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CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY
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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 27  Commentary  Acts 21:15 – 24:27

Lesson 28  Questions        Acts 25 - 28

PAUL AT JERUSALEM

Acts 21:15 - 24:27


All of Paul’s friends’ efforts had failed to keep him from going to Jerusalem; their fears were well-founded for it was here that he is arrested and begins his various trials and captivities.


The Roman empire at this time ruled the known world. But first, Paul had to be brought before the Jewish authorities in the Sanhedrin, the supreme tribunal of Judea, consisting of about 71 members.  These included the high priest, past high priests, and representatives of the principal lay families.


On arrival, the first thing Paul did was to pay a visit to James, the head of the Church in Jerusalem, assembled with all the Presbyters. There he heard of the distress of the Jewish Christians still keeping the Jewish Law as Christians, who had heard of his Gentile converts and his decision about them.  This is the beginning of the end of Paul’s freedom in ministry, which was so solidly built upon Peter’s earlier beginning among the Gentiles of the Roman Empire.  How did all this happen?

I. BACK IN “THE HOLY LAND” (Acts 21:1-6)


After crossing by ship past the island of Cyprus, Paul’s party landed at Tyre, one of the places that Jesus had visited in his public life.  They looked up the Christians there and stayed with them for a week; “at the Spirit’s prompting” they urged Paul not to go to Jerusalem, but he kept his plan to go.  When they went back to the ship, the whole community at Tyre—men, women and children, went to see them off.  A touching note is added, “...we knelt down on the beach and prayed” (Acts 21:4-6).


At the next town, Ptolemais, they stayed a day with that Christian community, then sailed to Caesarea where they visited with “Philip the evangelist, one of the seven, and his four virgin daughters.” This was one of the men “deeply spiritual and prudent” whom the Apostles had ordained as the first deacons (Acts 6:5-6). After a few days, a Christian “prophet” arrived from Jerusalem for a visit, and told of Paul being bound hands and feet if he went to Jerusalem. Again Paul insisted on going, but said “Why are you crying and breaking my heart in this way? I am prepared, not only for prison, but death, in Jerusalem!” (Acts 21:13).


These short visits to Christian churches shows us how by now, there were Christians in nearly every town or stop on the journey; the faith kept spreading.  In one of the facts above, we might also have an origin of a Christian development in history: the four unmarried daughters of Philip might be the precursors of the vow of virginity as a dedication to God alone, which has continued and grown all through Christendom in both men and women within the Church.

II. PAUL AT JERUSALEM: JEW, GENTILE, AND CHRISTIAN (Acts 21:18ff)


We notice right away that the Twelve Apostles are not there anymore. As we saw earlier, they are dispersed throughout the Roman empire bringing Christ to all lands, even to India. In Jerusalem, the Church is led by James, not the apostle who was brother to John, sons of Zebedee—that James was martyred by Herod in 44 A.D. (Acts 12:1-2)—but that relative of Jesus called “the brother of the Lord and leader of the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem (Galatians 2:9). There is a New Testament letter by James in the Bible.


Paul goes first to meet James, who seems to be prudently heading a church now built on belief in Jesus and His divine headship over those believers in Him, and at the same time observing the Jewish law and fending off persecution by the Jewish leaders.


James forthrightly tells Paul that they have heard that he teaches the Jews whom he converts not to observe the Law (of Moses) which they received from God.  This is a misunderstanding, for Paul had taught that Salvation comes only through Jesus, not the Law, and he left the Jewish converts free to do as they wished, but the Gentile converts are not taught the Jewish law along with the Good news from Jesus,


James asks Paul to join four Jews in a Nazarite vow (Numbers 6) to show that he keeps the Jewish law.  Actually Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 9:20 that when he lives with the Jews he lives as one, when with the Gentiles, as one free from the Law. That may be the origin of our proverb: “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” Although Paul agreed to this, trouble came from another source. Paul’s companion, Trophimus, an Ephesian Gentile and a Christian, was seen with Paul in Jerusalem. The Jews now accuse Paul of taking the Gentile into the temple.


