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THE GOSPEL OF LUKE

AND ACTS OF THE APOSTLES

Lesson 28  Commentary  Acts 25 - 28

PAUL’S LAST TRIAL AND APPEAL TO ROME

Acts 25 - 28

I. INTRODUCTION


These last dramatic chapters in Acts show Paul being tried in two different Roman courts in Caesarea, where Paul was imprisoned by the Roman governor there; Paul’s, final appeal as a Roman citizen to be tried in Rome; and finally, we have a vivid and careful description of the sea voyage in a violent storm, with Paul’s leadership coming forward to save them all.


Luke as an author and a historian stands out in these chapters, particularly in the last one, chapter twenty-eight, with his nautical details that add prominence to Paul’s last voyage for Christ.  Refuge on an island finds Paul surviving a poisonous snake bite, healing the father of the ruler of the island of a serious illness, and then healing all the sick on the island.


Luke ends his story of Paul and the book of Acts with Paul safe in Rome in a small house where he instructed all who came to him.  Only tradition tells us of his death there under the cruel emperor Nero, who persecuted Christians unmercifully. This was around the year 65 or later.


During these two years, Paul wrote the letters to the Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, and to Philemon.


In this wonderful account of the first Church, Luke has shown us two great Apostles and their foundation of our religion: Peter and Paul.

II. JEWISH LEADERS APPEAL TO ROMAN RULERS (Acts 25 - 26)


Festus, the new procurator of Judea, on his first visit to Jerusalem, is petitioned by the Sanhedrin to bring Paul there for his trial.  Again, they planned to lynch him on the way.  But Paul declares his innocence of any wrongdoing against Judaism or the empire, and as a Roman citizen, appeals to be sent to Rome.


But Festus knows that it is a religious reason that the Jews are opposing Paul; Festus needs to write a report in accordance with Roman law, so he decides to send Paul to King Agrippa, a higher authority, who is also bound by Roman law: “No one may be condemned in his absence, nor can equity tolerate that anyone be condemned without his case being heard.” This calls for another defense from Paul.

III. PAUL’S LAST DEFENSE (Acts 26:1-32)


Beginning with the Jews’ hope in the promise made “to the fathers,” Paul puts a question to Agrippa: “Why should it be thought a thing incredible with you that God should raise the dead?” (Acts 26:8). Then he continues to tell of his own persecution of the followers of Jesus, of Jesus’ appearance and call to him to spread the news of the resurrection and new belief in the fulfillment of God’s promises through Jesus. He closes with the declaration “With the help of God I stand this day, witnessing to small and great, saying only what the prophets and Moses said would come to pass” (Acts 26:22).


When Paul ended, Festus and Agrippa agreed that Paul might have been set at liberty, if he had not appealed to Caesar (Acts 26:32).

IV.  PAUL’S VOYAGE TO ROME (Acts 27:1-44)


A. Luke’s Reason for the Detailed Voyage. Luke sees a great significance in this journey: Paul, the real apostle to the nations, is now on his way to the great capital of the Roman empire, which ruled the known world.  Paul had once said, “I must visit Rome, too” (Acts 19:21). Rome, itself, as we have seen, had heard the evangelical message of Christ’s coming earlier. Not only Rome, but its empire had been predicted by Christ in his ascension message: “...You shall be witnesses to me in Jerusalem, and in all Judea, and Samaria, and even to the uttermost part of the earth” (Acts 1:8).


Paul as well as Peter began in the Holy City of Jerusalem, and ended in the capital of an empire, made the capital of the worldwide Church.


This long account of the apostle’s last journey to Rome shows us Luke as the historian who enlarges the meaning of an event by vivid description; as a herald of good news, and as an evangelist, both in his Gospel and in his last book, ACTS.

V. THE VOYAGE (Acts 27:1-44)


A. The Storm. The third “we” section begins here, ending with Acts 28:16, when the ship arrives at Rome. Luke is with Paul on this whole voyage. Also with him is Aristarchus from Thessalonia, who is mentioned several times in Acts and in two of Paul’s letters. Early in the voyage a severe storm arose. Disregarding Paul’s warning of this, though he was not a sailor, but much indeed a man of God, Paul also predicted that there would be no loss of their lives, for an angel had come and comforted him: “Fear not, Paul, you must be brought before Caesar and God will save all with you” (Acts 27:24). We as Christians know how God has done that through Paul.


