he exuberantly testifies for the Lord by performing many signs and wonders among the people.


  But many of the Jews are irritated (especially those from Asia and Africa) and vehemently argue against him. They accuse him of speaking sacrilege against Moses, David, and Solomon. They quickly gather a sympathetic following – and finally, they can bear no more. Stirring up the supporters, scribes, and elders, they confront him, seize him, and then drag him before the council, accusing him of claiming that the Jesus movement was going to destroy the temple and revise the traditions of Moses.13 In his defense, Stephen says,


   


  I see the heavens open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.14


   


  That is the last straw – the council members become enraged, and together with the temple police and religious officials, have him dragged out of the city to a rocky patch of scrub land nearby – where unruly mob behavior prevails – and Stephen is stoned to death – all while he is forgiving them with his last gasping words.15 


  Watching over the fine coats of the attackers, as they carry out the dirty sweaty work of gathering up and hurling the hefty stones, is the young man named Saul – the same man that started the riot in the temple. A learned traditionalist, he has no patience or tolerance for members of this new movement (also sometimes called the ‘Jesus cult’, or ‘cult of the Nazarene’) and impassively endorses the killing of Stephen.16


   


  On this day in the year 36 AD, the deadly persecution of Christians and the Christian faith begins – and make no mistake about it, severe persecution continues actively to this very day.17


   


  In short order, Saul and the Jewish religious police (together with their lay confederates) start a round-up of believers, disciples, followers, and supporters by going house-to-house, dragging out both men and women suspects, sending them off to interrogation centers or prisons, and generally harassing their daily movements.18 The persecution is harsh and relentless. Fearful of loss of life, health, property, or reputation, the ruthless violence and intimidation drive many good people out of Jerusalem. The apostles hunker down in secret rooms in private homes after returning from Jericho, but most other believers leave town altogether and scatter throughout the countryside of Judea, Samaria, and beyond.19 But wherever they go, they take their new faith with them and proclaim the ‘Good News’ of ‘The Way’. Home-churches are set up clandestinely, and very quickly, the teachings of Jesus spread all over the Roman Empire.20


   


  The Vision of Saul


  About this same time, after having stormed through Jerusalem, Saul passes through Jericho on his way to Damascus to persecute the Jesus believers there. But he will never fulfill that mission. As he travels on the dusty road, suddenly a bright light from the sky flashes all about him. As he falls to the ground in terror, a mighty voice speaks out to him, but is not heard by any of his companions:21


   


  Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?


   


  “Who is that? Who are you, sir? Where are you?”


   


  I AM Jesus – alive in your vision and mind. I AM the Truth that you seek. Stop persecuting me and believe in me. Now, get up and go into the city – there your sight will be restored and you will be told what to do next.


   


  And from that moment on, the man named Saul is changed. Blinded by the vision, he is led into Damascus by the companions, where he is healed three days later by a believer named Ananias, who had been visited by the Lord and told to go to the place where Saul was staying.


  In short order, Saul is baptized in a nascent Christian home-church, and soon begins proclaiming that Jesus is the Son of God in the synagogues. Although there are many doubters of his veracity, Saul grows steadily more influential,22 and soon the entire Jewish community is paying attention to his claims that Jesus is the Messiah.


  But a number of Jews are grievously antagonized at this outrage, and conspire to kill Saul. They go so far as to keep close watch on the city gates day and night, lying in wait to grab him. So, some of the Jesus believers secretly take him up to the top of the city wall one night away from the gates, and then lower him to the ground using ropes and a basket.23 And luckily by this subterfuge, Saul is able to sneak away from the city and make his way to Jerusalem.


   


  But the apostles and disciples in Jerusalem are wary of him, thinking that he might be a spy or under false pretense. Fortunately, Barnabas vouches for him and stands up for him in front of all the believers. He explains everything that had happened in Damascus – and how he had spoken out fearlessly in the name of Jesus.


  And so, Saul stays in Jerusalem for a while, preaching quite openly in the name of the Lord – and many people are amazed. But some hostile Greek-speaking Jews confront him and threaten to kill him. When the believers hear of this, they quickly whisk Saul away to Caesarea, where he is placed on a ship headed to the port close to his home town of Tarsus.24 There, he should be safe, they reason.