The Jews seized Paul and beat him, causing a near riot, which drew the Roman tribune to come and take Paul away in chains. As they went, Paul let him know that he was a Roman citizen, which made a tremendous difference in the case.  Any injustice to a Roman citizen put the offender into a worse situation than Paul was in. Paul asked to speak to the crowd at the bottom of the stairs.

III. PAUL’S SPEECH TO THE JEWS OF JERUSALEM (Acts 22:1-30)


We learn Paul’s own upbringing as a Jewish boy—though born in Tarsus, a Roman city in Asia Minor, he was educated as a strict Jew in Jerusalem “at the feet of Gamaliel,” the Jewish scholar and member of the Sanhedrin who spoke up for the Apostles Peter and John when they were arrested (Acts 5:34-39). There he had said: “…if this comes from God, you cannot possibly defeat it.” There is a Christian tradition that Gamaliel finally became a Christian.


Paul tells this crowd the story of his being knocked down on the road by a light so brilliant that it blinded him, and of his conversation with Jesus. It may be that he saw Jesus also, but that isn’t clear. But in this same speech, Paul tells of a second appearance of Jesus to him, as he prayed in the temple. Here he was told to leave Jerusalem at once, and again, “Go, for I shall send you far away to the Gentiles” (Acts 22:21).


At this point, the listening Jews were infuriated, screaming and throwing their cloaks into the air, while the cohort commander ordered him to be taken away and beaten.  Paul here, knowing that Jesus had himself decided that Paul should in fact be an apostle to the Gentiles, and that he was not meant to die here in Jerusalem, calmly asked the officer taking him to be lashed, “Is it lawful to scourge a man who is a Roman citizen, and without a trial?” This recalls the scourging of the very Son of the All-Powerful God, a Son who was Himself the second person in God.  Jesus did nothing to prevent his scourging and meekly, bravely, bore it for our saving.


The soldiers, horrified at that point, rushed to the officer who had ordered Paul to be scourged, who, hearing it from Paul himself and astonished that Paul had been born a Roman citizen, while he himself had to pay much for the privilege, freed Paul the next day. Then he ordered the whole Sanhedrin of the Jews to convene, and “brought Paul down and made him stand before them” (Acts 22:30).

IV. PAUL’S SPEECH TO THE SANHEDRIN (Acts 23:1-11)


This second time that Paul tried to explain his position, began with a heated exchange with the high priest and Paul apologizing for not recognizing his office. In giving his defense Paul uses wise diplomacy—since his accusers consisted of Sadducees and Pharisees, he plays on their differences and holds that his doctrine on the resurrection of Jesus is his main message.  This set them in an argument between themselves; for the Pharisees, who believed in the resurrection of the dead, declared that they found no fault with that.  The dispute between them grew violent so that the commander had to rescue Paul.  Lifting him high above his head, he took him back to headquarters.


This howling, infuriated mob is not composed of scum; they are not uneducated, uncultured barbarians.  They are the leaders of the people of God, people who gather every Sabbath in a temple to pray and to worship God.  Paul, raised like them in the City of God, was to be triumphant in spite of the violence and rage of the Jews against Paul’s efforts to present Jesus the Christ to his own people, for that night Jesus, for the third time, “stood by him and said: “Take courage. For just as you have borne witness for me in Jerusalem, so you must also bear witness in Rome” (verse 11).

V. PAUL’S LAST DEPARTURE FROM JERUSALEM (Acts 23:12-35)


Some Jews then went to the chief priests and elders with a suggestion that they now ask for Paul to be brought before them and the Sanhedrin for a more thorough investigation.  On his way there, these Jews planned to kill him.