Again, Paul shows leadership and advises all to eat, for the roughness of the voyage discouraged that. Then Paul “took some bread, gave thanks ... broke it, and began to eat.” This sounds very much like the Eucharistic bread, but scholars generally do not understand it so, but see it as saying grace before eating.  Some point out that the Greek word “bread” here means any kind of food.  It is strange, though that Luke used such a Eucharistic statement here ... Perhaps, Paul did give himself and the two or three other Christians on ship, the bread that he had consecrated.

VI. WINTER IN MALTA AND ARRIVAL IN ROME (Acts 28:1-16)


A. The Voyage. This short stay of three months on the island of Malta, just south of the large island of Sicily, just off the toe of Italy, is a peaceful interval, with kindness from the natives and God’s reward by healing the leader’s ill father, and many others.


Setting sail finally, they reached the town of Puteoli, where “we found some of the brothers (Christians) and spent a week there” (Acts 28:14). Apparently, the captain in charge of the prisoners being taken to Rome, was quite friendly by this time with Paul and his small group, allowing this week for them to visit fellow Christians. Even “brothers from Rome” came to meet them about thirty-three miles from Rome.


B. In Rome. Here Paul in a lodging of his own (with a soldier to guard him!) spent the next two years.  An important break with the Jews, whom Paul had always gone to first, happened here.  His invitation to Roman Jews to visit him and his preaching of Christ to them, resulted in some becoming Christians, and others rejecting Christ. Paul gladly quoted Isaias 6:9-10 to them:

“The mind of this people has grown sluggish.

They have scarcely used their ears to listen;

Their eyes they have closed,

Lest they see with their eyes, hear with their ears,

understand with their minds, and repent,

And I should have to heal them.”


Paul ends with a decisive conclusion about the future Church:


“Now you must realize that this salvation of God has been transmitted to the Gentiles—who will heed it!”


It is probable that at the end of the two years Paul was set free.  Most likely in the shipwreck any documents on his case were lost. We know from his letter to the Philippians, written at this time, that they sent him alms for his upkeep.


It is uncertain whether Paul was freed then took the trip to Spain, as he had desired, or that he was again arrested and imprisoned a second time in Rome, but one commentator of Acts ends his book with a possible account of Paul’s martyrdom there.


C. Martyrdom of Paul. The soldiers go down a small road to a place of springs by a little pine-wood. The soldiers strip the tired man and for the last time beat him with rods.  They then bound him to a pine tree and beheaded him.  Friends are allowed to take the body away.


A few humble and loyal Christians will have followed: they will carry the relics back to a little graveyard half the way to Rome and there bury them.  Not 300 years later, a different Roman emperor, the convert Christian, Constantine, built over the place a huge basilica which, restored many times, still stands there: over the tomb he placed a stone with words graven on it:

PAUL APOSTLE MARTYR

COMMENTARY


Acts has been the story of two chosen men whom Jesus called to lead His early Church.


But a Third Person is the power, the teacher of Jesus’ Church, the Holy Spirit, whose dramatic coming is the beginning of the history told in Acts.


We might call this book Acts I. Acts II might be the continued story of the Church through the Holy Spirit acting in chosen leaders to follow Peter and Paul. This continued story might well be the study of summer workshops in CSS, taking us on with the Church as it was and is carried on by the Holy Spirit, sent to us by the Father and the Son as the Church’s ever-present Guide.


This first year (Luke and Acts) of the series in CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY, continues next year with the important Old Testament account of the beginning of man, and of the Jewish religion—the five books of the Torah at the beginning of our Bible, also called the PENTATEUCH, a Greek word for five books.  We will thus alternate between the Old and New Testament for the next four years, covering carefully the most important books for our faith, and touching on all of the others, so that CSS members have read, pondered, shared, and learned from all the books of Sacred Scripture.
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