   


  After about 2 years, Barnabas decides to enlist Saul (soon to be called Paul) so the two can work together growing a foundational ‘church’ for both Jews and Gentiles in Antioch – one that had been started by some disciples from Cyprus and Cyrene who had fled Jerusalem during the persecution.25 The church grows steadily under their partnership and leadership, both in finances and number of believers. Their efforts for the Jesus movement net tremendous results and help to spread the faith far and wide.


  On one occasion, while the congregation is engaged in the liturgy of the Lord, the Holy Spirit comes upon them and speaks to them:26


   


  Set apart Barnabus and Saul for me, to do the work for which I have called them.


   


  Then, after all have fasted and prayed, they lay hands on the pair and send them off to distant shores, to spread the word of God to the ‘ends of the earth’.


   


   


   


   




   


   


   


   


  The Romance Between Paul and Thecla


   


   


   


  The Year is 48 AD.


  The Place is on the road between Antioch Pisidia27 and the outskirts of Iconium,28 in the region bordering the Roman provinces of Phrygia and Galatia, in central Anatolia.29


  The Setting: It is the First Missionary Journey of Paul of Tarsus, after his conversion from persecutor to evangelizer of the ‘Jesus movement’. Together with Barnabas and John Mark, he has sailed from Paphos in Cyprus to Perga in Pamphylia in Anatolia. Wishing to return to Jerusalem, John Mark has departed and Paul and Barnabas have traveled north by foot to Antioch Pisidia.30


   


   


  After preaching to the Jewish faithful the first week in the synagogue, and to all the town residents the following week in the town square, they are confronted with crude and threatening accusations by some influential Jewish leaders and sympathizers. The situation is becoming tense.


  Many people, both Jew and Gentile, have listened to the teachings of Paul and Barnabas and many have become followers or ‘disciples’. But many others have hardened their hearts in opposition, and resented their presence. Quickly, the opponents form a posse and confront the two missionaries with an ugly ultimatum – “leave town or face the consequences.” They cannot accept a free and open dialogue. So, Paul and Barnabas have decided that the best course of action is to quietly slip away from Antioch Pisidia and move on to Iconium, a town slightly to the southeast. To help ensure their safe departure, two of the new ‘disciples’ decide to accompany the missionaries, since they are ‘going that way anyway’. Their names are Demas and Hermogenes.31


  Although claiming to be believers and followers, Paul can sense that their hearts are conflicted. Nevertheless, he treats them with the same love, respect, and affection as all the other disciples he has come to know. During the long walk on the road, he explains to them all about the oracles and doctrines of Jesus, and the Good News of salvation and eternal life, just as it had been revealed to him on another road, on another fateful day.32 But he can’t help holding lingering doubts about their sincerity, and whether they might just be opportunists in disguise.33


   


  In Iconium


  At daybreak, Onesiphorus has brought his family – his wife Lectra, and his sons Simmia and Zeno – to the crossroads at the outskirts of the town, where travelers from all directions come to meet and greet residents and fellow traders alike. He hopes to be able to spot Paul and Barnabas, so as to meet and welcome them, and invite them to his house, although he has never actually seen them before.


  By letter, Titus has given them a description of Paul's personage, both his appearance and his character, so they have an inkling of what to look for. They tirelessly stand by the edge of the road waiting with anticipation, comparing all who pass by with the description given them.


  At length, they see a man coming forth of small stature, with balding head and ample beard. He is somewhat bow-legged, solidly built, and has greyish eyes, with meeting eyebrows, large crooked nose, a mixture of pale and red in his complexion, and a sprinkling of grey on his head and beard – he fits the description! And he is full of presence’! At one glance he seems as a commoner, and at the next glance as a wizened philosopher. There is an air of dignity and wisdom about him.


  When they finally catch eye of each other, they immediately feel a connection – and they are joyful.


  “Hail, servant of the blessed God,” shouts Onesiphorus. To which Paul replies, “The grace of God, and our Lord Jesus Christ, be with you and your family.” Then they warmly exchange salutations and introductions to all.


  But Demas and Hermogenes are moved with envy and jealousy. Under the pretense of equanimity, Demas says, “But are we not also servants of the blessed God? Why do you not salute us as well?”


  With poise and composure, Onesiphorus replies, “Because I have not immediately perceived in you the fruits of righteousness, as I have in this man – my apology – please do not be offended – I may have been short-sighted. If you truly are of this disposition, then you shall be welcome in my house also.”


  With that, they all follow Lectra and the boys back to their house, while Paul, Barnabas, and Onesiphorus chat excitedly.


  Once back in the house, there is great joy among the family, and with sincere hospitality they invite
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