This time it is a interesting new character that intercedes for Paul: his own nephew, for Paul’s sister lived in Jerusalem.  The boy went to Paul and told him of this plot; Paul responded by sending him to the centurion guard who took him to the commander, who sent Paul to Caesarea to Felix the governor, with a personal letter explaining why it was necessary to send Paul out of Jerusalem.  Felix, putting Paul in custody, explained that he would hear his case when his accusers arrived.

VI. TRIAL BEFORE FELIX IN CAESAREA (Acts 24:1-27)


Within five days, the high priest Ananias and some elders came with their attorney Tertellus, who presented their case before the Governor Felix.  Then Paul presented his defense.  In Acts 24:13 he states what we ourselves in this Scripture Study carefully do.  “It is according to the new way”—the Gospel of Jesus—(which we study in the first and third years of CSS) “that I worship the God of our fathers. At the same time, I believe all that is written in the law and the prophets” (which we study in the second and fourth years of CSS).


Again, Paul brings up the culminating doctrine of our faith: “There is to be a resurrection of the good and the wicked alike” (Acts 24:15). Paul points out that it is the Jews from the province of Asia, where Paul has founded Christian communities, who found him in the temple—and that it is they who should make the charges against him when they heard him teach the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.


Felix adjourned the trial, and returned Paul to prison, saying that he was to be allowed some freedom, and receive his friends as they came to see to his wants.  Later, he brought his Jewish wife, Drusilla, to see and hear Paul about faith in Christ Jesus. When Paul also taught uprightness, continence, and the coming judgment, Felix “became frightened,” for Felix was living in an adulterous marriage with Drusilla, who deserted her husband to marry Felix.


Felix left Paul in prison there for two years and used to send for him frequently to talk with him.  This man is an example of one who knows and who studies the teaching of the church, but does not bring his life in line with it. Luke adds that this politician wanted to ingratiate himself with the Jews by leaving Paul in prison.  Meanwhile, a new governor succeeds him. As soon as this happens, back come the Jews asking to present their case against Paul.  We shall continue this situation in the next and our last lesson on Acts, when Luke ends this important book. The New Testament Book, Philemon, mentions Luke as his “fellow  worker” (Verse 24).

* * * * * * *
 QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 28

Acts 25 - 28

Day 1

Read the Notes.  As you go, mark any passages that strike you or enlighten you.  Share these in class.

Day 2


a.
Read Acts 25:1-12. Why do you think Festus, the new governor, refused the Jews’ request to send Paul to Jerusalem for trial?


b.
How did Paul respond to Festus’ question on a trial in Jerusalem?


c.
Read Acts 25:13-27.  In this account, what do we learn about the justice included in Roman law?

Day 3


a.
Read Acts 26:1-18.  In Jesus’ apparition to Paul on the road to Damascus, what does Jesus commission Paul to do?


b.
Read Acts 26:19-32.  Again, what does Paul describe as the teaching of “the prophets and Moses” (The Pentateuch books)?


c.
What was the reaction of King Agrippa to Paul’s speech?

Day 4


a.
Read Acts 27:1-5.  Where have we heard of Aristarchus of Thessalonica before?


b.
Read Acts 27:6-26, How does Paul give some leadership to the crew and passengers on this trip?


c.
Where did his advice come from?


d.
What does this say to you?

Day 5


a.
Read Acts 27:27-38.  How do you interpret verse 35?


b.
Read Acts 27:39-44.  In a sense, who was guiding the ship?


c.
Note Acts 27:24b.  What does it say about God’s care for his own?

Day 6


a.
Read Acts 27:39 - 28:10, Luke 10:19.  In verse 8, what sacrament does the Church use to heal the sick?


b.
Read Acts 28:11-31, Isaiah 6:9-10.  Which conclusion did Paul reluctantly reach in these last words to the Jews of Rome?


c.
Write a few lines about Paul’s effect on you in these chapters in Acts.  Who is he for you?
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